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To every reader who fell in love with these characters.

Thank you.

I wrote this one for you.




[image: ]

[image: ]

 

EVIE’S ARM WRAPS POSSESSIVELY THROUGH mine while we sit on the leather covered chairs and wait our turn. She’s always touching me, holding hands, a brush along my knee, or her arm against my forearm. I love it. Love that she unintentionally lets every person we meet know I belong to her as much as she owns me. But as much as I want our love etched for all eternity, I don’t want to rush her. “Evie, we don’t have to do this unless you want to. We can wait. If you’re having second thoughts—”

“No!” Her death grip on my bicep tightens.

“Babe. You’re gonna leave bruises.” I release a chuckle.

She follows my gaze to where her nails dig into my skin, and she loosens her hold. “Sorry. I guess I’m more nervous than I thought. But I’m not having second thoughts. I want this. To share this with you. And I love the thought of something so permanent. It’s better than my ring.” Her eyes snap up to meet mine and widen. “Not that I don’t love my ring!”

A smile pulls wide at my lips, and I tilt her face with my fingers so our gazes lock. “I know, Evie. I’m just making sure. You know I want this just as badly.” I dip my chin to whisper in her ear. “This ink is going to look so fucking sexy on your skin. I’m so turned on just thinking about it. As soon as we’re done, I’m taking you back home.”

She meets my lips in a soft, fleeting kiss. “I like the way you think, Mr. Reynolds.”

“I can’t wait to call you Mrs. Reynolds.”

She gives me her sweet smile. “Twenty-two days to go.”

“Not soon enough. Let’s elope,” I deadpan and she laughs, shaking her head.

“No way! Not after all the planning and deposits. Beside the fact our families would disown us, Kate and Jon would too if they weren’t part of our special day.”

“I know. I know.” And I want to celebrate with our loved ones. I only wish I’d had the foresight to set the date earlier. With each day that passes, my lips battle with my mind to resist the urge to call Evie my wife.

“Evie and Tate.” The shop manager calls out our names in a booming voice, drawing our attention to the wall behind the short registration counter and photographs of artwork behind it. “Dev is ready for you.”

I stand and lace my fingers with Evie’s, then lead her back to Dev’s station passing the charts of bangers and sample script. I’ve had lots of ink done over the years by several different artists, but Dev is this mountain of a man who’s really nothing but a big softy. I trust his work and have a feeling his charismatic demeanor will put Evie at ease since this is her first tattoo.

Dev stands from his chair. “Nice to see you, bro.” He’s got to be at least six foot five and fills the doorway with his frame. Evie is absolutely tiny next to him. “And I see the missus is getting work done, too.” He smiles at Evie and I can feel her body relax as she greets Dev.

We discuss what we want done, and she goes first. My eyes are captivated by each step, and the second the needle hits her skin I have to concentrate on keeping my dick in check. Fuck. That’s sexier than I ever imagined. Thank God Dev is a pro. We’ll be out of here soon and I can make love to my Evie.

Her tatt takes only a few minutes, the script of my name small and feminine. Mine requires more work—the piece is larger—and Dev fills it in with shading so the word Evelyn stands out amongst my other ink. Evie stands at my side, transfixed. Instead of watching Dev paint her name onto my forearm, my eyes are mesmerized by how she’s engrossed in the process. Her lips and brows pull with interest as Dev works.

Every second that ticks by fills me with more affection for her. From the way she glances at me to smile, to how she rubs tiny circles over the tension in my neck with her thumb. She’s playful, kind, and generous.

“I got off easy. Yours is so much bigger.” She nods at my latest tattoo after we leave Dev’s station.

“So much innuendo there, I don’t know where to go first.”

She shakes her head, a grin at her lips, and stops walking to push up on her toes and whisper in my ear, “Hmm . . . I say we should go home, yeah?”

Yeah. Yeah, we should.

When I don’t answer immediately she just laughs and struts to the front counter where Dev’s waiting for us to pay and review final care instructions. Like everything about Evie, her allure may not be flashy or overtly sexy, but I know exactly how beautiful the curves are that hide beneath her worn jeans and plain white tee. I shake my head, asking myself for the bazillionth time how I got so damn lucky. And how quickly I can get her home.

By the time I hand Dev his cash and we’re headed out to the car, I’m fighting a serious hard on. “Come here,” I say, pulling Evie into my arms and backing her up until she pushes into my car door. “Do you know how sexy you are?”

She giggles, kissing me long enough that her tongue sweeps against mine before tilting her chin up. “I’m guessing a lot.” She leans into me and I know she can feel my erection pressing into her belly through my jeans.

“So, so much.” My grin matches hers. “I love my name on your skin.”

“Take me home.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I kiss her once more and then walk around the car to open her door.

It’s only a fifteen-minute drive back to our house, but I make it in twelve. Between the heated glances Evie and I trade and the music she pipes through my stereo, it’s a miracle my foot doesn’t push straight through the floorboard.

As I slow to swing under the carport and park alongside her vehicle, I inhale slowly to calm my already rock hard dick. “Hey, babe?” I say, shutting the engine. Her hand’s already on the door.

“Yeah?”

“You have exactly one minute.”

Her brows pinch with confusion.

“One minute to get inside, take off your clothes, and make it to the bed.”

Her eyes widen and her breath comes faster with the hint of her smile. “Or else what?”

“If you don’t make it to the bedroom, I’ll probably make love to you wherever I find you. The kitchen. The living room. Hallway. Hell, much longer and I’ll fuck you right here.”

“Oh, car sex. That sounds exciting.” Her eyes sparkle, but she releases a little laugh. “Let’s do that on our honeymoon, when it’s a little darker outside. Preferably in the middle of nowhere.”

“Deal.” We’ve planned a road trip all along the West Coast, exploring from San Diego all the way up to Oregon. And like everything with Evie, a few promised words and she just made me love her more. “But for now…”

She glances down at the bulge in my jeans and bites her lip. “Sexy hide and seek. You’re it. Count.” She grins and with that she’s out of the car, unlocks the front door, and is inside the house before I can move a muscle.

Taking the full minute to calm my raging boner so I don’t come within seconds once I finally get inside her, I follow her out and arm the car alarm. Stepping inside the house, my lips pull wide at the music playing from the living room record player. One of Evie’s favorite albums, the artist crooning about love and happy ever afters—it’s a song we’ve made love to on more than one occasion. I kick off my shoes, discard my shirt, and unbutton my jeans while I step forward to find her.

I don’t have far to go.

Fuck.

“Found me,” she says with a flirty pout, and she releases the clasp to her bra.

“Fuck.” This time I say it aloud because before me is the most beautiful woman to walk into my world, and she’s mine. All mine. Just as the name scrolled down her side pronounces. “You’re gorgeous. You know that, right?”

“That’s what you tell me.”

Her eyes stay trained on my hands as I push my pants and underwear down to my knees in one sweep, then shove them off the rest of the way and take three steps forward. I wrap my hands around her slim waist. “Caught you,” I whisper.

She nods and slides her arms around my neck as our lips meet in a rush.

As much as I want to enjoy this, savor the moment, I know I won’t last long, not when I’ve been imagining making love to her all afternoon. So instead I go with what I’ve got, and use my fingers to find her wet folds between her legs. Massaging around and over her clit while my lips battle with hers, I do everything I can to bring her there. She reaches for me with one hand, and her strokes up and down my cock only spur on my determination to make her come first. Between hurried kisses and anticipation, she’s right where I need her.

Backing her down the hallway, our lips still locked, we almost reach the bedroom door when I turn and drop to my knees.

“Oh yes, Tate,” she says as I spread her pussy wide and dip my chin to lick between her folds. “Yes, yes, please.” She moans and I assault her center with my tongue. Adding two fingers, I stroke in and out, increasing their pace along with that of my tongue brushing over her clit. Her orgasm crashes with little warning, my name on her lips as she shouts with her release. I’d stay here for hours but I have to get to work soon.

Standing once her pleasure subsides, I claim her lips for another kiss and hook my hands around her thighs to carry her the rest of the way to the bedroom.

“I love you, Evie,” I say between kisses.

“I love you, Tate,” she answers back.

Careful not to brush along her sensitive new ink, I sit on the edge of the bed and lay back. “Ride me, baby,” I say and she does. Grabbing my cock in one hand, she lines me up and sinks down on a groan. I love the way we fit together. Rocking those hips back and forth, over and over, it doesn’t take long before she’s close again, her walls tightening around my cock as it slides in and out.

My thumb finds her clit and I rub quick tiny circles while my other hand grabs her hip and encourages her not to stop. I’m so fucking close, but I’ll hold out as long as I can.

“That’s it. Yes. Right there,” she says, a softly spoken demand I don’t dare deny. My thumb moves faster, and the moment her body pulses with release I give in to my own orgasm. We stay connected. Together. I scoot back on the bed, delighting in the feel of her smooth skin against mine when she lays her cheek against my chest.

This. Right here. My reason for being. She’s the only home I’ll ever need.
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MY CHEEK RESTS ON HIS firm chest. The rapid beat of his heart matches my own as I slowly relax and catch my breath. My fingers can’t help but trace the outside edges of his new tattoo. Centered on his left forearm, it’s all I see. My name. They say you shouldn’t tattoo a lover’s name on your skin because of all that can go wrong. Relationships fall apart all the time, but I love that we did it anyway. That we believe in us enough to permanently mark our skin. As often as I have to talk Tate out of a spontaneous elopement, it’s in moments like these that I’m glad he doesn’t ask, because if he did my answer wouldn’t take into account anything other than wanting to make this man my husband.

Twenty-two more days. Three weeks. That’s nothing considering we only met a little over eleven months ago, when I was hired to investigate his viability as boyfriend material for a client. At the time, I didn’t realize I’d meet the love of my life and start an amazing business in private investigation work with my best friend, Jon. So much has happened in one year’s time. It seems only right we wait until next month to tie the knot on the anniversary of our first date.

The buzz of my cell as it vibrates next to the bed pulls me from my thoughts, and when it continues with its incessant vibration I groan, begrudgingly pulling away from Tate. The text string is constant and all reads the same.

Kate: 911! Jon’s apartment! Now!

“It’s Kate. She needs me.” I sigh and fall back onto the comfort of Tate’s outstretched arm. His fingers play with my hair.

“When does she not?” His chest rumbles with silent laughter.

“I know. Seriously, this pregnancy has her taking our emergency code to the extreme. I get that it’s scary and all, but come on! Not everything requires immediate attention.” I shudder as I remember last month when she texted. I rushed to meet her at her office, and as soon as I walked in the doors she ushered me into the small restroom, locked the door, dropped her pants, and bent over. We’ve been best friends since middle school, but that stretched the limits of our besties boundaries. I can never unsee that.

And I officially never want to be pregnant. Apparently, hemorrhoids are a common side effect. After I encouraged her to pull her pants back on, we called her OB on speaker phone, and he confirmed that’s what that was. I shudder again.

“You cold?” Tate rubs my shoulder and I shake my head.

“No. Just remembering the last time Kate 911’ed me. I really hope she keeps her pants on this time.”

Tate laughs and kisses my lips with a peck. “Women are so weird. If Jon or Derek did that I’d assume they’re gay.” I roll my eyes and he quickly amends, “Not that there’s anything wrong with that.” He rises from the bed and walks over to the dresser. He has an unusual schedule, so even though it’s past two on Friday afternoon, he’s only now going in to work. All part of the personal trainer gig, but with my odd schedule at the PI firm, we make it work.

I sit on the side of the bed and gather my discarded clothing, re-dressing in my underwear, tee shirt, and jeans. “So, I’m going to meet Kate at the apartment. What time will you be home tonight?”

“My last client is booked for eight, so sometime after nine. Text me if you end up staying late and I’ll squeeze in a quick workout before I head home.” I nod as he pulls his workout clothes on. The club logo tee fits like a second skin over every inch of tatted muscle. I grin when I see his angry, ointment coated skin bearing my scripted name shimmer in the light. He grabs his wallet and keys off the dresser and catches my stare.

“See something you like?” He grins and those dimples pop, one at each side of his mouth.

“Always.” I lick my lips. “I like my name on your skin.” We just made love but I could go again. I can always go again with Tate. One look from him and my entire being pulses with need.

He stalks toward me and I stand from the edge of the bed. My skin tingles in excitement and his eyes have that glint about them.

“And I fucking love my name on your skin. Can I see it once more?” He lifts the hem of my shirt and exposes the new tattoo on my right side. He drops to his knees and kisses my skin. His lips travel gently and steady around the edges of the lettering.

Then his fingers dip into the waistband of my shorts.

My phone chimes. Again.

And again, and again.

I blow out a frustrated breath. Tate kisses the skin just over my belly button and stands.

“Your friend’s a real cock block.”

I nod my head. “She really is. I’ll be sure to tell her.”

“It’s okay. I have to get to the club anyway.” He brushes his lips over mine one last time and murmurs, “Love you, Evie.”

“Love you, Tate.” He turns to leave and I sigh. Better get to my girl. No matter what, we are best friends and if she needs me, I’m there.

Driving from Tate’s house to Jon and Kate’s apartment takes less than twenty minutes and I crank my music to sing along at the top of my lungs. It’s a gorgeous Arizona spring day and little hairs escape my ponytail when I roll down the windows. I have to take advantage of the perfect weather before it turns to the scorching fires of hell in only a few short months.

Walking up the path to my old apartment—the one I shared with Jon until I moved in with Tate, and the one we still work from—I brace myself for whatever hormone-induced drama lies beyond the front door.

Before I can even slide my key into the lock, the door is thrown open. My gaze darts behind Jon’s alarmed face, but my brain can hardly process what I find. Empty cartons of Ben & Jerry’s are strewn across the surface of the coffee table, and both Kate and my older sister Melissa pace, their protruding bellies forcing a waddle-like stride as they negotiate a cautious pattern over the worn carpet.

“What the hell?” I whisper.

“I don’t know. But they’ve been like this since I got home ten minutes ago. I’m scared. Help.” Jon’s eyes widen as Kate’s expletives increase in volume and my sister begins to cry. Her wails fill the air.

“Is this the hormones? Because I’m gonna say, I’ll never want babies if these two keep this up.” I’m frightened to cross the threshold. Maybe if I turn and run now they won’t notice.

Their preggo sixth sense kicks in and both faces snap to the open doorway.

“Evie!” Melissa cries. Her face crumples and her shoulders drop, and I immediately rush to wrap her in a hug. I don’t know what has her so distraught but, whatever it is, I want to make it better. It’s alarming to see my normally cool and together sibling so unraveled.

“Thank God! Finally! I’ve been texting you all afternoon!” Kate says.

Jon steps—albeit in a timid fashion—into the circle of crazy that is now their living room and sits on the edge of the couch.

“I came as soon as I could.” I glance around. “Where’s Claire?”

“I dropped her off at Mom’s. I didn’t know what else to do.” Melissa’s chin quivers and tears stream down her face. I push strands of her wayward auburn curls back from where they cling to her damp face. I’m glad my niece isn’t here to witness her mom so distraught. At almost eighteen months, I’m sure she’d only be upset.

“What’s going on, Mel?”

She winces and exhales sharply, her hand going to her almost eight months along growing belly.

“She needs to sit.” Kate grabs her by the arm and pushes her into the oversized recliner. “You need to relax. Stay calm. For the baby.” Kate rubs my sister’s belly and Melissa eases back into the chair. I’m always amazed at how nurturing my friend can be. She’ll be a great mom. Even though she and my sister have due dates weeks apart, Kate’s take charge attitude can’t help but gain control.

I squat next to my sister and take her hand in my own. “Mel, what’s wrong? Is it the baby?”

“No, baby’s fine. It’s—” she glances around the room, meeting each of our gazes while she inhales and exhales a deep breath. “It’s Drew. I think—No, I know—” Another breath. “He’s cheating on me.”

“That fucking piece of shit!” Kate shouts and I glare to silence the rant she’s sure to begin.

“Why do you think that?” I ask in a calm and steady tone. Melissa and Drew have been together since college. He loves her and Claire with everything he is. They have the perfect marriage. He would never screw that up.

I take the seat next to Mel and glance over her shoulder to meet Jon’s gaze. He studies my sister with calculating suspicion. Good. We’ll need his help getting to the bottom of whatever this is.

“Every Tuesday night for the past six weeks he’s had to work late.”

“Okay . . .” Her answer puts my heart at rest.

“But last week I called the office receptionist. You know, because he wasn’t picking up his cell.” Tears—big, fat ones—trail down her face. Kate grabs a box of tissues to hand her. “She said he left at five. Like always. Made it like I was stupid for even calling.”

“Hey, hey. Now, that’s not so bad. Maybe he had a dinner meeting? Or got called away unexpectedly?”

Melissa glares at me through glassy eyes. “I’m not an idiot, Evie. I’ve been married to the man for almost six years. I know his freaking schedule. He’s reliable and predictable.”

“And loyal and committed. Maybe he was only meeting up with friends?”

“Then why not tell me?” She shakes her head and wipes away the fresh set of tears, her eyeliner streaking beneath her eyes and across her cheek. “It’s not like I wouldn’t understand if he needs a night out sometimes. I’m a rational p-p-person!”

Jon’s eyes widen with her wails that follow, clenching his jaw as if he wants to laugh. I shoot him a warning glare and scoot closer to Melissa to rub her back. If Kate turns around and sees his face, he’ll be in the doghouse for a week.

“Of course you are. I’m sure we’ll all have a big laugh when we find out what he’s been up to on Tuesday nights,” I croon. She stops crying enough to look up at both me and Kate.

“You think there could be another explanation?”

“Sure. Maybe he developed a gambling addiction? Or he’s always wanted to explore the BDSM world and is taking lessons to perfect his kinky fuckery? Or hell, maybe he’s a closet quilter? I’ve seen that man with Claire. He colors way too well for a man. Guys don’t always want to admit their love of crafting old T-shirts into a comfy, warm keepsake blankie.”

What? I can’t help but gawk at Kate.

Melissa’s eyes widen as she wipes at her tears. “Do you really think he’s learning to quilt? Maybe I should check his T-shirt drawer.”

“Oh, my God!” I throw up my hands. “Really, Kate? Where do you come up with this stuff?”

“I have a vivid imagination. Don’t I, Jon?”

He blinks twice before nodding.

Melissa’s shoulders begin to shake again and I hug her tighter, laying my cheek against her shoulder. I know without checking that she’s crying again.

“Stop jumping to conclusions. Drew is a good guy. You guys have been together for years and you have a beautiful daughter and a baby due next month. He’s not stupid enough to fuck that up.” I glance at Jon and continue to rub my sister’s back in slow circles. Her sobs slow to a few intermittent hiccups.

“You really think that? Maybe I’m blowing this out of proportion?”

“Why don’t you ask him?”

“I can’t. I just . . . The night I called his receptionist, I stayed awake because I couldn’t sleep. When he came home it was after eleven and I could tell he was surprised I was still up. I asked how his meeting went, and he said it went great.”

“That doesn’t mean he was cheating on you.”

“My money’s on closet crafter,” Kate interrupts with all the seriousness in the world, and it’s enough to bring a smile to my sister’s lips. But it falters a second later when she opens them to speak again.

“Last week I followed him.”

“What?”

“I followed him to these condos near the downtown ASU campus. I would have gone inside too, but I had Claire in the backseat. It was dinnertime and she started crying. I just couldn’t . . . I couldn’t face him with our daughter in my arms.” She sniffles.

“Aw, Mel.” Kate grabs my sister’s hand. “Don’t cry, okay. I’m sure he’s just hiding his love for patterned fabrics. Whatever happens, we’ve got your back.”

I nod. “Jon and I will get to the bottom of this so don’t you worry. I’m sure there’s a perfectly good explanation.”

And if there’s not and he is cheating on my sister? Well, he’s going to regret the day he was born. I’ll kill him with my bare hands . . . if someone else doesn’t get to him first.
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FINISHING WITH MY LAST CLIENT of the day, I make a few notes so I won’t forget what we accomplished during our session and head through the locker rooms to check my schedule for tomorrow.

The upscale fitness club gives our members state-of-the art equipment, group classes, and personal training options. I started working at Lift Me Up after I moved to Arizona to be close to my sister and her boys. At the time they needed my help, and this club was the best paying in the area. I love my career, helping people to better their health, and for the most part it’s a blessing to do what I love for a living. My schedule is unconventional though, lots of nights and weekends, and I consider myself lucky for finding a woman who not only understands, but is supportive. It doesn’t hurt that her PI work with Jon requires the same kind of off hours.

I smile at our receptionist and tap one of the open tablets to find my booked sessions. When I see someone booked me for another private training session tonight, I check the time and walk over to Carrie. “I don’t recognize my last appointment. Did you add someone to my schedule?”

Normally I’d appreciate the extra income, but I’m busy as it is until the wedding. Adding anyone else to my already hectic schedule isn’t good. I’m taking two weeks off for our honeymoon, so it’s a bad time to start someone in a routine only to hand them off to another trainer.

“Wait? You don’t know her?” Carrie furrows her brow and pinches her lips together. “She seemed adamant that you two know each other. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have scheduled her. Nick said no new clients for you until next month. I thought this would be an exception.”

Strange. I study the name again. Lindsay Jones. Lindsay. Not striking any memories. I shrug and smile at Carrie. “Oh, well. No harm. Maybe I’ll remember her once I see her.”

Carrie laughs. “Such a guy thing to say. Evie’s already banished all other women from your mind, hasn’t she?”

“Since the moment I met her,” I admit. Another glance at my wristwatch confirms my mystery client is running ten minutes late. I’ll bet money she never comes. “I’m heading over to the free weights. If Lindsay ever shows up, send her my way. And let her know I can’t stand it when a client’s late.”

“Sure thing.” Carrie goes back to scrolling through her phone. The club is pretty empty this time of night. Fridays start to clear out after seven and resemble a ghost town after eight. Evie texted earlier that “the shit hit the fan” and she’d be late so, instead of waiting around for a no-show, I begin my own workout.

Earbuds in, I stride to an open bench and load the bar with enough weight to warm up my muscles. Scooting under the bar I push it up and bring it back down along my chest. Set after set, my body groans in protest of the challenge, but I push through anyway. I’m completely in the zone when an upside down blonde head enters my peripheral vision.

“Hey there, hot stuff.” She grins as if we’re friends.

Racking the weight, I pull the buds from my ears and sit up on the bench to meet her stare. “Lindsay . . .” It all clicks. The name, the time, the place. Lindsay Jones. Five, maybe six years ago back in Cali. We dated maybe a dozen times, hooked up a few, and I haven’t seen or thought of her since. “You must be my client.”

“Ready to get my sweat on.” She unzips her hoodie and peels it from her arms. “And before you give me a hard time, I’m sorry for being late. The girl up front tried to warn me, but I already remember that about you. I’m still getting the hang of the mass transit system here. Not as easy to navigate as back home, but I’ll get used to it.”

“I’ll give you a pass. This time only.”

“Always were fair. Thank you. So, what’s first?”

“Let’s get you warmed up.” It doesn’t escape me that her eyes light up with my words and I wish I had a giant sign on my head that flashes, “TAKEN.” Since I don’t, I’ll have to be less discreet. “Treadmill for a few minutes. We can catch up. What’s it been, four, five years?”

“Seven.” She laughs.

“Wow. Really? You haven’t changed a bit.” She hasn’t, either. Looks the same as I remember, and with her form fitting workout clothes there’s little left to the imagination. A flash of guilt hits me in the gut for envisioning how she looks naked. Not that I want her, I don’t, it’s just that I can’t help but remember.

Her smile brightens. “You’ve certainly bulked up. Do you compete?”

Crap. Now she’s admiring my body. “Nah. I love fitness, but I don’t have the time or passion for competitions. Too busy planning my wedding.” I tap the buttons on the treadmill to ramp up the settings.

Her brow rises and her lips pull up to one side with a smirk. “Should’ve guessed that. All the good ones are taken. Congrats.” She has to switch to a jog to keep up with the pace.

“So, what brings you to Arizona?”

“Work.”

“I’m sorry. What do you do again? It’s horrible that I don’t remember.” And I don’t, but I also don’t want my questions to seem anything more than friendly.

“I still work at the bank. I transferred out here for a management position.” And that’s when I remember how we met. Teller girl. I’d moved to California and she helped set up my checking account. She was flirty and attractive, still is. We hooked up on occasion, but I broke things off and signed up for direct deposit when it became clear she wanted more.

“Congrats on the promotion,” I say and increase the incline and speed. I have to hand it to her, because she doesn’t even break a sweat as she keeps up with the challenging pace. “Enough chit chat. I’m being too easy on you.” I up the pace some more.

She only grins and takes longer strides. After a few minutes I stop the machine, and she hops off when the gears slow.

“So, Lindsay, what are your fitness goals? It’s obvious you’re in excellent condition.”

“That’s the thing, Tate. I can’t let myself go. I’m afraid being in a new city, with work taking up most of my waking hours, I’ll let my gym time slide. I’m here for accountability.”

I nod, appreciating her foresight in realizing her needs and limits. “That works. Let’s do a mix of cardio and weight training, unless you have a specific area you’d like to concentrate on.”

“Full body is what I need.” She smiles and tilts her water bottle for a drink.

“In that case . . . why don’t we step into my office,” I tease, gesturing to the squat rack.

Her laughter is light when she steps ahead. “Thank you, kind sir.”

The rest of our time together goes by quickly and I make the rare exception of giving her a full hour of training even though she arrived late. It’s something I don’t do often because it only encourages tardiness, but it’s clear to me Lindsay’s here to work. And I felt a little sorry for her. I know how difficult it can be moving to a new city and finding friends. I can’t help but wonder if her need for PT comes from a place of loneliness as much as fitness goals. She’s a cool woman, just as I remember her. We didn’t work out, but it wasn’t for any negative reason. I hope she meets someone who’s her perfect fit. The way I found Evie. Everyone deserves that kind of happiness.
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I’VE TAILED A LOT OF vehicles over the past twelve months, and I’ve become quite proficient at it. There’s always an adrenaline kick. A buzz that comes with following someone, unbeknownst to them, in a challenge to find their deep and dirty secrets. But today is different. Today I’m following someone I know. Drew is family. He’s been with my sister since I was a teenager, and up until this last weekend I never doubted my trust in him. The pit of nervous energy in my stomach grows with each mile as he heads toward the address my sister gave us.

“Jon. You there?” I say into my earpiece when we’re less than two miles out.

“Yep. Hanging like a total fucking creeper.”

“Are you inside?” We did a preliminary drive-by yesterday, and learned the condos are connected with a gated common area. A parking lot surrounds the entire complex and won’t afford us much visibility, but Jon’s surprisingly sneaky for a six-foot-two wall of muscle. His years in the Army were the perfect training for a private investigator.

“Yeah, the courtyard was easy to get into. I only had to wait for some hipster kid to hold it open for me. There’s a unit for rent that has a direct view of the street entry. I’ll see everything unless Drew goes inside one on this side.”

“Did you break into an empty condo?”

“Nah. I called the listing agent and took a tour last night. Left one of the windows unlocked while she was raving about the stainless steel appliances. This entire place has shit security. If I have a daughter she’s never living alone. Ever.”

“I actually feel bad for any child of yours. Boy or girl, they aren’t getting away with anything. Still waiting to find out the baby’s gender?”

“Yeah. We want to be surprised.”

“Good. I’m following three cars behind. Drew’s heading in your direction. He’s two minutes out.” Part of me is relieved Drew’s traveling toward the same destination he has for the last two weeks because it will help us figure out what he’s doing. Another part of me is hoping he goes home to my sister.

“This is stupid.” Jon blows out a breath and it crackles through the line. “Why don’t we just ask him why he’s here?”

“Because he could lie and our cover would be blown.” Jon knows exactly why we can’t, unless . . . “Wait. You think Melissa’s full of crap, don’t you?”

“I know first-hand how emotional and temperamental a pregnant woman can be. I have no doubt she believes he’s cheating. I just don’t buy it.”

“It’s hard for me to picture, too. But how many clients have we worked for whose marriage seems fault-free, yet we find proof of cheating? It happens. No one is immune.”

“That’s so cynical, QT. What happened to your positive outlook?”

“This job. Too many cheaters and liars in the world. I’d love to be proved wrong this time.”

“What does Tate say?”

Drew pulls in the first entrance and I drive past. “Oh. Um . . .”

“You haven’t told him?” Jon’s shock comes through his tone and he lets loose a long whistle.

“You know I can’t discuss clients with him!” I flip my rental car around and turn in the far entrance. I spot Drew’s car immediately and pull into a far corner space. With shades and a hat he shouldn’t recognize me, nor should he need to walk in this direction, but I slink down in my seat just in case.

“Evie, this is your sister, not some random client. She’s not even paying us, which I have no problem with, but this is family and you haven’t told your fiancé?”

Through my side mirror, I watch Drew get out of his car, pull his laptop bag over one shoulder, and run his fingers through his hair before walking to the entrance. He uses the intercom and waits for the iron gate to swing open. His fingers tap along the sides of his pants and his gaze darts from side to side.

I sigh. “I’m hoping we find an answer tonight and can be done with this. Then I’ll tell him.”

“Not sure that’s a great idea, but—”

As Drew steps through the opening, I interrupt. “Jon. That’s Drew.”

“I’ve got him in sight. Wait in the car. We don’t want to spook him.”

“Damn it,” I grumble as Drew disappears from my point of view.

“What is it?” Jon says.

“Just the way he’s walking. Looking around, and . . .” I can’t even say it.

“Suspicious,” Jon finishes for me.

“Yeah.”

“He’s going to the second story.”

There are a few minutes in which Jon doesn’t utter a word and I wish we could switch places so I can see what’s going on. The photos he’s taking won’t be enough, because I don’t want to wait any longer for the proof that will either put my sister’s fears to rest or flip her perfect world upside down.

“Shit,” Jon growls through my earpiece. My mind races with the possibilities.

Shit, I dropped my camera.

Shit, I need to pee.

Shit, someone sees me playing peeping Tom.

Shit, Drew’s a lying sack of shit.

“What? What is it?”

“I’m staying up here until he leaves.”

“Leaves? Did he go inside one of the condos?”

“Unit 244.”

“Did you see anything? Jon, tell me what’s going on.”

“I’ve got photos. We’ll debrief after he leaves. I’ll watch the door, but you watch his car. Maybe they won’t stay in.”

Apprehension prickles my fears. “They?”

“Shit.” He swears again. “It doesn’t mean anything until we have all the details, but this doesn’t look good.” He’s trying to protect me, or maybe Drew.

“Tell me.”

He swears again and I hear a shuffle before he says, “A woman opened the door.”

“Woman?” Crap, crap, crap. “Please tell me she was elderly and grandmotherly.” I’m reaching, I know, but this just can’t be happening.

“She’s young, mid-twenties, maybe. And beautiful.”

“Shit.”

“Yeah, that’s what I’ve been telling you.”

I grab my cell from where it sits in the cup holder. “I’m texting Melissa.”

“No!” Jon barks and my fingers still over the keyboard. “We do this the right way. We treat this like any other client. I admit this looks bad, but we don’t bring an accusation we can’t back up.”

“But Melissa . . .”

“We’ve got this down to a science, Evie. Whatever Drew’s doing with this woman, we’ll know within a week. First, we find out who she is, and who she is to him.”

Jon’s right. I only hope what we uncover isn’t another cheating husband. Because it’s not only about proving good guys still exist, or that there are exceptions to every rule. This is my sister’s happiness at stake. Her security. Her world. I can’t even process what happens next if Drew’s not the man we all believe him to be.
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IT’S BEEN ONE OF THOSE weeks in which Evie and I are ships passing in the night. I’ve been booked with clients and we won’t have a day off together until Sunday. Last night we babysat for my sister, and two nights ago she worked late with Jon. I was up this morning to teach spin and train clients before she was even awake. By the time I came home she’d already left for work. Now I’m back at the club for my evening clients but wishing for some one-on-one time with my woman.

I’m counting down the days until she’s my wife, but even better are the two weeks we’re taking off to explore up and down the West Coast. Two weeks of Evie all to myself. It’s what pushes me through another night of classes and training clients.

Lindsay is back for her third session tonight and she’s quickly become a client I actually look forward to. She has a great sense of humor, and works hard doing anything I ask and then some. After her session, I have a break in clients and then two more hours before I can head home. I shoot Evie a quick text to let her know I miss her while Lindsay finishes her reps on the leg press.

“You’re distracted tonight. Everything okay?” She says, wiping her brow with a towel and taking a quick sip of water while I change up the weight on her machine.

“Sorry. Long week.”

“Hear you there. And it’s only Thursday.”

“Which is kinda like my hump day since I work Saturdays. Three sets of ten.”

She winces and sets her legs for more repetitions. “I guess that comes with the job.”

“It does.” I nod and count aloud each push of her legs. “Good job. Let’s finish up with pull ups.”

“Fine, but only because I’m paying you,” she smarts and I have to laugh.

She follows as I lead the way to an empty bar. “What? Come on! You know you love them. I’m sure you wake up every day dreaming of the next chance you’ll have to pull your body weight over a bar.”

“Yep. That’s it.” She nods with the most serious of expressions. “I think about it more than food, or Netflix, or even sex.”

“Damn, girl. You really like pull ups,” I tease, and when she bursts into laughter I can’t help but do the same.

“Tate.” Evie’s voice is a total surprise and it takes a beat before my brain communicates to my legs that my fiancé is here in the flesh.

“Evie!” I say and even though I’m at work and should remain professional, I take two steps forward, cup her jaw in my palm and steal a kiss. It’s not a peck either, and I don’t pull away until Lindsay clears her throat behind us and one of my co-workers lets loose a whistle.

Evie pulls her lips up with a smile as her cheeks darken with a blush. “Sorry, I know you’re working but I brought you dinner. I just needed to see you.”

“I needed to see you, too. Thank you.” I step back and glance over my shoulder at my client. Shit, I need to get back to work. “Lindsay, this is my fiancé, Evie.”

Lindsay smiles and her eyes crinkle with laughter as she offers Evie a wave. “Nice to meet you. You’ve got yourself a good one.”

“That I do,” Evie agrees, but she studies Lindsay a moment before she turns to me. “Sorry, I’ll let you get back to it. See you at home?”

I check my watch. “Actually, if you want to wait fifteen minutes or so, I have an hour break.”

Her smile brightens. “Of course.”

“Tate, why don’t you go have dinner now. I’ll finish up myself,” Lindsay offers.

“Oh, no. I can’t do that,” I decline, because I won’t shortcut a session, even for more time with Evie. I take pride in my work and my professionalism.

“It’s fine, really. I promise I won’t cheat on my reps.” She strokes her pointer finger across her chest in an X. “Besides, I owe you one from when you stayed late for me on Friday.”

That’s true, it would be fair, and there’s not much coaching involved with her as it is. She knows how to do a pull up. I let my lips pull wide with my smile. “Deal. But you don’t leave until you give a full twenty.”

“Yes, sir.” She mock salutes.

A chuckle leaves my mouth as I turn, wrapping my arm around Evie to pull her to my side. “Thank you for the surprise visit.”

“I hope it’s okay. I hate how we’ve been missing each other these past few days.”

“Me, too. Things good with work?”

“Oh, fine. Business as usual. You seem busier than normal.”

“Yeah, just trying to squeeze everyone in before I marry you.” I place a kiss on the top of her head. My lips linger as I inhale, the scent of her shampoo one of the smells I’m an addict of. “God, I can’t wait for our honeymoon. You to myself for two full weeks.”

We get to the door that leads to the office and reception area and I let go of Evie to hold it open.

She grabs a takeout container from behind the desk with my name on it, and I motion for her to follow me outside. There’s an empty bench around the corner that provides us the perfect view of the setting sun. The vibrant splash of oranges and pinks paint the skyline while I dig into the salad she brought.

“So, who was that woman?”

I chew and swallow my mouthful before turning to Evie. “Who?”

“Your client . . . Lindsay.”

“Oh, yeah. She’s a new client of mine.” I take another bite. “This salad is really good. Flower Child?”

“Yeah.” She nods, but her gaze narrows. “She seemed really familiar with you.” When I don’t reply she adds. “Lindsay.”

“Oh, yeah. Well . . .” Shit. How do I go about this? As I never dated anyone in Phoenix until I met Evie, I haven’t had to deal with exes. Hell, before Evie I never cared enough to be considerate.

“Oh.” Her gaze drops to her red Chucks as they tap together at the toes. I hate the way her brow crinkles with worry and decide honesty is always the best policy.

“I dated her a few times back in California. When I first moved there after Oregon. We hooked up as well. But that was almost seven years ago, Evie.”

“And now you’re her trainer?” I reach for her hand but she pulls away.

“It just happened. I didn’t even recognize her name until she stepped foot in the club last week.”

“And you’re okay with that?” The jealously in her tone throws me off guard. Evie’s the most trusting woman I know. This isn’t like her at all.

“Sure. Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Let me get this straight. A woman you used to sleep with comes waltzing back into your life unannounced and without warning a few weeks before your wedding and you, one, don’t find anything suspicious about that; and two, don’t think it’s something you should tell your fiancé?”

“Evie, calm down. It’s not a big deal. I’m training her. This is my job.”

“While she fawns all over you wearing her tiny little sports bra and matching leggings? She might as well be wearing nothing!”

“Hey now. I am nothing but professional with my clients. You of all people should know that.”

Evie’s chest rises and falls with her choppy breath, the hard line of her mouth faltering with a quiver as she looks away.

Turning so we’re face to face, I cup her cheeks with both of my palms. She’s forced to meet my stare. “Hey, baby. What’s going on? What is it that has you so upset?”

A few tears escape the corners of her eyes but my thumbs brush them away before they can fall. Her chin quivers on an inhale of breath, and my fear hitches when she hesitates.

“Evie, what is it?”

“I’m sorry. I trust you. It’s just been a really rough couple of days.” She closes her eyes and reaches for me, burying her face into my neck as I hold her close.

“Want to talk about it?”

“No. Not now. It’s a case we’re working.”

“It’s okay.” I understand there are some cases she can’t discuss due to contracts. “I love you, Evie. If you don’t want me training Lindsay, I’ll pass her on to another trainer. You’re more important than any client.”

“No. It’s fine. I trust you, Tate. I do.” She eases away and nods at my half-eaten salad. “Eat. I’m okay. This case we’re working has me questioning things, and when I saw you with her it just, I don’t know, it picked at some of those doubts. I wish we could fast forward the next few weeks to when we are already married.”

“That’s what I’ve been saying all this time.” I pick up my food and take another bite. “It’s still not too late to elope,” I joke, because I know it’s not even an option.

“That offer is more tempting than ever,” she admits with a tight smile.

“Hey, I love you. Always.”

“I love you, too.”
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I’M GETTING MARRIED IN TWO weeks.

Fourteen days until the rehearsal and fifteen until I say I do.

There’s a to-do list a mile long with all the last minute errands and phone calls that need to be made, but instead of focusing on that, I can’t stop thinking of the woman Drew’s been secretly meeting. It consumes my thoughts, and for the last three days I haven’t been able to concentrate on much else.

Tuesday night after we observed Drew leaving and tailed him as he made the drive home well past eleven, Jon showed me the photos of Drew going inside her condo. Greeting her with a warm embrace. Leaving the same way. I was sick to my stomach.

We need to find out who she is. I want to drop all our other clients to focus solely on this, but Jon, ever the voice of reason, is keeping me in line. We’ve kept up with our current workload of client meetings, online investigations, and surveillance. More importantly, I’ve avoided giving Melissa any information other than letting her know Jon found a lead. We don’t want her involved. She asked us to take over and that’s what we’re doing. I only wish I could speed along the process.

Jon ran the public record on the condo and found out it’s being rented by one Amelia Moreau. I’ve been stalking her online ever since. At least I’m trying to. She’s one of those who doesn’t use her actual photo for a profile picture, but seeing the same Arizona skyline icon across all platforms, we determined it must be her. She blocks all her social media and won’t answer a friend request from any of my dummy accounts. Hot young guy, older handsome man, even flirty and fun chick haven’t been let into her circle. I can’t decide if that makes her really smart, or plain suspicious.

Jon had his contact run her through the system and she’s clean as a whistle. Not even a speeding ticket. It only makes me wonder more. Who is she?

I’ve been trying to figure it out all afternoon to no avail. Shutting my laptop with a forceful snap, I roll my chair away from the desk and release a frustrated growl.

Jon lifts his gaze from his computer screen, but I don’t need to see his face to know he’s holding back a smirk. “What now? Let me guess. The tulle your mom ordered is two shades too dark? The caterer can only do vanilla frosting, not vanilla bean, and the entire wedding reception’s gone to hell?” Now he really does laugh.

I shove my fingers into my hair and tug at the roots. “No! Those are the things a normal bride would be worried about right now!”

“I never pegged you for normal,” he muses, his attention back on his computer while his fingers fly across the keyboard.

“Thanks. I think.” Checking the time on my cell, I realize how late it is. Tate’s working until nine again so it’s not as though I have to rush, but I should probably get some wedding day to-dos checked off my list.

“Ah ha!” Jon shouts, pointing at his screen, and I think he’s about to jump out of his chair he’s so amped up.

“What?” My eyes go wide at the excitement that spreads across his normally serious features.

“I knew it! I knew something was off about her.”

“Who? Amelia?”

“Yep.” He turns his smug grin toward me, along with the screen of his computer so I can view it also.

“That’s her!” I shout because, hot damn, Jon is getting good at this cyber stalking. Her face, along with a dozen others, graces the front page of the university’s student newspaper in a recent opinion article. I scan the article but Jon gives me the rundown.

“I wondered why she wasn’t showing up on anything. She’s a foreign exchange student. That explains her lack of records and her proximity to the university.”

“But it doesn’t explain why Drew’s meeting with her weekly.”

“His company hires interns from the business program, doesn’t it? I remember him saying something about that. Maybe that’s how they know each other.”

“And now his company makes house calls?” I raise my eyebrows and return the computer monitor to Jon.

He twists his lips with a scowl and leans forward in his chair. “I don’t exactly know what to make of this. I’m sure I could find out, but it would take days. I’d be following this young woman, stealing hours from our business when you have a wedding this month and I have a baby coming next month . . .”

“Get to the point.” Jon’s not one to ramble. I have a feeling I won’t like where he’s leading.

“Honestly, QT, why don’t we confront Drew?”

I shake my head before he even finishes. “No. We’re not doing that.”

“Why not?”

“My wedding is in two weeks. I cannot deal with my sister—who is in my wedding party, mind you—falling apart right now. Two weeks, Jon! Two weeks until Tate’s family and mine are coming together to celebrate our big day. I want it to be perfect. No, scratch that. I don’t want it to be a monumental disaster. After spending the last few months planning this one day, is that so much to ask? Do you even know how much work goes into a wedding?”

“I’m guessing you’re gonna enlighten me.” He leans back in his chair, hands settling behind his neck.

“A lot. A fucking lot. And do you know how crazy my sister is right now?”

“Now, that I can guess.”

“Jon! I’m home!” Kate calls through their apartment.

“Speak of the devil,” he grumbles.

I shake my head and try not to laugh. “You mean the mother of your child.”

“And love of my life, but all three titles work.”

Kate’s big belly pushes through the open doorway and a smile lights up her face. “Oh, hey, Evie. You’re working late.”

“Yeah, Tate’s at the club so I wasn’t in a rush. I’ll get out of here and let you two have your space. I wanted to get a lead on the woman we saw Drew with.” I detach my laptop from the charger and tuck it inside my bag.

“You mean whore.” She scoffs and her smile sours.

“Kate!” I say.

“What?” She shrugs and then rubs her hands over her belly. “That’s what I’m calling her until you have a name.”

Jon blows out a breath. “Well, we have a name.”

“I’ll stick with whore. And you don’t have to rush out, Evie. I’m starving. Maybe we can go grab something so we’re not subjected to Jon’s healthy cooking.”

“You love it.” He winks at her.

Her smile meets his. “I do, but I’m craving something greasy and fried. Or chocolate. Maybe we can get dessert too.”

“Whatever makes you happy, babe.”

“Speaking of things that make me happy, did you see the names I texted you earlier?” Her eyebrows lift.

I perk up in my chair, eager to hear if they’ve made any progress. The two agree on almost nothing. It’s a miracle they get along as well as they do.

“Those were baby names? Shit. I thought those were the band names your studio photographed last month?”

“They were, but I was going through proofs with Jason today and it hit me that they’d be great names!”

Jon pulls out his cell, the crease along his brow deepening with every suggestion, “Bain. Crescent. Kingdom. Rise. What the fuck?”

“Language.” Kate, the sailor mouth amongst women, raises her eyebrows at Jon.

“The baby cannot make out words, and you cuss all the time,” Jon argues, but when her features don’t move from their disappointed scowl, he concedes. “Fine!” Gaze back on his phone, he continues reading aloud. “Alice. Now that’s at least normal. A little girl named Alice . . . that I could do.”

“Actually, I was thinking for a boy’s name.” She claps once.

“I still can’t believe you two decided to wait to find out the gender of the baby.” I say with a shake of my head. Jon nods but I catch Kate’s relaxed smile force for just a second before she turns around.

“I’m starving!” She disappears inside their bedroom without a glance back. “Get your shit, Evie. Let’s go!”

My brows rise and I sling my bag over my shoulder, slipping on my Chucks before my crazy best friend returns. My eyes are wide and full of shock when I turn to whisper to Jon, “She totally knows!”

Kate rushes back, poking her head into the room. “This preggo woman wants food! No time for chit chat.” She snaps and then stomps to the front door.

Jon winks at me and whispers, “I know she does,” before shouting after Kate, “Babe, bring me back something!”

I follow Kate outside and before she closes the door she yells back, “’Kay, Army.”

We get into Kate’s Acura and she cranks the top forty pop as she turns the corner. “What do you feel like eating?” she shouts above the music.

“You know I can always go for Joe’s.” Pizza. It’s my go to food group. I’d eat it every day if I could. It’s a good thing I’m marrying such a health conscious guy. He brings balance to my mozzarella infused life.

“Joe’s it is!” Kate calls out and makes a left at the light.

“Hey!” I turn the volume low and turn in my seat to scrutinize her features. “What’s with you being a big fat liar and not telling us you found out the gender of the baby?”

“Don’t be a bitch, Evie. It’s not polite to call a pregnant woman fat.” She avoids my gaze until I laugh out loud.

“You’re a sneaky one, Kate Bryant.” I shake my head and she joins in my laughter. “I’m not sure how you pulled it off, but you have to tell me—do I buy blue or pink?”

“You know I’m all about gender equality. Buy whatever you want.” She smirks.

“What a bitch! You’re not gonna tell me?” I sputter. There’s a playful glint to her eyes as she settles her gaze on the evening traffic.

“Nope. No way. That’s something I tell Jon before you. Sorry, girlie.”

“Fine. I get that.” Because she should, although she really should have found out with him. But it’s kinda funny. Perfect, really when it comes to Kate and Jon. “How long have you known? And how come Jon doesn’t?”

“I snooped in the file at my last appointment. I blame it on him, really. Ever since you guys got into this PI business, I can’t help but be curious about everything.”

“Wasn’t it your idea to be surprised?”

“Whatever. It was a good idea. I’m just impatient.”

“So, you haven’t told Jon?”

“He doesn’t want to know. I’ve tried to convince him we should. Even blow jobs won’t sway him.”

“You’re both so damn stubborn. Okay, I give you a pass on gender, but tell me this . . . When are you gonna let him put a ring on your finger? The baby’s due in less than six weeks and you’ve said nothing.” I catch her rolling her eyes but I continue. “You know I respect your feelings, but I just don’t get it. You love him. He loves you. You guys made a baby. Does a wedding come into play soon, or what?”

“Look. I love him. That’s not even what this is about. I won’t be one of those women who gets married right away and everyone thinks obviously they’re only doing it because of the baby. I get enough crap as it is. I don’t need those negative thoughts directed toward our love child.” She takes one hand off the wheel to caress her belly.

I resist the urge to shake my head. “So, let me get this straight. To prove the haters wrong, you’re having your baby out of wedlock? I’m pretty sure those same people will gossip either way. And when did you start giving a fuck about what people say?”

Kate flips her blonde locks over one shoulder. “I don’t. But I want to make sure Jon wants to marry me for the right reasons. Not just the baby, you know?”

“Has he asked you?” I’m almost certain he has.

She rolls her eyes. “Like a hundred times.”

“God, you’re so difficult. I don’t know how he puts up with you.”

“He’s no walk in the garden,” she bites out. We jostle to the left as she swings the car into a parking spot. I release my seat belt so I can twist and face her.

“I’m pretty sure it’s walk in the park. But Kate, be honest. Why are you really scared to marry your best friend?” I nod at her bump. “And father of your love child.”

She studies the restaurant’s exterior block wall through the window for a long moment, tapping her manicured nails against the dash. Then she whispers, “What if something happens to the baby? What if he changes his mind?”

“Hey, stop. You know the chances of that—”

“I know. I just worry.”

“Of course you do. You’re a good mom. But you guys have been through so much together—to get together. You really think that would stop him from loving you?”

“Of course not,” she admits, her gaze finding mine. She searches for the truth in my words and I patiently hold her stare. “You’re a keeper, Evelyn Harper soon to be Reynolds. Now, let’s get pizza.”

It’s my turn to roll my eyes. “Nice change of subject. Hit me at my weak point. Don’t think I don’t see what you did there.”

“But it worked.” She grins.

“Promise me you won’t make him wait forever. You’ll eventually make an honest man out of him?”

“Of course, I will.” She nods and then smiles. “Eventually.”

“Okay, you win this round. Pepperoni and sausage are calling me.” I open my door but before Kate and I can make it inside, my phone chimes.

“It’s Melissa. I better take this.” Kate nods, waiting with me outside while I accept the call.

“Hey, sis.”

“Hey,” she says. “Any updates on that dress you’ve been trying to track down?”

“Huh?”

Her voice drops to a whisper. “Have you found who the woman is?”

“Where are you?”

“I’m in the pantry.”

“Where’s Drew?”

“He’s playing with Claire in the living room. I don’t have a lot of time. Please tell me some good news.”

I try to keep my tone bright and positive. “Jon found a new lead today. Don’t worry, Melissa. We’re on top of this.”

“Sorry, I just had to know. Oh!” There’s a shuffle and I hold the phone closer to my ear to catch Drew asking her what she’s doing in the pantry.

“Melissa?”

“Sorry, sis, I’ve got to finish dinner. Call me the minute you find your dress! Can’t have a wedding without a gown! Love you. Bye!”

“Love you, too.” I barely get the words out before she ends the call. I pull the phone away, shake my head, and slide the cell in my back pocket.

“Melissa?” Kate purses her lips together.

“Yeah, she’s getting crazier by the day. We need to find out what’s going on. Tell your baby daddy it’s a priority.”

“Got it. I’ll bribe him with sex,” she promises.

“As long as you don’t recount the play by play, I’m good with that.” She pulls open the door to Joe’s and I step in after her. The aroma of fresh dough, melted cheese, and marinara sauce hits my nose. Best smell ever. We slide into our favorite corner booth and the owner comes over to greet us.

“Evie! Kate! Bellas! You’re looking beautiful this evening.”

“Joe, you sure know what a lady likes to hear.” Kate huffs and pushes the table closer to me to make room for her bump.

“And I feed you, too. What more do you need from a man?” Joe’s laughter carries throughout the mostly empty restaurant. “The usual?”

“Yes. And a salad to go.” Kate rolls her eyes.

“Ah, yes. For that man of yours. It’s okay, as long as you two still love my food. Evie, how about your mister?”

“Nothing for him. He’s working tonight.”

Joe nods. “The wedding is soon, yeah?”

“Two weeks.” Anxiety claws up my spine.

“Ah, bella, that’s good. Very good.” He turns away and hustles back to answer one of the phones. His daughter is already taking an order on another. The bar is filled with waiting customers, and sounds of the kitchen’s jovial bustle drifts over the counter along with the aromas. Joe’s doesn’t have much in the way of ambiance so most people don’t dine in, but their food is amazing. That phone will ring nonstop with takeout orders.

“So, want to confide in your best friend why the most relaxed bride in all of history has suddenly developed a case of jitters?”

“What?” Am I that obvious? Kate’s glare tells me I am. “Fine. I’m nervous. That’s normal.”

“But you’re not an average bride. What gives?”

“I just had this picture in my mind of how the day would go, you know? And it’s not about good weather, though that would be nice, or how extravagant my dress is, even though it’s really the most beautiful thing I’ve ever worn, or if my hair looks perfect, though a good hair day gives a girl confidence to take on the world—”

“Evie.”

“It’s . . . I didn’t expect my sister to be sad on my wedding day. But now, with everything going on with Drew, I don’t see how this ends any differently.”

“Oh, Evie.” Kate frowns.

“I know. It’s completely selfish. But it’s an important day, and I wanted those celebrating around us to be happy. You have Jon. Carly has Derek. I’ve always thought my sister and Drew had the perfect marriage. They’re the example of what I’ve always wanted. And now . . .”

“See. This is why weddings are stupid,” Kate offers helpfully.

“What?” I straighten my spine.

“Evie. Your wedding day is just another day.”

It’s all I can do to not roll my eyes. “Tell me how you really feel.”

“I will. It’s a day. It’s an important moment, yes, but it’s only a moment. You and Tate have your entire lives ahead of you. Enjoy your wedding, sure, but don’t stack expectations all around it, because life is out of your control. What’s happening with your sister sucks, but we don’t know the entire story. And even if we never do, it’s out of your control.”

I pick at the edge of my paper napkin. “God, this is so stressful. We should’ve eloped.”

“Don’t you dare!” Kate glares. “I won’t miss my best friend’s wedding. Also, I have to witness you voluntarily wearing heels.”

“About that . . . I’m not.” I cringe because I know her too well.

“What?” she almost screams.

“I bought white Chucks. I’m good.” I shrug, hoping she’ll let my choice of footwear go.

She shakes her head but holds her tongue as Joe returns with a plate of fried appetizers and two giant glasses of soda. As soon as he leaves she pins me with a hard glare. “Now that’s the most upsetting thing you’ve said all night.”

I push the mozzarella closer to her, fried cheese a balm for all things upsetting.

“Kate, it’ll be fine.” I take a bite, chew, and swallow with a grin. “It’s out of your control.”

She picks up a fried zucchini slice and dips it in ranch dressing. “Remember that at your bachelorette party next week. You know what they say about payback.” Her eyes dance with amusement as she fills her mouth with food.

I smile sweetly and pull the plate of food closer to my side of the table. “Is it too late to pick a new maid of honor?” I joke, but I’m thankful to have a friend like Kate. Someone I’ve known more than half my life, and who gets me enough to know a night like this is just what I need. We spend the rest of dinner going through my to-do list. She puts most of my fears to rest, and volunteers to help assemble wedding favors the next day. But even her ever positive, no shit attitude can’t shake the ominous feeling toward my impending nuptials. I don’t have control over what happens with Melissa and Drew, but hell if I won’t do everything I can to uncover the mess of it all.
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THE DAYS FLY BY IN a blur of work, rushed dinners, and last minute preparations for our big day. Last night I came home to Evie’s family and a temporarily constructed assembly line of tulle, chocolate, cards, and ribbon in our kitchen. I offered to help, but when they realized my bow tying skills were severely lacking I got put on kid duty. Fine by me. It’s no punishment to play with Miss Claire in the other room. After we built a castle using blocks and played way too many rounds of peekaboo, she snuggled in my lap while we watched one of her favorite shows on television until we both fell asleep. Evie woke me after nine, another wedding project checked off her list, and I loaded Claire into her sister’s car.

I know this stuff matters to Evie, at least I hope it does since it’s consuming every free moment, but I am counting down the days until it’s behind us and we can spend our evenings the way we used to: preparing a meal together, watching a show, and then making love until we fall asleep. Happy. Together. My wife. Yeah, it’ll all be worth it in another week. Getting there is the challenge.

Today’s pre-wedding agenda isn’t so bad, though. Bachelor and bachelorette party plans for both of us on this gorgeous April day. Mine starts before the sun breaks over the mountain peaks to the east. My phone buzzes atop the bathroom counter while I’m brushing my teeth—my ride—and I pocket it on my way out. Along the way, I steal a kiss from a very sleepy Evie.

“Be safe. Have fun,” she says, her eyes still closed.

“You, too. No strip clubs,” I say as a joke. Mostly.

Her voice, thick with sleep, comes out in a chuckle and she curls back into the covers. “Can you imagine? With my preggo sis and Kate? I think I’m safe.”

“With them, you’re never safe.” I chuckle and kiss her forehead, breathing her in, the scent of her shampoo as sweet as she is. “Love you.”

“Love you,” she answers. I hustle to the truck waiting in my drive and hop into the passenger front.

“Mornin’” Jon says with a nod of his baseball cap.

“Hey, man.” I smile and buckle up. “How’s it going?”

He gives in to a smile as he navigates toward my sister’s house. “Long week, but nothing that blowing up shit can’t fix. It’s been too long.”

“Hear you there. With all the extra hours I’ve been putting in at the gym, and then Evie being so distracted with the wedding, I’ve barely spent any time with her.”

Jon grunts, his gaze trained on the road.

“Seriously, you’ve known Evie forever. Have you ever seen her so wound up? I know it’s normal, but I guess I didn’t expect her to be like this. I’ll be so glad when I make her my wife and we can move past this.”

“At least she wants to marry you. I’ve been asking Kate for months and I’m about ready to give up.” He blows out a deep breath. I can understand his frustration. Kate’s feisty and stubborn, but her love for Jon is clear to everyone. Hell, she’s carrying their child with nothing but pride. But she’s also got it in her head to refuse his endless proposals for marriage.

“But will you?”

“Never.” He grins wide and swings the truck into my sister’s driveway. It doesn’t take more than a second before the front door flies open and Ezra and Elijah race out. Derek follows seconds later with a backpack slung over his shoulder.

“Good morning!” Derek pulls open the back door and my nephews cheer, their smiles much too bright for the early hour.

“You two little dudes ready to help your uncle celebrate his last day of freedom?” Derek says as he helps them climb into the back seat of the cab. They answer in a chorus of excited shouts and Derek shuts the door. “Buckle your seatbelts.”

This is why I want a non-traditional bachelor party. Evie would easily tolerate me taking a drunken trip to the strip club with a bunch of my co-workers, but I don’t want any of that. There’s only one woman I want naked on my lap. Add in that two of the best humans on this Earth, my nephews, are still under the age of ten, and the result is a party suited for a more youthful audience.

“You boys ready to go shooting again?” Jon tips his chin and checks their response in the rear view mirror before pulling out of my sister’s driveway.

“Yes, sir, Mr. Jon. We’ve been practicing.”

“Practicing how, exactly? You’re not to touch guns without a safe adult to supervise.”

“Not real guns, Mr. Jon!” Eli laughs.

“There’ve been some epic Nerf wars going down this week while mama was working. Right, little man?” I twist in my seat to catch Derek shuffle Eli’s hair into a crazy mess. I’m so thankful for Derek, a feeling I never anticipated toward my sister’s boyfriend.

After the hell Carly’s ex-husband put them through, I stepped up to help take care of them until she got back on her feet. She deserves all the best, and Derek treats her and the boys with so much love. He’s also around to take care of the kids while she’s working her twelve-hour shifts at the hospital. The injury that caused him to give up traveling with his band was a bad break for him, but his newfound career as a songwriter has its perks.

“That’s right.” Ezra glances up at me, his eyes almost a mirror of my own, but his smile fades with concern. “Is this really your last day of freedom, Uncle Tate?”

Jon and Derek let loose a few laughs, but I smile and shake my head. “Nah, Ez, I’ve been waiting my whole life to marry, Evie.”

“But Grandma said you just met her last year.”

“Sure, but she and I were meant for each other.”

“Like beavers. We learned in class that beavers mate for life, and even if they get separated, they’ll never stop coming back to each other. I’ve never seen a real beaver, but Mama says maybe we can visit one in captivity someday soon.”

“That’s right, buddy. We’re just like beavers.”

“’Cept you both wear clothes!” He laughs at his joke.

Jon chuckles under his breath, but I catch him murmur, “Sometimes,” causing Derek to laugh too.

“Drew’s not joining us?” Derek asks. Before I can answer, I notice Jon’s smile drop to a tight grimace.

“Claire has a cold so he’s staying home.” I respond.

Derek nods. “That’s too bad, but I understand. We’re still gonna have a great time, aren’t we guys?”

“Yeah!” Eli shouts and Ezra does the same. Their energy is infectious. Today will be a great day. Some much needed guy time with a few of my favorite people.
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A morning out in the desert leaves us starving and Jon drives us to my favorite new joint. “This place rocks. Best hamburger in the city, hands down.” I rub my grumbling stomach through my cotton T-shirt as we climb out of the truck.

“That’s what you said about Joe’s Farm last year.” Jon laughs.

I tug my lips into a smile. “Yeah, but then this place opened.”

“I’m not picky. I’m just starving.” Derek groans.

“Us, too. Aren’t we, Ez?” My younger nephew agrees.

“Yeah, Eli. I’m ravished.”

“Ravished, huh? Big words they’re teaching you in third grade.” I rub Ezra’s hair, messing it up with my fingers as we step inside The Counter, a build your own gourmet burger kind of place in downtown. Evie and I come here all the time. I love the quality and she appreciates a fantastic meal. We’re a match made in foodie heaven.

“Table for five,” Jon requests of the hostess when she greets us, and she leads us to a spot near the bar. Rolling garage doors serve as windows and open up to the street, allowing a light breeze to cool my skin. We peruse the menu, order drinks, and catch the end of the Dodgers game on the TV screens that line the bar while we wait for our food.

“Tate? Tate.” I glance to the right where my client Lindsay is walking toward our table.

“Oh, hey, Lindsay.” I stand to greet her but she opens her arms wide and squeezes me in a tight hug before I can wave or shake her hand.

She pulls out of my arms and steps back to place her hands on her hips. “It’s so funny to see you here! You’ve been going on and on about this place so I thought I’d give it a try. You must really love it!” She laughs and my smile broadens. I do have a tendency to go overboard about the great food finds Evie and I come across, and with Lindsay new to town, I feel inclined to give her some pointers.

Lindsay glances over my shoulder, then points behind her. “Well, I better get back to my table for one and let you get back to your friends.” She takes a short step back, but I feel bad for her. I get the feeling she eats alone more than not.

“Do you want to join us?” The question tumbles from my lips, but when her smile brightens, I know I made the right choice. I remember how lonely it was moving to a new city, but at least I had family. Lindsay’s social calendar involves going to work and the gym.

“You sure? Looks like guy time.” She pulls the corner of her bottom lip between her teeth.

“It’s fine. We can pull up another chair. But only if you want.”

She meets my stare and her eyes crinkle with her smile. “Thank you.”

I turn back to our group and ignore the way Jon’s brow lifts with his frown. “Lindsay, this is Jon, Derek, and my nephews, Eli and Ezra.”

“Nice to meet you.”

“Lindsay’s a client from the gym. We knew each other back in Cali, and she recently relocated to Arizona for a job.”

The guys offer polite greetings and I pull over an extra chair.

“I thought no girls were allowed.” Ezra pouts.

“You’re really pretty,” Eli says.

She opens her mouth with surprise but doesn’t answer as the rest of us chuckle.

“Future heartbreaker here.” Derek clasps his hand over Eli’s shoulder and Lindsay laughs.

“He’s in good company,” she says. It’s one of those compliments that could be construed as flirty, but I don’t have any interest in it.

Our waiter comes back with our food, and the aroma stirs a loud gurgle from my belly. Lindsay explains she placed her order at the bar, and the waiter hurries off with a promise that her food will be up soon.

“Don’t wait on me. Eat!” she shouts and that’s all it takes for us to stuff our faces.

Lindsay’s friendly. Funny too, and it’s easy with her at our table. I’m thankful it’s not weird, because the further into the meal we get, the more I realize how uncomfortable it’ll be to explain to Evie that one of my ex-girlfriends joined our bachelor party lunch.

After our meals are polished off, she leans over and whispers in my ear, “I know it’s a long shot, but any chance Jon or Derek are single?”

I chuckle and shake my head. “Happily taken.”

“Damn it. I figured, but had to ask. Any single friends?”

“Well . . .”

“Hey, secret keepers. If you’ve got something so entertaining, let the rest of us in on it.” Derek’s announcement has all eyes zeroing in on where Lindsay and I lean together.

Her eyes widen and her spine straightens. I’m sure she doesn’t want me to blast the entire table with her inquiry. I also don’t need to be harassed for playing matchmaker, because I actually do have a friend she might connect with.

I shake my head and grab for my beer. “Telling her about what a crappy shot I am. Nothing like Jon, who could’ve taken out that Gila monster if he wanted.”

“Where do you go? A range?” She directs her question to Jon.

He shakes his head. “Nah. We drive out of the city and find a spot in the desert.”

Derek’s chuckle draws her attention. “Yeah, and if you ever go with this guy make sure you have witnesses. I thought Jon and Tate were gonna bury me in a shallow grave the first time I went.”

“We might have if it weren’t for the little dudes,” Jon jokes.

“Good thing you treat my sister right.” I add.

Derek winks and I try not to visualize just how well he treats my sister. He catches the attention of our server and slips her his credit card. I shake my head because he didn’t have to pick up the tab, but he only smiles.

“Thank you again for letting me join you all for lunch.” Lindsay’s chair scrapes across the cement flooring and she stands to wave. “See you tomorrow night,” she says to me and I nod.

“Yep. Be ready to work off that double cheese sirloin,” I tease and she laughs before leaving the restaurant. I turn back to my nephews. “What’s up next, boys?”

“We did shooting,” Ezra says.

I nod. “Yep.”

“And manly burgers,” he adds.

“Mmm hmm.” I rub my belly and Eli grins.

“So, up next is the big surprise!” His eyes widen and he looks from Jon to Derek, and back again. “Can we tell him?”

“There’s a surprise?” I sneak a glance at my friends because we really hadn’t discussed more than this, except maybe a trip to the park to play a few games of two-hand touch football.

“Can we tell him? Can we please?” Ezra begs and when Jon nods, a sneaky grin on his face, my nephew jumps up from his chair. “We’re going to a baseball game!”

“Wow, really?” I exaggerate my excitement because both he and Eli jump with joy. “Giants are in town, right?”

“Yes! And Dad—I mean, Derek—called his friend and we’re sitting by third base! Isn’t that cool?”

“Totally cool.” My eyes flick up to my sister’s boyfriend and it fills me with hope when I see him smile adoringly at Eli. The way a father would to a son. I can only hope he and my sister continue down the path they’re going. Derek’s become like family in only a few short months and I can’t imagine him not around anymore.

“All right, guys. We better head over. First pitch is in less than an hour.” Jon stands from the table and as we make our way outside I hang back with both him and Derek while the boys pile in the cab of the truck.

“Thank you, both. For being a part of our wedding. For being an important part of our lives. For today. I’ll be proud to have you both at my side when Evie walks down the aisle next week.”

Derek holds out his fist for me to bump. “Anytime, brother. You know I love your family. I’m the lucky one to get to be a part of it.” I meet his fist and nod.

“And I don’t hate you anymore,” Jon says, his lips in a tight line. “So there’s that.”

I burst out in laughter and his lips twitch up with his smile.

“We’ve come a long way.” I pat him on his back before I walk around to the passenger side of the truck. We really have. A year ago I didn’t know either of these men. Now they’re two of the best friends I’ve ever had. Maybe bachelor parties—at least the way we’re doing this one—aren’t so bad. I only hope Evie’s having as much fun with hers.
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“HERE. YOU NEED ANOTHER.” TATE’S sister Carly hands me another glass of champagne while the girl at my feet props them up to paint each nail. I sigh and lean into the chair with a smile.

With both my best friend and sister almost nine months preggo, finding bachelorette party activities that suited everyone was a challenge. We ended up with plans for lunch and an epic spa afternoon, followed by a trip to the movie theater for a chick flick and even more food. All of this is perfectly fine with me, but by the look on Carly’s face, maybe she doesn’t agree.

“Everything all right?” I take a sip of the bubbly and it goes down all too smoothly.

She tips her glass until it’s gone and slides into the empty seat beside me. “Fine.” When she doesn’t smile I raise my brow. She shakes her head. “Okay, not fine. It’s stupid, but I still get stressed when the boys go out to the desert with guns.”

Jon and Tate have been taking her sons out shooting for months now, and I thought Carly was on board.

“Jon’s the best. He’ll keep them safe.”

“Oh, I know that . . . rationally. But I can’t relax. Not after everything . . .”

I reach out and grip her hand in mine. “Hey, I get it. I do. Is there anything I can do to help?”

“Drink with me?” She giggles and shakes her head.

“Carly! I never knew you to be the party girl!”

“With Kate temporarily out of commission, I feel inclined to step up. Another?” She nods at my glass so I finish the rest in one big gulp and hand it back.

“Thank you. And thank you for accepting me, for always treating me like family.”

She holds the glasses in one hand and squeezes my arm with the other. “And now you will be. I always wanted a sister. Shh… don’t tell Tate.” She winks and walks back to where a table is set up with champagne, sparkling cider, and chocolate covered fruit.

“There. You sure you don’t want a design?” The technician assesses my toes with one last look and I shake my head.

“No, thank you. They look perfect.” My something blue for next week.

She helps me into my flip flops and I shuffle over to where my sister sits for her manicure. Both she and Kate finished their pedicures first and are almost done with nails. One of Kate’s endless contacts found us this locally owned spa usually closed on Sundays and called in a favor so we could enjoy the day in private. Manis, pedis, and massages with catered food and beverages—we may never leave.

“And another . . .” Carly sets a full glass of champagne on the table in front of me and joins Kate one row over.

Melissa’s eyes dart to my glass and she lets loose a deep sigh.

“I’m sorry. It’s mean drinking this in front of you.”

“No, go ahead. I’m big as a whale, and whales don’t hate dolphins for having more fun.” She pouts.

“Sea analogies. That’s new.” I tip my glass.

“Oh, God.” She leans back and groans.

I set my drink down and scoot closer. “Is everything okay? Is it the baby?”

“She’s kicking. Yeah.” Her hands run smooth strokes over her belly.

“Can I?”

“By all means. Tell her to be nice to her mama and stop thrashing around during spa day.”

I place my hand over the cotton fabric of her top and grin when I feel a body part press against me. “She probably can’t wait to get in on the fun.”

“Or it’s a sign she’s going to be a handful. What am I gonna do with two of them, Evie?” We’ve joked about this before, but this time when Melissa meets my gaze her chin quivers.

“You’re the best mom to Claire, Mel. You’ve got this.”

“But I can’t do it alone.” Tears leak from the corners of her eyes and she sniffles, giving her head a shake while her hands are still held hostage.

“Here.” I grab a tissue and dab her face. “You’re not alone. You’re never alone. Got that?”

“But I can’t do this without Drew.”

“And you won’t have to. Jon and I are on the case. We’ll get to the bottom of it all. I’m sure it’s simply a misunderstanding. Drew would never—”

“Don’t. Don’t feed me lies.”

“I’m not, Melissa. I swear. You know of the two of us, I’m the cynic. If I had proof he was cheating, I’d tell you.”

“There’s another thing.” She takes a deep breath, her belly rising with the expansion of her chest and then falling with the fear etched in the worry lines of her forehead. “I haven’t told you yet. It’s . . . it’s just that I didn’t put two and two together until this week. I’ve been meaning to call you and Jon but . . . I guess I’m still in denial.”

“What is it?”

“It’s Drew. He’s been making regular ATM withdrawals, every Tuesday for the past six weeks. For one hundred and sixty dollars. I didn’t notice it the first few times, but since . . .”

“Oh, God.” Kate gasps.

“That’s not good, right?” Melissa sniffles back her snotty nose.

“I have no clue what’s going on, but I’m not drunk enough for this.” Carly stands and returns to the refreshments.

“Calm down, Melissa. It’s probably nothing. Just a coincidence.” I rub her arm but she only cries harder.

“We’ll give you a few minutes,” one of the nail techs says, then she and her friend head toward the back room.

Melissa shrugs off my touch and shakes her head. “No. Don’t feed me your bullshit. You do this for a living. If this were any other client—if it weren’t Drew you were looking into—what would be your first suspicion?”

Her eyes dare me to feed her a lie and I almost don’t want to answer. I glance over to Kate, but when my eyes come back to my sister I realize I have to be honest. “That he’s seeing someone.” I bite my lip.

“And the money?” Melissa raises her eyebrows.

“I’d guess they’re going to dinner and he doesn’t want a paper trail.”

She nods, and even though she’s probably come to the exact conclusion, she can’t help but ask one more question. “But since he doesn’t leave her apartment?”

“Oh, God.” Kate shakes her head, most likely discerning the same thing.

“I’m thinking it so you might as well say it,” Melissa murmurs.

I shake my head, because no, I can’t go there. Not when I don’t believe it. Not of Drew. “He would never do that. It doesn’t make sense!”

“He’s paying for sex, isn’t he? He’s probably into some sort of kinky dungeon crap and he has to pay a woman to get him off. She probably does all sorts of twisted shit! God, does he ask her to spank him? I would spank him if he wanted. Is that what he wants? Does he like it up the ass? I can get a strap on. Well, maybe not until after I have this baby because I’m not sure I could fuck him properly with my belly this big—”

“Stop! Stop! Stop! Melissa, we know nothing. Everything is speculation. Trust me when I say we have a good handle on this situation. Jon and I, this is what we do. We’ll get to the bottom of it.”

“You’re right. I’m sorry. I’m just—” The waterworks resume and I wrap my arms around her.

“I know. I know.”

“Hey! Enough! This is a happy day!” Kate claps her hands as if that will somehow fix this mess.

“That’s right. We should drink more.” Carly sets down the entire bottle of champagne and a big bowl of candy. “And chocolate for the beautiful whales.”

A bell chimes behind us with the opening of the front door and I turn to investigate. We aren’t expecting anyone else.

Two uniformed officers step inside. “Excuse me. We received a call there’s been a disturbance in the area.” The receptionist is nowhere to be found, and the nail techs are still taking a break.

“I’m sorry, I’ll go find someone who works here. There must be a mistake.” I stand.

“Ma’am. Please sit back down.” One of the officers saunters closer. “Are you Evelyn Harper?”

“Uh, yeah?” It’s then I turn to catch Kate’s guilty expression. She didn’t! Before I can open my mouth to scold her, he speaks again.

“Evelyn Harper. You have the right to remain seated and enjoy your last day of freedom. Anything you do or say will not be held against you when you walk down the aisle.”

Within moments, techno music blares from a handheld speaker box. Oh, right. The other “cop.” Both dancers make their way to the center of the small waiting room. Shirts fly off. Abs roll to the rhythm of the beat. The thrust of their hips syncs with the bass of the music.

Talented.

“Kate!” I scold as soon as I get the full attention of the lap dancer, but she only claps wildly, laughing as he backs up against me with his ass shaking.

“Enjoy this, Evie!” she shouts above the hip hop beat.

“I’m not sure I can!” I yell back.

The telltale sound of Velcro ripping makes me squeeze my eyes shut, but not before I get a glimpse of the banana shaped penis covered man thong, complete with flashing lights.

“Mayday! Mayday!” I cover my face and shout over the girls’ laughter.

“Evelyn, you’ve been a very naughty girl,” the stripper declares. I peek through my fingers as he gyrates over one of my legs, straddling my chair and doing more of the same.

“Kate Bryant, you are gonna pay for this!” I threaten, but that only makes Melissa, Carly, and her laugh harder.

“I already am.” Kate grins, and then points to the guy holding the speakers. “I’ll hold that. Why don’t you give our girl some double lovin’?”

I pretend to be put off, because really, I don’t need strippers at my party and I’m certain Tate won’t be keen on hearing about our activities. But part of me is relieved to see my friends’ smiles, and hear my sister’s genuine laughter. So, even though I’m the butt of it, I’ll take one for the team.

“Here.” Carly squeezes between the two dancers dry humping my legs and hands me a cup. “Drink up. It’ll make everything better.” She winks and takes a step back as the boys take their thrusting to another level, each grabbing one arm of the chair. “Don’t worry. I’ll keep your glass full.”

Bringing the champagne to my lips, I tip it to her retreating form. “Best sister-in-law ever.”
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HOME FROM THE GAME, I flick on SportsCenter and watch the recap of today’s games. I smile as I watch the highlights of the Diamondbacks beatdown on the Giants, but the commentators show us no love, expecting us to fall on the losing side tomorrow night.

A car’s headlights flash through the curtains, and when the engine cuts followed by the slam of a few doors, I know my girl is home. I mute the volume and grab the empty beer bottle from the coffee table to drop in the kitchen recycling. The front door opens and as I turn, Evie staggers inside, loses her balance, and knocks into the wall.

“Shit. Fuck. Shit,” she says before she pulls herself upright and steadies her balance using my sister’s shoulder.

I walk toward her, catching Kate’s exhausted expression from behind the open doorway.

“Honey, we’re home!” Kate sing songs and Evie lifts her head. Maybe a little too quickly, because when she catches sight of me she grins a loopy smile, staggers out of Carly’s arm, and falls flat on her ass.

“Oh, God, what’s going on here?” I chuckle and crouch down at her side.

She grabs my face between both hands and I can practically taste the liquor from her breath. “I love you so damn much. You know that, right? You know I love you more than anyone,” she gushes and then glances up at her best friend. “Sorry, Kate.”

“No apologies needed,” Kate says to her, and then to me, “She’s fucking toast.”

“Yeah, I can see that. Had yourself some fun tonight, baby?” Evie rarely drinks, so I’ve only seen her like this a handful of times. It’s fucking adorable.

“We had fun. Didn’t we Kate? Carly?” Her silly smile fades and in place her brows pinch together, the lines between them showing so much concern when she tries to hold my gaze. “But there were dicks. Two giant banana dicks. But I didn’t put them in my mouth. I’m so sorry, baby.”

It’s so difficult not to laugh and I lift my brow at Kate. “What’s she . . .”

“Strippers,” she states matter of factly and then kisses the top of Evie’s head. “Later, bestie.” Kate waddles outside and disappears into the waiting car.

Before Carly escapes too, I shoot a hard glare at my sister but she just raises her hands. “What? Not my call. I had nothing to do with that.”

“No, you didn’t.” Evie nods. Her frown disappears and her eyes widen. She grabs the front of my shirt and tugs. “Babe. Babe, Carly saved me by keepin’ my glass full all night. All night, she did. Thank you, Carly.”

“Yeah, thanks so much, Carly.” I roll my eyes.

“That’s my cue. ’Night, brother. ’Night, Evie. Fun party.”

“So fun. Fun. Fun. Fun. But tell Kate no more banana dicks. I don’t even like bananas.” Evie purses her lips together and her eyes flutter shut, though she fights to keep them open.

Carly chuckles under her breath. “I’ll tell her. Goodnight.”

I stand and lock the door before helping Evie off the floor. I settle her on the couch while I collect aspirin and water from the kitchen.

“Why is the couch moving, babe?”

I almost laugh when I come back to find her face pressed against the center cushion, like a Leaning Rower of Pisa that leaned too far. “I think that’s you.”

“I’m not moving. I can’t even pick up my hands.” She attempts to lift them both, but one is stuck beneath her body. “Ah, fuck.”

I kneel down and brush the hair from her face. “I think you need to sleep, my love.”

Her eyes drift closed and she speaks into the furniture. “Sleep sounds good. I’ll sleep here.”

I stand, pocket the water bottle and pills, and scoop her off the couch. “I’ve got you.”

“My knight in shining basketball shorts.” She grins into my chest. I love her. A knight is exactly how she makes me feel.

“I’ll always be a knight for you.”

“But will you really?” Her gaze sobers enough to pull into a serious frown.

“Always. I promise.” Setting her at the edge of the bed, I hand her the pills and water, wait until both are gone, and tuck her into bed once I have her change into an old T-shirt. Her head falls against the pillow with closed eyes and I think she’s out for the count, but before I flick off the light to join her in bed, she whispers some rubbish about not being a cheating bastard. It’s hard to not chuckle.

I slide under the covers and my hand finds its way to the skin along her hip, where my name is inked for eternity. Invisible to me now, but knowing it’s there eases my heartbeat until I drift off to sleep.
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The alarm goes off with its familiar blare, and for as much fun as I had yesterday with the guys, it’s a little disappointing to start Monday morning without much time alone with Evie. Her drunken ramblings throughout the night didn’t help, and while I drag myself from the warm cocoon of blankets to take a quick shower, I wish I could ditch work to stay in bed all day next to her.

She could probably say the same. Even though the girls had her home by eleven, I’m not sure how much rest she got. At least four times during the night, she woke me by talking in her sleep. It shouldn’t worry me—probably caused by the drinking and the stress of our big day—but I don’t like that every word out of her mouth had to do with cheating. I have no doubts that Evie is completely faithful, but is she worried about me? And days before we make a lifelong commitment before our closest family and friends? I wonder if I’ve pushed too hard, too quickly, in my absolute excitement to make her my wife. Maybe I’ve put my own desires first when she’s not yet ready.

I step out of the shower and am surprised to find the bed empty. Pulling on my clothes, I finish getting ready for work and then follow the aroma of brewing coffee from down the hall.

I bite back a smile at her out of control hair, which could also be mistaken for a bird’s nest. “Rough night?” The makeup around her eyes forms dark, thick circles and only adds to the glare she shoots from over her coffee mug. She’s still the most beautiful woman I know.

“I’m never drinking again.”

Pouring myself a cup of joe, I join her at the table. “I’m okay with that.”

“I mean it, Tate. We may have to toast our marriage with apple cider, because the thought of anything else is enough to make me barf on my gown.”

“We can’t have that. But I like the thought of not drinking at our wedding.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because when I take you back to the hotel, I want you one hundred percent in control of your feelings and actions. I want you to feel everything I do to you.” My intent is clear and her eyes darken with my words.

“Mr. Reynolds, I like the way you think.”

“God, I can’t wait for that.” I groan and scoot my chair closer to her.

“About that. I read in one of my articles that lots of couples abstain from sex for a week or even a month before the wedding to make the consummation that much more special. It’s too late for a month, but . . .”

“No.” I hate every woman who writes for wedding magazines. For even inventing the things in the first place. No sex for a week, voluntarily, is not my idea of a good time.

“Come on, Tate. It’s only a few days, and after reading the testimonials, I promise it’ll be worth it.” She bats those eyelashes and I might as well have a sign stamped on my forehead that says pushover. I honestly hate the idea, but I’ll do it for her.

“Okay,” I agree. Her lips pull into a smirk that says she knew I’d cave. “But only if we start tomorrow.”

She chuckles, but only once before she winces in pain. Hangovers tend to steal the humor from any situation. “We need to start now, babe. Our wedding night is only six days away. I think you can handle it.”

I take a long sip of my coffee, and attempt, unsuccessfully at that, not to notice the way her lips purse and blow softly over her mug. I can do this. I know I can. But it doesn’t seem like any fun. “Fine, we’ll follow your stupid rule,” I grumble and take a sip of coffee to replace the bitterness from giving in.

“None of my rules are stupid,” she declares smugly.

“Not being able to make love to my wife is stupid.” I refill my cup, topping it off to the brim, and turn back to catch one of her eyebrows rise.

“Future wife. And it’s only a couple of days. It will be so worth it.”

“I sure hope so,” I mutter.

“What is that supposed to mean?” she snaps and the words strike in that harsh tone I rarely hear directed my way.

My brows pull and I blink several times before giving the obvious explanation. “I just don’t like not being able to be with you whenever I want, Evie.”

“You’re with me now.” She straightens her spine.

A harsh breath escapes and I set down my cup. “That’s not what I mean.”

“What? Because it’s not good if we aren’t having sex?”

“Whoa.” I throw my hands up because I have no clue what has her so irritable. I think back to her sleep talking and nerves prickle my confidence. “Did something happen yesterday that you want to tell me about?”

I’m not often a jealous man, but then her eyes flash with hurt. What could have taken place to make my girl act this way? For the briefest of moments my chest fills with anger over the endless possibilities.

“Tell me,” I manage to growl without shouting or knocking my cup across the kitchen counter.

“It’s nothing. You’ll be late to work.”

“Work can wait.”

“I shouldn’t say anything. It’s confidential.”

“A case?”

She nods, but her eyes are still sad. In all her time working with Jon she’s never acted like this over a client.

“I’m calling in. I’ll take the morning off.”

“Tate! You can’t do that. Not with our honeymoon next week.”

“It’s not a good idea, but you’re scaring me. Talk to me.” I slide into the seat next to her and grip her hands in mine. She takes a deep breath, exhaling slowly before meeting my steady gaze.

“It’s Drew,” she admits with so much grief, even her chin trembles.

“Your brother-in-law? What is it? Oh, God, is he sick?” They have the baby on the way and I can’t imagine Melissa without Drew by her side.

“Don’t give that fucker a second of sympathy. He’s cheating on my sister.” Evie’s brow pinches with a glare, but as soon as my brain processes her words, laughter bursts forth clear from my chest, only making her scowl harder. “What the hell is funny about this?” she shouts. She yanks her hands from my reach.

“You’ve got to be kidding me, right?” But when her expression doesn’t waver, I try again. “This is Drew we’re talking about. Claire and Melissa are his world, and the new baby will be the same. I don’t believe it.”

“It’s true. I wanted to be wrong, but after yesterday, I’m done fighting. Melissa knew all along, too. Even when I tried to give her false hope.”

“What does Drew have to say for himself?” The words press through my lips as my hands clench with the need to kick my brother-in-law’s ass. How could he do this to his family? I’ve seen how he loves them.

Evie’s gaze falls to the table and she busies her fingers with picking at her nails.

“Evelyn.”

Her lips purse together, and she licks across them once before sneaking a gaze at me. “Oh, um, we haven’t talked with Drew yet.”

“What?”

“We’re finding all the evidence to support what Melissa already knows.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” I shake my head and stand from the table. This is nonsense. “You haven’t approached Drew? What the hell are you even doing?”

“Cheaters lie, Tate. It’s what they do.” Evie’s shoulders pull back with her tone, and it’s evident she believes she’s found the truth of the matter. Except I don’t understand how she could without speaking to Drew. “We’re putting everything in place to give Melissa proof.”

“Which makes your words accusations! How do you know he’s even cheating?”

“I just know. It’s all there. I don’t know what the hell else he could be doing!”

“But you haven’t asked!”

“It’s not protocol. We’re working this like any other case.”

I shake my head and let loose a laugh that holds no humor. “Jon’s in on this too?”

“Of course he is.” There she is with that smart tone again.

I take a deep breath to steady my reaction. “How long have you—?”

“A couple of weeks. Remember that night Kate—”

Wait, what? “Kate’s in on this?” I can’t believe this has been going on and Evie never said a word. I never suspected a thing. Meanwhile, everyone else is in on this secret. Her lack of trust in me cuts the worst. “But you didn’t tell me.” The words fall from my lips, full of all the hurt I feel.

Her gaze drops a moment, and she blinks her eyelids before wiping at the tears that leak from the inside corners. “I didn’t want to drag you into it. I didn’t think it could be true! I’m sorry, I should have told you, Tate. I should have—”

“You’re right. You should have. We promised not to keep secrets from each other. I thought we were past that.” I blow out a breath. The clock above the stove glares with the update that I’m now only minutes from being late for my first class. I push away from the table, both pissed at being left in the dark for so long, and also selfishly, for how this will affect our wedding. “I’ve got to get to work.” Grabbing my keys in one hand, I step to the front door.

“Tate. Don’t leave angry. I’m sorry.” Her voice is small, weak, and it’s all I can do to not rush back to her. Instead, my hand rests on the door handle, poised to turn the knob. My shoulders fall with my feelings of betrayal that sink into my bones. From not knowing. From her not trusting me enough to confide in me. I shake my head in just the slightest and swing the door open wide.

“I can’t do this right now. I have to work. ’Bye, Evie.”

“I love you,” are the last words I hear her say before I slam the door shut behind me.
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DRINKING. BAD.

Bad. Bad. Bad.

I’ve been nursing a killer headache all day long and, while I’d rather be sleeping, I have so much work to do in the office. That, and I’m embarrassed about my outburst this morning. For doing what I promised myself I wouldn’t and dragging Tate into this mess. For not telling him sooner. For taking my frustration out on him. Guilt pricks at my heart all day, making it difficult to focus on the minute details of billing clients, returning emails, and preparing for my two-week leave of absence.

I check my phone a thousand times, waiting for a text from Tate, but I know he’s working too. I should be the one to reach out, but a text message seems too impersonal, too easy, and not a real enough apology after the fight we had this morning.

We don’t fight.

Not true. We do fight, but we make up instantly. This is the first time we’ve argued and then had to go about our lives, pretending everything’s fine when it’s not.

I hate it.

I throw myself into work, and for a few hours escape the guilt that reminds me I should have told Tate from the very beginning. His opinion that we should have confronted Drew messes with my decision to not, and for the first time I consider the real possibility that I made the wrong choice. Melissa isn’t merely some client. She’s my sister. Drew isn’t a cheating bastard. He’s the father of my nieces, the brother I never had, and part of our family. I can’t treat this investigation as I would any other because I can’t separate my feelings for the parties involved.

“Oh, shit.” Jon curses under his breath and I practically jump, I’m so lost in my thoughts. “Evie, you need to take a look at this.” His gaze stays trained on his computer screen.

“What?” I stand from my desk and stretch my arms overhead, stifling a yawn. The day has gone by in a blur of worry and busy work. I’m shocked when I glance at the time and find it’s half past four already.

He leans back in his leather office chair and I walk around the desk to quickly scan the email he has pulled up. A new prospective client. Late-twenties. Female. Looking for us to run a complete background on a man she’s been paired up with by her good friend for a blind date. Won’t be much of a blind date after Jon and I compile an investigative report on the guy.

I move to grab our schedule. “’Kay, that sounds doable. We can work her in on Thursday.” Jon halts my steps by wheeling his chair in my path. “What?”

“Look at the signature line.” He lifts his brows and blinks exaggeratedly. I turn back to the screen and peer closer. Amelia Moreau. What the—?

“That’s the woman Drew’s having an affair with!” I shout and tap at the name.

“The woman we suspect he’s having an affair with. Yes, I think so. The name isn’t that common.”

“This is perfect! What a better way to investigate her than to work for her!” All today’s turmoil has been worth it when the universe offers this kind of lead in exchange. I reach for my phone but Jon slides it out of reach to retrieve my full attention.

“Evie, we can’t do that. It’s not ethical. Besides, it seems too strange that this is a coincidence, given the timing.”

“No. No pulling that holier than thou shit with your code of ethics. We aren’t cops or lawyers, and this is my sister we are talking about. The one who snuck us our first beers. Don’t tell me you won’t do everything in your power to help her.”

“I get that it’s personal, but you can’t just do whatever you want with no regard to our business just because your sister suspects another woman. We’ve worked hard to build a reputation and I won’t throw that away.” He crosses his arms over his broad chest. “Not even for Melissa.”

“I don’t agree. When it comes to family, we do whatever it takes.”

“Really? Because she’s blood, you’ll put your career on the line? Mine as well?”

“God! You’re being so dramatic. I’m not saying put our careers on the line. Besides, this Amelia person won’t ever find out. And if she does we’ll play stupid like we didn’t know.”

“I don’t know . . .” He massages his temple with his thumb and forefinger. I’m breaking him. He’s wavering. I need Jon on board for this. This is the perfect opportunity to get to the bottom of whatever’s going on. She’ll never know. Neither will Drew. And it’ll be so much quicker.

“Let’s ask Kate and get her vote,” I suggest.

“No!” His eyes widen.

“Why not?” I play innocent, but we both know which side she’ll take.

“You’ve been best friends more than half your life. You know exactly why. She’ll never be able to keep that kind of news to herself. She’ll probably insist on tagging along to meet Amelia.”

“What’s wrong with that? Kate’s helped us before. She’s a great judge of character.”

“We can’t trust her.” His stare is so serious I have to laugh.

“You don’t trust your girlfriend? The mother of your unborn child? What’s going on with you?”

“Me? I’m fine. It’s her. It’s the hormones. I know everyone says its bad, that pregnant women are emotional, but I had no idea.” He shakes his head.

“Yeah, I’ve watched Melissa go through this before, but Kate really brings a whole new meaning to the experience.”

“Fuck. You don’t know the half of it.” He leans back in his chair.

I lean against the door jam and nod. “Tell me.”

“She’s out of control.” He pauses, meets my gaze and holds it with his hard stare. “I feel like a little bitch even admitting to this, but . . .” He takes his baseball hat off and rubs his fingers down his face before adjusting it back in place.

“Spit it out. What?”

“She wants to fuck. Like all the time. All. The. Time.”

“And that’s a problem how? Isn’t that what you two have been doing since you got together?” I can’t keep the humor from my voice, or resist the little laugh that escapes my lips. He drops his chin and exhales audibly. I bite my lip so I won’t laugh at him, but really? When has a guy ever complained about this?

“She wants it rough and hard,” he mutters.

I can’t believe this is a real issue. I shake my head and roll my eyes. “So, give it to her rough and hard.”

His gaze snaps to mine. “But what about the baby? It’s not safe. I’m not putting my child in danger to get my woman off!”

“Oh, my God!” I’m in a fit of giggles now and Jon’s face is stained red with the blush that’s worked its way up his neck. “You can’t hurt the baby by having sex.”

“I know that. But the way she wants me, I’m afraid I will.”

I wipe away the tears and try to get myself under control, but this is the best thing I’ve heard all day. “I’m sorry. It’s not funny. This is a real problem.”

“I’m glad you’re taking my fears seriously,” he grinds out.

“Kate’s in her last trimester. This is normal.”

“Normal? She’s been like this for months. She’s more demanding each week.”

“Yeah, I remember Melissa telling me about this when she was pregnant with Claire. Once she stopped feeling sick, she was horny all the time.”

“Really?”

“Oh, yes. She also used to have these crazy erotic dreams. Once she woke up after a dream of banging Ed Sheeran and swore it was the best sex of her life. Drew took up guitar lessons that next week. Melissa cut him off at the hair dye though. He said he wanted to fulfill her every fantasy. He was even willing to go ginger for her.”

“Going ginger. That’s love.” Humor pulls at the hard line of Jon’s lips, but sorrow sours my amusement.

“Jon, what went wrong? Drew and Melissa are the perfect couple. I’ve always thought that. But if things can go south for them after all these years, well, it makes me question, you know, what if . . .” I pause. I can’t say aloud the thoughts swirling in my head.

“Tell me what’s up, QT. Share for share. What you say can’t be any more embarrassing than what I admitted.”

I nod and avert my eyes. I can tell Jon anything. After everything we’ve been through, he’s still one of my best friends. “What if marrying Tate is a mistake?” Oh, God. I squeeze my eyes shut at my own admission. I can hardly believe these thoughts picking at my sanity, let alone say them out loud.

“Evie.” Jon’s stern voice commands my attention and I meet his gaze. I don’t see the censure I expect, though. His eyes are kind and full of understanding. “You can’t let someone else’s mistakes get in the way of your own happiness.”

“I know. You’re right.” And I do know that, but . . . “I just . . . This thing with my sister is making me question whether I’m rushing into this wedding.”

Jon chuckles and spins in his chair. “Well, you kind of are.”

“What?” I snap and stop his chair from completing another rotation.

His lips pull up at the edges, but he contains his laughter. “You and Tate. You’ve been in a rush since you got together, but it’s obvious as to why. Evie, don’t you love him?”

“With everything I am.” I blow out a breath, along with my self-doubts.

“And you know he loves you.”

“Without question.”

“Is he worth the risk? The chance that maybe someday you will hit a speed bump you can’t handle. Or will you hide in fear over a what if?”

“I can handle anything with Tate on my team.” That I’m sure of as much as my next breath.

“There you go. Don’t let this stuff with Drew and Melissa fuck with your head. Tate and you are meant to be. And we don’t know shit about this other woman yet. This affair could all be in Mel’s head.”

“You’re right. Thanks, friend. Now, I’m gonna scoot before Kate gets home so you two can get some sexy time in tonight.” I stand and sling my bag across my shoulder, and walk to the door.

“I see how it is! Abandon your fellow soldier!”

“I thought you were trained to be brave.” I dangle my keys and throw one last grin over my shoulder before I step outside.

“No man left behind!” he shouts at my back before I can shut the door.

It’s a perfect sunny day. Warm with a few clouds hanging in the sky and several hours before the sun sets. The short walk to my car leaves me feeling a little restless. I don’t want to go home to an empty house. Not when it’ll be hours until Tate gets home. Pulling out my cell, I consider calling Melissa to update her with our stroke of good luck, but I know that’s not a smart idea.

Amelia Moreau. That’s who I need to see. The thought of waiting until Thursday to meet with her frustrates the hell out of me, and I’m not even sure I can get Jon on board. I ponder the idea of recruiting Kate, but that could also backfire. No, I don’t need anyone’s approval. I need to uncover who Amelia is, for Melissa. I owe it to my sister and I’m not waiting around until the end of the week.

I need to expose the truth.

Swiping across the screen, I unlock my cell and log in to our shared work email. The automated form that includes Amelia’s request for services lists both her email and cell phone contacts. My fingers hover over that number because I’m certain if I do this Jon’s gonna be angry. Spotting Kate’s car pulling into the parking lot, I pop mine into reverse and wave to my friend as I drive on by.

Fuck protocol.

The line rings four times before a woman answers.

“Hello.”

“Hello, may I please speak with Miss Moreau?”

“This is she.” Her voice is thick with a European accent I can’t quite place.

“Amelia this is Evelyn Harper from Harper and Beltran. I received your inquiry early today.”

“Oh, yes. Hold on.” There’s a momentary pause before she comes back on the line, her voice clear but lit with her accent. “Sorry, I’m here. I read on your website that you book weeks in advance, so I wasn’t sure if you could work me into your schedule.”

“That’s why I called, actually. We like to do an intake meeting before any contracts are signed. Make sure we’re a good fit for each other. I had a last minute opening this evening. Does that work for you?”

“Oh. Wow. Um. Yeah. What time and where? I’m working, but I can take a break between six and seven.”

If I weren’t driving, I’d dance for joy. Take that, Mr. Follow the Rules.

I’ll come to you, is what I almost say, but catch myself before the slipup. Instead, I recall a coffee bar located near her place. I don’t want to give her any reason to postpone this opportunity. Jon will be pissed when he finds out, but it’ll be easier to ask for forgiveness than permission. “How about Grand Central Coffee at six-fifteen? It’ll only take a half an hour.”

“Thank you. Yes, that’s perfect. I’ll see you soon.”

Yes, you will. “You’re welcome. ’Bye.” Turning my car toward downtown, I allow a smile to fill my face as I fight the rush hour traffic. I’m about to find out who Amelia is. Put all of this trouble behind my family so I can marry my soulmate. Everything is going to be just fine.
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“EVELYN HARPER?” HER EYES ARE wide, a bright blue, and soft waves of long blonde hair frame her face. She’s beautiful. Young. My heart squeezes a little knowing she’s the woman my brother-in-law chooses over Melissa. Determination to find proof lights within my forced smile as I stand from my chair.

“Amelia Moreau?” She nods. “Thank you for meeting me.” I extend my hand and she presses her palm to mine.

“No. Thank you. I’m glad this worked out.” She smooths the front of her blouse, and her eyes dart around the busy coffee bar.

“Can I get you something to drink?”

She shakes her head. “Oh, I’m fine.”

I point to the chair next to mine and we both take a seat. Nerves rattle my mind, and my hands shake so noticeably I clasp them together in my lap. I don’t meet with clients on my own. It’s mostly a safety issue, and for a moment I question whether I’m doing the right thing. I shake it off with an exhale and what I hope is a warm smile. “Your inquiry said you had a potential date you wanted us to investigate?”

“Yes. I’m . . .” She glances around again and drops her gaze when answering. “This is embarrassing to say, but since coming to America I’ve had some not so good dating experiences.”

I lean forward to encourage her to continue. She lifts her gaze to meet mine and her eyes hold a depth of sincerity that’s startling. I have to work to keep my expression level when she speaks.

“It’s just that I am from a small town. Everyone knows everyone else. My father and uncles know everyone’s family, so I knew all the men I dated there. But here, in the city . . .” Her attention drops to the glass table top and she seems to study the industrial gears that make up the design visible from beneath it.

I nod to encourage her to continue. “Yes?”

“The last man I dated was married,” she blurts. Her eyes are wide as she covers her mouth, almost as if she’d like to take back the words. “I didn’t know. I would never have started something with him, but it’s enough that I don’t want to repeat it.”

Anger coils inside at her admission. She must be referring to Drew. “Neither do I,” I retort and Amelia’s head tilts with her stare. Crap. That came out harsher than I meant. I stumble to cover my blunder. “In my line of work, we unfortunately see so much of that. Families torn apart by cheating. People pretending they’re someone other than who or what they are.”

Her spine straightens and she nods once. I’m not quite sure how to read her, so I lean back and take a sip from my lukewarm coffee.

“Your accent is beautiful, Amelia. Where exactly are you from?”

“France. I’m here on a student visa.”

I nod and try to smile again. “That’s exciting. Are you studying anything in particular?”

“Yes. I’m here for my doctorate in computer science.”

“That’s impressive. What did you say you did for work again?”

“I didn’t.” She gathers her purse and digs around for her keys. “Do you have any questions about the man I’d like you to look into?” She raises her brow and holds my stare.

I could kick myself. My over eagerness is coming through. The last thing I need is for her to be on guard. “Yes. I’ll need everything you know about him. You can email that to us. Name, age, contact information, social media profiles. Anything you have, and we’ll take it from there. We will vet him for you, but also, we want to know what are you looking for exactly. That he’s not married or in a relationship is the primary concern, but we can also look into how susceptible he is to cheating, or even if he’d be open to paying for companionship . . . If those are also concerns of yours.”

“I think it would be easier if I don’t date at all!” She laughs on a harsh, tense breath, and for a glimmer of a second I see apprehension in her gaze.

I almost feel sorry for her, but then I remember she’s the reason for my sister’s unhappiness. “Our services don’t come cheap, but we guarantee results. I can send you over a contract and if everything looks agreeable, we’ll get started upon payment.”

“Can I think about it? I really am not sure I am cut out for American dating.” Her lips mash together and her left leg bounces from where it crosses over her right.

“Of course. There’s no commitment until you send the first payment.” Her body language screams that she’s ready to escape, but before she does I have to ask. “Just curious, how did you hear about us?”

Her eyes flick to her purse and she pulls out her cell phone, tapping across the screen before she meets my gaze again. “Oh, it was a colleague from the university. I’m sorry, I must go now. I have to get back to work.”

“Sure. Of course.” I stand when she does and offer my hand to shake hers again. “It was nice to meet you, Amelia. We’ll be in touch.”

She nods, offers a quick good-bye, and leaves me to ponder what the hell that just was. I’m a good judge of character, and while she seemed more than honest and authentic with some answers, there were times I could tell she didn’t want me to pry. The smart thing would be to come clean and admit to Jon what I did, recap tonight’s conversation, and accept the verbal thrashing he’s sure to deliver. Or . . .

An idea strikes.

Yeah, I’ve already gone down a path I can’t erase. What the hell. Might as well go all out. I spring out of my seat, dig my keys from my bag, and cross the coffee shop in time to spot Amelia sliding into the driver’s seat of a silver Corolla. As casually as I can, I rush to my own car so I can tail her and discover exactly what she’s hiding.
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Sneaking into the gated courtyard of Amelia’s condo complex proves no challenge. One flash of my smile and a college kid holds it open for me to pass first. I watched Amelia from my car and waited exactly five minutes before following. Plenty of time for her to climb one flight of stairs and go inside. At least, I hope she didn’t get held up. I’m extra careful, walking the lower perimeter of housing with my head down just in case.

Circling the community pool, empty on this April evening, I find a shrub I can hole up behind to shield my body from her second story view. The only problem. I’ll appear quite conspicuous crouched down at the edge of someone’s patio. The smart idea would be to leave now, but my compulsion to have this entire ordeal—along with the suspicion that Amelia’s hiding something—behind me causes me to throw caution to the wind.

Thankfully, there’re no motion censored patio lights and I slink into my hiding spot without drawing attention. The complex isn’t loud or busy. A few smokers step outside from time to time, and people come and go. Amelia’s door is in perfect view, and before I can check the time on my cell, a young man comes through the gate and jogs the steps straight to her door. He knocks once, and she greets him with a warm smile before he steps inside.

Not an hour goes by before the man leaves, and minutes later another appears, doing the exact same thing. I wish I had my equipment bag so I could photograph their faces. My cell captures images much too blurry from this distance. Instead I dig through my oversized purse and retrieve an old pair of binoculars. Never knowing when the opportunity might arise, I keep them with me so I’m always prepared.

The same pattern—one man leaves, another arrives to take his place—happens at the hour mark and dread fills my gut as I suspect my sister guessed right. Drew’s been paying for Amelia’s time. Except while these guys are only paying for an hour, he’s booking her entire night. She’s obviously running a business from her home, and illegally, since she got so uncomfortable when I started asking questions. She’s beautiful and bright, not someone I’d associate with prostitution, but my experience there is limited, even with my line of work.

I just can’t believe Drew would pay for her company.

I have to tell my sister. God, I don’t want to.

“Can I help you?” A deep voice at my back scares the shit out of me and I jump from where I’m crouched behind the shrubbery. Whirling, I’m met with brooding brown eyes framed beneath an Arizona State baseball cap.

“I don’t need any help, thank you.” I smile sweetly but his expression doesn’t change. If anything, it hardens with his scrutiny.

“Ma’am, you’re on private property. If you’re not here for an actual purpose, you need to leave.”

Ma’am. I dislike how that sounds. I’m only a few years older than him, and his calculating stare is filled with arrogance. As if he knows I’m not supposed to be here. Dressed in a pair of basketball shorts and a university T-shirt, he has no authority over me. Who made him the condo police? Channeling my inner Kate, I push my shoulders back and meet his glare with one of my own.

“I’m not doing anything that concerns you. Maybe you should go back to your apartment and finish your homework, young man.” The retort comes out bitchier than I intend and my eyes widen along with his.

“You’re spying on my friend. It sure as hell concerns me.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Cut the crap. You’re watching Amelia. Why?” He crosses his arms over his chest. I glance around, not wanting to draw attention. The place is like a ghost town and suddenly I feel very stupid for not letting anyone know where I am. Sure, this guy looks harmless but I don’t know him, and he obviously feels the need to play the tough guy. Maybe he’s a neighbor. Or maybe he’s one of her clients, but fell in love with her and now he’s obsessed.

Meeting his stare, I tip my head to her door. “How do you know Amelia?”

“I ain’t telling you shit, and you need to leave. Now. Before I call the cops.”

I let loose a relieved breath. If he really were dangerous, he wouldn’t be threatening to call anyone. Unless he’s trying to call my bluff. I decide to beat him to it. “But you wouldn’t do that, would you? Because then I’d have to share with the police why your friend is breaking at least six laws with the little song and dance she’s running up there.”

“Is that why you’re here? You and that other man have been watching her. She’s not in trouble, is she? She’s a good person.”

“Good people don’t cheat.”

“Cheat? Look I know taxes are important, but she’s offering a legit service because she has to, not because she wants to spend her nights like this. Just don’t . . . don’t send her away. If there’s something she’s doing illegally, she can change it. Make up for it. Just don’t take away her opportunity to be here.”

He must not know who I am, or he thinks I have connections to law enforcement. I don’t correct him. That assumption provides me added safety, even though I don’t think he’d really hurt me. He’s protective. He’s more concerned with Amelia. “You love her,” I say, the realization falling from my lips.

“Who are you with? What can I do to help her?” His voice grows louder with each question.

I watch Amelia’s door from the corner of my eye, and when it swings open, her smiling face fills the entry as the man inside exits and waves good-bye. I turn away, internally chastising myself for this suicide mission. I’m not prepared. I had no real cover for being here, and the nineteen-year-old kid standing at my side could blow the entire investigation.

He glances at me, and then over my shoulder to wave. “Hey, Amelia.”

“Carlos, hey!”

“Good night?” he calls up, and I shoot him a warning glare. His brow rises, along with the corner of his mouth as if he finds my attempt at intimidation amusing. I try another tactic.

“Please don’t,” I whisper.

“More of the same,” Amelia answers and there’s a tinge of distress in her voice. I guess even prostitution gets wearisome day after day. “You going out?” There’s a change in her tone and I’m absolutely certain she sees me, but I don’t turn around. I pray my outfit of jeans, plain white tee and Chucks is simple enough she doesn’t expect I’m the same women from the coffee bar.

“Nah. Walking out a friend from class. You free later?”

Amelia laughs. “Carlos, it’s almost nine o’clock. You know I don’t go out.”

His smile transforms his face as a chuckle escapes his lips. “One of these days I’ll wear you down.” He really is attractive. “Good night, Amelia.” He waves.

“Good night, Carlos.”

The bang of a closing door erases the joy from his features and he balances his stare back on me. “Who are you?”

“I’m someone trying to protect someone I love.”

His laughter is a bark in the night. “Same intentions, but that doesn’t tell me what you’re doing here.”

“I’m sorry. I can’t do that.”

“Then I guess it’s time for you to go.” He reaches for my shoulder but I jump out of his reach.

“I can see myself out.” I back up another step, my eyes on the gate as well as Amelia’s apartment in case she’s doing a little spying of her own. “Carlos.” Yeah, that’s right. I know your name and you don’t know mine.

“Excuse me for making certain you do.” He follows my steps with his gaze, and I breathe a sigh of relief when he doesn’t follow me out. The moment I push open the gate, I run to my car. My heart hammers in my chest because even though I don’t think he’ll chase me, this entire encounter has been too close for comfort. Too dangerous. Exactly why I shouldn’t do field work. At least, not without Jon there for back-up. It was reckless to come here tonight. I only learned more of what I already suspected: Amelia takes appointments in her condo on the hour. Prostitution. It only adds more disappointment to the way I feel about Drew. He wasn’t only cheating on my sister. He was paying for it.

Tears threaten to fall as I peel out of the lot and I don’t even think, steering my car toward the club where Tate works. I need to tell my sister what I saw and Jon what I did, but there’s nothing I need more than to see my man. Have his arms wrapped around me. That’s what I need right now. To assure him, and myself, that no matter the shit storm taking place around us, he’s the man for me.

The drive goes by in a blur, my pulse racing along with the miles. Tate’s almost finished for the night because his last private training session ends at ten. I should head home to wait for him there, but I can’t stand to be alone right now . . .with my thoughts or today’s revelation.

Pushing through the door to Lift Me Up, I wave a quick hello to one of the girls who work the front counter. She offers a smile as I stride past on my way toward the locker rooms that lead to the weight and cardio floor. I shove at the door but meet resistance, along with a squeal. Crap.

“I’m so sorry—” The words tumble from my mouth but when I see who it is I’m stunned silent. Lindsay.

“Oh, excuse me.” She giggles and flips her blonde locks over her right shoulder. Dressed in casual clothes and wearing full makeup, she looks far too put together for a woman who just completed a workout. I hate her a little more. “Evie, right?”

“Yeah, and you’re Lauren?” I know that’s not her name, but I can’t stand the way she’s smiling at me as though we’re the best of friends. She slept with my fiancé. Sure, it was years before I met him, but still. She’s no friend of mine.

“Lindsay.” Her smile dims a little. “Sorry, I didn’t see you. I’m completely destroyed after a session with Tate. He sure knows how to work me over.” She rolls her eyes and laughs as if it’s a joke I’d find funny.

I don’t.

“Pardon?”

“I probably won’t be able to walk tomorrow.” She laughs again and if I had a sharp object in my hand I’m not sure I could be held responsible for my actions. Lucky for her, all I have is my twenty-dollar purse from Target.

“Yeah, he’s the best. That’s why I’m marrying him on Saturday.” I smile wide but it’s forced and I hate the way it feels on my face.

“Right! Of course. I’m so embarrassed that I crashed the bachelor party. He was sweet to invite me over. I’m still making friends here.”

What. The. Fuck?

“Excuse me. I really need to find Tate,” I say before she can continue.

“See you around, Evie!” she calls out, but I’m already through the locker room and pushing out the other door.

I scan the floor but it only takes a few seconds to spot Tate working with a client. Counting out reps and spotting one of his heavy weightlifters at the squat rack, he doesn’t see me coming when I stomp between the machines and equipment. I cross my arms over my chest, chewing the inside of my cheek while I wait for him to lift his gaze and find me in the mirror.

His client finishes his reps and Tate’s eyes widen with his smile when he notices me behind him. “Evie!” He pulls me into his arms. “What a nice surprise, babe.” When I don’t return his embrace, he pulls back a step. “Evie?”

“Tate.” My eyes burn. I don’t know where to look so I find the floor. Today was a monumentally shitty day and I wanted to find peace in his arms, but that’s been tainted with my little run-in with his ex. She was at his party? He invited her? Worse, he never said a thing. The hurt from that mixes with Drew’s cheating and I have to wonder if all men are the same. You think you can trust them, but you can’t.

“Evie, is everything okay?” His brow furrows beneath his ball cap and it’s all I can do to not scoff. Is everything okay? Is he really that clueless or is he covering his ass?

“Nothing is okay. By the way, I just ran into your girlfriend.”

His gaze puzzles with his frown and the moment he connects to whom I’m referring, he steps back. “I’m finishing up with a client. Can we talk after I get off work?”

“Didn’t expect I’d be stopping by, huh?” Anger, along with the confidence wrecking feeling of being utterly duped courses through me and I cross my arms over my chest.

“Evie. Enough. This is crazy talk.” His voice is low and harsh. It only elevates mine.

“What? Now I’m the crazy one? You know what? Maybe I am. For thinking it was a good idea to rush into this wedding. After the day I’ve had, I’m not sure of anything right now.”

Tate’s gaze narrows, his jaw ticking back and forth. When he speaks again his words are bit out in a command. “Evie. I have a client. Go wait in my office.”

My mouth opens and my worst fear flies out before I can help myself. “Are you sleeping with her?”

“Dave, why don’t you go get started on rowing sprints. Sixty seconds hard, thirty rest,” Tate instructs.

“Sure.” Dave nods, averting his somewhat wary gaze and walking away. It’s late enough that there aren’t many people here in the gym, but everyone who remains is staring at the spectacle I’m making. Normally I’d care, but I’m so pissed off right now I don’t give a fuck. Let them look.

Tate grips my elbow and has to practically drag me with him. He doesn’t say a word. In fact, his face gives nothing away. No anger, no lies, nothing.

“What? Don’t want to air your dirty laundry where you work? Should’ve thought about that before sneaking behind my back with a client.” The words leave my lips in a growl, but still he says nothing until we reach his office. He pushes me inside before he turns to lock the door. The overhead lights sense our movement and flick on, and the harsh fluorescents illuminate the tight lines of his mouth. He doesn’t lift his eyes.

All the anger from before melts in the silence, in the space between us. What I’m left with is only more confusion and hurt. My words are a whisper. “How could you do this to me? To us?”

His eyes close a moment and he grumbles something I can’t make out before his gaze snaps open to pin me with a glare. “I’m a tolerant man, Evie. I didn’t say shit when you went into business with your best friend—who was still completely in love with you, by the way. I don’t say a thing about the late nights, or the secrets you have to keep for work. I don’t worry or give you grief, and you know why?”

He pauses, but before I can open my mouth to answer he continues, and this time his voice raises, oozing with irritation. “Because I trust you! I fucking trust you, Evie. I love you and I know you love me, too. I’ve never doubted you once. Now you come into my workplace . . . Disrespecting me and my clients? Why? Why did you come here? What caused you to do something so hurtful?”

“You don’t understand,” I bite out, but his cuts me off.

“I would never do this to you. Never.”

“You are so damn self-righteous for someone who invited his ex-girlfriend to his bachelor party! Did you think I wouldn’t find out? How would you think that’s okay?”

“Evie, that was nothing! Jesus, you had strippers at your bachelorette party even when I asked you not to.” His eyes narrow and he shakes his head as if I’m overreacting. As if that’s the same. Like this is no big deal.

“I didn’t hire the strippers! That was nothing. This! This is not nothing. You knew that! That’s probably why you didn’t tell me, isn’t it? What else are you hiding?”

“Oh, my God!” he shouts, tearing his hat off and scrubbing his free hand over his hair. “Really? That’s what you think? There’s nothing going on with me and Lindsay,” he declares, but there’s a laugh to his tone.

I shake my head and he meets my hard stare with an expression of disbelief. It’s a standoff that only lasts a moment but feels like forever. I’m supposed to marry this man in a few days. I’m supposed to trust him. We’re not supposed to have doubts. “I can’t believe you,” I whisper and his eyes drop along with his frown. He’s disappointed. I am too.

“I have to get back to work. We can talk about this when I get off. Just wait here.”

But I can’t just sit here cooling my heels. “You know what? I’m gonna go before we say anything else hurtful that can’t be taken back. I need some space right now.” I bite the inside of my cheek to hold back tears because the reality of this moment, that this could be the beginning of the end for us, hits like a sucker punch I never saw coming.

“Space? What does that even mean?” He lifts his face to the ceiling and exhales a rush of breath. “We’re getting married in five days!” He turns his gaze on me, bursting with all the pain and hurt I feel. It would be so easy to fold. Give in. Move forward and pretend things are fine. But I won’t do that. I can’t trust him. I don’t trust myself. Us.

“Yeah, and you’d think my fiancé wouldn’t be keeping secrets from me a few days before the wedding.” The words taste foul in my mouth. I can hardly hold his gaze.

“What secrets? That Lindsay happened to be in the same restaurant when we had lunch yesterday? That she was sitting alone and I felt bad for her and invited her to join us? You call that a secret?”

If that’s how it went down . . . But he doesn’t understand. I’ve seen the way she looks at him. She’s not in it for friendship or a good workout. “What are you, blind? She obviously wants you.”

“Evie, it was lunch. With a table of friends. Completely innocent.”

“Or awfully convenient.”

“Look, we can talk about this when I get home. I need to get back to work.” He glances at his watch and his eyes go to the door.

This isn’t a good time. I get that. But I don’t see how re-hashing the same stuff will change the result. I need perspective. I need space. “I’m not going home.”

“Okay . . .” His words leave in a breath.

I straighten my spine, my resolution clear. “I’m going to my sister’s. I need to talk to her. I’m going to stay the night.” He nods until I add that last part.

“Don’t do this. Don’t shut me out.”

I shake my head. “I just need a minute to think, okay? I can’t when all I ever do is run into your ex-girlfriend and investigate my cheating brother-in-law. I don’t know what’s real anymore. Or what’s right. I need some time.”

“Okay.” He nods, his frown still in place. I don’t dare look into his eyes because they’re so full of sorrow. Right now it takes everything I have to not dive into his arms. Tate opens the door for us. “Take the time you need and then come find me. I’ll be waiting. I’ll be home.”

With that, I nod and leave the gym before I change my mind.
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IT’S KIND OF LATE, BUT Melissa answers my text when I tell her I’m coming over. A few minutes later I pull my car to the curb of their single family home. The neighborhood is cute, row after row of perfect little cookie cutter homes with low maintenance desert landscapes. Even without the house number, I can differentiate my sister’s from the others by the little flag stand at the walkway. She changes it out with different designs to go along with the holiday or time of year. I tease her because, living in Arizona, we don’t really get seasons. What we get is nice weather for some months and then sweltering heat for the rest of the year. She doesn’t care though, and this month’s flag is patterned in blossoming tulips to welcome spring.

Before I can knock or let myself in, my sister opens the door. Her belly separates us farther than I like, but she pulls me inside and hugs me anyway. “Oh, Evie,” she says and it’s then I realize I’m crying.

My niece’s laughter floats from down the hall and I ease out of her embrace, wiping the tears from my face.

“Wanna talk about it?”

“Not really, but I think I should. Where’s Drew?”

“Putting Claire to bed. Or rather, trying to.” When I raise my eyebrows—it’s almost ten o’clock—Mel just rolls her eyes and walks past me toward the kitchen. “She’s wound up and won’t stay in her bed. This is like the tenth try. Must be the full moon. Brings out the crazy in everyone.”

“You think she’d give up by now. Or you could build her a cage,” I suggest, sliding onto one of the barstools.

“Putting an eighteen month old in a cage is frowned upon. Though I won’t lie, it’s tempting. That girl is incredibly tenacious. Also, I think she thrives on her parents’ exhaustion.” My sister flicks on the water at the sink and resumes scrubbing a pile of dirty dishes.

“Let me do that for you.” I stand, but she narrows her death stare on me so I plop my butt back in the chair.

“I’m pregnant, not disabled.” She rubs the rough end of the sponge over the Teflon pan and raises one eyebrow. “Now, tell me what’s going on.”

I wring my hands together atop the counter and bite the inside of my cheek when I consider my argument with Tate. We never fight like that. Ever. “Can I stay here tonight?” I try to get the words out as evenly as I can. Maybe not well enough.

Melissa flicks the faucet off, dries her hands, and comes around the kitchen island to take the seat beside mine. “You know you can, but why would you need to? Did Tate do something to you? Did he hurt you?”

“Yes.” I nod, but when her eyes widen with alarm I shake my head. “No. Not the way you think. It’s just that he lied to me and now I don’t know what to believe anymore.” Her face falls and she nods because she gets it. She more than gets it. “Shit. How did our lives get so complicated?” I wonder in a voice barely above a whisper.

“I don’t know, little sister. I don’t know.”

“I think she’s down for the count! I say we celebrate . . . Oh, hey, Evie. I didn’t know you were stopping by.” Drew stands at the entrance to the kitchen, his eyes darting between me and Melissa. “Shit. I know that look.” He comes over to kiss Mel’s cheek and then leaves a peck on the top of my head before setting the video baby monitor on the counter between us. “I’m on it.” He winks, pulls his keys from the little dish on the counter, and heads toward the door that leads to their garage.

“Wha—?” I can hardly get out the question before he turns back to grin at Melissa.

“Ice cream. Chocolate. Really, anything decadent.” He raises his brows and then winks before meeting my confused expression. “See! I’ve been at the marriage business for years. I know the look. Don’t worry, I got you. Be back in fifteen.” With that, he closes the door on his way outside.

“If I didn’t want to kill him, I’d hug him right now,” I say.

Melissa nods, her face sour. “That’s how I’ve felt for the past few weeks.” She reaches across and settles her hand over where my fingers rub together nervously. “But you’re not here to discuss me and Drew. Tell me what happened.”

She’s my sister. I love her so much. As much as I want to tell her everything, I can’t bear to bring her any more pain or sorrow so I omit the details of my night that relate to Amelia. Anger and frustration resurface afresh when I recount my run-in with Lindsay. Repeating her words to me in the locker room only cements my suspicion that she’s not to be trusted. Melissa nods, listens, and gasps at all the right parts, but when I finish, slumping into my chair with defeat, she levels me with the big sister line of questioning.

“You think there’s something there with his ex? He’d really go back to her?” Her eyebrows lift when I open my mouth and I stop to really consider my answers.

“No. I don’t. Not really. But she’s a sneaky little bitch. I don’t trust her.”

“As you shouldn’t. Tate’s one of the nice ones. Women are going to want him. Always. That doesn’t stop when you put a ring on it. But if he’s not interested, you have nothing to worry about.”

“I know that. I do. But how could he not tell me she was at their party? It’s a pretty big fucking detail.”

“Girl. Really? You going to play off the fact you couldn’t even walk last night? Did you even make it home without passing out? When was he gonna tell you? Not saying that he shouldn’t have. He should. But I doubt those would be his first words to your drunk ass.”

“I made it home.” Kind of. Sort of. I think I passed out in the car, but I was awake when Carly and Kate dropped me at home. My anger at Tate gradually fades when I remember how sweet he was taking care of me, and not at all mad even though he did request we mutually keep strippers out of our parties. “Shit.” I took all my frustrations from my day out on him. My head drops into my hands and Melissa rubs my back.

“It’s this thing with Drew and me, isn’t it?”

It’s not helping, but I don’t confess that aloud. “No.” I lift my head to meet my sister’s concerned stare.

“You can’t let someone else’s issues cause trouble for your own relationship, Evie. Tate loves you. Just because my life is falling apart doesn’t mean yours has to. Marry the man. Beat the odds. Prove the haters wrong.”

“It’s just that I still can’t believe he could do this to you. And if Drew can, then Tate . . .”

“You and Tate aren’t us.”

“But you always seem so perfect.”

“Ha! Right.” She rolls her eyes.

“No, really. I’ve always thought that. Ever since you brought him home to meet Mom and Dad.”

“Things aren’t always what they seem. Nothing’s been easy. We’ve had ups and downs. Hard work, tears, fighting, and a whole lot of love, but not perfection. That’s impossible.” She rubs her belly, their child growing inside.

My mind races with a million thoughts and questions, but I land back on the one that continues to resurface. “Why don’t you just confront Drew?”

She blows out a breath of air and runs her fingertips through her hair. “Because . . . Part of me . . . Part of me is scared he won’t tell the truth. And I’ll believe him.”

The dull static from the baby monitor dances between her words and we both stare at the video, with Claire sleeping in that adorable way only babies can, her arms tucked at her sides and butt propped up in the air.

“And the other part?” I whisper.

Melissa answers, her voice so low . . . As if any louder and she’ll wake Claire. “I’m terrified, Evie. I’m terrified he will tell the truth, and all of this . . . our happy little life . . . will all be over. Without Drew, I’m not me.”

The sound of their car pulling back into the drive interrupts our heartfelt conversation. Melissa slides off the barstool with a sad smile and turns away to the cupboard to pull down bowls.

The door opens but she doesn’t turn around. Drew steps inside, a grocery bag of ice cream in hand and a wide smile on his face. “I hope you two are ready. I’ve got chocolate. Cookie dough. Whipped cream, too.”

“Thanks, babe.” Melissa says, opening the drawer to grab spoons. They hit the counter with a clatter and still she doesn’t turn.

My gaze follows Drew’s as he regards his wife with so much adoration, attraction, and love that it can’t be faked. Why would he even need to? He doesn’t notice me watching. It’s as if he couldn’t drag his eyes from her if he tried. He walks to her, sets down the grocery bag, and runs his arms from her hips to the front of her belly, kissing her cheek.

“How’s baby?” he murmurs and I suddenly feel like a third wheel. Confused, because Drew’s acting nothing other than a man devoted to his family. After what I witnessed earlier in the evening, my conclusions feel dishonest.

“Hey, I’m gonna head out,” I announce. Melissa’s eyes hold worry, but I’m not sure if it’s for me or herself. “I need to see Tate.”

Drew’s lips pull up with his crooked smile and he nods. “Want to take some ice cream for the road?”

“That’s, okay. I’d better not.”

“Right. Big day on Saturday. We’ll see you Friday at the rehearsal,” he says.

“Yep. Thanks for talking, Melissa. You always know what to say.”

“Anytime. Love you, Evie.”

“Love you, too, sis.”
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My pulse slows to a steady rhythm despite my worries, and I hold on to hope as I wind through the barely there late night traffic. My sister’s words ring in my head—marry the man; beat the odds—and there’s nothing I need more in this moment than to follow through on just that. I only hope he reciprocates the feeling.

Key in the lock, the worst of my fears flash in my mind. It’s not even that Tate might not want to get married, or even that he’ll be mad. No. It’s more frightening than that. What if he doesn’t want to be together? What if I broke our trust, I’m not worth fighting for, what we are isn’t enough to make him stay and put in the work? What if he’s already gone?

As I twist the handle and push open the door, I realize all those thoughts are only fear and self-doubt talking. He’s here.

“Evie.” He rushes to stand from the couch, muting the television and taking a few steps forward. The space between us feels too far when I meet his stare. His eyes reflect the same apprehension that coils in my gut.

“Tate. I’m sorry,” I say through trembling lips. He opens his arms and I walk straight into them, relishing in their strength as he holds me tight against his chest. All my worries quiet for a deep breath.

“I’m so sorry, Evie. I never want to fight like that again.” He still doesn’t let me go.

“Me, too.” I lift my chin to meet his gaze. “I love you.”

“I love you. Always.” His lips brush over mine, once, twice, and my body lights up in the way it only can for him. “God, I’m so glad you came home tonight.”

“Me, too.” I sigh as his lips rest on my forehead, his arms hold my waist, and a warmth grips my soul and assures me I’m where I belong. I take a step back and my hands slide into his. “You’re my home, Tate. I’ll always come home to you. Even when we fight. When we argue and don’t see things the same way, I’ll always come back to you.”

“But we’re never going to fight like that again.” There’s humor in his tone, as though he’s trying to make a joke or let me off the hook, but I hear his apprehension.

“I don’t want to. But realistically, babe, we won’t always see eye to eye. Someone has to back down, or take the high road, and that’s okay.”

“Okay, but I hate fighting. I hope you know that. I wanted to run after you, but you asked for space and I was trying to give you what you needed. I always do my best to give you what you need.”

“Hey, save the vows for Saturday.” I wink and his lips twitch with the beginnings of his own smile.

“Yes. Saturday. That’s still a go? Or we driving to Vegas tonight?” He lifts his eyebrows and waits for my answer. He’s joking. At least mostly.

A giggle escapes my mouth and I shake my head. “No way. We can make it a few more days. I’m putting everything with my sister out of my head. At least until after the wedding.”

“And honeymoon.”

“Right. I’ll try.” I laugh again.

Tate’s gaze narrows and his thumbs rub across the insides of my wrists. “I know you want to save her, do the right thing, but some choices are out of your control, you know? Right now, it’s your time to be happy. She wants that for you too.”

“She does. I know that. It’s just hard. I want her to be happy too,” I say. “I feel guilty being this content when she’s so sad.”

“You’re the kindest, most generous person I know.” His eyes drift to my lips. “That doesn’t change. No matter what.”

“Thank you for seeing the best in me. You’re giving me more credit than I deserve. This week I’ve been behaving like a crazy person.” I shake my head.

He shrugs. “Weddings are stressful.”

“So I’ve heard.” I roll my eyes. “Why did I not know this before? I thought I’d be immune since I don’t care about materialistic crap. I only care about you.”

“That’s why I still say we elope.” He quirks his lips up with a grin and I can’t help but laugh.

“We’ve made it this far.”

“That’s what you keep telling me.” He lets go of my hands and his fingers find my hips to rub tiny circles over the fabric of my shirt. His gaze narrows when he speaks again. “But you’re certain this is what you want? I don’t want you to have any doubts. If you’re not sure or if you need time, we can wait. I can wait. I love you, Evie. So damn much.”

“I’m sure. I don’t need time. But I need you to promise we’ll always speak the truth. Even when it’s painful or might upset the other person.”

“I promise.” He kisses my lips, but pulls away before I can deepen it. “We’re gonna rock the hell out of our vows.” His laughter mixes with my own and my hands wrap around his neck to pull him back to me for another kiss. This time he doesn’t pull away or keep it sweet. It’s as if all the energy I put into being angry, mad, and jealous manifests between us, and when Tate finally pulls away we’re both breathing heavily.

“I want to respect your wishes and this stupid no sex rule, but I really want to touch you right now.”

I sigh because hell, after the day we’ve had, I want that too. To feel his hands on my most intimate parts, to kiss him back, to fall apart at his expert touch and know he will be right there to catch me. To make me feel safe, cherished and loved.

He shakes his head and his brows pull together. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. I’m not trying to pressure you or make you feel bad. I just miss making love—” My fingers on his lips stop him from speaking.

“Tate.”

“Yeah.”

“Make love to me. Now. Please.”

His smile stretches so wide I think my heart might combust. God, I love this man. “Yes, ma’am,” he says and he takes my hand in his to lead me into our bedroom. Home.
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THE NEXT THREE DAYS GO by in a blur of work and random errands. As hectic as the days seem, it all makes sense at night when Evie and I come together. Making love into the early mornings, we put our fears to rest, leaving them between tangled limbs and twisted sheets until we’re both satiated and too exhausted to do anything other than succumb to sleep.

She hasn’t said anything about her sister or Drew, or the suspicion that he’s cheating on her, and I hope that means she’ll let it go until after the wedding. I still can’t believe that’s something Drew’s capable of, but I’m also not privy to all the details of their investigation. Whatever the truth, we’ll figure it out and face the consequences . . . after this weekend.

Today’s another full day at the club, but when five o’clock arrives I wave good-bye to my co-workers with the biggest smile on my face. TGIF. I’m off work for the next two weeks, the longest vacation I’ve had since moving away from home. That’s reason enough to smile. More than enough. Tonight we’ll rehearse, share drinks and dinner with family and the friends we consider family, and then tomorrow . . . Tomorrow I marry Evie. I’m the luckiest man on earth.

Evie’s waiting for me when I walk in the kitchen door, already dressed and looking beautiful in a sundress and sandals that show off her blue toenails. I drop my bag, my feet moving toward her of their own accord. “You’re gorgeous, you know that?” I brush my lips over hers for a kiss. Her lips widen against my own with her smile.

“You remind me every day.” She eases away. “How was work?”

“Fantastic since I don’t have to go back. How much time do we have?” I pull her in for another kiss but this one’s not so simple. Starting at her lips, I kiss my way down her neck. I only break to glance at the clock, but she answers me first.

“Not enough time for that.” A giggle escapes her lips. She presses her hands against my chest to back away, but I don’t give up my hold on her hips. Her eyes widen and she shakes her head. “Tate! Ten minutes and we need to leave!”

“Fine, okay.” I laugh, walking backwards until I reach the hall. “I still don’t understand exactly what we’re practicing. Can’t we just skip it and go right to the wedding?”

“Tate!” she chides, but there’s laughter in her voice.

I wink and turn into the bedroom to get changed. We’ve made it here. Tomorrow is the day, but tonight we celebrate how far we’ve come. Surviving these months of planning and family and drama. Hell, making it through this week as one cohesive unit is reason enough to throw a party. Nothing’s gonna rain on our parade.
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“I never understood the point of the rehearsal. For a band it makes sense; you have to check sound and make sure lighting is bringing their A game. But with a wedding, is it that difficult to walk down an aisle, say I do, and then walk back out?” Derek grouses as he lifts his beer to his mouth for a long pull.

We’ve all gathered at the bar at Rigatoni’s, a local Italian restaurant not too far from the ceremony venue, for a drink or two before sitting down to dinner in the back room.

“Don’t be a hater.” Kate throws him a knowing glare. “You’re jealous it’s not you and Carly.”

“What? No.” Derek’s quick gaze finds Carly across the room, Eli and Ezra at her side while she chats with our parents. The way he looks at my sister . . . It’s the same way I look at Evie, or how Jon regards Kate. We’re each so far gone over the woman we love.

“Liar.” Kate’s grin pulls wide and Derek’s lips form a goofy smile as he shrugs with defeat. Satisfied, Kate turns her attention on Evie and arches her brow. “No champagne tonight?”

Evie blanches. “Ugh. Don’t even say the word. I’m sticking with water. I can still taste last week’s hangover.”

We all laugh as the girls share highlights from the previous weekend’s bachelorette party. Jon and Derek order another round at the bar and I take Evie’s hand in mine.

“Let’s go eat,” she decides and we all head to the private room reserved for our dinner party.

Kate bumps her shoulder against Evie. “Who’s the hottie at two o’clock? I didn’t know you had Latino cousins.”

Evie stops to crane her neck to where a man, college-age I’d guess, slides into a seat at the bar.

“Shit,” she swears, and with that every protective nerve in my body comes to attention.

In his ball cap and jeans, he’s mildly out of place. I don’t recognize him, and when his stare continues to settle on my fiancé, I glance at Evie, wondering how she knows him.

“Who is he? Would he model for me?” Kate gives a round of silent golf claps over her belly.

“Only if I’m there too,” Jon says with a growl. I don’t know how he does it. He supports Kate’s photography, although maybe a little begrudgingly since she specializes in male nudes. I’m forever thankful my future wife doesn’t share the same interest.

Kate pats his shoulder and rolls her eyes. “Relax, Army. You’ve got a standing invite to all my shoots. But seriously, Evie, hook a sister up?”

“Let me go check. You all go on in.” Evie’s gaze is distracted as she hands off her drink and marches toward the bar. Something’s off, though. Evie’s got a horrible poker face, and none of us move.

“I don’t think she’s happy to see him, whoever he is.” Jon’s brow furrows as he follows her retreat.

Evie glances from side to side, her back to us as she talks with the man. He stands from the barstool and his gaze hardens. That’s when I’ve had as much as I can take.

“I’ll be right back.” I hurry through the smattering of tables and ignore my father when he tries to wave me into the dining room. Evie’s finger points at the door and the man shakes his head, the volume of his voice increasing.

“I want answers! You can’t make me leave. I’ll keep following you until I get them!” the man says so loudly that most of the bar and restaurant can hear.

Jon’s at my side, and he pulls Evie back as I step in front of her.

“Excuse me. I don’t know who the hell you think you are. But threatening my fiancé in a public place isn’t a wise decision.”

He holds up his hands, taking in the sight of both myself and Jon. I don’t have to look over my shoulder to know Jon’s giving the dude his most intimidating stare. “Look, I’m not here to fight or cause trouble. I just need answers.”

I glance to Evie and she crosses her arms, worrying her lower lip between her teeth.

“I’m sorry, who are you?” I ask the guy. Based on her body language and the conversation they were having, I need to know. He glances around, and it’s then I realize we’ve drawn quite a crowd. Basically the entire bridal party and some strangers, too.

“I’d rather not give my name. No offense.”

“Look, kid. If you don’t tell us who you are and why you’re here, we’re calling the police. You’re intruding on a private party.” Jon’s threat is enough to make the entire bar nearly go silent.

The kid doesn’t back down though, straightening his posture and narrowing his gaze so he almost looks menacing. He might be stupid, but he’s got balls. “The same way you two have been spying on my friend!” the young man accuses and Jon’s eyes widen with surprise as he continues. “That’s right! I’ve seen you sneaking around Amelia’s apartment. What are you doing there?”

Jon’s gaze switches from the college kid to Evie, but she won’t meet his stare. “Evie . . .” he murmurs. “What did you do?”

“I thought you were a cop, maybe, because you kind of look like one, but after she came by I knew there had to be more to it. What kind of trouble is Amelia in?”

“You went there? When?” Jon growls, completely ignoring the kid.

“I . . . Um . . . Don’t be mad,” Evie implores Jon, her eyes flitting around the room. “Maybe we should talk outside.”

“Dammit, Evie,” Jon curses.

“What? Don’t want to air your dirty little secret!” mystery man says.

Evie’s eyes narrow to slits while her brow creases and her nostrils flare. Oh, shit. “Shut up, Carlos. You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“That’s exactly why I’m here! To find answers!” he shouts. Evie steps forward, not one bit intimidated. With all of us here to back her up, she has no reason to be.

“They’re not my secrets to tell,” she says, glancing at her sister with sorrow etched in her expression. My stomach drops.

“Look. I don’t know what’s going on, but you can’t just break into someone’s complex and spy on an unsuspecting girl. It’s scary as shit. If she’s in trouble, I need to know. I’ll help any way I can. Just tell me what’s going on.”

“Wait. I recognize you. You’re . . .” Drew’s words trail off as he steps forward, returned from changing Claire’s diaper in the bathroom. His gaze bounces from Carlos, to Jon, to Evie, and then back to Carlos while his little girl babbles from her perch on his hip.

“Drew?” Carlos’s eyes go wide. “Wait. Why? How do you—?”

Drew shakes his head and it snaps Carlos’ mouth shut.

My gaze can’t settle on one person, because it seems as if everyone knows something, but not enough. This night is supposed to be about celebrating Evie and me, not playing a horrible game of pass it on. “Would someone tell me what the hell is happening?” I shout to no one in particular, but Evie reaches over to hold my hand. Her eyes are full of pain as her fingers tighten their grip.

“Yeah, Drew.” Melissa’s voice breaks the silence and draws all eyes to her. “Why don’t you tell us what’s going on? How you’re cheating on me. On us.” Her hands rest on her belly. I have so much respect because even though her voice wavers, her stare doesn’t.

“What?” He laughs and shakes his head.

“Don’t try to deny it. Evie and Jon have seen you. They’ve got proof. I know about the money you’ve been siphoning away, too.” Her voice grows more confident with her accusations. Her hands hold her belly, almost as if she’s protecting the baby as much as herself.

Drew holds her stare, blinking several times before he bursts into laughter. Bad move. Melissa’s brow lowers, and if looks could kill we’d be calling in a homicide. Thankfully, he notices his wife’s reaction and his expression sobers. “That’s what you thought I’ve been doing for the past two months?”

“Thought? I know!”

“Melissa, stop. I’m not cheating on you.” Drew steps closer.

“Then how do you explain the money? The weekly “work nights” when you were in her apartment?”

“Melissa, it was a surprise.”

“What?”

“For our anniversary. I wanted to surprise you.” He shakes his head and glances around, his eyes searching as they settle on the lot of us. “You thought I was cheating? For months? And you didn’t say anything. All of you were in on this?”

“It was only a few weeks. We’d do anything for Melissa,” Jon says.

While that’s true, guilt pricks at my conscious. I had wanted to say something, but I also wanted to respect Evie’s choice in handling the matter.

Drew shakes his head, laughing again but this time without humor. “Except straight up ask me what was going on.”

“To be fair, most cheating husbands lie to cover their tracks. Your explanations or alibis would have been immaterial,” Kate chimes, but Drew only casts a shake of his head at both Tate and Jon before offering his free hand to Melissa.

She contemplates a moment before placing her hand in his.

His stare holds no teasing or joke as he speaks. “Melissa. I wanted to surprise you.”

“With divorce papers?” She tries to draw away but Drew only tugs her closer, holding her hand to his chest. Claire giggles, thinking it’s a game.

“God, no!” He shakes his head and lets loose a rough chuckle before smiling. “You’re so pregnant, you know that?”

Melissa’s eyes fill with unshed tears. “So, you’re waiting for me to have the baby and then leave me?” Her chest rises and she seethes her next words through clenched teeth. “You bastard!”

“Enough.” Drew’s voice commands attention. “You need to stop and let me talk now.” He meets my glare but only shakes his head while a trace of a smile plays at his lips. “I wish you had talked to me about your concerns. I was trying to surprise you, but I guess I didn’t cover my tracks well enough for the mystery gang.”

“That’s what cheaters say,” Kate whispers loudly. Jon has the wisdom to stop her from talking with a kiss to the lips.

“Remember when we were dating, our last year at ASU, and we were making plans for our life after college and all the things we wanted?”

Her shoulders are tight, along with her frown. “We did that a lot back then.”

“Sure did. But there was that one time, right before finals, and it was the night I decided for maybe the hundredth time that I would do anything if only you’d one day be my wife. We were having dinner in the MU and I asked you if there were no limitations, no budget, no obstacles . . . Where, of all the places on Earth, you’d go.”

Her gaze narrows. “I don’t understand what this has to do with—”

“Paris.”

Her eyes are glassy and she nods. “I remember, Drew.”

“You said you wanted to drink wine and eat cheese at every meal, walk hand in hand through the Royal Gardens, and kiss beneath the lights of the Eiffel Tower.”

“I remember.”

“We didn’t have the money when we got married, but I was hoping to take you for our fifth anniversary this year, except—”

“Baby number two.” Melissa sighs and rubs her hand over her belly.

“That’s right. And I’m so damn happy. But I wanted to do something special. Since we couldn’t go on your dream vacation, I-I wanted to bring France to you.”

Her gaze lifts to meet his. “For me?”

“I found a grad student who agreed to trade French lessons for statistics tutoring.”

“You’re so smart,” she whispers.

“And when she found out I was also planning to take cooking lessons, she offered to let me practice in her kitchen. That’s when I started paying for tutoring. She helped me learn to speak and make authentic food. Amelia’s really such a sweet woman, and I’d love for you to meet her. I even gave her Evie and Jon’s business card.”

Evie gasps, and glances at everyone before words tumble from her lips. “All this time we thought Amelia was trying to throw us off her husband stealing scent when she was really only looking for love.”

Melissa sobs aloud and wipes the tears from her cheeks. “I’m sorry, Drew. I never should have doubted you.”

“Hey.” He pulls her into his side, shifting Claire out of the way as she babbles something most of us can’t understand. “Don’t cry, babe. It’s not your fault. We can blame it on the hormones. I know you trust me, and I have been acting weird. It’s hard to keep something from you, even for a surprise. Just sucks that it was all for naught. The idea sounded way cooler in my head, but now the whole thing seems silly.” Drew shrugs and his cheeks blotch with his blush.

“No, I love it. I love you. That you wanted to make our anniversary special even though I look like a blimp.” She’s still crying, but a smile paints her features.

“You look beautiful, and I will take you to France one day. Until then, next weekend your parents are taking Claire and we are bringing Paris to us.”

“Did you really learn French for me?”

“Je ne peux pas vivre sans toi.”

“Fuck, baby, that’s hot. What did you just say?”

“I said I can’t live without you. Because I can’t, Melissa.”

“You could talk about conference calls and spreadsheets in that language and I’d drag you home,” she murmurs but everyone can hear.

“Tu es très belle. J’ai besoin de toi.”

“So, we’re leaving now!” Melissa grabs Drew by the tie, then gives us all a quick wave. “See you at the wedding tomorrow.”

Drew follows his wife. Smart man.

“You are all crazy.” Carlos shakes his head and then nods at Evie. “Sorry about interrupting your party. Though, I think maybe it helped. Jeez. I guess my college professors aren’t wrong. Communication is everything. Later.” He waves and turns toward the exit.

“Carlos, wait!” Evie calls and he turns around with his eyebrows raised. She jogs over to close the space between them and lowers her voice, but I manage to overhear. “I know you have feelings for Amelia . . .”

“She’s my friend, yeah.” He fiddles with the brim of his cap.

“And I know we don’t know each other at all. But if your feelings go deeper than friendship, maybe you should take a risk and ask her out.”

“I don’t know. I’m a few years younger and there’s no chance she’d want to date me. Her last boyfriend had everything—car, money, career. I have student loans, a bike, and work weekends at Jimmy Johns.”

Evie shrugs. “Funny, I didn’t see her as shallow when we talked last week.”

Carlos shakes his head, his voice rising. “She’s not at all. She’s kind, hard-working, smart, and one of the most considerate people I know.”

Evie grins. “Ask her out.”

His hands slide into his back pockets and he rocks back and forth on his heels.

“Carlos, I think you’ll regret it if you don’t. Besides, I think you’re one of the good guys. That’s what she’s looking for right now.”

He nods and flashes a smirk. “Yeah, okay, maybe I will.” He shakes his head and waves. “Later.”

“Okay, so this has been the strangest rehearsal dinner I’ve ever attended.” Kate’s voice cuts through the bustle of the once again busy bar. “Are we eating soon? ’Cause I’m doing that for two.”

Evie whirls and gives Kate a pointed scowl before she meets my smile and winds her fingers through mine. “Kate’s right. A party isn’t a party without food.”

“This is perfect, really,” Kate says. “You got all the drama over with ahead of time. Now tomorrow will go seamlessly.”

“Let’s not jinx it.” Evie laughs. “The only thing that matters tomorrow is marrying this guy. Everything else is gravy.”

I couldn’t agree with her sentiment more.
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THE REST OF OUR REHEARSAL goes off without a hitch. We devour the food, and I don’t even worry about how my dress will fit tomorrow because the baked ziti is just that good. We laugh, talk, and relish the good company of those gathered around us. My parents and Tate’s get along well for not having spent much time together, and we end up staying long after dessert to enjoy them recounting tales from our youths. When it’s time to part ways, Tate walks me to my parents’ car and kisses me a chaste goodnight. He’s surprisingly superstitious about not seeing me on the day of our wedding until I meet him down the aisle, so we made the decision to sleep apart for this one night.

Belly full and worries forgotten now that everything is right with my sister and Drew, I fall asleep the minute my head hits the pillow in my childhood bedroom. Exhaustion lulls me under but the morning arrives all too soon.

“Wakey, wakey! I brought bakey!” Kate’s sing song voice startles me from my slumber.

“What time is it?” I grumble and pull the sheets over my head.

“Time to get the hell up! You’re getting married and I get to play beauty salon!”

I toss the sheets off my body and sit up, rubbing the sleep from my eyes. I don’t normally do makeup, but I gave my BFF full rein today. Her excitement scares me, but she’s the only one I trust to make me look every bit as beautiful as I feel. “How exactly are we best friends?”

She shrugs, holding out the colorful Dutch Brothers cup clenched in her hand. “I don’t really know, but it’s been working for us since seventh grade, so relax and let me in.”

I accept the proffered coffee and inhale the aromatic goodness. “That’s what he said.”

“Oh, sex jokes. That’s why we’re friends.”

“And you brought me coffee.”

“Well, duh. You’d be a total bitch without it.”

“And I think you promised me bacon with your beautiful song.”

“Correction. I said bakey . . . a word I regrettably made up to rhyme. But your mom has a full spread of food in the kitchen. Let’s go eat before I get to fix your face.” Kate’s smile grows with her enthusiasm.

I shake my head and laugh as I climb out of bed. “Kate.”

“Yeah?”

“Thank you. For the coffee. For knowing how to do makeup when I can’t. For always accepting me as I am. I’m so proud to have you as my maid of honor.”

“Ditto.” She nods and I think she might cry. Instead she squeezes my hand and screams. “OH MY GOD YOU’RE GETTING MARRIED TODAY!”

I chuckle, shaking my head. “That’s been the plan all along.”

“But it’s finally happening! I’m so damn excited!”

“I can tell. Come on, I need food to survive the next few hours.” I pull her out of my room and down the hallway.

“Why aren’t you freaking out? You’re like the most chill bride. You’re supposed to be stressed and barking orders and shit. I watch the shows.”

The truth . . . “I am so ready to marry that man.”
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All day I wasn’t nervous. True story. Hair. Makeup. Pictures with my bridesmaids. All good. Dress on and ride over to The Farm. Not one bit rattled. But when they shuffle us into a room to wait, and music plays while the guests arrive, I get a little antsy.

“Is it go time yet?” I whine even though I hate whining.

“Almost there, sis. You ready?” Melissa reaches out to take my hand but I can’t hold still.

“So ready! God, I’m glad I didn’t wear heels.” I pace the ten-by-ten-foot space. Kate, Melissa, and Carly sit on the oversized couch as I attempt to walk a trail into the stone floor.

“Well, I’m not. It’s a travesty to fashion that you’re pairing Chucks with such a gorgeous gown. You could’ve at least had them bedazzled,” Kate complains.

“How much longer?” I ask again, because really, what gives? How long does it take to seat a few dozen people?

“I guarantee, as hyped up as you feel now, my brother’s got to be a hundred times worse. I think he was still hoping you’d call him to elope this morning!” Carly laughs and shakes her head.

“It’s probably too late for that now.” I huff, and sit on the empty chair facing my friends. They all look lovely in their blue gowns of different shades and styles. Carly’s sea blue bodice shows off her figure, but the tulle skirt brings a flirty feel to her knee length gown. Kate’s bright sea blue satin fabric hugs every inch of her almost nine-month belly. I don’t know exactly how she does it, but she’s as sexy with all her pregnant curves as without. Her toned and tan legs are on display through the slit up one side, and of course she’s rocking killer pumps I could never walk in without taking a nosedive.

Melissa’s sky blue empire waist gown, along with her height, makes her appear much less pregnant than she is, but my favorite thing about her dress is the matching one we found for Claire. She’s absolutely adorable, and I’m glad the photographer was able to capture poses of the three of them before Claire got fussy and Drew took her to play in the pecan grove.

The longer I sit, the more anxious I become. Soon I can’t control the bouncing of my feet. Kate rolls her eyes—probably still disappointed in my footwear regardless of how cute they are, while Carly’s lips pull into a knowing smirk. Melissa just stares.

“What?” I ask my sister because maybe I inadvertently messed my hair or makeup in my impatience.

“Nothing.” She blinks and sniffles before pushing herself up off the couch. “I’m just so happy. For you. For me. There’s so much love in this room. I can’t believe I get to watch my little sister walk down the aisle.” She blinks rapidly and Carly rises to fetch the box of much needed tissues.

“Aww, Melissa.” I stand to meet my big sister and hold her hand. “Don’t cry.”

“I can’t help it!” she wails, taking a handful of tissues and blotting her face. “Damn these hormones!”

I laugh because it’s really true. I never see her cry until she’s expecting.

“Get your laughs in now. Won’t be so funny when it’s your turn.”

“One step at a time. I’m not even married yet.” I pretend to be put off, though that’s not entirely true. With both my best friend and my sister expecting, there’s nothing I’d love more than to have a child with Tate. Even though we agreed early on to wait until we got married before making plans for that.

“Didn’t stop me.” Kate grins, her hands rubbing over her swollen belly.

“Take your time.” Carly chimes in. “Don’t rush it. Believe me. I love my boys, but they can be the worst when it comes to sexy time.”

We all laugh, and Carly smiles as she adds, “Not even kidding. Derek calls them cock blockers.”

“Funny, that’s what Tate calls Kate,” I add in and Kate gasps.

“Not fair! I can’t help if he’s all over you all the time. I have needs too, and that includes texting my best friend whenever I need her.”

“Yeah, he knows.” I open my mouth again to give her a hard time, but a knock at the door interrupts. The wedding coordinator peeks her head inside.

“You ladies ready? It’s time to line up.” She holds the door wide, and we each gather our bouquets, a handful of wildflowers with one large sunflower at the center.

With those words my nerves rush forward, but this time they’re not laced with anything other than excitement for marrying my man. I hardly notice any details that come next. All the time and planning it took to make this day unique and special aren’t on my brain as each bridesmaid disappears one by one. The music changes to a familiar tune—one Tate and I selected for this part of the procession, and I know it’s go time.

“She Is Love” by Parachute pipes through the speakers as I step into the sunlight. It’s a warm Arizona afternoon and perspiration gathers under the lace-covered fabric of my dress. I blink against the glare as my dad takes my hand and weaves it through his arm. It’s all surreal as we follow the same path we practiced on last night. But this time it’s more. Meaningful. Significant. Life changing.

We turn left at the building’s corner and everything comes into view. Rows of white chairs. Immense pecan trees shade the lawn all the way to the edge of the property where it hits the desert. The setting sun illuminates the mountains beyond and splashes them with brilliant color. Right here, off the beaten path of the city, it’s our own little oasis. While my mind processes the peace of our surroundings and love and devotion of our friends, my eyes . . . My eyes arrow straight to him.

Returning my stare, Tate stands at the head of the aisle. His gaze never wavers, even though he has to wipe several tears from his cheeks. His smile grows as I draw nearer with each step I take, and my own face stretches with that same joy. The music fades from my consciousness, along with the whispers of those gathered behind us. When we reach the front, Kate is there to take the flowers from my hand. My father places both of my hands into Tate’s and with that gesture my mind, heart, and body know they’re home.

“I love you,” my father says at my ear, his voice choked.

“Love you, Daddy.” I use an endearment I haven’t called him since I was a child, and kiss his cheek. He makes his way to the open seat next to Mom, and even though I didn’t think it possible, my smile broadens when I catch sight of our family and friends as I turn to face Tate.

“We’re getting married!” I whisper shout, my eyes widening with my ever growing excitement.

Tate laughs, his timbre full of happiness. “Finally!”

“You two gonna let me take the lead?” Maggie, the officiant we hired to lead our ceremony jokes, and the crowd murmurs with restrained laughter. She raises her brow and gives us each a mock glare.

“Yeah, take it away. I can’t wait another minute to marry this woman.” Tate dips his chin to brush his lips against mine.

“Kissing is for last!” She laughs.

“Sorry.” Tate grins, only he’s not. Neither am I. God, I love this man.

“Dearest friends and family of Evelyn and Tate. We welcome you today to witness this most sacred of commitments. Today we celebrate love, but more than that, we celebrate two people coming together to publicly acknowledge their promises to each other. In getting to know Tate and Evie over these past few months, I’ve seen the love and mutual respect they have for each other. And I can honestly say I’ve never met a groom more anxious to put a ring on it!”

Our friends laugh because they know it’s true. Tate hasn’t exactly been secretive about his thoughts on the matter.

“So, on this beautiful evening, just before the sunset lights this gorgeous sky behind us, we will begin with the vows this couple has written to express their promises and commitment for their future together. Evie, I believe you’re up first.”

Taking my flowers from Kate, I sift through the arrangement until I find what I’m looking for and hand them back. Unfolding the tiny square of paper tucked inside the bouquet until it’s once again a full sized sheet, I glance at the vows I penned over the course of this past month. “I have a few things to say,” I tease, which earns a few chuckles.

Lifting my gaze, I meet his familiar green eyes and the two dimples that pop with his inviting smile. We haven’t shared these yet. Deciding to write our own vows was my idea originally, but now nerves prickle my belly as words aren’t enough to capture my exact emotions for this man. I clear my throat and glance down at my words.

“Tate, today as I take your hand and our lives are forever intertwined, I want to first thank you, for letting me in, for loving me, and for helping me to become a better version of myself. I promise to do my very best as your wife, to always stay true to these vows, and if I ever fall short, we have plenty of witnesses to set me straight.” I cast a glance toward my bridesmaids, Kate, Melissa, and Carly, and reflect on all the sound advice they’ve given me over the past year. Over Tate’s shoulder, Jon, my other best friend, gives me a wink. My heart is so full in this moment that my nerves evaporate.

“I promise not to hold it against you that you exercise and eat healthy more than enough for both of us when I’d rather live on pizza and food trucks.”

“Not that there’s anything wrong with that,” he shares our standing joke with a goofy grin I can’t help but return.

“There’s nothing wrong with that.” My cheeks hurt because I swear to God I’ve never smiled this wide before. “I promise to always give you my truth, if you give me yours; that I’ll love you through all the troubles that come our way. I’ll always pick you, Tate. You’re my number one draft selection.” Tears sneak through my smile with emotion that clogs my throat. Maybe I was wrong before; maybe words are enough.

My voice breaks but I push through what I’ve written anyway, my eyes locked with his. “And I’ll keep choosing you, every year that I’m blessed with life on this earth. Always and forever.”

I refold the paper until it is once again small and press it into my palm, where I feel the words linked directly to my heart.

“Tate.” Maggie urges.

He nods, still blinking as he retrieves a note the size of a cocktail napkin. He shakes his head and when his gaze lands back to me there are a few tears on his cheeks. “Sorry,” He brushes the backs of his palms across his skin to sweep them away and shakes his head with another smile. “I didn’t think I’d be so emotional.”

“It’s okay,” I whisper, reaching out to hold his free hand.

His other holds up the tiny paper filled with chicken scratch. He takes a deep breath when I squeeze his hand. “I’m not a writer and my words feel inadequate compared to the love I feel for you. I’ve been the luckiest man since the day you walked into my life, Evelyn Harper. Do you remember the exact moment? My eyes found yours in that crowd of people as if they already knew you were my home.”

I nod and mash my lips together. My eyes fill with more happy tears.

“You’re the person I’ve been searching for my whole life, except I didn’t even know it yet. Fate brought us together; or rather . . . a little meddling from Kate.” At that, everyone chuckles and he waits for their amusement to die down before he continues. He doesn’t need to steal a glance at the paper for the rest of his vows. “I promise to never forget how precious your heart is, to always treat you with the respect and generosity you give to me. I’ll be strong for you when you feel weak. Support your career. Encourage you to pursue the things your heart desires. I promise to give you everything you need, the best that I can.”

“I only need you,” I whisper, because it’s true.

“You deserve the world.”

Except he is my world. He really is.

“I will love you with my very last breath. Always and forever.”

The sniffles at my back, undoubtedly my pregnant friends, join Claire’s babbles and fill this moment until Maggie interrupts. “The rings?” Tate turns to Jon, who’s already holding them out.

“These rings, a symbol and physical representation to the world of your unending love and commitment to each other, serve to always remind you of today’s blessings, promises, and truths, even in the face of challenge.” Her voice rings boldly as we each take the other’s band.

Tate holds his ring for me between his thumb and forefinger, and slips it partially up my finger before he pauses to recite, “I, Tate Reynolds, offer this ring to you, Evelyn Harper, as a symbol of my love, and with it I join my life to yours.” He slides the metal further along my finger, aligning it with the diamond solitaire already in place.

I inhale a shaky breath, practicing the memorized vow in my mind as I twist the simple tungsten band for him around my thumb.

“Evie?” Maggie invites.

“I, Evelyn Harper, offer this ring to you, Tate Reynolds, as a symbol of my love. With it I join my life to yours.” I slide the band over his finger. He’s mine. Really mine.

“While marriage is a sacred commitment of love, it’s also a legal ceremony. At this time I’d like to invite the maid of honor and best man to join us for the signing of the marriage license.”

With my hand clenched in Tate’s, we follow Maggie to a small table off to the side, and Kate and Jon trail behind. Our DJ strikes up a tune that croons about promises and love as Maggie opens a folder and hands me a pen.

“Last chance to run!” Kate whispers, a teasing smile on her pink painted lips, but it catches Maggie’s mic, amplifies over the music, and causes our guests to laugh.

“Not running,” I say to Tate as my fingers fly with my signature and I hand him the pen. When the document is signed and tucked safely back in the folder, we return to our spots. No longer nervous, I’m able to finally look around and see how beautiful everything turned out. Beyond this area, picnic tables are covered in white linens and centerpieces of mason jars filled with wildflowers and tied with colorful ribbon. A line-up of four food trucks is ready for the party to begin, and the aromas of my favorite foods meld together and waft overhead with the slight breeze. My stomach rumbles with hunger as the song comes to an end. I’m even more appreciative that we opted for a short and sweet ceremony.

Maggie clears her throat, drawing the attention back to her. Tate squeezes both of my hands in his as we face each other. His smile and the dimples that appear every time it widens make my heart melt a little more. You’d think it’d be impossible. That I’d be a puddle of goo after he’s looked at me like this all these months together. But I’m not. It’s a curious combustion, what that smile does to my body, heart, and mind. I’d be lost without him, yet his unselfish love transforms me into a stronger, bolder, brighter version of myself.

“Now, by the power vested in me by the state of Arizona, it is my delight to declare you husband and wife. You may seal this declaration with a kiss.”

Cheers erupt around us but I don’t hear a sound. No. I’m flying high as my husband—my Tate Reynolds—takes me in his arms and kisses me with all the love in the world. I gladly kiss him back.
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After pictures, we hit the food trucks and I have no shame or fear at scarfing down a loaded hotdog in my pristine gown.

“I can’t believe you. First the shoes. Now this?” Kate glares, her judgmental stare conveying all her disappointment.

“Oh, yeah? You’re saying you’d do your wedding differently?” I challenge sweetly, catching Jon’s gaze over her shoulder. He steps closer as Kate rolls her eyes.

“Obviously. Sure, this is totally you and Tate so I get the food truck thing, but come on. Hotdogs?”

“You think about our wedding?” Jon interrupts.

Kate whips her gaze in his direction. “Oh, um . . .” Her attention flips back to me and she narrows her glare. My wide smile gives away the fact I knew he was eavesdropping. “Nice.” She mouths but I only shrug, shoving the remaining bite of food in my mouth before turning to go find Tate.

He’s standing a few feet away chatting with his parents so I step across the lawn to join them. My smile widens at seeing our close friends and family enjoying all the different food truck cuisine, Waffle Love, Queso Good, Rock A Belly, and of course Short Leash. Say what they will, it’s not formal by any means, but no one is leaving our party hungry.

“Evie, you are absolutely stunning.” Tate’s mom wraps me in a hug.

“You two lovebirds did good. We still seeing you next week?” His dad asks.

“That’s the plan.” Tate holds my hand, as he’s been doing all day. It’s as if he can’t stand to be apart. “We’re not heading out until Monday, but we should reach Portland by Friday.”

Our honeymoon adventure is only the beginning of things I’m looking forward to doing with this man.

“You all packed?” his mom asks and we both laugh. Tate shakes his head.

“No. Haven’t even started.”

I smile and nod, but when my gaze catches sight of a certain blonde from his past heading our way, it’s a challenge to maintain politeness. “Babe, can I steal you for a second?” I say, but it’s not really a request as I tug him away from his family and behind one of the food trucks for privacy.

“Evie?”

“Seriously? You invited your ex to our wedding?” I’m incredulous that he could be this stupid.

“What?” At his confused frown I lean around the truck and point. His gaze follows my finger, and his lips pull up with a grin when he notices her. “I didn’t, but it looks like Jerry did.”

“Jerry? The Jerry. The guy from your gym that Jon set up last year? I take it things didn’t work out with him and Stacey.” My eyes widen and I cringe, remembering that witch of a woman.

Tate chuckles. “One and the same. Yeah, Stacey only lasted as long as he could block out her personality. Surprised he didn’t run when I made the suggestion to hook him up again. He’s honestly such a good guy.”

“That’s what Jon says. They still meet up to lift weights sometimes. At least I think they do.” Tate laughs and pulls me back out to rejoin our reception. “What’s so funny?”

“Jerry’s my friend, too. We all meet up once a week to lift.”

“Oh, right.” I shake my head and Tate squeezes my hand. I’m not sure exactly why until he turns us so we almost run into Jerry and Lindsay.

“Tate, congrats. Evie, you look absolutely stunning,” Lindsay gushes and Jerry offers a similar compliment. As much as I don’t want it to be true, it still irks me that this woman continues to insert herself into my life. Logically, I know it’s not her fault she met Tate years ago, or that they dated. I have nothing to be worried about. Hell, if the rock on my left hand isn’t proof enough, the man’s complete devotion to me should be reason to not give this woman another thought. But as the guys joke back and forth, I find it difficult to paste a polite smile in place.

Lindsay grips a bottle of Heineken and twists it in her hands, chancing a glance at me while the guys get lost on a tangent about next year’s NFL draft. “Thank you,” she says, stepping closer to my side.

I tilt my head, confused as to what exactly she’s referring.

“Not only for allowing me to be here today.” She takes a deep breath, and I don’t have it in me to inform her I had no clue she would be. If I had a choice in the matter, she wouldn’t. “It’s just that moving here has been difficult. Work’s great! It’s just that I don’t know anyone. When I found out Tate taught at the gym near my apartment, it was like the universe was offering a sign that I wasn’t alone. Not many women I know would be okay with me being friends with their fiancé . . . or now, husband. Not after we dated. But he’s a great trainer and now . . .” She leans in conspiratorially. Her gaze flicks to Jerry, and it’s there, in her trace of a smile, in the adoration in her eyes, I see it. She’s totally smitten. “We’ve only been on three dates, but I can’t help but think—just know—he’s the one.”

“Oh, well. Yeah.” I blubber because I start to feel badly. All this time I thought she had corrupt intentions.

“Was it like that with you and Tate? Did you just know? Like, I don’t want to be unrealistic or get my hopes up, but Jerry . . . he’s so attentive. God, he wears a suit well. Time in the gym well spent. And fuck. I’ve always had a thing for redheads.” She giggles and I can’t help but smile along with her. She lowers her voice so only I can hear, “Girl, I need some advice!”

I glance over and Tate lifts one brow, probably wondering if he needs to rescue me or Lindsay. My gaze stays trained on him when I answer. “I’ll give you the same advice my sister-in-law gave me after I met Tate. Love doesn’t come around every day. If there’s even a possibility it’s real—something lasting between you two—don’t let it pass you by. Hold on to it with everything you’ve got. Who knows, maybe you’ll be taking your own walk down the aisle in a year.”

“A year! No way. That’s so soon. I don’t think I could make a major life decision like that,” she says, but her eyes find Jerry’s and I call bullshit.

“Mmm.” I shrug. “Never say never.”

The DJ’s voice rings out across the courtyard. “Tate and Evie, we need you on the dance floor. Someone help a brother track down those newlyweds!”

“I think we’re being summoned.” Tate winks and drops a chaste kiss on my lips as he snakes his arm around my waist.

“Yes, go, go!” Lindsay shoos us away, smiles, and glances over at Jerry from under her lashes. Wow. She’s really into him. By the way he’s returning her stare, I think the feeling is mutual.

“That went okay?” Tate asks, his voice low as we wind our way through the tables and onto the tent covered dance floor.

“Yeah.” I still can’t believe I read her so wrong. I think back over the few interactions I had with her and how my opinion was swayed by all the crap going down with Melissa and Drew. “She’s actually really nice, like you said. I think she’s got it bad for Jerry.”

“Good. Because he can’t stop talking about her. It’s driving Jon nuts.” Tate laughs and shakes his head. “Hell, who knows? Maybe in another year we’ll be dancing at their wedding.”

“Funny, I said the exact thing.”

Tate pulls me into his arms. “For now, can I have the first dance?”

“You can have them all.”
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FROM THE MOMENT OUR FEET hit the dance floor, our already perfect wedding transforms into a kickass party. Alongside our friends we shake, boogie, and sing along to the music. The same goofy smiles Evie and I have been sporting all night only grow with the laughter that comes from having a good time. No one is winning any dancing competitions, but it doesn’t matter, we’re having fun. Even Eli and Ez are busting moves out here with the adults.

A few hours pass and it becomes clear our DJ has an affinity for good ol’ Marvin Gaye. What started out as one every few songs has become a constant soundtrack of the iconic singer. That, or he only owns a few albums of other music, but as he’s a professional disc jockey, that’s hard to believe. Evie and I find it hilarious, even if it is the topic of conversation of most of our guests.

“Why don’t we slow things down and play one of the classics,” DJ Marv Super Fan calls over the microphone. I pull Evie close, swaying side to side to the familiar tune.

“Oh, my God!” Kate shuffles closer with Jon. “What gives? Your DJ is playing nothing but Marvin Gaye!”

“Who doesn’t want a little “Sexual Healing”?” I challenge and Evie’s body shakes against me with her laughter.

“It’s fine if you want to get it on, but Jesus! He’s playing the soundtrack to every baby made in this room! That, or he’s determined every woman leaves your reception knocked up.”

“Mission accomplished,” Jon quips, glancing down at the baby belly separating the couple. I hold out a fist for him to bump.

Kate shakes her head before leaning closer to Evie. “Please tell me this was not the playlist you gave him.”

Evie shrugs, keeping time to the beat of the music with her hips. “No. We told him to play whatever he normally plays for weddings.”

“Well, I hope you didn’t pay an arm and a leg for his services. And keep his card so I never accidently book him for an event.”

“Oh, we got a smoking deal,” Evie says.

I nod, proud of my wife and how non-materialistic she is. I’ve seen other people drop their lifetime savings into one day. Evie was only really concerned about the food we’d be serving. “Yeah, didn’t you book him for like ninety-nine bucks?”

“What?” Kate shrieks.

“Groupon! They have everything there!” Evie shouts over the chorus as most of our guests sing along.

“You booked your wedding DJ on Groupon?” Kate’s shocked expression morphs into one of utter disgust.

“Yeah!” Evie laughs.

“But why? How could you do something like that? Evie, we’re grownups. This isn’t some backyard party. This is your wedding and it should be perfect!” Kate stops dancing, hands on her hips to glare at my wife. Kate’s a handful, always has been, but this is a new level of crazy. I get what she’s saying, but it’s not her day. Even Jon appears taken aback by her passion.

Evie glares right back before erupting into laughter. Kate doesn’t seem amused in the least, but it doesn’t stop Evie from going off. “Because I don’t give a shit about the music, Kate! As long as I’m dancing with this guy, all is well. If you don’t like it, go grab something from our amazing food truck buffet because that’s where we dropped the bulk of our budget.” Evie lifts her chin to meet my gaze and shrugs.

“I think I will,” Kate says and storms off, almost bumping into Melissa as she dances with Drew and plays with the ends of his bow tie. Jon grates his jaw and mutters an apology before following after.

“What’s got her so wound up?” I ask, but Evie shrugs.

“My honest guess? She wants Jon to ask her to get married, again. And even though she’ll probably say no because she’s too scared, and she’s got it in her head he’s only with her for the baby, I think she’s a little jealous.”

“Jealous? But she’s your best friend.”

“Yeah, but so are you. And now that we’re married . . .”

“She feels left behind. Okay, yeah. I can see that. Even if it’s not true.” I nod and pull Evie tight against my front. Landing a kiss atop her forehead, I close my eyes and inhale, memorizing everything about this day. This moment. This feeling. Bottling it up to cherish for years to come.

The music changes to a new song, another Gaye top hit and I twirl Evie in a circle before bringing her back to my arms. “This JD really does suck,” I whisper in her ear.

She nods and there’s laughter in her voice when she replies. “Yeah, I know. But I don’t even care. Today has been everything and more.”

“It has. But you know what would make it even better?” Damn, this DJ knows what’s up, because thanks to his playlist there’s only one thing on my mind. Okay, maybe two.

Evie groans, and the sound goes straight to my groin. “Please tell me you’re thinking what I’m thinking.”

I blow out an unsteady breath and pin her with my stare. “We hit the food truck for two milkshakes and get the hell out of here.”

“God, I love you.” She smiles, pushes up on her toes and kisses my lips once before dragging me toward the parked trucks. Even though the music wasn’t what we would have planned, it turns out DJ Exploding Ovaries knew a few things about love, or rather how to insure we left our party two extremely satisfied customers. I’ve been to many wedding receptions in my life, but none like ours, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.
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Leaving the reception takes longer than it should. Too many people catch us to offer their congratulations and well wishes as we try to sneak out. Evie didn’t want to do any of the traditional practices. No garter, throwing of a bouquet, or cutting cake when there’s a milkshake food truck! Of course we have to grab two for the road. When we finally make it to my Charger a good hour later, I don’t waste any time. I put the powerful engine to the test and race downtown as quickly as possible. We check into our hotel, but Evie insists on going up first.

“Order a drink and I’ll text you when I’m ready for you.” She slaps one of the two room keys into my palm and nods at the bar.

“Okay, but I don’t really want a drink.” Impatience, along with the insatiable desire to get naked with my wife has taken away any thirst for alcohol. I want to feel and taste every moment of today. And soon.

“Won’t be but a few minutes. Promise.” She pushes onto her toes, leaning up to lick the shell of my ear. “I’m just as hot and bothered as you are, babe.” She winks, walking backwards a few steps with her overnight bag in hand.

“Damn you, Marvin Gaye!” I raise my fists in the air, and Evie’s laughter follows her inside the elevator. I gain a few strange looks in the process, too. That, and the fact I have to adjust myself.

Finding a seat at the bar, I sip water and catch up on the day’s top sports stories. When my cell buzzes with the notification to come up, it doesn’t take more than a few seconds for my feet to hit the floor and I’m heading upstairs to our room.

“Evie?” I call out when I step into our suite. The door slams shut behind me. One small lamp is the only light left on, but the open curtains allow the city lights below to illuminate the empty bed in an iridescent glow. Soft music plays from a portable speaker, a song from her favorite playlist, but as I drop my bag at the closet my bride is nowhere in sight. “Evie?” I knock on the bathroom door.

“Go sit on the bed. I’ll be right out.”

I shrug off my jacket and lay it over the back of the sofa on my way to the bed. I loosen my tie and take off my cuff links. Only then do I hear the soft click of the bathroom door. My gaze snaps up and my breath catches in my throat. Incredible.

“Is this okay?” Evie asks, knowing damn well it’s more than that. “We don’t usually do the lingerie thing, what with it coming off so quickly . . .” Her fingertips dance along the transparent white lace cups that barely contain her breasts.

“Fuck,” I hiss through my breath.

Goddamn, she’s beautiful. Gorgeous. Sinfully perfect, and I don’t know what I did to deserve this woman as my wife. I make a silent pledge, one among hundreds to date, that I’ll do everything in my power to bring her happiness, joy, and show her how much I love her with every breath I take.

I’ll start with making her come.

“I love you, Evie.”

“I love you, too, Tate.”

“Come here.” The growl leaves my mouth sounding more tormented than I intend. That’s what she does to me. But tonight it’s more than that. Tonight everything is more. I can’t wait to be inside my wife.

She struts across the room until she’s just out of my reach. “You like?” She performs a slow twirl to show off all the white lace, hooks, ties, and bows. It’s an impressive getup.

“You get into that all by yourself?” An honest question because as sexy as she looks in it, I’m not sure I have the patience to get her out of it. I wonder how she’d feel about me ripping the thing off.

“No.” She giggles and my eyes leave the valley of her breasts to glare into her teasing eyes. “Don’t worry, big guy. It was Kate who harnessed me into this medieval torture device.”

“Torture is right.” She takes one step closer so she’s between my widened legs, and only then do I allow my hands the pleasure of running along her pale skin. From the swell of her breasts, down her abdomen to the flesh of her hips, everything about her accelerates my hunger. My fingers hook beneath the elastic strap that appears to connect two pieces together. “Do I need an instruction manual to remove this?”

I’m joking.

Mostly.

She laughs and shakes her head, “The only instructions you have are to enjoy. And get it off.”

“Oh I’ll get it off, after I get you off, Mrs. Reynolds.”

“God, I love the sound of that.” She moans and while I know she’s referring to her name, I can’t help but tease her as my touch travels over every luscious curve of her body.

“Oh, me too. I love the way you sound when you come. Now, turn around.”

She complies, the heat in her eyes full of all the desire I feel. Brushing her hair to one side, I embark on the painful task of releasing the series of clasps that hold her corset-style bra together. It falls to the floor and I pull her so she’s directly between my legs. Planting languid kisses down her back, I cup her breasts and tweak her nipples into hard points.

“Yes, Tate. Please.” She arches her back and presses her ass into my erection, but this isn’t about me yet.

I stand from the bed and turn her in my arms, but we don’t miss a beat. Our lips come together. Tasting. Melding. My fingers make quick work of what’s left of her outfit, and hers tug open the buttons on the front of my shirt until she’s pushing the entire thing off my shoulders. Cradling her neck with my hand, I push her back onto the bed, my lips never leaving hers as I climb over her body.

The thrumming of the music along with her breathy moans as I drag my fingers through her wet center become a heady, erotic soundtrack. My lips work their way south, lavishing each pert nipple before moving across the ink of my name and ending just above her mound. Sliding my fingers in and out of her folds, my cock pushes greedily against the fabric of my pants, and my senses are overwhelmed.

I have one goal in sight before I sink into my wife, and that’s to make her fall apart first. It’s partly I-absolutely-love-to-watch-her-come mixed with I’m-so-turned-on-I’ll-blow-my-load-in-less-than-a-minute, but regardless, the end result is worth the temporary self-deprivation. Scooting off the bed so my knees hit the carpet, I hook both hands under her thighs and pull her to the edge of the mattress so I can spread them wide.

She pushes up on her elbows and watches my ministrations from beneath hooded eyes. I sink two fingers back inside and lock my lips around her most sensitive flesh. Her hips try to buck off the bed, but I press against her lower belly to keep her in place.

“Oh, God. Yes, Tate. Right there, babe. More. Please.” She chants that and more over the music. Increasing the pace, I stroke my fingers up with a come hither motion and swipe the flattened tip of my tongue back and forth across her swollen clit. I know she’s close. I can feel it with the tightening of her body and it only spurs my motions. Harder. I want her orgasm.

Her stomach clenches and shakes, and she shouts my name as her pleasure peaks and washes over her. I draw it out, slowing my motions but not letting go until every bit of her release has trembled from her body.

“Oh, wow.” She slumps back onto the still made bedding with a ragged breath, her body completely satiated. “Oh, babe. You outdid yourself with that one.” Her lips pull up to one side with her smirk as I climb up beside her.

“You need a few minutes?” I want to be polite, even though I’d rather mount her and sink deep inside that pussy I know for a fact is warm and wet.

She quirks an eye and before I can even ask, she’s on top of me, straddling my legs and working my pants down my thighs. Her delicate hands reach for my dick as it springs free, and she caresses me with long, measured strokes that equally give pleasure and pain. Pain because it’s not close to enough.

“How do you want me?” she asks through her uneven breath. “Can I ride this cock?” Before I can remember how to formulate an answer other than a ragged groan, she positions herself over my hardness and guides me into her folds. Fuck, fuck, fuck. I have to pinch my eyes closed to think of anything other than how fucking incredible she feels. Snake bites. Roller coasters getting stuck midair. Giant spiders. Crazy pregnant women. Babies. Evie pregnant with my baby. Shit. I don’t verbally share how turned on that makes me, but the thought stays in my mind as my fingers dig into her hips and I thrust up as she swivels her hips up and down my shaft. I’m so close to blowing my load, but I want to hold out until she’s come once more.

Ring, ring, ring. The music cuts with the harsh sound of an incoming call and Evie’s eyes snap to mine. Her movements slow. “It’s fine. Let it go to voicemail.” She says as we try to resume our pace. The music comes back on but after another thirty seconds it cuts again.

Ding. Ding. Ding-ding-ding-ding.

Evie’s phone alerts once, twice, three times in that familiar incoming text message tone until it becomes an incessant annoying cock blocking machine. I feel her body still again. She’s pulled from the moment. Even my dick acknowledges defeat. It seems our lovemaking has been tabled.

“I should . . .” She nibbles on her lower lip.

“Go ahead.” I help slide her off my body and release a harsh sigh when I lay back on the comforter. I suck in deep breaths to calm my racing pulse and raging hard on while staring at the stucco ceiling.

“It could be an emergency,” she says, but we both know the more likely truth.

One of Kate’s preggo panic moments. Overreacting and successfully managing to keep me from getting laid once again. If she wasn’t so good to Evie, I’d hate the woman by now.

Evie steps over to the dresser and picks up her bag, then digs through the contents until she retrieves the annoying device.

“Oh, my God!” she screams, but it’s a sound filled with delight.

“What now?” A chuckle escapes as I push off the bed and walk to her side.

Her smile stretches wide and she points at the screen, the illumination of the backlight brightening every feature of her face. “Oh, my God! Kate’s in labor!”

“What?” My brow furrows with the concern that replaces my amusement. Words rush from my lips along with my panicked thoughts. “Isn’t it too early? Is she okay? Is the baby okay?”

“Easy there.” Evie places a hand on my chest, her eyes full of sincerity when she catches my stare. “Lots of babies are born premature and healthy. She’s thirty-seven weeks. That’s hardly early, anyway.”

“But her due date isn’t until next month,” I murmur. I really don’t get this baby thing. This seems a much bigger deal than Evie is letting on. “Are you sure she’s fine?”

“I’m sure she’s good. Here, this is her last message . . .” She glances at her phone to read aloud. “Bitch, you best get to this hospital or you’re dead to me.”

“Wow. She pulled out the bitch. Harsh.”

Evie smirks as she shakes her head. “I’m sure she’s just giving me a hard time.”

“Humor gets lost in translation.” I’ll never truly understand their friendship.

“Wait. Hold on. She’s typing again.” Those little dots bubble on the screen and when the message pops up I read it over her shoulder.

Kate: Hospital, bitch. Now.

I whistle loud. “Double bitch. She ain’t messing around.”

“Shit.” Evie shakes her head and looks around our hotel suite. “It’s our wedding night. I want to be here. But . . .”

“You also want to be there.” I nod, but I’m not disappointed. Maybe a little perturbed at the fact Kate and Jon’s baby chose this night to come into the world, sure. But it’s out of our control. Evie wanting to be there for her best friend only demonstrates the generous heart she has. It’s one of her most beautiful qualities. “Then I say we move this party to the labor and delivery floor.” I waggle my brows and Evie’s laughter brings a genuine smile to my face.

“Thank you.” Her glorious bare breasts rise and fall with her sigh. I can’t help but zero in on the movement, and my waning erection springs back to life. “Let me text Kate back and tell her I’m coming,” Evie says while she types at the screen.

“Yeah, you are.” I take the phone from her fingers as soon as the message is sent and set it on the dresser. “I can’t believe I’m going to proposition this to you, on our wedding night of all nights, but Mrs. Reynolds . . . How do you feel about a quickie before we go?”

“Can you make it really fast?” She lifts her brow, and it’s so goddamn adorable.

“Fast. Got it. Just the way my wife likes it.” She giggles and falls back onto the pillows but I drag her back down the bed with me. “Setting expectations low in the beginning. I can only go up from here,” I murmur as I claim her lips.

“You really can,” she whispers with a smile. Reaching between us to grip my cock, she strokes it several times before she releases her hold and pushes my shoulders back against the mattress. She straddles my hips once again, climbing up on her knees so she holds her wet center only inches from my painfully hard self. “Hard and fast,” she reminds me, desire lighting her command. I thrust up and she drops down, rocking back and forth to ride me—this time to the finish.
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“Kate, you’re one of kind. Using your baby to cock block my honeymoon,” I tease as we enter her hospital room, but my gaze is captivated by the wee little man swaddled against her chest.

“I do what I can,” she responds, her lips painted with a smile. “Must run in the family.” She raises her brow and directs her stare at me. “I heard you called me that, too.”

“I only speak the truth.” I hold up my hands in surrender, step forward and clasp Jon on the shoulder. “Congrats. He’s perfect.”

“He really is,” Jon murmurs. His gaze never leaves his newborn son from where he sits on the edge of the bed, one arm wrapped protectively around Kate. “Thank you for being here.”

It’s just past six in the morning but we’ve been up all night. I stayed in the waiting room while Jon and Evie took short breaks to keep me informed of her progress. Not that they needed to. Kate’s foul mouth reached well past the boundaries of her hospital room, and as she labored hard and without medication for several hours before William decided to make his grand entrance into the world, I’m sure the medical staff is also relieved last night is over.

“You did so good, Kate.” Evie’s eyes fill with tears from where she adores the new baby. I walk to stand behind her, wrapping my arms around her waist and kissing the side of her head as she continues to coo at the little guy. “I love you so much, William,” she whispers and my heart fills with even more love for her. She’s my best friend, lover, wife, and one day she will make an incredible mother.

“Thank you for staying with me. I’m sorry we crashed your honeymoon. Honestly, I couldn’t have done this without you,” Kate says and for once there’s no smart remark or teasing.

“Yeah, seriously. We couldn’t have.” Jon’s eyes are wide as he adds, “And now you have to be present at all future births of our children.”

“More! I just popped one out of my vagina and you’re already talking more?” Kate shakes her head. “Give a woman a hot second!”

“How many babies do you two want?” There’s laughter in Evie’s question. My shoulders shake with my suppressed chuckles and I hug her closer, ready and waiting for the argument that’s sure to ensue with my wife’s instigation.

“At least five.” Jon winks at us before Kate’s glare centers on him.

“Five!”

“Yeah, I’ve always wanted my own basketball team. But don’t worry, that’s not until you agree to be my wife.”

“Jonathan Beltran, so help me God and the baby I hold in my arms, you’d better be fucking with me right now!”

“And that’s our cue . . .” Evie interrupts and gives both Kate and baby a kiss to the cheek. “Get some rest today, and send me lots of texts. I want a million pictures of this guy.” She walks around the bed to hug Jon.

“You don’t even have to ask.” Kate yawns.

I wave at the couple and Evie grasps my hand as we walk out the door. She’s silent as we ride the elevator down to the lobby and out the front doors. I assume her lack of conversation stems from exhaustion. We’re no longer kids, and pulling an all-nighter isn’t as appealing as it once was. I’m about to suggest we delay our honeymoon road trip and sleep the rest of the day away when her voice cuts through the morning much the way the brilliant hues of pinks and purples arrived with the sunrise.

“That was so amazing. And terrifying. And beautiful.” She squeezes my hand and turns her face so I have to meet her gaze. “Thank you for sacrificing some of our time so I could witness a miracle.”

“I’d do anything for you, Evie. You know that? I’ll give up hours of sleep, and yes, even a night of mind blowing sex, if it makes you happy. I love you, and there’s nothing else I need in this life, as long as I have you.”

“You should have said that in your vows.” Her lips widen with a smirk but I steal it away with a kiss.

Right there, in the front of the hospital amongst nurses and doctors arriving for a new day’s shift, I thoroughly kiss my wife. With my lips I once again seal all our promises. The vows we made only yesterday hold tight with the love and respect I have for her. They grow along with the wish to share hours like this, sometime in the future, in which I’m blessed to witness the birth of our own child.

A long whistle followed by, “Get a room!” finally pulls us apart. I have no idea how long we spent kissing, but judging from my shallow breaths and Evie’s swollen pink lips, it was more than a few minutes.

“Tate.” Evie’s gaze travels up my chest to meet my stare. Her eyes are full of love, desire, and hope as she reaches out to hold my hand.

“Yes, Evie?”

Her smile grows. “Take me home.”

“Always and forever.” I tuck her smaller frame into my side and we stroll to the car. The morning sun is bright and lights the future before us. Our journey together is only beginning to uncover the goodness in store, and my heart is full.

 

 

The End

 


Thank you

Dear Reader,

 

Thank you for reading The Wedding! I hope you’ve enjoyed Tate and Evie’s walk down the aisle as much as checking in on the other Uncovering Love couples. This story has been in my head for over a year, and something I wanted to write as a thank you to my readers. How fitting it is to publish this novella on my two-year book publishing anniversary! This series is what started my writing journey and these characters have a special place in my heart for that very reason. I hope I’ve made you laugh with their antics, and maybe shed a few happy tears too.

 

If you enjoyed reading, please consider leaving your honest review on Amazon or telling a friend. I appreciate your support of my writing career and am working diligently to bring you more stories this year! Make sure your signed up for my newsletter so you never miss a new release.

 

I’ve already had requests for more updates on my Uncovering Love characters and while I’m putting these couples aside for now, I’d love to know who you’d like to see more of. Email me at kaceysheabooks@gmail.com or find me on Facebook and shoot me a message. I look forward to your thoughts and questions!

 

As always, thank you for your support, and for spending time with my characters. It’s truly a blessing to claim the title author as my profession. Readers like you make it possible.

 

Much love,

Kacey


Sneak Peek of Detour

Please enjoy the first three chapters from Detour, an Off Track Records novel by Kacey Shea, available now.
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Why does a young adolescent boy spend endless hours learning to play electric guitar, practicing covers of Nirvana, Metallica, and Green Day until he’s perfected them just so? Is he chasing a life of fortune or fame? No. Is it for the music? Maybe a little, but still not the main reason. No. He does it for the ladies. That’s the number one reason, and any little shit who tells you otherwise is lying. Sure, the music, fame, money, and recognition, it all plays into the equation soon enough. But the real motivation, the reason most of us ever even started was for one thing and one thing only. The chance that someday flocks of gorgeous women would gladly line up at the chance to become well acquainted with our cock.

In that respect, I’ve made my teenage self wildly proud.

We’re between tours, enjoying some well-earned downtime at our place in LA. Today is Tasty Tuesday, an endearment I’ve proudly bestowed upon every Tuesday while we’re between tours. I love Tasty Tuesdays because, when we aren’t on the road, I’m free to hit up a contact or two from my proverbial Little Black Book for some afternoon delight. Today I opt for double trouble—newbie LA beauties who moved here just six months ago after graduating from some Pacific Northwest junior college.

Actresses. Code for waitress, barista, and sometimes stripper, depending on the girl. These two are green enough that I’d be surprised if they’re working the clubs just yet. Though, one could argue coming over to fuck a rock star in the middle of the day only one week after meeting in a bar could be construed as selling out. Well, we’re not technically fucking. Yet. Only standing in the middle of the media room, engaged in some kissing and heavy petting before the opening credits have had a chance to roll through.

But these women aren’t innocent. No, these girls know exactly where this is headed and they can’t wait.

“Mmm, you’re so hot. Can I suck your dick?” The blonde one purrs into my ear while her friend nibbles my neck on the opposite side.

Uh? Isn’t that the point of me bringing you back here? Instead, I go with the anticipated response, “Yeah, babe. Suck me.” I kiss her hard and weave my fingers into her platinum locks. Work the lips. Suck her tongue. Nip the lip. She’s panting when I pull her head back a few inches and push her down to her knees. Her fingers go straight to my belt. See, not innocent at all.

“Your turn, sweet girl.” I twist and lower my chin to the friend.

False lashes blink a few times and reveal tempting jade irises. Cherry lips. Her inky black hair falls forward in her face and her pink tongue darts out to wet her lips. I glance down, just as the blonde shoves my jeans down my legs and my cock springs forward, nearly slapping her in the face. With my left hand resting on blondie’s head, I revel in the way her wet mouth and soft hands expertly work my hard-on. I use my other hand to wrap around the friend’s neck and tug her to my side.

She’s petite and I’m tall, so she only comes to my chest. I lean down to capture her lips in a kiss, which proves problematic when trying to keep my dick aligned with the blonde’s mouth. Doesn’t work. We need to move this party horizontal. “Couch time, ladies. Clothes off.”

They grin at my demand and begin a little strip show. I relax into the soft leather, eyes transfixed on the performance taking place in front of the screen. I shed my remaining clothes much faster, but never drop my gaze from the dancing duo.

God damn, I love women.

Hips gyrate to a slow, imaginary rhythm. These chicks are beautiful in the way women envy, with the thin body, huge fake tits, and enough makeup to hide any imperfection. They’re as pretty as any other model or actress in LA, but these girls are nobodies. No connections, no training in acting, and they think they can ride their looks to a big break. Pretty young shells just vying for a slice of fame amongst thousands, and I’m no idiot. They see me as their fast track meal ticket to the good life.

It’s something I’ve grown accustomed to, but it wasn’t always this way. I’ve always done well with the ladies, but I used to have to work for it. That was before our band went on tour with Justin Hill, over a year ago. Since then, Three Ugly Guys have been flying high on success. After Justin, we did another short tour before settling in LA to record our next album. It’s unreal, going from wanting everything, working hard, and having almost nothing, to suddenly having anything I could ever want. Money, recognition, pussy. I have it all.

I nod to blondie and palm my erection in my right hand. “Kiss her.”

They kiss, sensual, slow, and I groan as their fingers skirt and skim across the other’s body. The perfect combination of erotica and tease. Licking. Sucking. Touching. This show’s all for me and these two deserve a standing ovation. Maybe they really have what it takes to make it in LA.

They start to finger each other, and that’s when I tire of the sidelines. “Enough. Come here. I want that pussy.” My demand only heightens their arousal and the room fills with the smell of sex.

“Who wants a ride first?” I say and when the black-haired beauty bites her lip, a momentary hesitation, I grab the hand of the blonde and tug her onto my lap. She straddles me and I grab the foil wrapped latex at my side.

“You don’t have to wear one. I’m safe,” she coos, reaching out to stop me from opening the package.

Ha! My mama didn’t raise no fool. I don’t mess around with sexually transmitted diseases or unplanned pregnancies. Even if she’s telling the truth, I sure as hell don’t need to be supporting a gold digging baby mama. I slide the condom on and catch the glimmer of disappointment that clouds her expression. Not for long, though. No, I’ll have her screaming with bliss in minutes. My fingers work her over, priming her, and then I slam her down onto my lap. “Fuck.” With my other hand I weave my fingers into the friend’s short hair, tugging her until our lips lock in a passionate kiss.

It doesn’t take long before the friend sheds her inhibitions and is as turned on as the blonde bouncing up and down my cock.

“Make me come, Trent,” the black-haired beauty whispers right before she licks and sucks my earlobe and sends a shot of lust darting through my body.

“Sit on my face,” I demand and scoot my ass down to the edge of the seat cushion. She stations herself over my face and my lips gladly lock on to her shaved pussy. Our new position gives blondie more room to ride my cock and she squeals when I meet her movements with thrusts of my own.

This is the good life.

“Oh, yes! Fuck me, Trent! Oh, Trent!” Blondie screams while Jet Black straddles my face. She’s limber, using the back of the sofa to keep her balance while grinding her cooch over my eager lips. I love eating pussy. I sincerely do. And I’m fucking good at it. I’ve never met a clit I didn’t like. But the one on my lap is extra mouthy. Her high pitch squeals collide against the mantra of “Fuck, Trent,” the one I’m tonguing won’t stop with.

Oh, shut the fuck up. The noises women make when they think they’re being sexy are fucking annoying. The pitchy screams. The whiny moans. The pouty baby talk. Sure, it made me hard the first twenty times—like it’s some twisted compliment or badge of honor for women who look and sound like porn stars to beg me to fuck them.

But this. This is distracting. In fact, I can almost feel my cock going soft at the sound. What the fuck is wrong with me? They continue the exaggerated squeals and I’m in serious danger of not keeping Mr. Trent up. Yeah, I named my dick, and I named him after myself because we’re awesome. Plus, it sounds official, and he’s the boss. A boss who’s taking an unauthorized vacation. Shit.

I grab the hips of little miss Cirque du Soleil and pull her from my face. “Your turn for a ride.” I wink. She grabs the back of the couch for balance, a giddy smile on her lips, and I turn to lay on the couch long ways.

Of course, blondie’s still screeching like a banshee while expertly maintaining her gyrations, but I’m about to rectify that. “Come here, sweet girl. I’m gonna make you come with my mouth.” I tug the blonde’s hips forward until she’s hovering over my face, and then bring her to my lips. I moan into her pussy when my cock’s squeezed by the tight wetness of her friend. Yes, that’s it.

My fingers work her clit, playing along the sensitive bare skin like the most precious of instruments. My other hand alternates between slapping both of their asses and holding the friend in place while I thrust up and pound into her pussy. It squeezes like a vice and I know I’m hitting just the right spot.

Blondie begins that scream again, but this time I reach up and shove two fingers into her mouth, holding them there for her to suck—and to shut her the fuck up. My ears fill with moans, slaps, licks, and wet kisses, and it’s a heady combo. So much better.

Mr. Trent approves.

The door clicks open, a stream of daylight pouring into an otherwise darkened room. A throat clears behind us but I’m not stopping now. With Thing One and Thing Two so close to falling over the edge of orgasmic bliss and myself not far behind, I can’t chance a glare over the shoulder to tell our cleaning crew to come back later to vacuum. At least, I think it’s cleaning day. God, who cares. The only sucking going down in this room is my mouth on pussy.

Speaking of life’s delicacies. I suck, groan, and flick my tongue over her clit, and am rewarded with a flood of juices. Her screams aren’t faked or forced this time, they’re every bit full of the orgasm that shakes her entire body.

“Trenton William Donavan. You put your pants on right this minute.”

Shit.

Nothing kills a boner like Mom walking in—fucking shit—and I was so close, too. Blondie turns, meets my mom’s glare, and rushes to wrap her hands modestly over her tits and crotch. Ouch. In her haste she misses and slaps my face.

The one on my dick is still chasing her release and doesn’t seem to care we have a visitor. Not that I should be surprised. She was the one who gave me her digits with the promise of a threesome.

“Come on, ladies. Off you go.”

I slap the ass of the one still hovering over my face and she scrambles off the couch.

“Trenton, I expected so much more from you.” Mom tsks and shakes her head.

I reach for my pants to pull up over my hips. “I don’t know why,” I tease over my shoulder. “I’m assuming you interrupted my fun for more than just a scolding.” I shove my semi erect junk inside and zip up my jeans before turning to meet her stare.

“Bedo’s on his way. Band meeting downstairs in fifteen.” She blows out a breath and shakes her head, taking in the two women who are slowly righting themselves into a state of dress. When she meets my gaze again her eyes are hard, disappointed. But what’s new?

“Fifteen minutes. That’s enough time . . . Can you come back?” I bat my eyes and hold my hands together in mock prayer. She rolls her eyes because she knows I’m only joking—mostly.

“Trent, baby,” Blondie sidles up to my right and strokes her nails from my bare chest to the front of my jeans. She wouldn’t know I am joking and thinks she has a shot at getting back at it. My dick kicks painfully against the tight fabric of my pants with the tease.

“Trenton, so help me God, I will not wait outside while you get a blow job!” My mom scolds, and I almost feel a sliver of guilt. Sometimes I wonder how she puts up with my shenanigans. How she always has. She’s cool, a great mom, and I get my sense of humor from her. Maybe that’s how she survives in a houseful of idiot musicians.

“Come on, you’re no fun.” I wink and my mother’s hard glare softens as if she’s considering a smile. “What kind of mother dooms her son to a severe case of blue balls?”

This time she lets loose her patronizing grin with a bark of laughter. “This mother does. Now say good-bye to your friends and get downstairs.” With that she turns and walks out of the room, leaving the door open and calling over her shoulder, “If I have to come back here I’m kicking you out!”

“Mom?” The blonde one scoffs, shoving her arms through the sleeves of her dress.

The friend places her hands on her hips, confusion knit across her brow. “Wait, you live with your mom? I thought you were rich. Aren’t you like almost thirty?”

Twenty-eight, and I don’t look that old. Bitch. It takes all my self-restraint to not roll my eyes this time.

“All right, you heard Mommy. Playtime is over.” I kiss the lips of each woman, a sweet, sensuous good-bye to ease the push out the door. Plus, I’ve learned it does wonders at keeping future cat fights or blowups from occurring when I run into them later on with a different woman on my arm. Which I most certainly will. It’s just how they work, all of them. These women think they’re different, special, or owners of magical pussy, when in fact they’re all the same. Hungry for money, fame, the lifestyle, and willing to do anything to get there.

For a second, a shred of sadness seeps into my being, wishing things were different. Wishing there was more. Stupid.

Probably just my blue balls disappointed at the lack of release.
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I have no clue what’s so damn important that Bedo called an emergency meeting and Mom had to drag me away from my daytime extracurriculars, but now I’m pissed I didn’t get to finish. Gathered in the basement with Sean and Austin, I’m nursing a killer case of blue balls while our manager barks into his cell like he has all the time in the world.

We rented this property for the band to live in once our second album went double platinum. The four story hillside home in the Hollywood Hills is our oasis away from the Arizona desert we called home our entire lives. For so many years we struggled, touring out of a cheap rental van, before everything started to fall into place. Pieces of a puzzle we took years to build, all of a sudden just fit. Hard work, love of the music we created, and a fraction of luck landed us here in this place.

And I fucking love it.

It’s big enough we have all the privacy we desire and then some, and after converting the basement into a musician’s dreamland, we never have to leave or even get dressed to practice. Notably convenient after a long night of partying or fucking, which I often enjoy.

We’re leaving for our next tour, a three-month trek across the country, in only another week so my guess is Bedo’s here to go through last minute logistics. We’ve been practicing and planning all spring and we’d be one hundred percent ready if it weren’t for the slight problem of finding a permanent drummer. Okay, it’s a big problem. We can’t seem to keep one for the long haul, and it’s a cloud of gloom hanging over the band. We decided to let one of our roadies stand in for now, but I know Bedo’s not thrilled with the decision. And sure, it’d be nice to fill the spot, but I’m in no rush to make a rash decision and end up with someone who doesn’t jive with our band. I don’t know about Sean and Austin, but I’m anxious to get on the road again. Even if it is with our roadie filling in on drums.

Bedo pulls a chair over and flips it backward before straddling the seat in his red polyester pants. He slides the gold rimmed shades from his eyes and pockets them in the front of his T-shirt. “Here’s the deal. I’m not gonna beat around the bush. We’ve got a problem, or an opportunity—depends on how you see it. The label wants a woman on board to amp up the sex appeal for all genders and sexual orientations.” He pauses to pop his knuckles. “They want a woman drummer.”

“No fucking way.” Sean shakes his head.

I second that. “Dude. Bedo. No chicks. And not days before we tour.”

“Trent’s right, man. We’ve always been a foursome of bros,” Austin pipes in.

A chuckle leaves my lips before I smack Austin on the shoulder. “Speak for yourself, Austin. I’m not into fucking guys.”

His mouth opens to respond but Bedo cuts us off before we derail into a flurry of insults and comebacks. “Look, I’m just relaying the message. You guys gotta give me something. You love women as much as half your fan base. A woman drummer wouldn’t be so bad. I have a few lined up for you to interview.” It’s then he reaches down and pulls out three folders from his briefcase. Tosses one at each of us.

“Why can’t we have James back?” Sean grumbles and I have to agree with him. James was awesome.

“He was only subbing for the Justin Hill tour. He’s got his own band. You knew he was temporary.” Bedo points to my hands and the folder I still haven’t opened.

Austin flips through his folder and his eyes widen appreciatively at what’s inside. “Yeah, but he was fucking good. Dude, we’re like doomed with drummers. Ever since Derek’s hand got smashed by that psycho, we’ve been cursed.”

I meet Bedo’s stare, the folder still clenched unopen in my hands. “James was a sub. Derek checked out when he decided he’d rather settle down with his girl Carly and play daddy. We knew this day was coming. What I don’t understand is why you’re on board to invite a woman? And a week before we start the new tour? That’s not enough time to get anyone up to speed.”

Bedo rubs his palms down his face and blows out a deep breath. “I’ll go to bat for you on the drummer issue, but you gotta give me something, T. Your sponsors want a woman on this next tour.”

This is why I like Bedo. He’s fair. I know we aren’t in a place to call every shot, but he goes the distance when it’s something important. And as much as I’m all for equal rights, we’re three attractive guys with roaring sex drives. I can tell without glancing at the profiles in these folders that we’d bring on a hotter than fuck drummer, because sex sells. It’s a good reason we’re so damn marketable. Bringing a gorgeous woman into the band would breed nothing but trouble. Trouble we don’t need. “What about the opener? Get some pretty little thing to open and that gets them what they want but we don’t have to play with her.”

“Speak for yourself. If she’s hot, I’ll play.” Austin’s lips pull into his shit eating smirk. I slap my folder against him and push off the couch.

Bedo’s lost in his phone again, completely ignoring us, so I walk off some of my nervous energy by pacing the room. Sean and Austin admire the rack of one of the suggested drummers. Bedo’s laser focus remains on his smartphone. He’ll speak when he’s ready, but not before that.

“Dude . . . her rack needs its own zip code. My vote’s being swayed by tits.” Austin’s wide gaze snaps to mine but I cut him off.

“No way. We’re Three Ugly Guys! The name only works when there’s guys. Preferable four of us, because I’m sure as shit not the ugly one.”

“Shit.” Austin scratches his head, his eyes trained back on the folder, “But . . .”

Sean leans over and nods solemnly, “Trent, man. You need to see this one. Maybe we should consider her? Having her on tour wouldn’t be torture.”

“Yes!” Bedo shouts and for a moment I think he agrees with Sean and Austin until he looks up from his rapid fire messaging thumbs. “Opening act, it is! Brilliant, T. We’ll stick with Iz on the drums. He’ll be happy to have the star treatment. That work for everyone?”

Iz, one of our roadies and a long-time musician, knows how to play drums just fine. He’s actually pretty fucking talented. We’re not sure exactly how old he is, though. There’s a real possibility he played on the first Van Halen tour. His talents include knowing all our songs and playing exactly how we want him to, which are a great asset to the band. His other talent, his tendency to smoke anything you stick in front of his weathered lips, is not so great. Cigs, marijuana, crack—he’ll do it all. Yet none of us can tell him to stop for the same reason we can’t ask him his age. He’s a grown man, and our elder. Besides, his extracurricular activities aren’t a problem. He plays “Stairway to Heaven” better than John Bonham. As long as the drugs don’t interfere with his playing we pretend to look the other way.

“Iz is cool until we find someone permanent,” Sean answers and Austin and I nod our agreement.

“What about bringing him on for the long haul?” Bedo asks and I consider his question. I’m sure we could, but something holds me back. Maybe it’s my fear of commitment, or the fact Iz is so much older than the rest of the band. I don’t know, but I’m not comfortable putting a metaphorical ring on it. I’m sure Bedo would love to be done with it already. Maybe after this tour, if we still jive after months on the road together, we can bring him on permanently.

“Let’s see how this tour goes,” I suggest and Austin and Sean nod. They feel the same as me. We all like Iz, but he’s not family. Not in the same way the three of us are. Maybe we are eternally cursed when it comes to a drummer.

“Fair enough. For now. But the label wants a longtime fix. Fans, promotion, marketing, it all works better when we have four familiar faces. Let’s get through the next three months and re-evaluate. You guys better be ready. This won’t be like any of the other gigs. This is the big time. You’re front and center. That’s more of everything. Press. Responsibilities. Fans.”

“Women.” Austin grins.

“Yeah, that too. So, don’t be a dumbass. Think with your brain, not your dick.”

“I can’t promise that, but we’re ready, Bedo. This is everything we’ve worked for,” I say.

“Damn straight.” Austin nods.

“I know you are.” Bedo’s smile doesn’t quite reach his eyes. “So don’t fuck it up for everyone else.” He stands and points at each of us. “That’s my advice to all of you. Now. When do you want to meet your opening act?”

“You booked one already?” Austin’s brows twist with surprise.

“Sure did. I’m the best goddamn manager you could ever ask for. That’s why you pay me the big bucks.”

“Who is it?” Sean leans forward on his elbows, his hands clasped together.

“You’ll find out when you meet her.” Bedo goes back to his phone. “Tomorrow. Four o’clock. Right after practice. That work?”

“Here?” I ask.

“Yeah. That a problem?”

“Works for me,” I say but for once a little nervousness about our impending headline tour works its way into my belly. I’m not quite sure why, other than I want everything to be great. Perfect. And we’ve worked so hard that our opener better not suck. “She better be good, Bedo.”

He stops, a smile plays at his lips, and he slides those gold rimmed shades over his eyes before he nods. “She’s good, T. Oh, don’t you worry. She’s fucking good. See you tomorrow.”

“Is it just me, or does it feel like we just got played?” Sean says the minute Bedo’s up the stairs and out of earshot.

“Not just you.” I chuckle and run my fingers through my hair, pushing it away from where it always falls into my eyes. “So, what’s on tap for today?”

“I think the keg’s empty, man.” Austin frowns.

Sean rolls his eyes and walks toward the stairs. “I’m hitting the gym and calling it an early night.”

“You’re no fun off tour!” Austin launches one of the tiny couch pillows at his retreating form and nails him right in the head. We both fucking laugh.

Sean stops to pick up the pillow and throw it back. “You guys are assholes.”

“Fucking hilarious.” I fist bump Austin and Sean tries to leave again. “Come on, don’t be a pussy and leave.”

Sean doesn’t turn back or acknowledge the comment when his feet hit the spiral staircase.

“Come on, Sean. Come out with us tonight!” Austin shouts.

“I’d rather not.”

“What’s your problem, man?” Austin calls out before meeting my smirk. “He’s probably just pissed you’re having threesomes in the theater room again.”

“I can’t help it, the two for ones love me. Sean just needs to get laid.”

“I get plenty of pussy!” Sean shouts from the top of the stairs.

“Oh, yeah, who?” I call up.

“Well, I’m about to have dinner with your mom!” he calls down. Now I’m the one wearing the scowl while Austin and Sean laugh at my expense.

“Take it back, Willis!” I shout but I’m already taking the stairs two at a time. “You know that’s fucked up!”

Austin’s laughter follows from close behind, and when I reach the top of the steps to find Sean gloating, I tackle him to the ground. He’s shorter than me; stronger too, but I’m fueled by the need to defend my mother’s honor. I try to pin him to the floor, but every time I’m close he hits me in the ribs and gets the upper hand.

“Take. It. Back,” I grind out as we roll around in the hallway.

“What? We all love your mom,” he taunts and throws me off. My body slams into the wall and the two paintings hanging above fall to the ground beside us. I charge him again.

“Boys! Boys! That’s enough!” My mom’s stern tone suspends our wrestling match. “What in the ever loving hell has gotten into you boys? So help me, I’ll send you both to your rooms.”

“He started it!” I point at Sean.

Sean puffs and shakes his head, “No way! I was just walking up the stairs. He tackled me!”

“Enough. Apologize.” She glares, hands on hips, and I can’t help but mumble a sorry. Sean does the same. “There. Now go wash up for dinner and try to act like grown-ass men! It was bad enough when you were teenagers. I’m too old for this shit.”

“Sorry, Mom.” I say but she just pinches her lips and shakes her head before walking back into the kitchen. She’s the only person outside of the band who lives here year round. Even though she’s my mom, she’s kinda the band’s mom, too. With her being single, and me an only child, we’ve always lived together. She’s right, though; we act like big kids sometimes.

“That was fucking funny. You went from fight club to momma’s boy the minute she yelled at you.” Austin slaps Sean on the back before reaching a hand down to help me off the ground.

“I was defending her honor,” I say. But remembering the scuffle, I can’t help but give in to a grin as we walk toward the succulent smells wafting from the kitchen.

“’Your mom’ jokes never get old. Don’t take it personal, T,” Austin says.

“Yeah, I know. It’s funny, just not with my mom, okay?”

“So damn sensitive.” Sean bumps my shoulder. “And winded, too. You need to hit the gym with me more, instead of the bottle with Austin.”

“I’m an equal opportunity employer when it comes to hitting things. Gym. Bottle. Ass.”

“Yeah, yeah. You hit that and then some.” Sean wraps his arm around my shoulder. “No hard feelings, T.”

“And no more jokes about my mom.”

We step into the kitchen and my mouth salivates at the piping hot trays of lasagna and garlic bread waiting on the counter. My mom looks up with a smile before she cuts the pasta into squares with a spatula and a collective groan leaves all of our lips. Damn, she can cook. And she’s right. We aren’t any better than we were as teenagers.

“Spank me and call me Daddy. With food like that, who needs pussy?” Austin whispers at my right. I sneak a punch to his balls when Mom’s not looking, Sean grabs the plates, and all is back to normal in our house. It may be unconventional, but this right here—this is family. My belly fills with good food, and my face stretches with a smile and laughter that nearly hurts, and I can’t help but feel goddamn lucky. Only I don’t completely agree with Austin’s sentiment. Dinner is phenomenal, but at the end of the night, I’ll still want pussy.
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My life is no cake walk. Rejection coupled with the struggle to make ends meet, and what do I have to show? Nothing really. But I have to believe everything I’m doing now paves my way to the life I want. Lately, though, it’s been more of a drag. What if this is all for naught? It’s beginning to wear on me. The grind. Bus fare. Shifts at the coffee shop. Rent for my room. Food. Shampoo. Tampons. School loans. Phone calls from Mom. It all adds up.

But today; today is different. When my eyelids flutter open with the morning sun, I’m filled with hope. Promise. Expectation. It’s a frightening thing to hope too much, because my track record shows it’ll only end in bigger disappointment.

No. I shake my head against the pillow and peel my body off the twin mattress. Today I’ll let myself hope. Angel, one of my roommates, is completely into yoga, healthy food, and astrology. She would say I should put my hope into the universe, to let my goals be spoken, and eventually the earth will return them to me. Maybe she’s full of shit, but I’d really like it if she were right. So, instead of my usual morning routine of a run, coffee, and writing, I walk to my most prized thrift store score, a full length mirror, and stare back at myself.

“Today’s the day I get signed with a record label.” I whisper the words aloud. They feel damn good so I say them again, louder. All the while my reflection distorts, making my shoulders tiny and my calves appear huge where the mirrored glass is bent just slightly. Hey, that’s what you get for ten bucks. I’m honest enough to admit my vanity requires I have a full mirror in my room. My look is part of my act. It’s how I sell my music. I’m not an idiot. Half the guys who drop tips in my guitar case on Saturday nights at Leo’s are probably doing so just to get a closer look up my mini skirt. Fishnets and combat boots, it’s a combination that drives men wild. Add in my heavy eye makeup and red painted lips—they’ll cough up fives and tens for that shit.

God, I should’ve been a stripper.

Laughter and a real smile escape my lips even though I’m the only one home. My cell rings with the alarm that lets me know there’s no more time for self-reflection. It’s go time. The next hour is spent in a rush as I shower, get beautiful, and warm up my vocals—just in case—in preparation for my meeting at ten. When the alarm goes off again, this time to catch the bus, I give myself one last glance in the mirror.

“Today’s the day.”
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Using my fingers, I tap out an anxious beat on the mahogany armchair and match the pace of my bouncing knees. All the while, my eyes follow Amie—a friend from college and hopefully my future agent.

Her footsteps pace back and forth, and back again, eyes closed as my demo plays into the headset covering her ears. Her eyelids lower and focus solely on the manila folder in her perfectly manicured fingertips. God, I wish I knew what she was thinking. My eyes follow the trail she’ll wear into the hardwood if she always works this way.

My music is everything. It’s all I’ve ever wanted. But breaking into a flooded market where women are still largely in the minority, and refusing to do it any other way than my own way . . . Well, that’s posed a large problem for me up until now. I’m hoping our shared past of Calculus 101 will gain me a little more attention than the thirty other agents who’ve listened to my three song album and passed. Honestly, there’s a good chance they never even listened before issuing a big fat rejection.

But I’m no stranger to disapproval. No. I thrive on it. Tell me I can’t do something and I’ll do it, ten times better. I’ve heard all the don’ts and it’s not worth its. I get it. But I don’t care. I want this. I want to make music. But more than that, I want to earn it.

Amie’s steps falter and her gaze snaps to mine after she pulls her smartphone from the desk and presses a button.

“You know this would be so much easier if you’d call in a favor—”

“No.” I shake my chin and purse my lips.

She sucks the bottom corner of her lip into her mouth and holds my stare. “At least, let me name drop—”

“No.” I interrupt again.

“Lex . . .” She groans and slams the folder on her already cluttered desktop before dropping into the chair beside me. “You get that I’m a nobody, right? I’m as green as you here. You sure you want me representing you? I’m not even sure what I can get you, let alone—”

“Wait!” I almost squeal, and I never fucking squeal. I flick my lip ring once with my bubbling elation. “You’ll represent me?”

Amie’s eyes widen as she relaxes into her seat. “This is good. You’re fucking brilliant, but you already know that. Of course I’ll sign you. I’d be a fool to not.”

My cheeks hurt, my smile’s so huge.

“No. Don’t do that. Don’t get excited. This is only the beginning. I’ve got my fucking work cut out for me, you know that?”

“I know, I know.” The grin’s still there. I can feel it but I can’t seem to right my face. “I’m not afraid of hard work. Thank you. Thank you so goddamn much! You won’t regret this.”

“Thank me later.” She pops off the chair in a blink and her heels click over the floorboards as she walks behind her desk. “Okay, I’ll run the standard contract through legal, should only take a couple days, but in the meantime I’m going to get you on the road. That a problem?”

“I’m ready. Tell me where to play and I’m there.”

Amie’s gaze snaps to mine and her lips tug with silent laughter. I don’t understand what’s funny, but that’s okay. I’m a signed—almost—solo rock artist with Off Track Records. They may be a small indie label, but they’re a label.

“You’re my first client! Well, besides the portfolio of nobodies they gave me. You know how fucking cool that is?” A giggle escapes her lips. “I can’t believe I just signed Richie Sa—”

“No.” My excitement fades, the smile completely wiped away with her words, and my gut churns with apprehension. “Don’t do that. No one can know. I’m a nobody. Just add me to your portfolio like the rest of them. I will not use his name and you won’t either. I want it in the contract.”

“Sorry, just the excitement of it all. Of course. We’ll write it in.” She waves dismissively before retrieving another folder from her desk.

“Swear it.”

“Huh?” She blinks and stills at my command.

“I need you to swear you won’t use his name. Ever. I want to earn every bit of this. This is all me. He doesn’t deserve a damn ounce of anything I do, and I don’t want one fucking thing from him.”

She nods and understanding softens her normally sharp features. “I won’t. You’re good enough on your own.”

Her words affirm more than they should and I fight the sentiment that threatens to spill out of the corners of my charcoal lined eyes.

“I believe you have what it takes. That’s why I want you. And we’ll do this your way. Just makes my job a hell of a lot harder.” She chuckles and lifts her chin to the door over my shoulder. “Now, get outta my office so I can start pimpin’ your music.”

I nod with a grin. “Thanks, Amie.”

“No. Thank you. I’ll be in touch when the contracts are ready, but keep your phone close and bags ready. I have a few favors myself I’m gonna see if I can’t cash in on. Once people hear your voice, my job gets a hella lot easier.”
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