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      Kirby

      

      I sigh hard.

      Harder than I normally would.

      I notice I do that a lot more now that the Stanley Cup series is over. I don’t lose well. Especially twice in a row, and to the same team. The fucking Nashville Assassins. I hate them. They may have some cool dudes on it, but together, they’re a mountain we couldn’t conquer. Even when we had a three-game advantage over them, they still came back and won. Four games straight. No one thought they could do it. Everyone had us, the IceCats, as the winners of the most coveted Cup, but the Assassins didn’t give up. It’s so fucking annoying, though you can’t help but be impressed with them.

      Still, I’m beyond unsatisfied and extremely frustrated with myself, my team, and the hockey gods.

      The IceCats have had two chances to win the Cup, and we couldn’t do it. We couldn’t close, no matter how much we fought, how many times we came from behind, and no matter that we have the best goalie in the league. I mean, Nico Merryweather won the best goalie trophy three years in a row, yet we can’t give him the Cup. I don’t get it. I don’t know why we haven’t won. We have one hell of a coach. A great team of strong players and, again, the best goalie in the league. Why? Why can’t we win the ultimate prize?

      It’s so frustrating. I’ve spent my whole life wanting that Cup. I didn’t have the best home life. I got thrown back and forth between my parents, and the only reason I played hockey was because they guilted each other to make the other pay. When I was old enough to work, I started working at my home rink just so my fees were paid and the fighting could stop. I would get hand-me-down gear, and most of the time, I slept at the rink. That way, I didn’t have to hear my mom getting her ass beat by my stepdad, and on the weeks I was supposed to be with my dad, I didn’t have to watch him be a drunk.

      It wasn’t easy, but I knew what I wanted. To be a Stanley Cup winner. To get there, though, I couldn’t worry about my dumpster fire of a family. My dad died in a drunk driving accident my freshmen year in college, and my mom divorced her abusive husband and married once more, starting a brand-new family. I was forgotten very quickly, and I soon realized, if they weren’t worried about me and my dreams, why should I worry about them?

      Even with the emotional buttload of shit I was dealing with, I worked my ass off on the ice and, most of all, at school. Being a Michigan Wolverine, I had no choice but to grind. Not only did I have my pride, but I wanted to make my coach and my school proud. While I did have scholarships, I still had to work for food and anything I wanted to do for fun. Though, I didn’t have much time for anything else. It was hockey, school, work. Same thing, every day. Some would get burned out, but for me, my goal was my driving force. I never stopped grinding, even when my girlfriend—who is now my ex-girlfriend and the mother of my daughter—wanted me to quit, I didn’t. She wanted me to herself, but I had a goal that was bigger than her. I should have known back then it wouldn’t work out, but I ignored it.

      Lilly Paige sat beside me when I was drafted. Not my mom or my dad. My college coach was there and even my coach from when I was growing up, but they weren’t beside me the way Lilly was. I’ll never forget when they called me—first round, ninth pick for the IceCats—how I felt. I was so proud. I was ready to kick some ass. Lilly was over-the-moon excited for me, and that night, I proposed. I was convinced she was it, but she wasn’t.

      I just wanted the whole American dream.

      Dream job.

      Dream wife.

      Dream family.

      Which would mean my life would be ten times better than it was. It was nice to have someone to love me. I wanted it so desperately. Love. I craved it. My parents didn’t really step up to that blue line, and when I found it, I wouldn’t let go. Even when I knew I should have.

      Lilly and I are toxic together. She never knew when to stop; she’d push my buttons until I lost it and had to leave. She didn’t like that I would leave, and she’d start another fight once I was back home. She loved to spend my money, but most of all, she couldn’t handle being alone. It usually led to her sleeping with the cable guy or pool guy. I wish I were kidding, but I’m not. While I wish I would have found anyone else other than her to love and be loved by, I know if I hadn’t met Lilly, I wouldn’t have my daughter.

      Oh, my gorgeous Celeste.

      I’ve done a lot of things in my life, some good and some bad, but Celeste, she’s the best damn thing I have accomplished. I may want the Cup, and it may suck that I don’t have it, but at the end of the day, I get to be Celeste’s daddy, and nothing compares to that. Which reminds me, Lilly should be on her way with her. I glance at the clock above my stove as I put away the formula and baby food I got in preparation for my week. Since it’s summer, the parenting plan says we alternate weeks of care for Celeste. I wish I could have her all the time, every single day, but that would mean I would have to have Lilly. And I’d be damned before I let her in my life again.

      I almost got away from her, but she came back pregnant with Celeste. I gave it my best shot the second time, but nope, like always, she couldn’t seem to keep her legs closed. It may make me a dick, but I had a paternity test done to make sure Celeste was mine. Thankfully, she is, because when she was born, I fell in love with her. My sweet princess.

      I move through the kitchen getting things ready, which was what I was doing before I started daydreaming about not having the Stanley Cup. I really need to stop doing that. It is what it is. I don’t have it—move on, work harder. All I can do is stay in shape this summer and soak up as much time with Celeste as I can get. When the season starts, it’s going to be hard, but we’ll manage. We’ve been doing it for six months, and I don’t doubt we’ll continue the same. I may greatly dislike Lilly, but I force myself to outwardly respect her for Celeste’s sake.

      Lilly doesn’t do the same for me, though.

      She treats me like crap, guilts me when Celeste isn’t with me and I’m playing hockey. I asked her not to bring a man around my child until she’s dated him more than a month, but she ignores that wish at every opportunity. Could be because the average length of a relationship for her is a week, but still. It drives me crazy she won’t honor that one request. I guess I shouldn’t expect much since I asked her not to cheat on me too, and she still did that. The guy she’s with now, though, Marc, has been around for a month, so here’s to hoping he locks her down. Not because I want Lilly happy, but because I want stability for Celeste.

      I don’t understand Lilly, to be honest. She doesn’t seem to care about what is best for Celeste. Only herself. It makes no sense since she comes from a solid upbringing, good parents, and a great family. Meanwhile, I raised myself, and I’m out-parenting her, tenfold. Pretty sure her parents feel sorry for me, for Celeste, but no one corrects her behavior. Except me. I don’t give a shit. Treat my child right, or I’m calling you out and fixing the situation. She could be a good mom—if she wanted to. She doesn’t want to, and that annoys me.

      Really, everything annoys me lately.

      I move through my house, picking up and cleaning up so that the house is ready for Celeste. I bought a nice home on the beach right when we found out Lilly was pregnant. My teammate and buddy, Chandler, and his family live on the other side of the beach in a smaller neighborhood, but word is, his wife is pregnant again and now he’s looking over here by me. It would be nice to have a friend close since I live between two older couples. They’re wonderful people, but they sure do love being in my business. They really don’t like Lilly, but they love Celeste, which is good.

      I never saw myself in a large home. Especially since I slept at the rink for most of my life. Now though, I have a pretty decent four-bedroom beach home that I love. Things may not be how I dreamed them, but at least I have a career, a daughter, and a house I love. One day, a wife will come, but for now, I want to focus on training and Celeste. Maybe even upgrade the deck in the back. Something kid-friendly for when Celeste starts walking. I look out the large gallery windows to where my back deck is. It’s a nice deck, but the wood planks are way too far apart. It’s more decorative than practical. I want to replace them so I can take Celeste out there.

      When the doorbell rings, I pull my gaze from the deck and the beautiful view of the ocean and head for the front door. It should be Lilly with Celeste, and when I open the door, I’m filled with joy at the sight of my blue-eyed baby girl. I reach for her, taking her chubby self in my arms and hugging her tightly.

      “There’s my girl. How ya doing, CC?” She coos happily as I kiss her fat cheeks. Out of the corner of my eye, I take a quick glance, expecting to see irritation on Lilly’s face. She hates when I don’t greet her and just take the baby, so I make sure to do it every time. Petty? Yes. But to my surprise, she doesn’t look irritated. Instead, concerned. Or worried. I kiss Celeste again before I turn my attention to Lilly. She walks inside, setting a bunch of bags on the floor. Way more than what I need for a week. I meet her gaze as she looks up. “You didn’t need to bring so much. I have stuff too.”

      She shrugs as she swallows noticeably. “We need to talk.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah,” she says, and I wish I didn’t still find her beautiful. Celeste takes after her with the bright blond hair and light-blue eyes. Celeste looks like me, but she lacks my darker coloring. Instead, she’s a beach babe like her mom. Lilly exhales heavily as she tucks her hands in the pockets of her shorts. “Marc and I are going to Italy.”

      I shrug. “Okay. Just let me know what time you’ll be in on Sunday, and I’ll have her ready.”

      She shakes her head, and I eye her curiously. “I won’t be back.”

      “Huh?”

      “Marc has a job offer, and I knew you wouldn’t let me take Celeste, so I’m leaving her with you so I can go with him.”

      “To Italy.”

      “Yes.” She says it with no concern, no remorse.

      “And you’re leaving Celeste here, with me?”

      “Yes.”

      I blink. “I don’t understand. So, when will you be back?”

      She bites her lip. “I don’t know.”

      I want to say I’m surprised. I want to say I expected more from her, but I’m not and I don’t. “So, because you want to go with your boyfriend, you’re abandoning your daughter.”

      That sparks something in her eyes as she glares at me. “I’m not abandoning her. She’s with you.”

      “So, you aren’t going with your boyfriend?” I ask dryly, and her glare deepens.

      “Kirby, don’t be a dick.”

      “Don’t be a dick. My daughter’s mother is leaving her for a man—please tell me how I am supposed to take this. Do you want me to be happy for you?”

      “That’d be nice. You don’t think I’m a good mom anyway! You want her all to yourself.”

      “That’s true, but she still needs you, Lilly. Grow the hell up.”

      She rolls her eyes. “I never wanted to be a mom, and you know that.”

      “Sure, but here we are, and Celeste needs you. Think of her.”

      The look on her face tells me she has absolutely no intention of staying. Or even coming back. “I don’t want to, Kirb. I don’t want to be a mother. You should have just let me abort her.”

      It’s like she’s stabbed me in the stomach. “Lilly, you don’t mean that.”

      “I do. I don’t want to be a mom. Not everyone is made for this life, and I’m not. I don’t want this. I never did. I did it for you.”

      I know this woman. I know how she thinks. There is no changing her mind. “You’re making a mistake, Lilly. Honestly.”

      “I’m doing what’s best for her. She’s better off with you.”

      Before I can even stop her, she’s out the door without even a goodbye to her daughter. Within seconds, every single emotion runs through my body.

      Anger—I really do hate that woman.

      Sadness—Celeste deserves better than this.

      Fear—How am I going to do this on my own?

      But then Celeste leans her face on mine, moving her fingers along my jaw, and I feel the ultimate feeling.

      Love.

      “We got this, CC,” I whisper, but I know she doesn’t understand me or even know what I am saying. “Me and you, love bug.”

      Really, I am telling myself more than I am telling her.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Jaylin

      

      “The cost of supplies from the Brinton Company is beyond ridiculous, and no matter how much I tell Jonson we need to find another supplier, he isn’t listening.”

      I have no clue who Jonson is, or even the Brinton Company.

      This is the third time I’ve been out to lunch with Malcolm Franklin, and I really don’t understand why he talks about his job at the hospital like I know anything about it. I may date a lot of doctors—since my mother sets me up weekly with all her church friends’ sons—but that doesn’t mean I know a thing about the hospital. Honestly, I don’t even care. I don’t even really care for Malcolm. He’s a very handsome man. Dark-brown eyes, a nice fade in thick, coarse, curly hair. He’s skinny, not much muscle to him, but he’s smart. Very smart. I like that. He wears thin wire frames. And I know we’re meeting during his lunch shift, but surely, he can leave his lab coat in the car. I don’t know why it bugs me that he wears it, but it does.

      I don’t understand why my mom wants me to be with a doctor. She is hard-core setting me up with her friends’ brothers, sons, cousins, dads—I mean, if he’s a doctor and he’s a black man, I’m on a date with him. I could say no, but guilt eats me alive if I do. I know why she does this. She was there to take care of me when I had breast cancer, but she might not be there if it comes back, and she wants me to be cared for. I get it. I do. But I don’t think I’m meant to be with a doctor. Shit, in all reality, I may not be meant for anyone. I’ve been on twenty dates in the last couple months and no sparks. If I hadn’t felt that spark last year, I might not believe it’s attainable, but I did. Though, that didn’t work out…

      “How’s the Collins’ case—”

      “Why don’t you leave your lab coat in the car?”

      His brown eyes meet mine, confusion filling his features. He draws in his thick brown brows, and he parts his lips a bit. He has the perfect complexion; he must have not had acne growing up. I did, which is why I wear makeup everywhere. He’s just too put together. I’m not saying I want a shitshow as a partner, but when I let my crazy out, I don’t want to be judged for it. “Sorry?”

      “Your lab coat. You wear it every time we go out.”

      “I’m coming from the hospital. It’s a part of me in a way,” he says with a wry laugh. “Does it bother you?”

      “A little,” I say, leaning on my hand. “It reminds me of all the times I sat in chemo.”

      Compassion fills his features as he nods slowly. “I’m sure it does,” he says, and then he takes his coat off. “Want me to take it to the car?”

      Now I feel silly. “No, you didn’t even need to take it off.”

      His lips move a bit at the side. Not a smirk but still a movement. “I wanted to. For you. I really like you, Jaylin.”

      Fuck me. I smile kindly. “You’re great, Mal, and I enjoy our lunches—”

      “But?”

      I smile, even though he looks so dejected. “But I’m not feeling it.”

      “It?” he asks, his eyes holding mine.

      “The spark.”

      “A spark, huh?” he says with a little bit of laughter. “There aren’t sparks anymore at our age. Now, it’s about finding someone to live life with. Have some kids before it’s too late. Be real, Jaylin.”

      “At our age? What does that even mean?”

      “It means we can’t be picky. It’s time to have kids.”

      My jaw drops. “Malcolm, I’m only thirty-three.”

      “And I’m almost forty.”

      I blink. “Okay, well, for me, I want the spark.”

      He nods before he gets up, grabbing his coat. “I won’t waste either of our time, then. It was nice to get to know you. Have a good life.”

      And without another glance or even a word, he walks out with that damn coat hanging over his arm. I watch as he leaves, going over what just happened. Am I getting to the age where I have to settle for someone who’s just okay? Or someone I can tolerate for the rest of my life? I don’t want that. I want someone who gives me the fucking spark. Someone I look at and feel safe. Someone I know has my back, as I’ll have his. I don’t know why I want a man—I’m a pretty independent chick, but I do want one. I want my forever.

      And I blame this all on my best friend.
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      When I arrive at Willz Sub Shop, I park beside my best friend’s new SUV and laugh at the sight of it. My best friend, Aviva, never wanted an SUV, or a minivan, but I don’t think she was ever looking for anyone like Nico Merryweather either. As I head to the door, I notice that it’s not busy since the lunch rush just finished, but there are some folks inside. Behind the counter, Aviva moves around, acting like she isn’t six months pregnant. I shake my head as I sit at the newly installed counter. I’m pretty sure they built this so Nico could eat and stare at Aviva with only a sheet of glass between them.

      When Aviva sees me, she grins before leaning on the counter. “The usual? Oh, wait. You had lunch with Malcolm.”

      “Yup. And paid for it too since he left.” Her eyes widen as I nod, rolling my own. “That’s over.”

      “Over? It just started.”

      “I know, but he said we’re at the age where we need to settle down and have kids with someone we like, not feel a spark with.”

      She makes a face. “Jesus.”

      “Exactly.”

      She leans on her elbows, watching me, and I let out a long sigh. “This is your fault,” I accuse, and she laughs as she stands up, cupping her belly.

      “There it is,” she chuckles as she shakes her head. “No one said you had to want what I have.”

      “Well, when you flaunt it all the time, it’s hard not to!”

      “I don’t flaunt it.”

      I shoot her a deadpan look. “Aviva, you legit are always happy. Like, it’s sickening.”

      She mocks, “Apparently not too sickening, because you want the same.”

      Ah, she’s got me there, and she knows it. She giggles as Callie, her baby sister, comes out from the back. She’s in a leotard and shorts, ready to go to gymnastics, I assume, since that’s where she always is. She was awarded a scholarship to the University of Bellevue in Nashville for gymnastics and academics for the fall. It’s pretty badass, and I cried like a baby during her graduation. Not sure if I cried more then or when she had her double mastectomy surgery this past spring. It’s a toss-up since I love that girl something fierce.

      Aviva and I both raised her. After Aviva’s mom died, it was Aviva, Callie, and me against the world. Of course, my parents were awesome and helpful, but Aviva’s dad was a piece of shit for sure. It was okay, though, because we had each other. Unfortunately, it wasn’t just the world we were against.

      Breast cancer has always been the enemy.

      A bastard of one too. Aviva and I went through a lot of it together, and I think watching us terrified Callie. Add in the fact that she carries the gene for the same cancer we both had, the same cancer that killed her mom, and she was dead set on having the double mastectomy. Now, she has small little implants that don’t get in the way of her gymnastics but still give her that womanly feeling. I promised her tattooed nipples when she finishes her first year of college. We’re also waiting for Aviva to get her implants, which is planned for after the baby is born.

      She was supposed to get them with Callie, but a surprise pregnancy stopped that.

      Not that I think she cares about the implants at all. Never in my life have I seen Aviva this happy. She has always put on a brave face for Callie and me, but once she rear-ended Nico, even I knew things were about to change for her. He worships her, and I don’t think she could love him any more. He makes her love herself, and I love that about him. I am so thankful for him, but it’s because he is so wonderful that I want a Nico of my own. I want someone to look at me the way he looks at Aviva and to love me the way he loves her. I never craved that until now.

      Until I saw what it was like to be loved by a man who completes you.

      Don’t get me wrong, I want the house, the husband, and the kids, but I’ve been so career-driven for so long, I ignored that yearning. I fought through school to get my degree and the respect of my peers. I was the only black woman in my program, and my pride wouldn’t allow me to settle for anything but perfection. Then I joined a firm where I didn’t belong. It was a male-dominated firm, and while they may have had some people of my race on staff, we still weren’t treated the way we should have been.

      I joined the firm I’m at now about four years ago. I knew the moment I walked in that I’d found my home. Feliciana Montcrieff graduated from the same program I did, just twenty years before me. She is one badass chick and powerful as all get-out. I never thought I would find a boss who gets me the way she does, and I love working for her. There’s been talk of her making me partner, but sometimes I’m unsure if I want that. If I want to have a family and a life outside of the firm, I may have to settle for being an awesome lawyer instead of the boss. I guess, in a way, I’ll be the boss of my household.

      While it does scare me to think that might not be enough, I feel, deep in my soul, it will be. I want to be loved. I want to be appreciated and worshiped. That person is out there for me. I just have to find him. However, he has been very hard to find thus far.

      “Off to the gym, sweet girl?”

      Callie beams at me as she comes around the counter. “Yup, trying to get my training in with Amelia before I leave.”

      Amelia is her coach, and she actually competed at Bellevue. She was an incredible gymnast; I know this because I may have stalked her online to make sure she was good enough for Callie. Thankfully, now she’s an incredible coach and mom. We like her around here, and she’s an IceCats’ wife, so Aviva sees a lot of her at Nico’s hockey gatherings and events. I don’t even have a toe in the hockey world, but since I represent Aviva, I have gotten some clients from the IceCats.

      “That’s cool. Ready to be a big girl off at college?”

      She grins. “Yes and no,” she says shyly. “I don’t want to leave everyone. I know I’ll come back for the birth, which is good, but I still don’t want to leave. Then I remember I can’t date anyone with Nico around, wanting to kill them.”

      I snort when, as if on cue, Nico comes out of the back. He gives her a look as he wraps his arms around both his girls before he beams at me. “Hey, Jay.”

      “Hey, Nico,” I sing to him, and he kisses Aviva’s cheek before patting Callie on the head. He towers over both of them, and I guess it’s good he’s bigger than a tree since he’s the goalie for the IceCats. He’s a good dude; Nico is. A little weird and has absolutely no filter, but he’s a great guy for Aviva and Callie. I hear he’s going to adopt Callie once he and Aviva get married. Callie will be over eighteen, but I still think it’s sweet. He loves them both so damn much. Callie moves out of his arms, grabbing her bag from the side of the counter.

      “Gotta run. I’ll see you guys later.”

      With that, Callie makes her exit as I lean forward on my hands. Aviva watches as her sister leaves, crossing the parking lot to where her gymnastics gym is. I know Aviva isn’t handling her sister going away to college well. Can’t blame her. It’s always only been Aviva and Callie, with me, of course, for a long time.

      “It’s going to be fine. We’ll go visit whenever you want.”

      She gives me a small smile before Nico kisses her cheek and then grabs his keys. “What she said.”

      I wink at him, and I know it makes me an asshole since I’m aware it makes him uncomfortable, but I do it anyway. He doesn’t like to look me, or anyone but Aviva and Callie, in the eye. It’s odd, but he could ignore me forever as long as he is good to my girls. With apprehension in her eyes, Aviva sighs heavily. She cups her growing belly and glances back at Nico. She doesn’t talk much about Callie leaving, but it’s all over her face that she doesn’t want her to go. “Where are you going?”

      “I gotta run to Kirby’s.”

      I choke on my spit at the sound of his name.

      The one that got away. Sigh. But really, is it getting away when we never actually started anything? Just a lot of good conversations and fun nights. Nothing sexual, nothing intimate. Just friendly and fun. Still, my heart skips a beat, trips, and falls face first on itself. His name, Kirby Litman… Ugh, it gets me. I wanted so bad for something to happen between us, but the universe had other plans.

      Le sigh.

      “Everything okay?”

      He grimaces. “Not really.”

      “What?” she asks, concern in her voice.

      His eyes cut to me and then back to her. “I’ll call you.”

      I give him a dry look. “I’m in the inner circle, Nico. Love me!” He laughs as he heads out. Quickly. Even Aviva is laughing, but when I glance back at her, I ask, “You’ll tell me later?”

      “Totally.”

      And that’s why Aviva is my best friend.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Jaylin

      

      “Ms. Raventorn? Your mother is on line one.”

      I hold my groan since, apparently, I’m a professional. It’s hard, but I also don’t want my assistant to know I don’t have the willpower or patience to speak to my mother right now. I know for a fact that Malcolm’s mom has already called my mom to complain that I blew him off. This means I have now embarrassed my mother and she will not be able to show her face at Sunday school. Doesn’t matter that Malcolm only wants me because I’m convenient. Or that he’s at his prime or whatever the hell he said. I’ve already forgotten.

      My mind is full of thoughts of Kirby. I don’t even know why. I haven’t spoken to him in over a year. When he got back with his girlfriend, who may or may not have been an ex—I’m not sure what that situation is—he cut off all contact with me out of respect for both his girlfriend and me. He didn’t want to lead me on, and with how gorgeous I am, I know his girlfriend would be jealous. I am curious to know what’s up with him, though. I hope all is well. But I know he is okay. He is one of those people who doesn’t ever back down from a fight. If he wants something or sees a way to make things better, he’ll make it happen.

      I haven’t heard from Aviva, and it’s killing me. I’m dying for the tea.

      “Ms. Raventorn?”

      Ugh. My mom. “Yes, sorry. Distracted. Please put her through, and then can you send me the Oleoff file? For the bookstore?”

      “Absolutely,” she says quickly, but before I can thank her, she’s bringing my mom on the line. “Mrs. Raventorn, you’re on with Ms. Raventorn.”

      Mom doesn’t hold back. “Jaylin Renee! He was a good man! Good money. He liked you a lot. How am I going to show my face around church? Now I’m going to have such a hard time getting my friends to get you dates.”

      Oh, poo. “Mom, I don’t need dates, FYI.”

      “Jaylin! You’re getting so old. I want grandchildren!”

      That’s the second time I’ve been called old… It doesn’t bode well. “Mom, I’m nowhere near old. I am in the prime of my life. I don’t understand this—you wanted me to have a career. I got that, and now, it’s like, bam! Get a husband and a baby. Give me some time, Mom. Husbands and babies don’t fall from trees.”

      I don’t have to see her to know she has her brows touching and she’s tapping the arm of her recliner. I give her the best headaches, which is unfair since it’s just me. Why couldn’t my parents have given me a sibling to take some of the pressure off? Nope. Just me to have the career, the husband, and the babies. Also, it’s on me to make sure they have the best care later when they can’t take care of themselves. She needs to relax before I put her in a home. Not that I would even do that or say it out loud.

      My mom is terrifying.

      “Malcolm is a good man.”

      “He only wanted me because I was available and can have his babies. He wore his lab coat—all the time. It was weird.”

      “He’s a doctor, child!”

      “And apparently everyone has to know that. It made me feel a certain kind of way.”

      “Honey, he is a good man.”

      “Sure, but not the man for me.”

      “Jaylin, child, you need a good, rich, black man—”

      “I need a good man. The rest doesn’t matter,” I say. I will never understand my mother’s need for me to marry a black man. I’m not saying I don’t love black men; I do. I’ve dated or slept with men of every single skin tone, and it’s been a blast. For me, it’s always been the soul that attracts me…and the dick. He’s gotta have a huge one, or he can’t hang.

      Literally.

      “And I will find him on my own time.”

      “You’re killing me, child.”

      I swear she says that to me about six times a week. When my phone sounds, I look down to see a text from Aviva.

      SistaFromAnotherMista: No, I haven’t forgotten about you. Things are a little spotty. Kirby got thrown a curve ball, so now they are moving things around. These two new players, who are twins, are coming in and they were supposed to stay with Kirby, but something happened. So now, everyone is trying to move them, but Nico doesn’t want them here because he thinks Callie will get gangbanged by them or some shit, so it’s a hot mess.

      My brow perks as my mother bitches about how I don’t have any need for a man and this is her fault. I don’t have to agree with her for her to know she’s right. She is. She has raised me to be so independent that I don’t understand why she thinks I can just settle for some random dude and be happy. While I do want that, as of now, I won’t settle for anyone but the best. I deserve it.

      I lift my phone up and text Aviva back.

      Me: What happened?

      SistaFromAnotherMista: Baby momma drama that I can’t talk about. It’s not good.

      My stomach drops. Maybe I should call? That would be weird, though, and would completely throw Aviva under the bus. But what could have happened?

      Me: Did they break up?

      SistaFromAnotherMista: Jay, they’ve been broken up. It’s about their daughter.

      Talk about being kicked in the stomach. I don’t even know the child, but the fact that she was made from Kirby’s genes, I feel she’s probably spectacular. Just like he’s spectacular… I really miss him. I’m a bit embarrassed by the spark of excitement at the thought of him being single and ready to mingle, but what if he is…

      First, though…

      Me: Is she okay!!!!!!

      SistaFromAnotherMista: Yes, she’s perfectly healthy. Give me some time. I’ll get back to you.

      Me: Oh, thank goodness. On a totally unrelated note, is he looking for some company?

      SistaFromAnotherMista: Jaylin Renee Raventorn. First, that is the same note, and second, NO! Get it together.

      Me: Geez, I was just asking.

      When she sends me the side-eyed emoji, I make a face before setting down my phone. I’m so consumed with thoughts and worries, I completely forget that I’m still on the phone with my mom. She’s so far into her rant, she hasn’t even noticed I’m not listening or even contributing to the conversation. It’s quite pathetic.

      “I have another friend. Her son is in the music industry. He has a music house or something. He helped with the last Taylor Swift album, and he’s got the most gorgeous skin. Y’all two’s babies would be such a gorgeous ebony.”

      I literally drop my face into my keyboard. Softly. I’m not trying to mess up my face. “Mom, I’m good.”

      “He makes over seven figures a year.”

      “Bye, Mom.”

      With my face still on my keyboard, I somehow hang up as I groan loudly. I don’t think she’s ever going to quit. Not that I’m surprised. My mom isn’t a quitter, which is where I get it. My dad, though, he’s perfect. He doesn’t push me at all. He is a firm believer in being in love with someone before you marry them. Mom wants money and babies. I don’t know how they got together, honestly. But they make it work, and they love me. Even if my mom is exhausting, my dad’s kindness and support balance it all out.

      And I ignore my mom a lot.

      I lift my face off the keyboard on an exhale before focusing on my computer. I have a million things to do and even to think about, but of course, Kirby is a one-man show in my head. The super-nosy part of me wants to know what is going on. The caring, fixing part of me wants to solve it all for him and make sure he is okay. It may be nothing, but I’m concerned. I just want him to be happy.

      Happy with me would be awesome, but I know that ship has sailed.

      I wanted to be his Stanley Cup. But nope, we couldn’t even make the play-offs.

      Man. Nico would be so proud of that analogy!

      However, it’s understood that no one, and I mean no one, speaks of the loss against that Nashville team. To say Nico and his friends are super in their feelings about losing the last series is putting it mildly. I’ve never seen a grown man cry the way some of the guys did. Super crazy-pants, but then, I don’t get hockey. I mean, the knocking into one another is really hot, but I don’t have the patience to chase around a puck. Plus, I can’t skate, so that’s a thing too.

      I sit back, crossing my legs as my high heel hangs off the tip of my toe. I bounce my shoe as I read through a contract that is due to my client today. I start to bring my water bottle straw to my lips and sip, but something catches my attention. I furrow my brows in as I move my eyes from my computer to the tall, beautiful man standing at reception with a baby in his arms. I know that back—and that ass.

      Kirby.

      I promptly start choking as I drop the bottle to the floor and hurry out of my chair…and promptly fall face first on the carpet of my office. I let out a little scream, and once more, I hate that my office walls are glass. If it were a real office with real walls, no one would have seen or heard me. I just hope that Kirby didn’t hear or see it. Alas, karma is out to get me for talking back to my mom. When I look up to where he was standing, he has turned, his blazing amber gaze right on me. Never in my life have I seen eyes like his. They’re stunning, beautiful, and rare. Just like his smile. He seems shocked to see me—I’m sure I’m quite the image to take in—but then his lips curve up crookedly.

      I forgot what the combination of eyes and smile does to me.

      How they make me feel.

      Like a bumbling buffoon.

      Maybe it’s best that I stay right here and act like I didn’t see him.

      But for that to work, I need to break eye contact.

      And that’s impossible.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Kirby

      

      Jaylin.

      Jesus.

      When you don’t see someone for a long time, you start to make up how gorgeous they are in your head. With Jaylin, though, I didn’t do that. I didn’t have to. Her level of beauty isn’t even describable. Fuck me, she’s gorgeous. I will never ever forget the first time I saw her. As soon as she walked into the bar, my eyes narrowed in on her. She has a classic, pure beauty I’ve never witnessed before a day in my life. I’ve been around the block, I’ve seen and been with some gorgeous women, my ex included, but there is something about Jaylin that sends me to the ultimate limit. She gives me the feeling as if my toes are on a ledge and I’m fighting for balance not to fall. She’s powerful. Stunning. And too smart for her own good. Not locking her down is my biggest regret in my life, and I’ve done some suspect things. I know I had to try with my ex for Celeste’s sake, but man, I’m pretty sure I’d give up a pinkie to have stayed with Jaylin.

      I don’t need a pinkie to play hockey, I don’t think.

      It’s just tragic. I didn’t even get to taste her. I didn’t get to hold her. I didn’t get to wake up beside her. We kept it friendly, mainly because I was still dealing with shit with Lilly. She wasn’t completely out of my life, and Jaylin isn’t a side dish. She’s the whole fucking meal. Even with her lying on the floor, her wild curls all in her face as her dark caramel eyes stay locked with mine, I seriously can’t even think of a more beautiful woman.

      I swallow as I curve my lips. I can’t help it. I’ve missed her. She gets up off the floor and stands beside her desk, fully embarrassed. Even as dark and silky as her skin looks, I can see the rosiness in her cheeks. Fuck, she’s gorgeous. She plasters a formal, sweet smile on her face as she wobbles out of her office. She’s missing a heel, but even so, I’m still blown away by her appearance. She’s wearing a tight yellow skirt with a sheer black top that is big and billowy at the shoulders. There is a huge water stain on her shirt, but who cares? Under the shirt is her silky skin, her breasts hidden by a thin-strapped tank. Her black hair is down, in riotous curls along her shoulders. She has on dark makeup to accentuate her beauty, and damn, I’ve missed her. Greatly. It’s hard to keep my cool. I want to fall at her feet, worship her, and beg her to give me another chance. But then Celeste grabs my face, and I’m knocked back into reality. I’m a father. I am a full-time father now, and someone like Jaylin Raventorn wouldn’t want anything to do with me.

      Before she reaches me, she kicks off her single black pump and grins up at me shyly. She’s several inches shorter than me, but her personality makes her seem ten feet tall. I take in a deep breath as I gaze into her eyes, and my hate for Lilly grows. She not only abandoned our daughter; she ruined every chance I had with this beautiful queen.

      “Hey,” she says finally, and man, the roughness in her voice turns me on.

      “Hey,” I say, and then we’re just staring at each other. I feel the regret coming off her as well. I feel the heat moving between us. It almost seems as if we’re the only two standing here. The office isn’t full of people, and there aren’t many eyes on us. Celeste must feel it too, because she lets out a wail, reminding me once more that I am not someone Jaylin would want any longer.

      “Celeste. Goodness,” I laugh as she leans her head on mine, and I pop the pacifier into her mouth.

      “Celeste? That’s a gorgeous name,” Jaylin says, but it’s obvious she’s uncomfortable. We never had the conversation about marriage or kids, but she doesn’t seem like the type. She’s very much career-driven and extremely independent. “She looks just like you.”

      I smile as I kiss Celeste’s little cheek. She does look like me—she has my nose and chin, but with light hair and light-blue eyes. “Yeah, she’s pretty perfect.”

      “Congratulations.”

      I nod. “Thanks. It’s been a wild ride, but I wouldn’t change a thing.”

      Total lie. I’d rather have had Celeste with Jaylin.

      “I bet. You seem pretty happy.”

      I shrug. “I’m good. Things are a little crazy right now, but I’ll figure it out.”

      She smiles. “Sorry about the Cup.”

      The stabbing pain of disappointment comes rushing back. “Ugh, thanks. What a crap show, eh?”

      She nods. “It sucked. I thought you guys had them.”

      “Me too,” I agree, letting out a long breath. “How you doing?”

      She runs her hands down the front of her dress. “Well, when I’m not falling out of my desk, I’m doing fine.” We share a grin. “Real good. The practice is going great. I’m constantly busy, and you know, just living my best life.”

      “As always.” She beams at me as I continue to take her in. She doesn’t settle for anything but greatness. “Well, you look amazing.”

      She smirks at me as her eyes darken. “Thank you. Fatherhood looks great on you.”

      I force the grin as I nod. I love being a father. Celeste is my pride and joy, I love her, but as I suspected, Jaylin doesn’t see anything but that. Then again, it’s who I am. I’m not some carefree, crazy bachelor anymore. I’m a father, and I will be the best one yet. I’ll be everything my father wasn’t. “Thanks. I’m a proud papa.”

      She looks unsure of herself, which isn’t Jaylin. Before I can ask how her parents are doing since her dad was battling some asthma when we were last talking, she asks, “Are you here for me?”

      “I wish,” I blurt out, and to cover up my stupidity, I say quickly, “I’m here to see Willa Ray. I hired her since you don’t do family law.”

      She’s confused. “Willa is wonderful. She’ll win whatever you need. I may be overstepping, and you can tell me to mind my own, but is everything okay?”

      “I’d never tell you that,” I blurt once more, and then I swallow to compose myself. But I sure as hell don’t miss the flash of something in those gorgeous eyes of hers. “Her mom ran out on us. Lilly and I broke up right when Celeste was born, but when Lilly dropped Celeste off to me the other day, she said she wasn’t coming back. I want full custody and to make sure she can’t get my baby back and do this again.”

      Her eyes widen as her mouth parts. “What a fucking bitch,” she says, but then she slaps her hand across her mouth. “Oh my goodness, I’m so sorry.”

      I grin. “It’s okay. She doesn’t know any better yet, and I agree,” I say with a wink, and she lets her hands fall.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “It is what it is. Celeste will be better off with me.”

      “Absolutely. I’m captivated by how attentive you are. This whole time we’ve been chatting, you’ve taken care of her like it’s second nature. I’m fully impressed.”

      I love how she talks. I wave her off. “This is nothing. You should see my diaper skills.”

      She grins. “Shh, don’t say that too loud. There’re a lot of thirsty females in here, wanting husbands to walk in.”

      Wish she were one of those thirsty females. I laugh along as I nod. “So, you see—” Before I can finish my sentence—which, in all honesty, it’s best that I don’t—my lawyer, Willa Ray, walks up.

      “Kirby Litman?”

      “That’s me,” I say, my voice cracking. I gotta get away from Jaylin; she’s making me dumb.

      “Ms. Raventorn?”

      Jaylin looks over to the lady who just called her, the one who is waving a phone in the air. Jaylin holds up a finger and then looks back to Willa. “Hey,” she says sweetly before reaching over to squeeze my forearm. I swear, I feel her touch everywhere. “This is a super-great guy. Please take care of him.”

      “Absolutely, Ms. Raventorn.”

      Jaylin looks back at me, but then she turns her gaze on Celeste. She rubs her fingers along her cheek, and Celeste giggles. “Man, she’s beautiful.”

      “Thank you,” I say, and…please look at me. Please.

      Finally, her eyes cut to mine. “I wish I had time to play with her.” And just like that, once again, I’m reminded of who Jaylin Raventorn is and how I could never measure up. She glances back at Willa. “Let me know if you need me to do anything.”

      “Will do. Right this way, Mr. Litman.”

      Before I can move, though, my eyes meet Jaylin’s. “Thanks.”

      “Of course,” she gushes, waving me off. “It was really good seeing you.”

      I nod. “Yeah, you too.”

      She grins and then heads back toward her office. I’m not even ashamed of the fact that I watch her. That I’m basically drooling at the mouth for her. I want to follow her, beg her to go out with me. But once more, Celeste slaps my face, knocking some sense back into me. Sadly, I follow my new lawyer to her office, wishing like hell I wasn’t about to sue my ex for custody of my daughter.

      And maybe instead signing a contract for a new house for Jaylin, Celeste, and me to live in.

      Because signing that contract would mean I would be in Jaylin’s office.

      With Jaylin.

      Life has a funny way of fucking you sometimes.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Jaylin

      

      The problem with offices made of glass is that when there is someone you want to stalk, it’s entirely too easy.

      I’ve turned my chair to the left while putting my feet up on the edge of my desk. I have files in my lap, with a highlighter in one hand and a pen in the other. I tap my lip with said pen so people think I’m really concentrating on the work I am doing. I’m not, though. Instead, I am watching Kirby with Celeste on his knee as he listens intently to Willa. She is moving her hands, talking with her whole body, and that’s how I know she is passionate about helping him. There are a lot of things about Willa that I love and adore, but my favorite thing is that when she wants to win a case, she does everything in her power to do so. It’s one of the reasons she is our most successful family lawyer. I’m a bit worried because custody is hard to take away from a mother, but I have all the confidence in the world that if someone were going to make it happen, it’d be Willa.

      Kirby meets with her for over an hour. In that time, I find I have to pee like a racehorse, and also, I have made eye contact with Jacob Jinkins, one of our criminal lawyers who is convinced I want to suck his dick. Sorry, no. I want the sexy dad with the adorable baby in his lap. He is incredible with her. I’ve met a lot of men who say they want kids, but I never saw them as a dad. Kirby was made for the role. He is so attentive to Celeste. He feeds her, gives her toys, and keeps her occupied while still giving Willa his attention. It’s astonishing to witness.

      And such a damn turn-on. I’m basically squirming in my seat, but then I feel dirty because he’s being a dad and shit. Like, isn’t that wrong? Then again, if it is, fuck it, I don’t want to be right. I lean back in my chair, acting as if I’m yawning as I watch him sign some documents. He moves with such fluidity, it’s beautiful. I find that all hockey players are like that; they move so efficiently and with purpose. I bet he is incredible in bed.

      When my phone rings, it startles me, but I recover fast, answering Aviva’s call.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey, sorry. It’s been crazy all day. So, here is what is going on—”

      “He’s here.”

      She pauses. “He is?”

      “Yeah, meeting with Willa for his case. He told me what happened.”

      “Oh, okay. So, you’re up-to-date.”

      “I am. What a cunt, huh?”

      “Super-duper cunt. I never liked her.”

      “Who does that to a child?”

      “Exactly. Though Kirby wasn’t too surprised. He said she’s always been flighty, which is why they never worked out. Also, she liked to fuck anything with legs while he was gone.”

      I roll my eyes. “Double cunt.”

      “Legit,” she agrees. “How did he seem? He is being so strong. He is such a good dad.”

      “Oh, totally. He’s impressive and so fucking hot.”

      “Jay…” she warns, but I’m not listening.

      “I’m currently obsessing over the dip in his cheek when he gives Celeste a smile.”

      “Jesus. You’re watching him? Isn’t Jacob’s office between yours and Willa’s?”

      “Yes, and he is probably going to ask me out again, but I don’t care. I can’t stop watching Kirby and regretting that things didn’t align for us.”

      “I know,” she says on a sigh. “I think you two would have been awesome together.”

      “We would have been.”

      She snorts. “Please, tell me what you really think.”

      Now, I’m the one sighing. “I wish that was my baby on his lap.”

      I know my confession stuns my best friend for life, and I quickly regret it. I’m not one to say things like that. I’ve always sold my kids when I got them in the game of Life. I’ve even tried to sell my husband since Aviva always told me he got to drive. That’s bullshit. I’m driving. I didn’t have baby dolls growing up. I had a lemonade stand that I used to sell snacks to Aviva’s dolls. I was all about making that money and doing big things. I’ve done them.

      Now, I want more.

      Funny how that happens.

      When Kirby gets up all of a sudden, I widen my eyes as I watch him shake hands with Willa while Celeste sits on his hip. “Ooh, he’s moving.”

      “Who?”

      “Kirby.”

      “You’re still watching him!”

      “Why are you surprised?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know why,” she says with laughter in her voice. “Is he coming to say bye?”

      Shit! As he reaches down to grab his bag, I almost fall out of my chair again in an effort to go back to normal. I throw everything on my desk and push my chair up into place so I look like the professional lawyer I am. Though, for the last hour, some would say I was less than professional.

      Whatever.

      “He’s leaving her office,” I say, watching him out of the corner of my eye so that he doesn’t think I’m watching him. Celeste moves her hands through his hair, and I can’t fight back the smile when he kisses her nose. Promptly, my ovaries explode.

      Oh, ovaries. I’m sorry I’ve neglected you.

      “Is he coming your way?”

      “God, I hope so.”

      “Do you need to call me back?”

      “I don’t—” Before I can finish, he turns away from my office, heading straight for the elevators instead. I exhale harshly, the disappointment eating me alive. “Guess he isn’t interested.”

      “Jay,” she scolds. “He has a lot going on right now. Dating is the last thing he wants.”

      “I know,” I say. And I do know that. “I’m just being in my feelings.”

      “Which is okay,” she reminds me. “It’s better to feel than hold it all in. Right?”

      “Right,” I agree, and I hate that I allowed her to come to therapy with me when I was going through my cancer treatment. She uses all that shit on me more than I care for her to. Suddenly, there is a knock at my door. I hate how excited I get at the possibility of it being Kirby.

      Because it’s not, and just like that, I’m disappointed.

      “Hey, Jaylin. Can I talk to you?”

      “Of course,” I say as Willa enters. “Aviva, let me call you back.”

      “No problem. Love you.”

      “Love you,” I say, hanging up and throwing my phone down. I lean on my elbows, plastering on the fakest and most supportive smile I can muster. “How’d it go with Litman?”

      “Good. He’s smart as a whip. He’s documented everything. He even has screenshots of conversations when she left. She doesn’t want custody of the child and even said he can have her. It should be cut-and-dried, but still, I want to make sure all my bases are covered.”

      I nod. “Of course.”

      “I wanted to get your opinion since you two know each other,” she says slowly. “I advised him to get a nanny service for when he travels for his work, but he’s insistent that his elderly neighbors will watch the child while he’s traveling.”

      I shake my head. “If he has a live-in nanny, it will look better because she’s being paid and is a professional.”

      “That’s what I was thinking. I told him I would get him some recommendations.”

      I’m moving to my computer before she can even finish her sentence. “I’m sending you the best nanny service in town. I represent them, and the family the owner’s favorite nanny worked for just moved away, so she is up for grabs. She is the best. I’m also sending her an email to expect his call.” I turn my eyes to hers. “Make sure he does it this way.”

      She nods. “Thanks. Can you maybe reach out to him, too? He was extremely agreeable with everything I suggested, but this, he didn’t seem to want to budge on.”

      My heart races. I would love nothing more than to call and talk to him about this, but it isn’t my place. I bite my lip. “I don’t want him to feel like we’re tag-teaming him or that you’re running your mouth to me about his case. We’re on his side. He needs to remember that.”

      “Exactly.”

      “I’ll send an email with the nanny company’s information, and I’ll tell him that you were asking me for advice and I suggested the same thing you did.”

      “That would be great. Thank you.”

      She goes to get up, and I stop her. “Willa.” She looks down at me. “Please make sure he gets custody.”

      She smiles. “It’s pretty straightforward. But you know me, I prepare for everything that could go bad, just in case.”

      We share a smile. It’s something we both do. Make sure each I is dotted and T is crossed. As much as I don’t know what I’ll say in the email to him, I know I need to send it. I have to help them get what they want. I want the best chance for the best outcome for them. At this firm, we want to win not only for ourselves, but for our clients. I know Willa won’t give up until she has the result that Kirby wants, that Celeste needs. We don’t play; that’s why we’re successful.

      In the legal world.

      In the real world, we’re both single and childless.

      But maybe, just maybe, I can change both of those things.

      With Kirby.

      I don’t know about this feelings shit. Aviva may be wrong, but I really, really want Kirby Litman, and I don’t know how bad an idea that is.

      I’m sure I’ll find out.
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      Kirby

      

      Hey Kirby,

      I know things have been rough, so I pray this email finds you in better spirits after meeting with Willa. You went with the best in the biz, and I am confident she’ll get you the result you want. I hope you were happy with the meeting and satisfied with your conversation. I wanted to reach out and let you know that Willa came to me for advice on the nanny situation, and I fully agreed that you need outside help. I know you’d want someone you trust, so I’ve included the contact information for a company I represent. They are wonderful, highly rated, and the owner’s favorite is the nanny I am suggesting for Celeste. I’m confident you will take our advice, and I know we’ll achieve the resolution you and Celeste deserve. Thank you for trusting our firm.

      It was really wonderful to see you and Celeste. You’re an amazing dad, Kirby.

      Good luck,

      Jaylin

      

      I should be ashamed that I’ve read this email at least nine hundred times since I received it three weeks ago. I don’t know why, but I want so badly for the words to change to: I think you’re a hot-ass dad, and I still want you.

      Yes, I am aware that is ridiculous and silly, but damned if I don’t want it to be true. I could really read into the “really wonderful to see you” part. Does she want to see more of me? I want to see more of her. Fuck. So bad. I’ve hit reply a billion times and typed up the naughtiest of emails, but then I deleted them. I can’t just throw myself out there for rejection.

      Not with everything that’s going on.

      Aviva and Nico stand in the doorway of the nanny’s room. As much as I didn’t want to hire a nanny since my neighbors have a lot of feelings about it, I went with Willa’s and Jaylin’s advice. Plus, the moment that Celeste met Jean, she loved her.

      Jean Espinoza is a cool chick. Really funny, spunky, and she knows how to care for a kid. She’s the middle of nine kids, and because of that, she’s nannying until she finds the right guy to marry. That guy is not me because she works for me, and from the moment I saw Jaylin again, I can’t think of anyone but her.

      But if I weren’t hung up on Jaylin, I’d holler at Jean. She’s a gorgeous girl. Long black hair, with the shiniest brown eyes I’ve ever seen. If she weren’t smiling all the time, I’d think she was crying with how shiny they are. She’s a bigger girl, but thick in all the right places. She’s stunning and so damn sweet to my girl. That’s probably my favorite thing about her, how much she loves my kid. But nothing compares with how I feel about Jaylin.

      Jesus Almighty. Cheers to her parents ’cause, hot damn, she’s stunning.

      Alas, everything is a shitshow. We go to court in a week, and when I told Lilly that, she didn’t seem to care. I don’t know if she’ll show up. If she doesn’t, we have to get another court date, and then another, before she gives up custody. I just want it done. I want it over, and I want Celeste to be only mine. I’m at the point now where I don’t even think Lilly deserves to be Celeste’s mother. Hell, I’ll be mom and dad. Whatever Celeste needs. Which is why I am standing in the newly decorated room for my nanny. With Aviva’s help, it’s perfect to me, but I still need their approval.

      Aviva is grinning and that’s good, but Nico looks bored. “So, you’re living with this chick, and you’re not banging?”

      Anyone else would be offended, but I know Nico has no filter whatsoever.

      Aviva rolls her eyes. “Nico…”

      I scoff before I say, “Yeah, I know it’s hard to believe, but I gotta make sure Celeste is solid.”

      “I thought Henry and Merle wanted to watch CC?” he asks, speaking of my neighbors.

      “They did, but my lawyer thinks this is the best solution to win custody since I travel so much.”

      Aviva nods. “If Jay says it’s the best, it is. She knows what’s best.”

      “I know, but I feel like CC needs someone she knows. I wouldn’t want our kid with some stranger,” he says skeptically as he rubs Aviva’s growing belly. It’s crazy that a year ago, we were both fucking whoever we wanted, and now, we’re dads. While he has it all, I know I’ll find that for myself.

      Hopefully, she’s a sexy dark-skinned, curly ebony-haired boss of a babe in a pencil skirt.

      It’s a long shot, especially after that email, but one can dream.

      As always, I have to force myself to stop thinking of Jaylin and answer Nico. “Jean isn’t a stranger anymore. She’s come every day since I’ve hired her for three hours to play with CC. She loves her, and I think she’s great. She’s a good fit.”

      He doesn’t seem convinced. “Maybe next time, don’t make a kid with a piece of shit.”

      I give him a dry look. “I don’t regret that at all. Celeste is everything.”

      He holds up his hands quickly, guilt filling his features. Since Nico doesn’t have a filter, he apologizes a lot. “My bad, bro. I didn’t mean that Celeste—”

      I wave him off. I love this dude, even if he doesn’t think before he speaks. “It’s no problem, man. I know what you meant. And don’t worry, there won’t be a next time unless I am happily married.”

      Aviva smiles brightly. “Or in a committed relationship with your forever.”

      I point to Aviva, grinning. “What she said.”

      We all chuckle a bit as we head out into the living room, where Celeste is in her pack ’n play, playing with some blocks as she watches Baby Einstein. I don’t care what anyone says, that show is legit, and I don’t mind that I had to buy a DVD player to play it. Celeste needs this. Aviva leans into her pack ’n play, rubbing her back as she smiles down at my girl. Aviva is good people. Strong gal and one hell of a provider. She loves hard, and I can’t wait to see her as a mother. She’s already one hell of a sister, so I can only imagine.

      “When’s Callie leave?”

      She looks up sadly. “Next month.”

      I nod as Nico makes a face. “I don’t want her to leave, especially since I think Chandler is going to send those Adler boys my way.”

      I chuckle as Aviva makes a face back at him. “Aren’t they Amelia’s cousins?”

      Aviva nods. “Yes, but with the twins and the new baby she is having, she and Chandler are running out of room. Rumor has it as soon as camp is over and the Adlers know for sure if they are staying, they’ll get an apartment.”

      “Yeah, so they need to make it or get out of here.”

      “Nico, they are sweet guys.”

      “That have penises.”

      “Jesus—” she moans, but he cuts her off.

      “Callie is too pretty, and I know they’ll fight over her.”

      “And? She’s a smart girl.”

      Nico isn’t convinced. “If she’s anything like you—and she is—she can’t resist a hot hockey player.”

      A wicked grin comes over her beautiful mouth. “So, you think the Adler boys are hot?”

      “Man, you walked right into that,” I tease, and he makes a face.

      “I really did,” he says, annoyed with himself. “But whatever. They need to stay with Chandler and Amelia, then hell, I’ll buy them an apartment.”

      I grin. “I hope Callie wants to bang one of them, just to piss you off.”

      If looks could kill, I’d be dead. Nine times over. “Take it back, Litman.”

      I grin as he comes toward me, ready to murder me. “Never.”

      Aviva is dying with laughter at this point as she takes ahold of Nico’s wrist to stop him. “Nico, be real. She’s too focused on gymnastics and school to be worrying about boys.”

      “You better hope,” he says, pointing to me, and then he looks down at Celeste. “You’re lucky you’re cute and need him, or he’d be dead.”

      Celeste gives him a toothless grin as she shrieks happily. We all laugh as Aviva’s phone dings. She looks down at it and makes a face. Nico sees it since he’s obsessed with her. I can’t blame him. And he asks, “Everything okay?”

      She rolls her eyes. “Jay is on a date, and it’s going awful. I wonder when her mom will figure out that she doesn’t want to be set up.”

      Set up? As in, she’s looking for someone?

      “She doesn’t need to be set up. She isn’t hard to look at,” Nico says with a grin that earns him a nice smack in the chest. “What? I mean that with love.”

      “You won’t even look her in the eye, but you say that?”

      He grins, and Aviva rolls her eyes. They’re adorable, but instead of saying that, I blurt out, “She’s dating?”

      They both eye me. Slowly, Aviva answers. “Yeah, she’s ready to settle down.”

      Her eyes scrutinize me, and I hope I don’t give anything away as I nod. “That’s cool. I saw her when I went to meet my lawyer.”

      Still, her eyes burn my skin as she tries to read me. Sorry, sister. I’ve been hiding my true feelings from the world my whole life. “She told me.”

      Be aloof. Don’t react. Don’t be suspicious. Just nod. Instead, and against my better judgment, I quickly ask, “Did she?”

      That isn’t aloof, Litman!

      The widest, brightest grin moves across those lips of hers as if she just scored and won the Cup I want so fucking bad. Almost as bad as I want Jaylin. “She did. She went on and on about how cute Celeste is and how great of a dad you are.”

      “Well, she isn’t wrong.”

      Nico slaps me on the back. “She isn’t. And we could be here all day, talking about Jaylin and what she thinks or even how you think. But here is an idea—maybe write her an email since you’re obsessed with the one she sent you and ask for a playdate.” He waggles his brows, and I promptly want to kick his ass.

      Aviva’s eyes widen as she looks between us. “What are you talking about?”

      “Nothing,” Nico sings as he heads for the door.

      She looks back at me. “What’s he talking about?”

      “No clue,” I play off, and his laughter runs down my spine.

      I really need to rethink this friendship we have.

      But maybe I’ll take his advice…

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Jaylin

      

      I tap the toe of my high heel against the rail of the bar as I sip on my cider. I’m waiting for a date with Allen Lissome, a guy I’ve been seeing on and off for a while since he travels a whole lot. When he’s in town, we hook up, and it’s a good time. He’s in the big pharma game, and while his job gives me the creeps since I think there is a cure for cancer out there but pharmaceutical companies are keeping it to themselves, he eats me out like no other. And I need to get off. I have become completely obsessed with Kirby, and I need to kick that again. Allen and his magical mouth cured me of my Kirby issues before, so I’m sure it’ll work a second time.

      I lean on my hand as I move my gaze from one TV to another, watching all the sports. Another thing about Allen, he’s a huge sports guy. He loves this sports pub because it has beer and a mean cheesesteak sandwich. Since I’m a fan of the mozzarella sticks and the cider, I don’t mind. Also, they’re quick, which means we get back to his place even quicker. The cider I’m sipping on is imported and my absolute favorite. It goes down real smooth, and I soon realize I’ve finished my glass.

      Where the hell is Allen?

      As I try to wave down the bartender, I check my phone for a message. I realize that my extreme promptness, which makes me crazy-early everywhere, means Allen isn’t late. Rather, I’m a horny bitch who needs to relax and get another drink. Before the bartender can reach me, though, a rather large man beside me waves him down.

      “Three waters and whatever this gorgeous peach is drinking.”

      He flashes me the brightest, whitest smile I’ve ever seen, and I can’t help but grin back. “Gorgeous peach? That’s a first.”

      He’s beaming as his buddies, who are equally as large, maybe a wee bit bigger, watch with amusement. The taller one is grinning like he’s about to get some, while the other is a little more reserved but interested in what is happening. It doesn’t take a genius to realize they are twins. Really, really hot twins. “Well, I’ve never seen such a gorgeous woman.”

      “Lies,” I accuse as the bartender hands me another cider and waters to the boys. Or children. They can’t be over twenty. “Or you haven’t lived long enough to see your fair share of beautiful women.”

      His lips curve even more. “Oh peach, I don’t need another twenty years to know beauty when I see it.”

      Ha. I called it. “Twenty? My God, you’re a baby.”

      He actually blushes. If he weren’t a baby, I’d let him flirt with me all day. Gotta set him loose to prowl. “I’m a big, big man,” he teases, and I grin.

      “Big, big man?”

      He nods. “I’m big…and big.” He nods toward his cock, and with that, my look tells him to run. He grimaces as his friends guffaw behind him. The reserved one finds this hilarious. “Can I take that back?”

      “Please.”

      He quickly holds out his hand. “My name is D’Artagnan Miklas.”

      I blink. Surely, I heard him wrong. “D’Artagnan?”

      He grins. “Yeah? I’m named after some chick flick from the eighties. I guess there’s also some old-ass book.”

      Oh, my heart. I was maybe ten, but I lusted after Chris O’Donnell like no other. I wanted to have his little horse-riding babies and teach them to fence. “It was the nineties, and the most amazing, romantic, and beautiful movie, The Three Musketeers.”

      “I’ve seen that!” the bigger twin says with a toothy grin. “My mom loves those kinds of movies.”

      His mom. I’m probably his mom’s age. “How old are you?”

      “Nineteen,” he says proudly. “I’m a hockey player.”

      Just like that, I’m knocked back into the imaginary rink in my head where I’m naked and being banged by Kirby in all his sexy hockeyness against one of those big net things. I need to shake these children. Before I can, though, the not-so-amused twin gives his brother a dirty look. “Really? That’s what you lead with? ‘I’m nineteen and a hockey player. Please let me buy you a drink.’”

      “I like you,” I say, pointing to him, and he grins, holding out his hand. He has the most amazing blue eyes, but he’s also nineteen, so keep it moving, Jay.

      As I shake his hand, he says, “Evan Adler. It’s really nice to meet you. This idiot is my brother Owen. We’re from Nashville, Tennessee, trying to play for the IceCats.”

      “Wow, I love Nashville. My niece is about to go to school down there. Bellevue?”

      “Yeah! I picked coming here instead of going to college there.” We share a smile, and his eyes are dangerous. God help the girl he sets those blue lasers on. “I think I made the right choice.”

      I chuckle at his insinuation. “You’re cute, but I’m way out of your age group.”

      “Not at all,” he says, leaning on the bar, and those quiet ones are always the risky ones.

      Someone put me out of my misery. “Okay, D’Artagnan. Grab Athos and Porthos and head on off to save the king or win a Cup or whatever.”

      The confusion is all over D’Artagnan’s and Evan’s faces, but Owen, my movie friend, grins. “Good one.”

      “I thought so,” I say with a wink.

      But then I hear his voice. “Okay, boys. Keep it moving. This lady is way too classy for slumming with you three.”

      I go still.

      My heart stops, and as I look past the Three Musketeers, there he is. “Kirby?”

      The guys look between us as he cuddles Celeste in his arms. She’s sleeping against his chest, her beautiful curls covering her face. How she is sleeping in this loud place is beyond me, but hot damn if I don’t wish I were on his chest like she is. He is stunning in a soft red tee that is tight along his chest and shoulders from supporting Celeste’s weight. His dark hair is a mess, like he hasn’t combed it in a week, and that dark shadow on his face tells me he hasn’t shaved either. Within seconds, I’m worried. Is he not handling things well? Is Jean not working out? From what I heard, he loved her and she loved them! Does he need me?

      Okay, Jaylin. Pump the brakes.

      I swallow hard as his eyes move along my body. He may be a solid six feet away with a child on his chest and three fully grown man-children between us, but it feels like he is right beside me, his body enveloping mine.

      “Hey, Jaylin. These guys giving you trouble?”

      The way the guys act, it’s as if Kirby is their principal. “Not at all.”

      “I just bought her a drink!”

      “She talked to us.”

      “Guys, relax,” he says, rolling his eyes. “Go get us a table.”

      D’Artagnan holds up his water, and I tap my cider to his. “Let me know when you want to broaden that age-group notion.”

      I scoff, but Kirby gives him a look that basically says he’s currently pissing on my leg, and he backs off.

      It turns me on in a way I can’t even explain.

      “Don’t hold your breath. I wasn’t kidding when I said she is way too classy for you guys.”

      “Fine, Lit, fine. Jeez,” he mutters as the twins wave to me, and they head off to get a table.

      Kirby looks over at me, and I smile. “Boneheads.”

      “Are you babysitting three more?”

      He grins. “Kinda. I’m the guy to guide them along the road to the IceCats. Two of them will make it. One will go back to the AHL.”

      “AHL?”

      “The American Hockey League. It’s one step down from the National Hockey League.”

      I nod. I knew that, but I really don’t want him to stop talking. “Oh neat. Which ones do you think will make it?”

      He hesitates. It’s obvious he likes the guys. “The twins, probably. Their dad is Shea Adler.”

      I blink. “Okay?”

      “Great hockey player. I really need to educate you.”

      Yes. God please. Naked. Yes, naked.

      I laugh off my horniness. “Aw, but I like D’Artagnan.”

      He gives me a blank look. “Like?”

      “Yeah, he’s adorable.”

      “Like, you want to date him?”

      I snort. “Jealous?”

      His eyes narrow. “You aren’t allowed to date any of my teammates.”

      I gawk at him, pressing my hand to my chest. “Excuse me? You’re telling me who I can and can’t date?”

      He has a teasing grin, one I’ve missed. It’s so beautiful, and I love how bright his eyes get. “I am.”

      I scoff. “You’re lucky you’re cute, or I’d tell you about yourself. But please, enlighten me. Why can’t I date your teammates?”

      “Because.”

      “Because?”

      “Because I said.”

      “No shit, Sherlock. Tell me why.”

      He takes a step closer, licking his bottom lip, and yup, I won’t date anyone if he asks me not to. His eye bore into mine, and his chest rises with a deep breath as heat creeps up his neck. “Because I want—”

      “Jay, babe. Sorry I’m late.”

      Because I want…what?

      Talk about taking an imaginary puck to the puss. I gawk at him, my heart pounding in my chest just as Allen’s lips press into my cheek. But even if I could look away, my eyes don’t leave Kirby’s. I don’t know what he was about to say, but the disappointment guts me. Fucking hell. “Oh, hey,” I say, recovering quickly since Allen is looking at me.

      “Hey.” He grins, and then his eyes move to Kirby. “Hey, man. Allen Lissome.”

      “Nice to meet you. Kirby Litman.”

      Allen arches a brow. “Defensemen for the IceCats.”

      Kirby smiles proudly. “That’s me.”

      “Wow, it’s awesome to meet you. Cute baby.”

      Kirby nods, kissing Celeste’s head. “Thanks.”

      “Are you a client of Jay’s?”

      Before he can answer, I blurt out, “Of the firm, yes. But personal, no. We’re friends.”

      Oh, I can feel the heat of Kirby’s eyes on mine. Why did I say that? “That’s cool—”

      “Sorry, my friends are waiting for me.” I can hear annoyance in Kirby’s voice, and it bothers me. I don’t know what he has to be angry about—he knows my number; he can call me anytime and tell me exactly what he was about to say.

      Because I want what?

      “It was good to see you, Jaylin.”

      I meet his gaze, and heat runs through me like lava. “You too,” I squeak out, and instantly, I’m embarrassed.

      Our eyes linger a bit longer than they should, and then I watch as he walks away toward the table where the Three Musketeers are waiting for him. Allen moves beside me, sitting down, but I can’t stop watching Kirby.

      Because I want what?

      What the hell does he want?

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Jaylin

      

      I wish they had seated us outside, but with it being god-awful hot out, they seated us four tables over from Kirby, Celeste, and his adopted children. Yes, I counted the tables. And yes, I can’t keep my eyes off Kirby. It’s as if he is a pair of Jimmy Choos and I just got paid. I’m drawn to him. He is just unbelievably gorgeous, and watching him as a dad makes my ovaries explode, cry, and wiggle with want. It’s almost unfair how beautiful he is. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’ve seen my fair share of beautiful men, slept with some of them, but there is just something about Kirby.

      I don’t know if it’s the dimple in his chin, or maybe the ones that come out when he smiles. It’s so cute. Makes him look boyish, but he’s not a boy because he’s caring for a small human. His small human. I’ve never found a man with a baby attractive, but now…now, I’m drooling, it’s so hot. Kirby cares for Celeste, he loves her, he would die for her. To know he has that capacity, to know I can be on the receiving end…it’s a turn-on. I want it. I crave it. It scares me how badly I want it. It’s weird. It’s not who I am, who I have been.

      I’m sitting here, across from my casual fuck, and I don’t want him. I’m not even in the least bit attracted to him. I don’t know if it’s because he doesn’t want me as more than a fuck, or if it’s because I know he is off fucking anything with tits when we’re not together. I want him to want only me.

      Or wait, that’s not even true. I don’t want him. I don’t want this. What am I even doing? My mom always says, “If you want something, don’t stay where you are to get it. Change something. Do something, or you’ll stay stuck.”

      I don’t want to be stuck.

      Unless it’s with Kirby.

      I’d be stuck with him.

      When I look away from where Kirby and his crew are sitting, Allen is looking at me with a raised brow. “So, where do you know him from?”

      I pop a fry into my mouth. “Huh?”

      “Kirby. You know, the dude you’ve been staring at since we sat down?”

      “And I thought I was being discreet,” I say offhandedly as a joke, but he doesn’t laugh. Doesn’t even crack a smile. Though, if the roles were reversed, I wouldn’t be laughing either. I’d be highly offended. “I’m sorry.”

      “So, you two an item?”

      “Not at all,” I say simply. “We almost dated a while back, but his ex popped up pregnant.”

      He whistles quietly. “Well, that’s unfortunate.”

      “It was. He’s a good guy.”

      “I can tell, considering you’ve never looked at me like that.” I meet his green gaze, and I wait for the guilt. I wait to feel like shit for staring at one man when I’m at dinner with another, but I can’t muster it. “I thought maybe one day we’d stop the games and settle down.”

      “Games?” I ask. “We hook up. These aren’t games.”

      “Jaylin, your life is a game, and you always have to win. You can’t let anyone get close because then they’d know you,” he says, and I cock my head. “I have honestly been trying to get with you for three years now. And nope, we’ll kick it, and you only want to talk when I’m coming back to town.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “It is,” he throws back at me, and I can tell he’s getting upset. His face is turning a shade of red I’ve never seen. Allen is usually a level-headed dude, but not right now. “It’s bullshit.”

      I’m taken aback. “Allen, we’ve never been more, and I’ve never given you the idea we were.”

      “Exactly,” he says, holding his hand toward me. “You’ve never given me the option to be more. You just want me for sex, just like you want everyone.”

      I press my hand to my chest, gawking at him. “Well, shit. Please don’t hold back.”

      “I have restraint,” he insists, casting his eyes down. “I think I already know the answer, but I have to ask because I’ve fallen in love with you, Jaylin.”

      My stomach drops as I gawk at him. What in the world is happening here? “I’m pretty damn certain you just called me a slut in a roundabout way, and now you’re proclaiming your love?”

      He shrugs. “I didn’t mean to imply that at all. I am only saying, you don’t know how to settle down. You don’t know how to be with one person because that’s not what you want, or so I thought. I see the way you look at him, some guy who doesn’t even pay you any mind. He isn’t even looking over here, yet you can’t keep your eyes off him. You can’t stop giving him all the attention, and he doesn’t even care.”

      Talk about taking a jab, left and right. Shit. I throw down my napkin and stand. “I don’t need this.”

      I go to grab my purse, and he takes my wrist. “Jay, I love you, and I want a chance with you—”

      “You ruined that, buddy. Maybe, truly, it could have been, but not anymore,” I sneer, and I try to rip my wrist from his hand, but he has a good hold on it. “Let me go.”

      “I can make you happy.”

      “No, you cannot. I don’t want a man who thinks I don’t know how to be with one person, because I do. Me, I’m one person, and I like me. You, not so much.” I try to pull away once more, but he still won’t release me. “Allen, let me go.”

      I look around and notice that people are watching as his voice rises. “That’s ridiculous. You’re saying that to hurt—”

      “Hey!”

      I swear on everything holy, the very busy pub goes quiet as I whip my head to where Kirby is standing, while the twins and my main man, D’Artagnan, slowly mirror their mentor. Even from four tables away, they’re massive, huge, and I wouldn’t want to be in a dark alley with them.

      Kirby… Well, I’ll be anywhere dark with him. Shit, maybe I am a slut?

      No, I’m a fucking queen.

      “I suggest you take your hands off her,” Kirby says sternly. Celeste looks up at him from her high chair and promptly wails in alarm. His eyes don’t leave Allen’s, though. Instead, he puts his hand on her head, stroking it as his gaze turns terrifying.

      Oh, talk about some massive chills.

      “Excuse me?” Allen says, letting me go and standing himself. I grab ahold of my wrist, surprised he hurt me. He’s never been rough in bed, always gentle. Was he hiding this part of himself?

      “Did he hurt you?” Kirby asks, and I turn my gaze to his. I can see the fire in his eyes.

      I shake my head. “I’m fine.”

      “That’s not what I asked, Jay. Did he hurt you?”

      I know for sure I could hear a pin drop in this pub. His voice echoes, such authority in it.

      Suddenly, another voice joins the conversation. “Hey, this is a family establishment. Take it outside.”

      Kirby holds up his hand to the manager-looking guy. “We don’t need to take it outside. That guy right there put his hand on that woman, and as this is a family establishment, surely that isn’t tolerated.”

      The manager looks at me. “Ma’am, are you okay?”

      “Thank you, I am. I’m leaving.”

      “We’re—”

      I quickly look at Allen, my eyes in slits. “We’re not doing anything.”

      “Jay—” he tries. But out of nowhere, Kirby is beside me, and Allen promptly presses his lips together. His eyes burn into mine, but I don’t react. “Really?”

      “Really,” I say, glaring at him. Three years on and off, I’ve been hooking up with him, but in my defense, he never made it seem like he wanted more or felt anything more. I assumed we were only fucking. Could it have been something? Maybe, but not now. Not ever. “This is unacceptable behavior, and I don’t have time for it.”

      He shakes his head as he throws some money on the table. “Don’t call me.”

      “That’s my line,” I throw back at him. I’m pretty sure if Kirby weren’t standing beside me, Allen would have called me some kind of name. But instead, he walks away. Once he hits the door, the normal volume of the pub picks back up, but the manager’s gaze and those of some other people still linger.

      I’m not a troublemaker, which sucks because I really love their cider here.

      Kirby slides his hand up my back, and I look into his beautiful face. “Why don’t you join us for dinner?”

      “I should go,” I say, hooking my thumb to where everyone is staring at us. “I’m not comfortable.”

      His eyes meet mine, and chills run down my spine. “I’d really like you to stay with us so I know you’re safe.”

      My lips perk. “I can take care of myself, Kirby.”

      “I know,” he says, his eyes softening. “But for shits and giggles, why don’t you join us?”

      I bite into my lip. “I don’t know. I feel stupid.”

      “For what? Bad dates happen.”

      “I know, but I’m not okay with how tonight went down.”

      He nods slowly, and I see the understanding in his eyes. “Well, how about you let Celeste and me walk you to your car, then?”

      I look back at where Owen is holding Celeste, rocking her back and forth as he throws a piece of burger meat into his mouth. “She looks pretty content. I wouldn’t want to disturb that.”

      Celeste lays her head back on Owen’s chest, moving her fingers over the hair on his jaw. Kirby chuckles, a low, throaty sound that sends heat straight to my vagina. “You’re right. She does look pretty happy.”

      I should go home. Chalk this day up as a loss. But instead, I say, “I guess I should come eat with y’all so she isn’t disturbed.”

      Kirby’s lips slowly turn up as he reaches for my plate. “I couldn’t agree more.”

      The way he says it isn’t meant to be sexual, but it sure does sound like it. Especially when, with his other hand, he guides me to his table. When he pulls out my chair, setting my plate before me, I look up at him in amazement. He gives me a small smile before grabbing his daughter from Owen and sitting beside me. When his eyes meet mine again, I feel all kinds of right.

      Which is so damn scary, I almost shit myself.
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      Kirby

      

      “So, what was up with the asshole?” Owen asks as I pull out the chair for Jaylin and she sits down. I hate that Owen brought it up; I’m sure she’s embarrassed by the way that jackass acted. He’s lucky I didn’t kick his ass. Thankfully, she just laughs.

      Meanwhile, I’m in awe of her. She’s wearing a tight green dress that hugs every inch of her in ways I wish I had the opportunity to. Her hair is wild, with curls along her shoulders. And I can’t decide if I like her hair straight and sleek or curly like this. One thing is for certain, I sure like looking at her. She has her makeup done to the nines, and the heels she wears are high and dangerous. Her lips are gorgeous and plump, and I want so much to press my own lips to hers. She sits with such class, her hands in her lap as she grins at Owen. “A mistake, obviously.”

      “For sure. Thought Kirbo was gonna kill him,” D’Artagnan teases, and while his nickname for me is downright annoying, I nod in agreement. I haven’t seen red like that since Lilly ditched Celeste. Even then, I wasn’t as mad as I was in the moment that douchefuck grabbed Jaylin.

      “He had one more chance to put his hand on her before that happened,” I admit, and everyone chuckles along. Though, Jaylin’s eyes move over my face. A smitten little grin sits on her lips, and I get the vibe she’s feeling me. But could she be? I’m so insecure about the idea that I could actually be enough for her. She’s so successful, so smart and classy. I’m not saying I’m trailer trash, but I have no family, my baby mama dumped our kid, and I knock into guys for a living trying to score in a net that is guarded by a huge-ass dude with a frozen biscuit. Plus, I’m a single dad.

      Is that something she would want to involve herself with? She seems different. I’ve never seen her look at a child the way she looks at Celeste. She’s always grinning at her and saying hi. Of course, Celeste eats it up. Like her daddy, she loves attention and feeling important. Or maybe it’s just my uncertainties that make me feel she craves those things. I don’t want Celeste to ever feel alone.

      It’s an awful feeling.

      “So, easy to say, you’ll stay away from assholes?” Owen asks, and Jaylin nods.

      “That asshole, for sure. I still can’t believe he acted like that,” she says, and I can see embarrassment on her face. “But let’s let that go. I don’t want to think of him.”

      “Was he a boyfriend?” Owen asks, apparently not hearing her.

      She gives him a dry look. “No, just a casual f-word.”

      I would have laughed at her censor, but then D’Artagnan pipes up, “Listen, Jay, I can be that casual f-word—anytime of the day.”

      “D…” I warn, and he snaps his mouth shut. Jaylin thinks it’s hilarious by the way she is laughing. Owen and Evan snicker, but I hold D’Artagnan’s eyes in a heated glance, advising him to watch it.

      “My bad, bro.”

      I shake my head as I turn my gaze to Jaylin, but she’s grinning at D’Artagnan. With how upset it’s making me that Jaylin is smiling, mighty hard, at D’Artagnan, one would think Jaylin is my girl.

      It’s me.

      I’m the one thinking so.

      Wanting so.

      Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, this is hard. I shouldn’t care that she hasn’t smiled at me like that since we sat down. My sweet girl Celeste always smiles at her daddy with all the love in the world, and that is a miracle in itself. I should be satisfied, but I want more. I want Jaylin. I want her to be mine. The thing is, I work hard to be a good dad. Really, I work hard at anything I want to be successful at. I wanted to be in the NHL—boom! Done. I wanted to be a damn good parent and be Celeste’s world—boom! Done. I want Jaylin to smile at me with those dark-brown eyes that promise all kinds of naughty things.

      Huh? Boom! Done. Isn’t happening because I’m a pussy.

      Wait, no. I’m not. I’m Kirby Litman. I am a badass dad, a phenomenal hockey player—ignore the fact that I’ve been a part of a team that has lost a Cup twice in two years. This is something that needs to be overlooked. We’ll figure it out. Or the Assassins will be hit by a meteor and vanish so they can’t torment us anymore. One of the two—and one good-looking dude. Females love me. I’m a catch. I’m a hot dad, if you will. A DILF.

      Jesus, what is wrong with me?

      She’s what’s wrong with me. I want to be the DILF she wants.

      Jaylin moves her tight curls off her shoulders and then leans on her hands as D’Artagnan tells one hell of a story. He’s so animated, funny, and damn it, he’s also a good-looking dude. If he had a kid, he’d be a DILF. I’m man enough to admit that, and honestly, if he doesn’t slow down, same with Owen, they’re going to be joining my club pretty quickly.

      Not with Jaylin, though. I’ll kill him.

      He’s busy…some would say messy. He loves the women, and the women love him. He’s huge, really muscular, and one hell of a hockey player. He’s just not fast enough yet. That’s why I’m pretty sure Evan will make the roster before D’Artagnan. Evan is fast and he’s got the hands, but a part of me feels like he isn’t in it to win it like his brother is. I know Evan likes hockey, enjoys it, but I don’t know if it’s a live-it, breathe-it kind of thing for him.

      Owen, on the other hand, is all that and then more. He is his famous, hockey-playing dad made over. He’ll make it no matter what, so it’s a toss-up between Evan and D’Artagnan. Both good players, both talented, both lacking in an area. One thing is for sure, though. If D’Artagnan keeps looking at Jaylin like she’s a snack, I’m going to make sure it’s Evan.

      I’ve said it before, but Jaylin isn’t his snack. She’s my whole meal.

      If I could grow some balls and make something happen here. I went and implied something I shouldn’t before the mess happened with the douchefuck. I wanted her to know that I want her to be mine, but I’m also terrified. Even with the fear of rejection, I threw myself between her and that jackass to protect her. She doesn’t need protecting—I know this, she knows this, hell, the whole restaurant knows this. But I want to protect her.

      Problem is, I’m unsure if she is really feeling me. While I know I’m a bomb-ass dad, and she’s said it herself, I also feel like that’s not something she wants. She wants a good time, e.g., D’Artagnan. He’s a good time with a 6’4” body and a quick smile. I don’t like that he’s making me feel inadequate. I’m a damn good time. A hoot, honestly. I even come with a more awesome time that shits and eats a lot. Oh, she cries, too.

      I must have summoned her inner crybaby because Celeste lets out a wail that makes even me cringe. It cuts off D’Artagnan’s story as all eyes fall on Celeste. “Oh, sweet baby,” I murmur as I lean in, just as Jaylin cups Celeste by the back of the head. It surprises me to see her motherly instincts come out. My eyes widen a bit, but my heart soars.

      Jaylin must read my face wrong because she quickly takes her hand off Celeste. “Oh, my bad. Sorry!”

      I shake my head quickly. “No, you’re fine. You’re good. It just surprised me.” She looks away as I try to soothe Celeste, and I instantly feel bad. “Honestly, Jay. I was just surprised you wanted to help.”

      I can tell I hurt her feelings, but she doesn’t look at me. “I mean, it isn’t my place.”

      “It’s not that. I just didn’t think you liked kids like that.”

      Wow. Foot. Meet mouth.

      Fucking hell.

      “I just mean you jumped into action, and it surprised me.”

      I’ve pissed her off. “Yeah, I’m not motherly, I guess.”

      Before I can even argue that, D’Artagnan’s loud, booming voice says, “Sure you are. You’d be a hot mom.”

      “So hot,” Owen says, and my annoyance meter grows. “You’d be like my mom. All my friends wanted to bang her. It was rather disgusting.”

      “I didn’t mean it that way,” I interject, and she meets my gaze. Heat moves through me, and I know she feels it. Hell, I feel it everywhere. Deep in my soul, my gut, everywhere. Man, I want to kiss her.

      Before I can even come up with something to say, Evan snorts. “Whatever. You loved it ’cause our house was the hot spot. Plus, everyone wanted to bang our oldest sister.”

      That draws her attention away, and I know she wants to change the subject. Damn it. “You have an older sister?” Jaylin asks, but I don’t want to hear about the Adler family history. I want to fix what damage I may have just caused.

      Evan nods. “We’re two of five.”

      “Five!” Jaylin gasps. “Wow, I can’t imagine.”

      Owen laughs. “Yeah, it was never dull in our house. We have two older sisters and a younger brother.”

      Evan smiles widely. “Posey is pregnant with our first niece or nephew, and Shelli is having an over-the-top, insane circus of a wedding that we have to be at by the end of the month.”

      Owen leans in toward Jaylin. “Wanna be my date?” he asks in a very deliberate Southern drawl. I get that he’s from Tennessee, but I’m pretty sure that accent is exaggerated. “I’ll show you a real good time.”

      When she grins brightly, I have the urge to cry like Celeste just did.

      “Now, Owen, I already told you, I’m way out of your age group.”

      He shrugs. “Just means my mom would love you.”

      Evan snorts. “Or she’d freak and think you have some older-lady fetish that she caused because she didn’t love you right. You know how she is.”

      Their mom sounds like a hoot.

      D’Artagnan laughs. “Plus, I think it’s obvious that Kirby is about to come out of his skin if any of us continue to imply we want to date her.”

      With that, everyone looks at me. Even Celeste.

      I know they see my beet-red face and my knuckles clenched. I don’t like this one bit.

      Jaylin’s lips pull up as she averts her gaze. “Why do you say that?”

      Owen moves his finger between us. “He’s really digging you. Like a lot.”

      “You’re his sweet dark chocolate that no one can taste but him,” D’Artagnan says naughtily.

      “Classy,” I throw at him, and he laughs.

      Evan nods. “Not my place, but he hasn’t stopped talking about you. And he basically pissed on you at the bar, letting us know to stay away.”

      She waves them off. “We’re just friends,” she says before meeting my gaze. “Aren’t we?”

      The fuck we are!

      My heart jumps into my throat, but I have to fix this. I want to fix this. “You’re more than welcome to touch Celeste—” I pause as my brows come in and her eyes widen. “That sounded really bad. I mean I want you to touch… For fuck’s sake—” At this point, the three idiots are snorting with laughter. I whip my head to yell at them, but then Jaylin’s hand touches mine. I look at her, our gazes locking, and her smile knocks me into last week. I swear it. “I didn’t mean to make you feel uncomfortable or as if I don’t think you know what you’re doing with Celeste—”

      Her smile grows. “I don’t know. I only remember a little bit from helping raise Callie, Aviva’s sister, but it broke my heart that Celeste was crying. And you were so kind to help me out with that shitshow of a date I had. I wanted to help her.”

      “I want you to help her,” I blurt out, and when D’Artagnan covers his face in embarrassment, I know I’m drowning here. I hold up my hand. “Can I start over?”

      She beams at me. “You don’t have to.”

      I exhale as I get lost in her eyes. I don’t even know what to say to start over, but then I’m just talking, which sometimes isn’t good. Here we go. “I want you to feel comfortable around us. We’re a package deal.”

      Her lips tip, and I can see the playfulness in her eyes. “You and Celeste? Or you, Celeste, and the Three Musketeers?”

      I look over at the three hemorrhoids I’ve obtained, and they’re all grinning really hard. Owen even waves, and I want to groan. I swallow as I look back to her just as Celeste grabs Jaylin’s wrist and starts to gnaw on her. That breaks our intense staredown as Jaylin laughs, cupping the back of the baby’s head.

      “Oh, I feel teeth coming in,” she giggles, and I let out a breath.

      “Yeah, they should be breaking through soon.”

      She beams at Celeste, and my heart soars. She moves a piece of hair off Celeste’s temple and asks, “Can I hold her?”

      I’m nodding before I answer. “Of course.”

      She reaches for Celeste as I undo her seat, and she goes willingly, cuddling deep in Jaylin’s bosom. My heart is pounding in my chest as I watch her coo and gush over Celeste. Jaylin leans her head on Celeste’s, her eyes meeting mine, and then she kisses the top of her head. It’s like in a movie—everything fades away, and a spotlight falls right on them. I don’t hear a word, a sound; all I see is her holding my girl. The contrast of her skin to Celeste’s is stunning, gorgeous. I’ve never in my life felt this way about anyone other than Jaylin. The moment I met her, I knew she was special, but things got in the way.

      Not anymore.

      “You’re so beautiful.”

      I blink. Did I say that out loud?

      From the cackling from across the table and the soft glow filling Jaylin’s cheeks, I realize I did.

      Her eyes are so dark, so gorgeous, but then, the moment is ruined when D’Artagnan leans toward me and asks, “Are you talking to Jaylin, Celeste, or me?”

      “For fuck’s sake,” I mutter, and that sends the table into a fit of hysteria. Well, just those three because I’m watching Jaylin hold Celeste with this dreamy look on her face, and everything inside me is burning.

      I can’t stop myself, nor do I want to. I lean forward, over the high chair, and cup Jaylin’s chin, bringing her to my lips. She doesn’t hesitate or resist. She leans into me, our lips meeting in a needy embrace. Her lips are thick, luscious, and even more perfect than I remember. She tastes like cider and fries, and I want to consume her. I’m on my way to doing just that when my daughter’s hand grips my jaw.

      It’s as if a bucket of cold water is dropped on me.

      I lean back, only a breath away, opening my eyes to find Jaylin’s still closed. Her long lashes kiss her cheeks, and I swear I’ve never seen anyone as beautiful as her. Slowly, she opens her eyes, meeting mine, and I gasp for breath. She gets more gorgeous by the second. “I couldn’t resist.”

      One side of her lips curves. “No?”

      “No. I’ve wanted to do that for a very long time.”

      Her eyes sparkle. “Why’d you wait?”

      “Because I wasn’t sure if you wanted me to.”

      “I did,” she whispers. “Very much so.”

      That’s all she needs to say. Kids or not, I’m gonna kiss this girl again. Before I can, though, Owen asks, “Do you want us to take Celeste? I don’t think her young eyes can handle that.”

      “For real. You’re probably traumatizing her,” D’Artagnan adds.

      “I feel like we should just go,” Evan says, and Jaylin’s lips curve up into a winning grin.

      “We’ve waited this long,” she whispers. “We can wait a bit longer.”

      “How much longer?” I ask, stroking her jaw.

      “Long enough to pay the bill and get out of here?” Celeste lets out a big yawn. “Someone is tired.”

      I nod. “I’m not.”

      She gives me a very devilish grin. Her eyes are dark, playful, and full of all the things I want and need. “Nor am I.”

      I may be reading into that, but I’m pretty sure that means she’s coming home with me, and if that’s not the case, I may throw a fit like Celeste does.

      But of course, my three hemorrhoids are here to ruin the moment.

      “Well, this escalated quickly,” Owen says.

      D’Artagnan nods. “Agreed.”

      Evan holds up his hand. “Can we get the check?”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Kirby

      

      After gathering Celeste’s things and paying my tab, I walk out with Jaylin toward the parking lot. The boys headed out pretty quickly, and I was thankful for that. I want to be alone with her. Talk to her, just her and me…and Celeste.

      “Sorry if it was weird in there.”

      She scoffs. “I had a horrible date that turned into a great night with you and Celeste and the guys. I had a wonderful time.”

      I side-eye her. “The guys are a lot to handle.”

      She laughs. “They are, but they’re sweet.”

      “Yeah,” I agree softly as we walk in the night air. “So, that guy?”

      “Just a guy I hooked up with randomly. But not anymore.”

      I nod. “I’m sorry he wasn’t good to you.”

      “Eh, I seem to be caught up on one guy, so I keep going out with assholes.” My lips curl when she flashes me a wide, beaming smile. “I’m talking about you.”

      I grin. Man, she doesn’t even know what’s about to hit her. A whole lot of Kirby charm. I glance over at her as she does the same, and our eyes meet. In the moonlight, her skin glows and is incredible. Her hair is wild, curls everywhere, and I want to tangle my fingers in them. I still can’t believe she’s feeling me. I’m relieved, but it’s almost too good to be true.

      “I didn’t think you liked me anymore,” I say, with no clue how those words came into existence. I know I didn’t choose them. They just came out, and I guess my “charm” means me being a complete loser. If she didn’t like me before I said that, she sure as hell doesn’t now.

      Her lips tip upward as she eyes me. “What gave you that impression?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know. When I saw you at the law office, you seemed standoffish. And then that email that was very straightforward. Kind, but no clues into you feeling me.”

      She scoffs. “I don’t think I ever stopped feeling you,” she admits, meeting my gaze. “I didn’t mean to give that impression, but I didn’t know where your head was at. I didn’t want to be in the way of all the things you have going on.”

      I nod. “But what if I want you in the way?”

      She looks away shyly. “Then I wouldn’t protest.”

      When she comes to a stop beside a badass red Lexus convertible, I’m not surprised. She’s a walking billboard for success, and I love it. She leans against her car, eyeing me as I sway side to side to keep Celeste asleep. Jaylin plays with her keys, and I can’t help but stare, though I know she’s waiting for an answer. I clear my throat to buy myself some time before I say, “Well, Counselor, I’ll be really honest and admit that I want you in all the ways.”

      She grins. “I figured that out after you kissed me.”

      I step toward her, wishing my child weren’t between us, but it’s my life, and if she doesn’t like that, she needs to tell me. “I want to kiss you again.”

      She licks her lips, sending my body into a frenzy. “What’s stopping you?”

      Man, is she sexy. “I don’t know if you’re okay with me being a dad.”

      Her brows come in, confusion deep in those dark-brown eyes. “I love that you’re a dad. You’re a great one.”

      A grin pulls at my lips as my eyes search hers, looking for the lie. I’m so used to being lied to by women that I expect her to do the same. But she isn’t like my ex or even my mom—she’s Jaylin. “I’m sorry that we didn’t get to explore this before, and while it sucks, I don’t regret Celeste.”

      She nods. “I know. She’s perfect.”

      “But I do regret something.”

      Her lashes kiss her cheeks before she meets my gaze. “Do you?”

      “Yeah, and this is me being really straightforward.”

      She cocks her head with a smile. “Okay?”

      “So, there is no question how I feel or what I want.”

      “Which is smart since we’ve apparently spent the last month still feeling each other and not doing anything about it.”

      “Exactly,” I say, and she nods. “So, my regret.”

      “Yes, the regret, which I’m pretty sure is my regret.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yes, very much so.”

      I love the little grin on her face. I love the playfulness in her eyes. This girl sets me on fire. I know I’m grinning ear to ear, and I can’t help it. I also can’t beat around the bush. “I regret not getting you into my bed.”

      Her grin grows as she gasps softly. “Yup, same regret.”

      I nod slowly, both of us grinning at each other. “Then I think we should fix that.”

      “I would agree wholeheartedly.”

      I gulp, and then it hits me. “Wait, I don’t want you to think I only wanted you for sex. It’s not—”

      She presses her hand into my hand that’s lying on Celeste’s back. “Kirby, I know.”

      Our eyes are locked in one hell of a heated and naughty embrace. If I weren’t holding my daughter, I would wrap Jaylin in my arms and take that sexy mouth with mine. “So, would it be too bold of me to assume you want to come home with me?”

      “I happen to enjoy the bold side of you because that side assumes correctly.”

      Thank God.
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      I unbuckle Celeste as Jaylin gets out of her car. While I slowly try to get my daughter out so she doesn’t wake up, Jaylin comes up beside me and quietly asks, “Can I help?”

      “Can you grab her bag?”

      “Of course,” she says and does just that as she shuts the door behind me.

      “In the side pocket are the keys. Can you grab them?” Without a word, she does it, running ahead of me to open the door. I follow her in as she locks it behind us. I kick off my shoes as she does the same, setting down Celeste’s things and then my keys on the side table. “I’m gonna go get her settled.”

      I head into Celeste’s room, and I don’t even realize Jaylin’s behind me until I’m laying Celeste in her bed. I take off her little shoes and then her outfit, when Jaylin hands me a diaper and a sleeper. I grin at her, and she shrugs.

      “Just trying to help.”

      “It’s appreciated,” I say, and it’s the truth. I’m so used to doing this all by myself. It’s a breath of fresh air to have help. When Jean is here, she does it all to get familiar with Celeste. Lilly and I never raised Celeste together, and it isn’t like my mom is here to help me. My pride doesn’t allow me to let my neighbors help much, but it feels right to let Jaylin.

      Wow. Kirby, hold your horses, dude. Don’t get ahead of yourself.

      Then again, everything has always felt right with Jaylin. I smile as I change Celeste, thankful she’s staying asleep, when Jaylin runs her hand down my back. “It’s really sweet the way you look at her.”

      I grin over at her. “While I do often smile at my baby like this, I was actually thinking of that first night we met.”

      Her grin widens. “Is that right?”

      “Yup, I can still remember everything you wore. How undeniably gorgeous you were. How much you laughed and how much fun we had. It was easy.”

      She nods. “Very easy.”

      We share a small smile as her hand glides up and down my back. I desperately want to ask what she is looking for. Is she just wanting a random fuck, or is this going to be something? I want so badly for it to be something that I fear if I tell her what I want it to be, she’ll run out the door. What if I’m giving off the wrong vibe? Maybe I shouldn’t have said what I did. That I regretted she hadn’t been in my bed. Maybe it gave off the wrong intentions. Shit.

      “What?” she asks.

      “I’m overthinking.”

      Her eyes soften. “Well, let’s finish putting Celeste to bed, and I’ll make sure you don’t think any more tonight.”

      Fucking hell. I swallow thickly as I get lost in her eyes. I want to ask, to make sure we are on the same page, but it’s already so different than it was before. I resisted her because of Lilly and the bullshit she was causing me, not knowing at the time she was pregnant. Plus, Jaylin got super drunk that night, and I’m not sleeping with a drunk chick. That’s shitty since you’re never sure they know what’s happening. After that, we never really had a chance to get physical. There was loads of texting and talking on the phone. I helped with getting Aviva a car once, but that was it. I knew off the bat Jaylin only wanted to hook up at the time, but this feels really different. Then again, we never got to this point. Two consenting adults with nothing holding us back.

      Sure, there are questions I could ask, but why ask them when we both want the same thing? We can figure out the rest later. Right now, I don’t want to overthink; I don’t want to do anything but feel her body beneath mine, on mine, and on my mouth.

      “You’re thinking again.”

      I smirk. “I am.”

      “Stop,” she urges. “Just go with it.”

      I exhale heavily as I nod. After getting Celeste changed and tucked in, we leave the room, once I make sure the camera is on, along with her night-light. As I gently shut the door, I say, “She’s a good sleeper. She should be out the rest of the night.”

      “Wow, Callie never slept through the night.”

      I grin. “Yeah, I don’t think most kids do. I think God knew I was overwhelmed with the whole daddy thing.”

      “Whatever. You’re a pro,” she says.

      I shake my head. “I didn’t have a dad to learn from, and my mom is more concerned with her new family than me. I really have no guidance. I do a lot of Google.”

      She leans into me, pressing her hand into my chest as she runs her thumb along my collarbone through my shirt. “I couldn’t tell one bit.”

      The way her eyes glow, her lips shine with gloss, and that little smirk on her mouth gives me the chills. I can’t resist. I lean in, capturing her mouth with mine. I gather her hair in my hands, holding her tight to me as our kiss deepens and her hands slide to my back, down to my ass. She squeezes me close to her, and I gasp roughly against her lips. I feel her heat, and I know she feels the hardness I’ve had to fight back for the last couple hours. Hell, every time I see her.

      I lick her top lip and then kiss her before walking her backward to my room. Her hands come up, grabbing my jaw, and I stop, cupping her by the back of her thighs to lift her off the ground. If I don’t, I’m going to trip over her. Before we enter my room, though, I pull back, looking up into her gorgeous face.

      She seems confused, her eyes wild as I whisper unevenly against her lips, “You sure?”

      “Kirby,” she says, running her thumbs along my jaw. “I’ve been sure. I was just waiting for you.”

      I’m lost in her eyes, and I don’t want to be found. Fuck it, let me die right here, and I’ll be damn fine. But I hesitate. “I don’t want you to feel like you have to. I know you didn’t intend on being with me tonight.”

      She grins. “I wanted to be with you. But instead, I had to settle for some bullshit. I’m good. Are you good?”

      I don’t answer at first. I gaze into her eyes. Something’s holding me back. “I know what he said to you.”

      Her fingers dancing along my jaw. “What?”

      “He called you a slut or a whore or whatever, and I want you to know I don’t believe that for one second. But I also don’t want you to think I just assume you want to sleep with me.”

      Her lips curve at the sides as she runs her fingers along my lips. “But I do want to sleep with you.”

      “But you’re not a whore, Jaylin. You’re a queen.”

      When she gives me that full, stunning grin, all her teeth showing, I can’t handle it. I bring her mouth to mine, and I kiss her urgently. I carry her into my room and sit back on the bed so she is in my lap. I tear my mouth from hers and lift her dress up and over her body as she does the same to my shirt. I trail my mouth down her neck, her collarbone, as I unfasten her bra.

      “Hey.”

      I pause my hands, kissing her neck before asking, “Yeah?”

      “Um…” I pull my head out of her neck to meet her gaze. She’s hesitant. Something is wrong, and I worry I did something. “Remember, I had breast cancer.”

      I nod. “I do.”

      “Okay, so keep in mind…my boobs are different.”

      I search her worried, uncertain gaze. She told me all about her cancer back when we first started talking. I love how open she is about it. How proud she is that she beat it. She’s so resilient in my eyes. I hate that she suffered, that she almost died right beside Aviva. They both battled and won. I’m not the least bit worried about what she doesn’t have, what’s real or fake. I only care about her. All of her. She could have one boob, and I’d still think she is the most gorgeous woman in the world.

      It’s not her breasts; it’s her eyes.

      I swear they’re like a window to her soul.

      And what an exquisite soul she has.

      It almost bothers me that she feels the need to express her concerns, but I guess I’m not surprised. Look at the jackass she was with tonight. He wouldn’t appreciate her the way I am about to. He wouldn’t give her everything the way I plan to. I may have no dad, I may have been raised by a shit of a mother, but all that only taught me how to be more than that. How to make someone feel the way I always wanted to feel.

      God, I want her.

      I need her.

      I’m going to have her, and damn it, I’m going to make her feel like the most gorgeous woman in the world.

      Because she is.

      I curve my lips into a large smile, looking deep into her soulful eyes. “I know there was a year-long pause in our time together, but do I come off as the kind of guy that cares about that?”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Jaylin

      

      There are defining moments in a woman’s life.

      I’ll never forget the day I first got my period. How I bled everywhere in my yellow capri pants in sixth grade. My first kiss with Tim Bernard and what was almost my first time with him. All of it happened at once, super overwhelming. The lump I found beneath my right breast, that’s scarred in my brain. The day I beat cancer, the day I got into law school, the day I was hired by Feliciana, and now, I’ll never forget the day that Kirby Litman looked at me and said those words.

      Do I look like the kind of guy that would care about that?

      I know he isn’t. He doesn’t see skin, or scars. He sees past that. But my breasts are my only source of self-consciousness. I know I’m one badass bitch. I know I am gorgeous, successful, and a force to be reckoned with, but it only takes one man, with one wrong look or one word about my breasts, and I’ll admit it—I cry like a damn baby. Though, I know good and well that Kirby would never say anything nor look at me differently. I said it for myself. To be a warning, because I couldn’t handle it. I want him so damn bad. I want him more than my next breath, and if he isn’t going to be comfortable with my fake tits and tattooed nipples, I’ll be broken.

      “They’re fake, really fake, overly big, and my nipples are inked on.” His kind eyes don’t leave mine. He waits, giving me the time I need. “I just want to warn you.”

      “Warn me?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You don’t need to warn me about that. The only warning you need is one telling the world they better watch out for Jaylin Raventorn.”

      Oh. Oh my.

      His words warm my skin, my lips, and then he is kissing me. Now, we were close before, but I was drunk and don’t remember much. Very disappointing because, whoo-whee, the memory of these kisses is going to keep me revved up until my dying day.

      Kirby doesn’t just kiss with his mouth or his tongue; he kisses with his whole body. He moves his hands along my back, dipping his fingers into each bump of my spine, and his mouth engulfs mine. He’s thick, hard, and ready for me in his pants, and I can’t wait to feel him inside me. First, though, I’m going to get my fill of these kisses. I trail my fingers along his jaw as he unhooks my bra. I slide them into his hair as his hands cup my breasts. While I got them for me, to feel like a woman, I also got them for sex. Men love something to hold on to, but to my surprise, Kirby doesn’t focus much on them.

      He trails his mouth down my jaw, to my throat, and between the valley of my breasts as a soft moan leaves my mouth. He groans against my chest, kissing and nibbling on my flushed skin before he lies back on the bed, bringing me down against him. His body is hot against mine, and he feels so amazing. His chest is broad, thick with muscle, as is his stomach. I can feel his shorts hanging low against my thighs, but then he is pulling my thong down my ass, and I help him get it off. I’m not sure where the thong goes, though, because he lifts me by my waist, dragging me up his body and onto his mouth. I fall face first into the bed.

      But I’m not complaining one bit.

      I push myself up as he spreads my lips open, delving his tongue into me. The most glorious moan leaves my lips as he gets me right on my clit. My thighs fall beside his cheeks as he slides his hands around to hold my ass. He spreads my butt cheeks as he eats me, licking and exploring every single inch of my pussy. I sit up, letting my head fall back as I enjoy the sensation, the care and love he gives me. His tongue is rough, hot, and so fucking good against my throbbing center. When he swirls his tongue around my clit, I constrict my thighs, and he squeezes my ass cheeks apart, stretching my asshole.

      It’s fucking glorious.

      I hold my breasts as I cry out, clutching them and arching my back to bear down against his mouth so that I can feel him more. My heart is pounding out of my chest, I feel every fiber of my being firing off, and I just can’t handle it. Soon, I’m rocking against his mouth, needing my release now. I don’t want to wait. I want it. His teeth rake against my sensitive skin while he destroys my clit, and I come so fucking hard, no sound leaves my body. Nothing. I can’t even breathe. I see lights as I collapse once more into the bed, facedown. My body trembles, my pussy clenches, and I think I may have died and somehow come back to life.

      I wouldn’t think I was alive if I didn’t feel him kissing up my thighs and the curve of my ass as he rolls me to the side. He runs his tongue along the curve of one cheek and then the other before slapping his hand hard on my left cheek. “Fuck, I love this ass.”

      “Thanks.” My voice is muffled by the bed, and the deep rumble of his voice runs down my spine and tickles my pussy to life once more.

      He rubs my ass, and I hear his belt hit the ground as he asks, “You okay?”

      “No,” I admit, and his laughter is sinister. “I haven’t come that hard in a long while.”

      “Mmm.”

      I hear him moving behind me, but I’m still trying to catch my breath and find my equilibrium. I think he may have knocked it out of whack. I’m not even sure if that’s possible, but holy shit, I think he did something to mine. When he pulls me up by my hips, I move with a moan and crash hard against his hard body as he fills me completely with his thick cock.

      Oh, I’m not going to make it out of here alive.

      He squeezes my hips as he guides himself in and out of me. The pleasure he brings me is endless as he fills me deeply, to the hilt. I let my head fall forward to the bed, needing the support as he pulls back out and then presses into me once more. His thighs hit mine, his cock fills me to the brim, and I swear, I hate his baby momma with everything inside me. She stole over a year of this from me, and that’s not fair. I need this. I need him.

      His grunts are loud as he pushes in and out of me with no holds barred whatsoever. He’s rough, but not in a bad way. In a really, really, really great way. He slides his hand up my spine, cupping the back of my neck, and he goes deeper if possible. “Fucking hell, you’re amazing,” he draws out, his voice breaking as his hand trembles at my neck.

      Before I can agree, disagree, ask for more, harder—anything, really—his hands are at my waist, flipping me over onto my back. I gasp as he takes me by the backs of the knees, entering me in one fluid motion. Breathing, yeah, not an option. He fucks me like a dream, sweat dripping down his chest as his abs flex with each thrust. When he closes his eyes, I close mine and arch up so his thrusts are deeper. His fingers bite into my thighs as he continues to pound into me. With how sweet and concerned he’s been, I would’ve assumed he would be worried he’s hurting me.

      Apparently, he’s not.

      And he isn’t.

      When he stills inside me, my name falling off his lips in such a roar, I can’t help but cry out. It’s not from pain. No, just pure satisfaction. Problem is, my cry and his roar must have woken Celeste. I don’t know if he hears her, but instead of going to her, he falls on top of me, cupping my face in his hands before consuming my mouth with his. I taste myself on him as my knees press back into the bed from the weight of him, but his kisses distract me from the discomfort. He draws out the kiss, his lips hot against mine. He’s damp with sweat, and usually, I’d be grossed out, but for some reason, I’m not. It makes absolutely no sense, but the fact that he’s all hot and sweaty from me turns me on like no other.

      Drives me wild.

      He kisses my bottom lip, my top, then the side of my mouth before ending at my jaw. He kisses my jaw quick before pushing himself up and out of me. “Let me throw this away and get cleaned up.”

      I can’t say anything, I can’t even move, I can only watch as he heads to the bathroom to do exactly what he said. I want to bounce a quarter off his sweet ass, but that would involve me moving. Instead, I close my eyes, trying to recover as I listen to him move around, washing his hands and cleaning up before coming out, wiping his hands with a towel.

      “Let me settle her down. Give me a few.”

      I don’t answer as he leaves the room. I just lie there, looking at the ceiling, loving that my body is vibrating with such pleasure. I haven’t been fucked like that in a very long while, and boy was it a damn good time. Seconds turn to minutes, and when he doesn’t come back, I get up to clean up. His room is very tidy, with a bed and a dresser. He doesn’t have a TV, but he does have one hell of a walk-in closet he doesn’t even use. Depressing. The bathroom is insane, huge, with a shower taking up the whole back wall. The toilet is enclosed in a separate room, while the vanity has two sinks, only one of which is being used. I take in my surroundings, the sweet pictures of Celeste and Kirby together, as I clean up. Once I’m done, I wrap a towel around myself and head toward Celeste’s room to check on him. I’m not rushing him, but if we can get to round two, that would be awesome. When I reach her room, a lullaby is playing. And in the rocking chair, he sits with her in his arms. Kirby’s eyes are shut, and they are both breathing evenly.

      It’s the most beautiful sight I’ve ever seen.

      Guess there will be no round two.

      I’m not certain how that makes me feel, but one thing is for sure.

      I’m feeling something.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Kirby

      

      Celeste has a habit of squeezing my neck when she’s sleeping.

      Sometimes I think it’s her making sure I am still there, and every time, I whisper, “Yeah, baby girl, daddy is here.”

      Her grip lets up as my eyes flutter open. Shit. Did I fall asleep? I look at the Echo Show I have in her room to see the time, and I groan. I did fall asleep. Shit. I want to call out for Jaylin, but I don’t want to wake Celeste. In all honesty, this is Jaylin’s fault. She worked me entirely too hard. I wasn’t ready in the least. I could have worked out, jacked off, done mental exercises to have sex with Jaylin, and I still wouldn’t have been ready. Her body is downright sinful. Thick thighs, thick hips, and an ass to match. God, I loved it. I loved the feel of her juicy ass in my hands. I loved squeezing her and pulling her cheeks apart.

      But the best part? Kissing her.

      I hope she’s awake.

      I hold Celeste by the back of her head to keep her close to my chest as I slowly stand up. I make her she doesn’t stir before I walk her to her crib. I’m not a huge fan of the butterfly room that Aviva and Callie created, but when they added hockey sticks and my numbered jersey with Celeste’s name on it above her crib, I was appeased. It’s hard being a girl dad. I’m so used to all the dude shit I do that butterflies and princesses have never been my jam.

      They are now, though.

      And I bet Jaylin would be good at this girly shit… Whoa, buddy. Don’t get pussy-whipped after the first time.

      I am. Fully pussy-whipped, and I have no regrets.

      I just want more.

      I make sure Celeste is settled before heading out of the room. I shut the door behind me as I quietly call out Jaylin’s name, checking the kitchen in case she’s there. When I see she’s not, I head down the hall, a little pep in my step and a shit-eating grin on my face. Round two is bound to be even hotter than round one. I dreamed up some things I want to do to her, and I know she’ll have no complaints. She may be a lady on the streets, but in the sheets, she’s a straight-up freak.

      And I want so much more.

      I call out her name once again. When I get no answer, I head toward my bedroom, only to find she isn’t there. I also notice that her clothes are gone from where I threw them. Wait. Did she leave?

      I head back toward the kitchen, and to my dismay, her purse and shoes are gone from beside Celeste’s baby bag. Well, fuck. Is this really happening? Was it not good for her? I go back to my bedroom to retrieve my phone, but just as I grab it, I remember I don’t have her number.

      I check the time, and I see it’s well past midnight. Shit. I open my mail to look for her email before I remember I deleted it to keep myself from obsessing over it. Since I’m one of those crazy people who don’t like reminders, I also deleted my trash. Why can’t I just be normal? Damn it. I check the time once more, and maybe, just maybe, I can email Willa and she can get me Jaylin’s number. But what if Jaylin doesn’t want her office knowing I want her number? Why did she leave?

      It had to be because of Celeste. She was ready for round two, I was ready, but of course, my child comes first. Jaylin isn’t about that life. Never has been and I knew that, so why am I in my feelings? I got mine; she got hers. We’re square. Problem is, I don’t want to be square. I want to be circled so we can continue to do it over and over again. I want to hold her. I want to be with her.

      Isn’t this some shit?

      I fall back into the counter, the hard edge biting into my back, but the pain isn’t anything compared to the dent her leaving has made to my pride.

      But I’d be damned if she thinks she’s getting away that easy.
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      I didn’t sleep a wink last night.

      I tap my foot against the island in my kitchen as Celeste happily eats her oatmeal. It’s more a hot mess of oatmeal everywhere, but she’s having fun learning how to use a spoon. As I help her, I wait for Nico to answer my call. I’ve been calling him since seven a.m., and he’s bullshitting me by not answering. I tossed and turned all night, trying to figure out what to do to get ahold of Jaylin. I was going to ask Willa for her number, but I don’t want to get her involved. I thought about calling Aviva. But I don’t know if Jaylin is truly blowing me off, and if she is, I don’t need more people knowing about it. What I need is the opinion of my buddy who has no filter and will tell me the honest-to-God truth, even if I don’t like it.

      Nico answers groggily. “When I don’t answer the first nineteen times, it means I don’t want to talk.”

      “Ew, someone sounds like they woke up on the wrong side of the bed.”

      “Yes, Aviva kicked me out of the bed last night, so I had to sleep on the couch, and I’m too damn big for that thing.”

      I can totally see his long body falling off the couch. Since I doubt laughing will help the matter, I say, “That sucks, bro. What’d you do?”

      He groans loudly. “My dick slipped into her ass, and she has hemorrhoids. So, she was all kinds of butthurt over it.”

      I hold in my laughter. “Literally, eh?”

      He scoffs. “Yeah, basically. But she’s pissed and not speaking to me.”

      “Because you put your dick in her ass,” I say very evenly so he can see his wrongdoing. I mean, I’m all for some ass play as long as my partner is into it. Easy to say Aviva was not down.

      “It slipped.”

      “Okay, stick with that story,” I say, rolling my eyes. “I need your advice.”

      “Well, I just gave you the best advice about not letting your dick slip in your girl’s booty,” he says flatly, and I chuckle. “But what else can I help with?”

      “I already knew that,” I retort. “But it’s a good reminder not to do that.”

      “Exactly. You’re welcome.”

      “Anyway,” I deadpan, and he laughs. “I slept with Jaylin last night.”

      Might as well come out and say it. His laughter stops, and he whispers, “For real?”

      “For real,” I say, and it’s like a movie in my head again. I see her moving over my body as I eat her out, I feel her ass in my hands, and damn it, I want more.

      “Well, slap my ass and call me Sally. I didn’t think you had the balls.”

      “I do, and they’re bigger than yours, thank you very much,” I snap back, but I’m only met with laughter. “But things didn’t go as planned.”

      “You couldn’t get it up?”

      “I hate you.”

      “I know. Continue.”

      “Celeste started crying once we finished, so I went to get her—”

      “Please tell me you washed up first, or I honestly can’t listen anymore.”

      “Jesus, Nico. Focus.”

      “Tell me you washed up.”

      “For the love of God, yes, I washed up, you freak. Focus!”

      “Thank God. A baby doesn’t need sex juices.”

      I choke. “You made me gag.”

      “Now you know how I feel,” he throws back, and I want to remind him that he just told me his dick slipped into the hemorrhoid-riddled ass of his future wife, but I keep that to myself.

      “After washing up—”

      “Thank you.”

      I’m going to scream. “I went to get Celeste, and she needed to be rocked back to sleep. Problem is, I fell asleep, and when I woke up, she was gone.”

      “Celeste was gone?”

      I groan. “No, Jaylin.”

      “What did you expect? For her to wait for you?”

      “Yes. I put some damn good lovin’ on her.”

      “I doubt that,” he says dryly, “or she wouldn’t have left.”

      “Why did I call you?”

      “Because I’m your only friend,” he says like he’s right. He’s not. “So, like Aviva, you’re butthurt?”

      “Yes, I am. What if she only used me for the dick?” When he scoffs in disbelief, I ignore him, continuing with what is ailing me. “Or what if she didn’t like that I was a dad? I don’t have her number, so I can’t call and find out.”

      He doesn’t answer right away; he thinks it over. “Jaylin isn’t an asshole like that. The dad thing wouldn’t bother her since she knows you’re a dad, and from what I’m told, she thinks it hot.” Well, that’s hopeful and seems right. I mean, she did say she liked that I was a dad on numerous occasions. I really need to let that go. “But she does love dick. She doesn’t settle down or stay with one guy, so using you for your shrimp dick is a huge possibility.”

      I should have called my boy Chandler. He would have lied to me and told me I was pretty.

      “The fact that she didn’t leave you a number gives me reason to believe she was only in it for the dick.”

      Fuck me. “I was afraid of that.”

      “But you won’t know until you call her or talk to her. Send her an email asking for her number.”

      “I don’t know her email address. I deleted that email.”

      “So, look it up on the website, doofus.”

      While Chandler would have told me what I wanted to hear, he probably wouldn’t have given me that advice. He has baby brain right now and is still very upset we lost the Cup. “Good plan.”

      “Yeah. Or do something she can’t say no to.”

      “Huh?”

      “Go to the office, throw yourself out there.”

      I blink. “You know damn well I won’t do that.”

      “True. You have no balls.”

      “I hate you so damn much.”

      “Same. How’s my girlie?”

      I laugh. “She’s eating some oatmeal.”

      “Good. We’re leaving tomorrow to take Callie to school, so make sure you get ahold of Jaylin before then because she’s going with us.”

      She didn’t tell me that. Though, we didn’t talk much. Maybe it was just a hookup. “I really don’t want this to be just a hookup.”

      He hisses a breath. “Then you shouldn’t have picked Jaylin. I like her, she’s a cool chick, and I’m not one of those dicks with double standards about women. If she wants to fuck around, she can—I would if I weren’t completely in love with Aviva—but Jaylin isn’t the completely in love kind of girl.”

      I think that over, and it doesn’t sit well. “I don’t think that’s true. It was different with her.”

      “For you, sure. I bet you ask any guy she’s been with, he’d say the same. She’s gorgeous and hot. Smart as all hell too, but I haven’t seen a man who can tie down a girl like her. At least, that’s how Aviva says it. She’s too independent, set in her ways.”

      He’s right. “Fuck me.”

      “No thank you. Maybe get ahold of Jaylin and try for hookup number two?”

      Why did I call him?

      Because I needed the truth, and he’s right. I have to reach out. I have to figure this out, or I’ll drive myself crazy. I got to use my big-boy balls. I have them; I know they’re there.

      But I don’t think they can protect me from being rejected. Especially by someone like Jaylin.

      Nope, her rejection would be a kick in the gut.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Jaylin

      

      I’m ten seconds from slamming my head against my desk.

      “Keep burning every single bridge I build for you. I don’t even know if we can show our faces at church this weekend. How do you dump the pastor’s son!”

      My mother is relentless. “For one, we weren’t together. We were just fooling around.”

      “Jaylin! Don’t even repeat that, because his story is he told you he was in love with you, and you told him to go screw himself.”

      I make a face. “I didn’t say that.”

      “That you had a group of guys ready to kick his ass. You can’t kick the pastor’s son’s ass!”

      I groan loudly into my desk phone. “That’s not how it played out,” I say as calmly as I can. I wish I didn’t have to talk about Allen. I wish I could still be in Kirby’s bed. With Kirby. He seemed so tired last night, I’m giving him until noon before I call. I got his number from Willa’s file, which may be against attorney-client confidentiality, but the risk is worth the reward. I doubt he’ll have an issue. I really hope I get to see him today. We’re supposed to leave tonight for Nashville to take Callie, so I need some more Kirby-loving and Celeste-grins before I go.

      It’s funny how quickly I crave the attention of both of them. The little package deal.

      My mom screeches, “Then please, enlighten me on what happened.”

      “I’d rather not. You’ll get upset.”

      “I don’t care! I’m already upset.”

      True. “Allen grabbed me funky after basically calling me a whore, and a friend of mine stepped in. It was handled. Nothing to even speak of, and if Pastor John wants to act funny, let him know I have the marks on my arms to prove his son held me against my will, and I will press charges.”

      My mom is silent for a moment. “I’m going to castrate that boy.”

      I snort. “It’s over, Mom. No big.”

      “I never liked him.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “It isn’t, but fine, we’ll move on. Kathrine Anne’s son is coming back to town—”

      “Mom, I’m good.”

      “Really, he’s cute.”

      “I’m sure he is, but I’m—” I pause. This may be premature, but I can’t help but be hopeful. I hate how I stutter. “I-I’m actually involved-ish.”

      “I’m sorry, what is involved-ish?”

      “Um… Well, you see, this guy I wanted to get to know better about a year ago had something go down, but now we’ve reconnected. He’s actually pretty wonderful.”

      “Uh-huh. What does he do?”

      I roll my eyes. “I don’t want to get into that. I just want you to know I am good for right now. Let me see how this plays out.”

      Before my mom can complain or even protest my request, my cell phone rings. I glance down to see it’s Aviva. “Hey, Mom, let me call you back. Aviva is calling.”

      “How are you going to let me go for her? I’m your mother!”

      “And she’s my best friend, who I’m riding with to take her sister to college. So, yeah, she trumps you right now.”

      “That is disrespectful—”

      “Sorry. Love you. Bye.” I hang up quickly as I answer my cell phone. “Hey, girl. What’s up?”

      “It’s damn near noon, and I had to find out from my future husband, who I am not speaking to, that you slept with Kirby last night.”

      I grin. “I have so much to say right now. But first, why aren’t we speaking to sweet Nico?”

      She growls. “Asshole ‘accidentally,’—yes, that’s air quoted—slipped into my ass last night.”

      I cringe. She has some serious ass issues right now. “Oh, Nico, come on. Aviva, I’m sorry. Are you okay?”

      “No, my ass hurts.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “I made him go buy me a donut for the ride.”

      “Good.”

      “And ice cream.”

      “Smart lady.”

      “I may even make him buy me something pretty.”

      “Do it, boo.”

      “Oh, I will,” she groans. “My poor ass.”

      “I’m sorry. But, question,” I say, tapping my chin. “How’d you know I slept with Kirby?”

      “He called Nico, and Nico told me.”

      “Oh, so I must have been incredible.”

      “Sure?”

      “Sure?”

      “Yeah. Tell me how it happened,” she demands, exasperated. “I thought you went out with Allen last night.”

      “I did. Things didn’t work out because Kirby showed up, and yeah, I can’t think of anything but him. And oh my God, Veev, it was absolutely amazing. He’s incredible,” I gush, my stomach doing flip-flops. I keep reliving what we did, the way he touched me with such care, looked at me, made me feel everything ten times over and then some. It was just perfect. “I knew he was special, but damn, he rocked my world.”

      She hesitates, which confuses me. “Jay, then why did you leave?”

      I bring up a brow. The way she says that makes me feel like I did something wrong. So, of course, I deflect. “Wow, I didn’t know Nico and Kirby were that close.”

      “They are,” she informs me. “Kirby is really bummed you left.”

      “He is? He fell asleep! What was I supposed to do? Wait around?”

      “I get that, but why haven’t you called or texted or even left a note?”

      “I was going to at noon!”

      She doesn’t miss a beat. “He has a lot going on with Celeste, and he doesn’t need someone playing with his heart right now.”

      “Whoa! Veev, relax,” I say quickly and defensively. “I know all that, and I’m not playing with him. I plan on calling. I just figured he was tired, and I would call at noon after I finished all my conference calls and shit.”

      “He thinks you just wanted to hook up,” she says. “And Nico seconded that.”

      My jaw drops. “What the hell? That’s not the case at all. Tell Nico to not only stay out your ass but my business!”

      She scoffs. “Jay, what are you doing? It’s not unusual you left like that. It’s classic Jaylin. You don’t sleep over at guys’ houses, and you don’t call. So, if that’s your plan, then just don’t call him.”

      “What the hell!” I complain once more. “I told you before I thought he was different, someone I could commit to. And Jesus Christ, that was sorta a first date and hookup. Relax. Give me a fucking minute.”

      She lets out an annoyed breath. “I know you, and I worry about Kirby. He doesn’t have the best history.”

      “Well, I don’t plan on adding to that history,” I say, and then I pause. That was a bold statement. “Fuck, give me some credit, Veev.”

      “I am not knocking you at all. You live one hell of a life, Jaylin. I envied you before I found Nico. You’re so bold, so confident, but I don’t want anything else hurting Kirby.”

      “Oh my God, Aviva. I’m not going to hurt him. Shit, I’ll text to see if he’s awake. Also, I feel very attacked,” I snap as I put her on speaker and text Kirby, Hey.

      I know, very original.

      “I don’t mean to make you feel like that. I just worry that no one ever thinks to protect Kirby, and I’m super mama bear right now. I already cried four times because Callie is leaving me.”

      Ah. That all makes sense. Aviva isn’t usually emotional. She’s a hard-ass like me, but this makes sense. “It’s okay. I’ll fix this.”

      Kirby: Who’s this?

      “Ah, he texted me back. Hold on.”

      “What did he say?”

      I ignore her as I tell him it’s me.

      Just then, Jaime, my assistant, comes over the speaker. “Ms. Raventorn, you have a Mr. Kirby Litman here to see you.”

      “He’s here!”

      I look up and meet Kirby’s gaze. He holds his phone in one hand and a rose in the other. My heart explodes in my chest as a grin takes over my face. It’s as if I’d forgotten how gorgeous he is. His dark hair is a mess at the top but clean shaved on the sides. His dark eyes are intent on mine, and I love how even in athletic shorts and a tee, I find him irresistible. I’m so used to dudes in suits, or stupid lab coats, it’s refreshing to be into someone so casual.

      “Veev, I gotta go.”

      “Yeah, call me.”

      “Yup. Jaime, send him in.”

      I watch as he acknowledges what Jaime says while I get up, fixing my skirt before coming out from behind my desk. He walks toward me like a cat on the prowl. His eyes never leave mine. The heat rushes through me like a tsunami, and fuck, I want him even more than I did last night. I open my door just as he reaches it. “Hey.”

      His lips perk at the side. “Hey.”

      We stand not even a foot apart, and I want so desperately to wrap myself around him. Really wish I had walls, not glass panels, for an office. “Come on in.”

      “Thanks,” he says, walking in, and I shut the door behind him. When I look back at him, he is facing me, his gaze moving along my body. “You look incredible.”

      My face warms with shyness. Wait. What? I don’t get shy! “Stop. You’re making me all gooey inside.”

      He flashes me a naughty grin. “Inside, or between those sweet thighs?”

      I hold up my finger. “No, sir. Not here. These walls are glass.”

      His grin widens as he reaches out, handing me the rose. I take it, and I’m gooey everywhere. “I had fun last night.”

      “I did too,” I admit, running my fingers along the petals, and when I meet his gaze again, he looks worried.

      “I’m not good at putting myself out there, but I wish you hadn’t left. Though, if that’s your way—”

      I hold up my palm to him. “I know what you’re thinking. I talked to Aviva, and that’s not the case. I left because you were knocked out and I didn’t want to disturb you.”

      His eyes search mine. “You didn’t leave me a note or your number.”

      “I didn’t want to go through your house looking for a pen and paper, so I figured I’d call you today after all my meetings and stuff.”

      “Oh,” he says, nodding. “So, did you have fun?”

      “So much fun,” I say, my voice low and dangerous. “I had every intention of seeing you again. Today, actually, was my plan. Before I left tonight to take Callie.”

      He nods, and I love how his gaze never leaves mine. “I’m glad. I thought you were blowing me off.”

      I give him a dry look. “I’m sorry, but I don’t come like that and not call a guy back.” He doesn’t seem amused, but he does smile slightly. “And please don’t listen to Nico. He doesn’t know me.”

      “He doesn’t?”

      “Nope, not the way I want you to know me.” He stares right into my eyes, and I swear, there is no bullshit when it comes to him. What you see is what you get, and I love that. “Where is Celeste?”

      “With my neighbor. I wanted to spend time with you. Alone. So you can see I’m a cool dude and not just a cool dad.”

      “I already know you’re a cool dude,” I laugh, smacking his arm. “Stop being weird.”

      His eyes are a dazzling brown. “Can I take you to lunch?”

      My lip quirks at the side. “I’d love that.”

      “Good. Want me to wait—”

      “We can go now.”

      He inhales sharply and then reaches for my hips, bringing me into his arms. His eyes are dark, intense, as he looks down at me. I’m breathless, my heart pounding in my chest as I say, “Everyone can see us.”

      His lips curve as his eyes go half-lidded. “Good. I want everyone to see I’m kissing the most gorgeous woman on this planet.”

      Just as his lips meet mine, I feel every bit the most gorgeous woman on this planet. I have to admit, I may have no issue feeling that way any other time, but the feeling I get when Kirby says it…

      Well, that’s a feeling I wasn’t prepared for.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Kirby

      

      I love listening to Jaylin talk.

      “I’m nervous, and she’s not even my kid!”

      I also love the way she talks. Her lips are so thick and they stick together when she speaks, but they don’t get in her way. She’s extremely animated, too. She moves hands with each word, she makes faces, and then her laugh is so infectious, I can’t help but grin at her. This is the Jaylin I enjoyed so long ago, the one who took my breath away. The one who knocked me flat on my ass in the middle of a crowded bar.

      “It’s insane. She’s eighteen, an adult and shit. Crazy, right?”

      I nod. “Yeah, I can’t imagine how you two are feeling. I know you’ve been in her life a long time.”

      “So long,” she gushes. “I remember changing her diaper and being there all the times her dad left. I was there when her mom died too.” She pauses, thinking that over. “That’s why I love Nico so much. He takes such good care of them and loves them with his whole heart.”

      “It’s very obvious they are his world,” I say, knowing that it’s his truth. Aviva and Callie are his people. Oh, and the new baby. “I never saw him being a parent or a husband. He was really busy before he met Aviva. Never the family man type.”

      Jaylin grins. “Eh, people change for the right people.”

      I nod slowly. “Very true.”

      I look away as I take a sip of my beer. We decided on The Market Place. It’s a cool spot, lots of neat things to look at. Not that I am; I’m completely enraptured by Jaylin. She moves her curls off her shoulders, leaning on her hand as she traces the top of her water glass with her finger. “So, busy day?”

      “Not at all. Lazy day, actually. We start preseason next week.”

      “Preseason is different from a regular old season?”

      “Yeah. Preseason is to see who will make the roster and who won’t for the regular season. We got a new coach since ours couldn’t pull it out twice in a row. New general manager, all that. It’s actually a huge shitshow right now.” I really don’t like talking about it. Coach was a damn good man, took great care of us. I hate that he got blamed for the loss. We lose as a team, but everyone needs someone to blame. I’m actually okay with the GM change, though. Pete Dickerson was a dick, and I’m not making a play on his name. He really was a dick. “So, unfortunately, it’s going to be a rebuilding year.”

      She furrows her brow, watching me intently. “What’s that mean?”

      “We’re starting from ground zero. Unlike having a Cup-contending team like last season, we’ll have a team of brand-new dudes and a new coaching staff. Everything will be different. We’ll have to learn one another. And since we traded off a bunch of guys, we’ll be bringing in babies, so it’ll be interesting for sure.”

      “That does not sound fun.”

      I shake my head. “Nope, the thing that sucks is that a lot of my friends have been traded. It’s really only me, Chandler Moon, and Nico left. Makes me worry a bit. No one wants to be on a losing team.”

      “Yeah, for sure,” she says, and I appreciate her pity. It sucks, but it’s also nice to have someone who agrees this all sucks ass. “So, basically, what you’re telling me is you’ll be the best player on the ice?”

      I snort. “Nico is the best, followed by the newbie Owen, and then me, and maybe Chandler if he gets his balls from Amelia for long enough to play sixty minutes.”

      She laughs happily, placing her hand on mine. “Well, you’re my favorite player.”

      “Have you even been to a game?”

      She thinks that over, tapping her chin. “I think I’ve gone to two?”

      I lean toward her, my eyes challenging hers. “And who’s Number Zero?”

      She beams over at me, fluttering those long lashes. “You, of course.”

      I scoff. “Wrong. Nico.”

      Her cheeks warm with color as she laughs me off. “I knew that. Your number?” Now, her eyes are challenging me, waiting for me to give her the answer.

      My lips pucker as I watch her. “Eighty…”

      “Eight…” she hesitates as I repeat, “Eighty—”

      “Eighty-eight!”

      I laugh. “Wrong. Eighty-one.”

      She glares at me. “Well, it isn’t like you know what I do and not just that I’m a lawyer.”

      “You’re a contract lawyer.”

      She puckers her lips. “There is only one of me and like twenty of you on the ice! That’s not fair.”

      We laugh together as our plates are set before us. I got the chicken piccata, and instantly, I can tell she regrets her salmon and rice pilaf. “Man, I knew I should have gotten the piccata.”

      “Yeah, you should have,” I tease as I dig in. “It’s fabulous.”

      “Brat.”

      “Don’t think ’cause you’re beautiful I’m gonna change plates with you. I love my food.”

      She grins. “But I bet I can offer you something you can’t deny.”

      My brow perks. “I may or may not be listening over the sounds of my moans as I eat this.”

      She shakes her head, holding back her laughter. She takes a bite of her salmon, and it’s clear she likes it, but my piccata is way better. “I can offer you a very, very thick and juicy—”

      I eye her, all about the possibilities here. “Thick and juicy?”

      “Yes, a thick and juicy…” she draws out, waggling her brows. “Salmon. It’s quite tasty.” Her laughter bursts out as she shakes her head at my stunned expression. “You really thought it was going to be something nasty.”

      “I will not admit that.” I throw back at her, and she giggles happily as I cut into my chicken.

      “Fine, don’t. But can I have a bite?”

      “Nope,” I tease, but then I hold out a piece of chicken to her. Her mouth covers my fork, taking the food with a dirty look in her eyes. “Stop.”

      “Stop what?” she asks innocently.

      “Being all bewitching.”

      “Bewitching?” she asks with a little wiggle of her shoulders. “That’s my first time being called that.”

      I scoff. “Everyone knows it’s true. Hell, you know.”

      “Maybe,” she says around her fork, but then she waves me off. “We keep on like this, we won’t make it through this meal without getting naked.”

      I grin. “I see nothing wrong with that.”

      “Nor do I. But today, I want to get to know you.”

      “Get to know me?” I ask, raising a brow. “I’m a hockey player, a dad, and I think you’re bewitching. Boom.”

      She gives me a dry look. “Ugh. Are you one of those guys who don’t like to talk about themselves?”

      “I’ve been talking the whole time!”

      “About Celeste, about your career—I want to know you.”

      “Why? What you see is what you get.”

      She grins. “What’s your favorite color?”

      “Red.”

      “Movie?”

      “Princess and the Frog. Tiana’s hot.”

      She snorts. “Did you go to college?”

      “I did. Michigan.”

      “Nice. What was your major?”

      “Computer science.”

      “Super cool. Do you miss that, or was hockey always the goal?”

      “Hockey was always the goal. It was my way out.”

      “Way out of what?” she asks, and I realize I’ve said too much.

      I shrug. “You know, same ol’ story, bad childhood, raised by my coach. Classic hockey kid story. You either had it great, or you had it bad and had to overcome. I was the latter.”

      Her eyes are soft as her gaze moves over my face. “Care to share?”

      I flash her a winning grin. “I’d rather not.”

      She leans on one hand, lacing the fingers on her other with mine. “I’ve never been in a real relationship, but I told my mom I was seeing someone. I’m serious, so I hope you are.”

      “Wow, Counselor. Pulling out the big wordage.”

      She grins. “I know how to get what I want.”

      “I see. But remember, Counselor, I know how to get what I want too,” I say, and her eyes flash with heat before I capture her mouth with mine. I can taste the salmon and the rice pilaf she ordered. I deepen the kiss, hoping to distract her, but she’s very strong-willed.

      She pulls away, shaking her finger at me. “Give it up, Litman.”

      I eye her, and she sets me with a look. I sigh. I know if I made it clear I really didn’t want to tell her, she wouldn’t push. I want to tell her. I am serious about this. As always when I talk about my childhood, my heart starts to race, not in a scared way, more like an “I hope she doesn’t pity me” way. “I didn’t know my dad well. He was a drunk and died when I was in college. When I was thirteen, real deep in travel hockey, my mom found a new husband with a set of girls, had more girls, and left me behind.”

      “That’s rough.”

      I shrug. “I wish I had a mom—hell, it would have been cool to have a dad—but I don’t. It is what it is, which is why I’m so adamant that Celeste has both, even if it’s just me.”

      “Which is why Lilly running out on her sucks more than it should.”

      I shrug. “I admit that I am taking that as a hit. I feel that if I had been good enough not to cheat on, she would have stayed for Celeste. I blame myself.”

      “Don’t,” she says firmly as her fingers squeeze mine. “You can’t take the blame for shitty people. You’re amazing, and Celeste is so blessed to have you, Kirby.”

      I nod. “I’m blessed to have her. She’s everything.”

      “She is,” she agrees as her thumb moves along mine. “I think anyone who gets to know you knows you’re special.”

      I flash her a goofy grin. “You’re just sucking up,” I tease, needing to lighten the mood. Shit is getting thick around here.

      “Maybe,” she says with a wink. “I gotta get you to like me again.”

      “I never stopped, even after over a year. I’ve always liked you.”

      Her eyes brighten. “Same.”

      I capture her jaw between my fingers and bring her to me. “So, I had a bad childhood, you’ve never been in a long-term relationship, Celeste is everything, and we like each other.”

      “I think that’s a pretty damn good briefing of our lunch. Oh wait, the piccata was better than the salmon.”

      I bring her in closer, our lips almost touching. “Right. I forgot. I was bewitched by you.”

      She waggles her brows. “Same.”

      We press our lips together, and everything fades away like always. The room, the food, the anxiety of telling her my story. Everything. The only thing left is my lips, her lips, and my heart.

      Hopefully, it stays intact.
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      We don’t even make it to her bedroom.

      I push her into the back of her closed apartment door, lifting her up and cupping her ass in my hands. She grips me by the back of my neck, our mouths dancing as we pull at each other’s clothes. I push her skirt all the way up, sliding her thong to the side before filling her completely. The back of her head hits the door hard as I nuzzle my mouth into her neck. I don’t move; I just relish the feel of her pussy around my cock. She’s so wet, so hot, and perfect. I run my teeth along her flesh, her jaw, before capturing her lips once more.

      She cups my cheek, drawing the kisses out of me as her pussy and thighs surround me. I slowly start to thrust up into her, not wanting this to end but also trying to control myself from blowing my load so quickly. I just love the feel of her. I pull back, holding her up by my hips as I pull open her shirt, buttons flying, before I bury my face in her chest. I lick her, kiss her skin as she cries out, gasping out for me. Her breasts are firm, thick, and it’s incredible how her nipples look so real but they’re not. I don’t care. I don’t need nipples, or hell, even breasts.

      I just need her.

      I bite into her shoulder as I go deep inside her, feeling her body tremble against mine. I’m about to come—I feel it building, I feel my balls tightening, but she hasn’t come yet. I need her to come. I press my hand into the door, leaning back so I’m still inside her but I can get to her clit. I lift my fingers up to my mouth as her eyes watch me intently. Once my fingers are wet, I move them between us, finding her clit with ease. She cries out in such a beautiful, heavenly way as she leans back into the door. Her body squeezes me as I rub my fingers along her taut bud. I’m relentless, craving for her to come. She starts to rock against my fingers, which makes me go deeper inside her, and I realize very quickly that I didn’t think this through. I want her to come so fucking bad, I forgot she could make me come with just a rock of those hips.

      I will fight it, though.

      I speed up my assault on her clit, my eyes burning into hers as she gasps for breath, her eyes hooded and dark. I feel her tightening up, I feel her shaking, and when she explodes, her head falling onto my chest, I close my eyes, fighting back the need to come. She clenches around me hard, and I’m throbbing with the need to shatter myself. I can feel her heart pounding as she kisses up my chest, my neck, before taking my mouth with hers. I love her lips, I love her body…fucking hell, I can’t get enough. I start to move into her, ready to come, but she stops me.

      Her feet hit the ground, and suddenly, I’m the one against the door. She removes me from her body before kissing down my chest and lowering to her knees. When she looks up at me from beneath those lashes of hers, I swear I almost come right then. She cups my balls and then fists my cock before kissing my tip.

      I shudder.

      I swallow hard, watching her, my vision shaky because my heart is beating so damn fast. She slowly moves her tongue along the head of my cock before lowering her mouth over me. This may be ungentlemanly, but I thrust into her wanton mouth. I can’t help it. I’m falling over the edge, and I need my release. She takes me like a champ, though, deep into her hot mouth. She sucks me while moving her tongue along my shaft. She plays with my balls with her fingers, and every single inch of my body feels her as she moves her lips up and down my cock. I lean into the door, arching up so that I go deeper into her mouth. I feel my balls tightening, I feel it coming, and I may be lost, but I warn her, “I’m about to blow.”

      She only nods, sucking me harder, more vigorously, and I’m done for. I slam my fists into the door as I come so damn hard, my toes curl and I’m sure all my toenails pop off. A growl leaves my lips before I suck in a deep breath, feeling my body skyrocketing out of this world. She holds my hips as she sucks me dry. I slide my fingers into her hair, tangling in her curls as she kisses my hips, my stomach. She trails her lips up my body until she’s flush against me, and I wrap my arms around her as our lips meet. We kiss eagerly. Perfectly.

      She smiles against my lips, and I cup her ass, needing her close to me. She kisses my top lip and whispers, “When do you have to leave?”

      “I told my neighbor I’d get Celeste at three.”

      She nods against my lips. “Well, I just decided I’m not going back to work.”

      “No?”

      “No,” she says, her eyes burning into mine. “So, want to stay here until you have to go?”

      My lips slowly turn up, and I cup her neck ever so gently. “You couldn’t get rid of me if you tried.”

      She beams. “And then, we can go get Celeste? Maybe get some dinner before I leave?”

      My heart throbs in my chest. “I really like that idea.”

      “Me too,” she agrees, her eyes searching mine as she swallows. I know she wants to say something, and while I don’t know what it is, I wait. I search her eyes too, yet she doesn’t say anything. Instead, her lips meet mine. As I get lost in her kiss, I can’t kick the feeling she had something to say. My insecurities try to rear their ugly head, but I don’t allow it. I can’t when I’m on the receiving end of Jaylin’s kisses.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Jaylin

      

      I’m aware that I’m over thirty, but I enjoy very much doing TikToks with Callie.

      It’s a long drive to Nashville, so to fill the time, we TikTok like I’m only eighteen and heading to college to start my new future. Not like I just spent the most amazing day in bed with one hell of a gorgeous man and then the afternoon with a beautiful father and daughter duo. I want to say I want to go back to my college days and relive them all with Callie, but I also don’t want to miss a moment with Kirby and Celeste. I hate that time was stolen from us, that we didn’t get to explore what could have been. Now that I have that chance, I can’t—hell, I won’t—give it up.

      Yes, I am terrified by all these thoughts and feelings. In no way am I saying I’m falling in love. I adore him. I do. And I’m extremely attracted to him, but I’ve never had a relationship, so I need to pace myself. I can’t ruin this. I can’t overthink it. So instead, I’m going to do TikToks with Callie and try not to think of Kirby or Celeste.

      It’s tremendously hard.

      Especially when he is sending me pictures of Celeste.

      “Aw, Kirby’s baby is so cute,” Callie says as she leans on me, looking at my phone. Celeste is in her high chair, with oatmeal all over her face. Her sweet blue eyes are shining with such happiness, and my stomach sinks at the thought of him not getting full custody. His court date is tomorrow, and I hope his ex shows up. This shouldn’t be prolonged. It’s cut-and-dried; she needs to let go. Though, I don’t think he believes she will. It makes me nervous. We didn’t talk about the court case at all today. Instead, we enjoyed Celeste and each other.

      “She is,” I gush, grinning as I type how cute she is.

      Aviva turns in her seat to see the picture and grins. “I just love her sweet little face. So, you spent the whole day with them?”

      “Yup. I skipped work and hung with them. It was fun. Kirby is convinced she is going to be walking soon, but I don’t think so,” I giggle as Aviva beams at me. “She’s got some fatty legs.”

      Aviva and Callie laugh, but Nico, he’s been quiet since I got in the car. I’m unsure if it’s the endless laughter or the TikToks that has him upset, but it’s easy to tell by the set of his shoulders that he is unhappy. “I love her little squishy self,” Aviva gushes.

      “Me too. I had a blast today,” I admit, and Aviva grins.

      “Good, I’m glad that you two are getting a chance at this.”

      “For sure,” I agree, and Callie leans on me again.

      “So, is he your boyfriend? ’Cause you’ve never had a boyfriend.”

      I give her a dry look. “I’ve had boyfriends.”

      She scoffs. “I may not have had time to date or even care about relationship stuff, but I know for a fact there is a difference between consistent hookups and boyfriends.”

      Aviva and I gawk at our sweet Callie. “I don’t know what to say.”

      Aviva shrugs. “She does that. Hits me with things I’m not ready to handle,” she says with a sigh, and Callie grins. “She may be growing up.”

      Callie wiggles her shoulders in a cute, excited way. “It’s true.” We all giggle as she leans more into me, her chin on my shoulder. “Seriously, I’m excited. I love Kirby. He is so sweet, and it’s obvious you’re digging him,” she says then, her intrusive eyes making me feel a certain way.

      Am I that obvious?

      “I am, but you know.”

      Aviva eyes me. “Know what?”

      “That she isn’t the settle-down type,” Nico says then, his voice carrying through the SUV.

      I make a face. “I was going to say, I don’t want to get my hopes up.”

      “Don’t you mean, he shouldn’t get his?”

      Callie and Aviva become very uncomfortable as I gaze at the side of Nico’s face. “Whoa, that’s harsh.”

      He shrugs. “Just telling the truth. You don’t do relationships, and now you’re stringing my best friend—who is dealing with kid stuff—along. I feel like you need to walk away because he won’t.”

      Aviva moves her hand onto his forearm. “Nico,” she warns, but I hold up my hand.

      “No, please. Tell me how you really feel, Nico,” I say with more sass than needed, but shit, he’s offended me. “Because really, you don’t know me, so I feel I should know what you’re thinking so I can correct your thoughts.”

      He blows out a breath, and when his eyes meet mine in the rearview mirror, his gaze is stone-cold. Wait, I thought he liked me? “I have known you for over a year now, and in that time, you have dated countless men and haven’t settled down. My best friend has been through the wringer with his baby momma and is now taking full custody of his daughter. The last thing he needs is someone who just plays with his heart.”

      I blink. “Who says I want to play with his heart? I like him, Nico.”

      “Not enough to leave a note or stay the night, though.”

      “Wow,” I sing, shaking my head. “I’ve already explained this to Aviva, but—”

      “But nothing. You had no intention of staying. You don’t sleep at men’s houses.”

      Aviva hides her face as I glare. I can’t believe she told him that. “That may not be true anymore.”

      “Then why didn’t you stay? Do you plan on staying?”

      I don’t answer him because I don’t know. I’m very particular about my bed. About someone touching me when I sleep. Shit. Do I plan on staying with him or him with me? Why am I questioning this now? Stupid Nico. “I don’t have to answer that,” I say very firmly. “And I’d appreciate it if you don’t just assume things about me. I told my mom about him. Obviously I’m serious about him.”

      Aviva’s eyes widen as she looks back at me. “You told your mom?”

      “Yeah, I told her to stop setting me up because I’m exploring this.”

      “You can explore all you want, but if you have no plans to make something of it, walk away,” Nico snaps, and I hold out my hands in confusion.

      “Why are you attacking me right now? It’s very new between Kirby and me. Give us a second.”

      “For real, Nico. Back off. They’re grown-ups,” Aviva says finally.

      “Wow, thanks,” I say dryly, and she rolls her eyes.

      “True. But Kirby has never had anyone on his side. I’m just looking out for my best friend. I don’t want anyone hurting him,” he says then, and I know he’s coming from a good place. A loving place. The same place I would be in if it were Aviva. But I still don’t like that he judges me like that, even though I’m glad he and Kirby are now best friends like Aviva and me.

      “I get that I haven’t had the best track record, and I don’t want to get ahead of myself, but honestly, Nico, I truly like Kirby, and this could be something. I know I may not know how to be in a relationship and I know he has a lot going on, but I want to learn. I want more. I do. I want what you two have.”

      Aviva grins while Callie squeezes my forearm, but Nico isn’t convinced. “Well, I hope you aren’t blinded by what Aviva and I have and wanting that when you’re not capable of it. Some people just aren’t meant to be in relationships.”

      My first instinct is to cuss him out, but Aviva is right there. “That’s enough. Don’t talk to my best friend like that. I get that you are worried for Kirby and Celeste, but like I said, he’s a big boy.”

      “For real, Nico. Jay is a wonderful person,” Callie says confidently.

      “I don’t doubt that at all. I just don’t think she is a relationship person,” he says simply and with no cares in the world. How can he be so cold?

      “I think she is,” Callie says then, but I can’t even appreciate her.

      “Nico, I think you’re truly being unfair. I may never have been in a monogamous relationship with a man, but I have been in one with Aviva and Callie. I have loved and been there for them for almost my whole life.” Callie grins at me as Aviva nods. “If I remember correctly, you weren’t a relationship person before Aviva either,” I point out. “You wanted to be, but no one was ever enough until Aviva. Why can’t that be the case for Kirby and me? Why are you already doubting me when it’s just starting?”

      He doesn’t answer right away, and Callie shakes her head. “Don’t let him get to you. He’s in a mood ’cause I’m going to college and we have a shoot with his ex, Shelli Adler.”

      “Exactly. He’s being an ass,” Aviva says, rolling her eyes. He still doesn’t answer. Instead, he just drives, his shoulders taut. I want to yell at him, I want to hate him for his words, but it’s hard to when he loves Aviva and Callie so much. When I know he’s a good man, just looking out for his friend.

      I don’t want to hurt Kirby, and I don’t know if I can be the woman he deserves, that Celeste deserves. But deep inside, I want to try.

      Problem is, Nico’s accusations are my fears.
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      I’ve always loved Nashville.

      It’s a great city and very gorgeous, but I swear, I have never seen a college like Bellevue University. It like a mini town with its own shops and things for the students to do. Callie’s dorm is basically a huge mansion that holds all twenty girls on her team. Her room is spacious with a big window, and of course, we decorated it to the nines with all kinds of boho stuff and pictures of us together. I may have gone overboard on decorating, but I wanted to make her room a home away from home. In my opinion, it’s incredible.

      Her roommate, Chelsea Randy, is a freshman too and the tiniest little girl I’ve ever seen. I thought Callie was short, but this girl is an itty-bitty pack of muscles with bright blond hair and dazzling green eyes. Callie has been super excited to meet her because they’ve been in contact with each other since they learned they would be roommates. They have actually become really good friends. I like Chelsea; she’s driven and funny. I hope she becomes what Aviva is to me, a lifelong soul sister.

      After setting up the room in a timely matter, we head to the sports complex. Nico is already there since he agreed to do a goalie clinic with the Bellevue Bullies’ hockey team. He’s been there most of the day, which is good because we wanted to make sure Callie’s room was perfection. He gets bored easily, and Aviva didn’t want him rushing us. I decided to stay with Callie when it was time to head to the gym, while Aviva went back to the hotel for a nap. Pregnancy is kicking her sweet ass. Callie has her parents’ introduction with the gymnastics team tonight, and while I could just wait till then to watch and hang with her, I don’t want to lose any time with her.

      I’m going to miss her like crazy.

      “So, excited to date?” I joke, and she grins, tucking her hands in the pockets of her team jacket. It’s hot as shit, but she loves her Bellevue jacket.

      “I don’t know. With training and school, I don’t want to ruin what I’ve got. I mean, if I meet someone, then it’s cool. But I won’t be going out of my way.”

      “Smart, but have fun.”

      “I will,” she agrees as we walk through the beautiful park area. This campus is amazing, and if I had known about this school, I would have come here. “I can’t believe I’m here.”

      “It’s pretty damn awesome.”

      “Yeah,” she says softly, and I can tell she’s nervous. It’s always been her, Aviva, and me. Now it’s about to be only her.

      “You can call me anytime.” She nods as she smiles. “I will always be there for you.”

      “I know.”

      “And no matter what, I’ve got your back.”

      “I know you do,” she says, wrapping her arms around my arm. “I just worry about Aviva.”

      “I’ve got her,” I promise, but she isn’t convinced.

      “You’re about to go down the road of love,” she sings sweetly. “You’re going to be so involved with Kirby and Celeste—”

      “You two are my family. I love you—”

      “But this is the chance for you to start your own family,” she interjects. “This is what Nico is afraid of. I don’t think you realize what could be in your future, or maybe you’re ignoring it.”

      I gawk at her. “Who are you?”

      “The product of my sister and my aunt Jaylin,” she says proudly, her face bright and so full of life. “I want you to be happy. For the longest time, I thought your career made you happy, but lately, I’ve noticed you need more.”

      How does an eighteen-year-old know more about me than me?

      “I want more,” I admit, leaning into her. And apparently, I’m all about spewing my feelings today. “I feel sometimes like Aviva has replaced me with Nico.”

      She shakes her head gently. “She didn’t. She added. Just as you could add someone to your life.”

      We share a smile as her words wiggle into my soul. She’s right. I’ve fought so hard just to be me, to be successful, and now…now, I want more. While I have fears that I could hurt Kirby, I also carry the fear he could hurt me. I could not be enough, which I suspect is why I have never put myself out there.

      I go to agree with her just as my phone dings with a text. I pull it out of my back pocket to see the text is from Kirby. When I open it, it’s a picture of my Three Musketeers and Celeste on the beach.

      As much as they get on my nerves, they’re good with Celeste. Hope you’re having fun. I can’t wait for you to get back.

      My face breaks into a grin as Callie shakes her head. “Man, those dudes are hot.”

      I nod. “That they are, my sweet girl. I really like D’Artagnan.”

      She nods. “Owen is so, so, so hot. But Evan, man…he’s all silent and sexy.”

      “Yeah, I like him a lot. They’re good kids.”

      “Hot.”

      “Yes, hot,” I agree as I shake my head at her. “Too bad Nico wouldn’t let you have fun.”

      She shrugs. “Eh, I’m okay with it. He deals with enough, and when he’s passionate about something, it’s hard to get him off it.”

      “I’ve noticed,” I deadpan as she looks up at me.

      “He didn’t mean it to be ugly. He’s just truly concerned for Kirby,” she says protectively.

      “I know,” I reply. “He just had me in my feelings.”

      “He does that. He has no filter whatsoever.”

      “That he doesn’t,” I agree as we head to the sports complex. “But it’s okay. He loves you two. That’s all that matters to me.”

      “He does,” she says softly, and it’s like she has more to say. “Just don’t hate him, okay? He’s a great guy, and he only loves hard.”

      I gaze into her eyes. “I know, Callie. I promise.”

      “I know he can be difficult to deal with. He’s just…” Her words trail off, and I wrap her up in my arms.

      “It’s fine,” I promise. “I’m a big girl. I’ve been called everything under the moon and have been doubted my whole life. All his words did was fuel me to prove him wrong. Don’t worry.”

      She swallows hard as she nods. “I’m the same way. You gifted me that trait.”

      My heart sings. “And I couldn’t be prouder.”

      She wraps her arms around me, and we walk, holding each other. Sometimes I forget who I have watching me and looking up to me. I may be terrified of Kirby, of the feelings I have for him, but knowing that not only is Callie watching but Celeste, there is only one thing I can do.

      I need to find my happiness so they know they can find theirs.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Kirby

      

      Jean moves through the kitchen, cleaning up after CC as I stand there like a bump on a log. CC giggles and slaps the tray of her high chair as Jean makes a face at her while she does the dishes. She’s very quick, very efficient, and somehow, she keeps CC engaged as she cleans. Jean’s hair is up in a high bun, and she’s wearing a flowy green baseball tee and some fitted pants. As always, that smile of hers is unstoppable. With the preseason about the start, we’ve upped her hours so CC can get used to being with just her. She still cries for me, which, if I’m honest, makes me feel good. But then I also feel like shit, because I’m unsure how she’ll handle me being gone for days and weeks at a time. It makes me nervous, but Jean is very confident everything will work out.

      While this arrangement may work out, the custody issue with Lilly is a whole other ball game. She didn’t show up for court this morning like I knew she wouldn’t, and I am so fucking annoyed I could spit. I tried calling her, but she ignored my call. Willa told me not to try to contact her, to let it be, but I’m so mad. I think that’s why Jean is so diligent about getting everything done before she heads out. To ease my worries and my load.

      She’s a damn good girl.

      “You got plans this afternoon?”

      She beams over at me and nods. “I do. I’m going to go see my dad.”

      “That’s nice. He’s over at West Side?” It’s a retirement home the IceCats have visited before.

      “Yeah. His mind is gone, real bad dementia. He doesn’t remember me at all, so I only go once a month so I don’t overwhelm him.”

      Jesus. That sucks. “Didn’t you say your mom passed?”

      She nods, and I regret asking, or better yet, remembering since she already told me all this. It’s obvious her mom’s passing is still a wound that is raw and open. “Yeah, almost ten years now.”

      “Yeah, it’s been nine for me for my dad. But we didn’t have a relationship.”

      “You said he wasn’t in your life?”

      “Not at all,” I say with a shrug. “But I’m good with it. I’ve been through enough therapy, and it only fuels me to be the best dad for my CC.”

      “You really are, though,” she agrees, cupping the back of CC’s head. “I’ve nannied for a lot of families, and I can honestly say I’ve never seen a dad like you.”

      Pride fills me deep within. Bashfully, I joke, “I pay you to say those kinds of things.”

      She snorts. “Not at all. I’m honest to a fault. I got fired from a job once because I told the parents exactly what their kids were doing and how awful they were to me. They said they didn’t need to know what they did or how they talked to me, that I was to do my job and leave them out of it. When I disagreed, they fired me. Elaine, my boss, canceled their contract.”

      “Jackasses.”

      “Exactly. So, believe me when I say you’re a great dad. I know you’re nervous about leaving, but I promise, she’s going to be great. Loads of FaceTiming is in our future. I may even become a hockey fan from all the games we’ll be watching.”

      I grin at her. “I appreciate that. And in return, I’ll get you a matching jersey.”

      “Score,” she says with a wink, and my grin gets bigger if that’s possible. I like this girl a lot. “Okay, so I’m gonna lay this little sugar bear down for a nap, and then I’ll head out.”

      As she reaches for CC, picking her up out of her high chair, I stand up. “I can do that so you can head out early.”

      She shakes her head. “Nope. She needs to get used to me doing it,” she says sternly. “I know you want to help, but why pay me if you won’t let me work, Mr. Litman?”

      I scoff. “I told you about that Mr. Litman shit.”

      She grins. “That’s what I’ll call you when you won’t let me do my job.”

      I laugh. “Are you trying to say I’m annoying you?”

      “Yup,” she says, holding out CC toward me. “Now, kiss your girl so I can put her to bed.”

      “Okay, new trait. Passive-aggressive,” I accuse, and her laughter is sweet as I kiss my baby girl. CC squeals happily as she grabs my face, but on cue, she yawns widely. “She’s going to be easy to put to sleep.”

      Jean agrees as the doorbell rings. I glance at the clock, and then the door opens as the three pains in my ass walk in. “You guys are early,” I call to them as they walk through the living room. I’m a big dude, but these three make me look short. Massive kids. Corn-fed, as Chandler calls them since the twins are from Nashville and Dart is from Wisconsin.

      I invited D’Artagnan, Owen, and Evan over because I feel like the more they hang with me, the more likely they won’t get mixed up in something they shouldn’t be. As a rookie, it’s so easy to get caught up in drugs, women, and alcohol. I know firsthand, and I don’t want them ruining their lives. All three of them have bright futures.

      And they’ll continue to be bright as long as they keep their mitts off Jean.

      At the sight of her, Owen and Dart go slack-jawed as she beams over at the three of them. Evan, my good dude and my favorite of the three, doesn’t seem to be affected by her. As usual, he looks uncomfortable, and I hate that. He’s a really cool kid; he shouldn’t look like he hates life twenty-four seven. Maybe he doesn’t like me?

      Okay, reel that in, Kirb.

      I then remember that two out of the three are checking out my nanny, whom I have to protect so she doesn’t leave me. I clear my throat as a warning, and all three look right at me. Even CC and Jean look at me. I guess that was a bit aggressive. “Guys, this is CC’s nanny, Jean. Jean, these three are trying to play for the IceCats. This is Evan, Owen, and D’Artagnan, or Dart, which is what we call him ’cause his name is a mouthful.”

      Dart beams in a suggestive way. “That’s not the only thing about me that’s a mouthful.”

      “Jesus Christ,” I mutter, and Jean laughs.

      “Wow, okay,” she says, nodding toward the guys. “Nice meeting you guys. Excuse me. I got a princess to put to sleep.”

      The boys all nod as she passes by, but Dart adds, “Good night, princess. Remember, Uncle Dart is your favorite.” He then checks Jean out, top to bottom, licking his lips, much to Owen’s amusement. Evan is already heading toward me as I set Dart with a look.

      He shrugs innocently, when there is nothing innocent about that dude. “I am. CC doesn’t like these two,” he says, cocking his thumb at the twins.

      Owen takes offense. “Whatever. CC loves me.” Evan pulls out a chair and sits down as Dart hops up on the island and Owen seats himself on CC’s rideable fluffy unicorn he got her. He made sure it held his weight before he bought it because he wanted to ride it too. The kid isn’t right, but I do have to admit, the three of them adore CC and are good entertainment. Just young and horny. I can’t hate on them, though. I was the same, and lord knows I’m still horny when it comes to Jaylin. Dart pulls out his phone, taking a picture of Owen, and they laugh at the image, while Evan just looks bored.

      “You all right, bro?”

      He swallows hard, and I feel bad for the kid. “Yeah, I hate flying.”

      Oh, that’s right. “What time are you guys heading out?”

      “Our plane should be here around three.”

      “Your plane?”

      Owen grins confidently. “Oh yeah. Our family is loaded. I mean, my mom owns the damn Nashville Assassins, and my dad is a legend. We’re rolling in the dough.”

      Evan gives him a long-suffering look. “We aren’t. They are. For us to be rich, they’d have to die before we get anything.”

      Owen mulls that over. “I don’t like that narrative. In mine, we’re rich.”

      “Jesus,” Evan mutters, and I chuckle at his dismay. “But yeah, our plane. The wedding is this weekend.”

      “It’s your oldest sister who’s marrying that jackass Brooks?”

      Bastard juked the shit out of me in game four, which led to the game-winner, so I dislike him. Also, Nico has some beef with him, so I hate him on principle.

      Evan nods with a grin as Owen just laughs. “It’s funny how everyone hates him here, but he’s family to us. He’s a good guy, and our sister loves him.”

      “I don’t doubt it, but you can’t like him here.”

      They all laugh at my irrational request as I lean back in the chair. “The pizza will be here soon.”

      I catch Dart glancing back at CC’s room, and I kick his shin. “No way, man. She’s off-limits.”

      He gives me a dark look. “What the hell? First, Jaylin is off-limits, and now her? Who can I have?”

      “Anyone not connected to me.”

      He is put off by that, but I don’t care. “Speaking of Jaylin, how is that gorgeous dark-skinned goddess?”

      I shake my head at him. “She’s good. She’s actually in Nashville to take her friend’s sister to college.”

      Owen nods. “With Nico, right?”

      “Yeah,” I say as Dart kicks his feet like a two-year-old.

      “Cool, so is it official yet?”

      “Official?”

      “Yeah, you two a thing?”

      Shit. Are we? I shrug. “I mean, I think we are.”

      “Does she?” Owen asks, giving me a look. “’Cause, in my opinion, she doesn’t need any man. She could be using you for the D.”

      “The D?”

      “Dick,” Evan supplies, and I snort.

      “Highly doubt it. She likes me,” I say, though not confidently. I find it hard to believe she’d want me. Someone that strong, powerful, and self-sufficient wanting me…yeah, it’s hard to believe. But then, I can still taste her on my lips. God, I miss her. I have to remind myself she told her mom about us. That she’s serious about us. That has to mean something.

      “Cool. So, answer me this. You’ve hit it, right?”

      I glare at Dart since I’m not the least bit surprised by his question. “That’s none of your business.”

      He gives me a dull look as Owen says, “We’re homies. We can share.”

      “We won’t, though,” I correct them, and Dart isn’t convinced.

      “Come on. Just tell me, does she taste expensive?” Surely, he didn’t just ask me that. “Hear me out. I look at her, and all I see is money and all this, like, sexy naughtiness. So just confirm that she tastes expensive.”

      She does. “No way,” I say as my phone dings with a notification. I’m excited that it could be Jaylin, but then I see it’s the pizza app, telling me the pizzas are ready. Shit, I picked carryout instead of delivery. I glance over to Dart and Owen. Evan is playing on his phone. “Who drove?”

      “Me,” Dart says, still looking very much butthurt.

      “Can you run and get the pizzas? I picked carryout.”

      “Sure,” he says with a shrug. “Wanna ride, Owen?”

      “Yeah. Regular place, Kirb?” he asks as he gets up and they start for the door.

      “Yup,” I say, and I don’t miss Dart looking into CC’s room. He’s relentless.

      When they’re out the door, I glance over at Evan, and he looks more annoyed than he did before. “Feeling left out?”

      He shrugs his shoulders and I can tell he’s about to lie to me, but then he admits, “Yeah. They’ve become buddies, and I get it. Dart is more like Owen than I am. Just thought sharing a womb with Owen would give me the edge.”

      I snort. “One would think, but Owen is a very free spirit.”

      I actually get a grin out of him at that. “My mom says the same thing.” Pure homesickness creeps across his face. I looked just like he does now when I was living with my coach after my mom left me for her new family. I missed her, wanted her in my life, and the sheer rejection of her not wanting me was brutal. It’s way different for Evan; he is loved, hard. I know. I see the care packages his mom sends, and he calls her in the locker room. He’s a mama’s boy to the extreme.

      I eye him. “You doing okay, man?”

      He sighs heavily, putting his phone down. “Between you and me?”

      “Absolutely. Everyone needs that teammate they can talk to about anything. I may be older, but I got you, bro.”

      Evan nods, but he still looks unsure.

      “I can help,” I say in a low voice, ready to tell him how I was homesick and how I got through it. “Believe me. I’ve been through it all.”

      He meets my gaze once more. “I don’t know. I feel a little lost.”

      Oh. Okay. Switching gears. I’ve felt that more times than I’d like to admit, but I don’t want to make this about me. “Okay. Why?”

      He searches for the words he wants, but he comes up empty, meeting my gaze. His struggle is visible on his face. After a few moments, he looks down and says, “I can’t explain it and I don’t want to sound like a baby, but I miss my family. I feel like we’re a burden at my cousin’s house with the babies and all, and I don’t know… I just don’t feel secure. I don’t feel like everything is running smoothly.”

      There it is. “I hear you,” I say softly. “Totally rational feelings.”

      He swallows hard. “I don’t know if you know, but I suffer from pretty intense anxiety.”

      “I could tell because I do too,” I admit, and he whips his gaze to mine. “Really?”

      “Really,” I say. “Took lots of therapy and a stint with medication to help me.”

      He looks away once more, nodding. “My mom wants me to go to therapy since I refuse to go on medication.”

      “I mean, therapy is awesome, but medication can be helpful.”

      “I don’t want people to think I’m crazy.”

      I scoff. “Ev, we’re all crazy,” I joke, and his lips pull up at the side. “It’s okay. And also, who needs to know?”

      “Owen,” he admits, and then he sighs. “Or my dad. I don’t want to let him down.”

      “Medication and therapy don’t mean you’re letting anyone down,” I reinforce. “And if I know anything about Shea Adler, his kids could be slugs, and he’d love them.”

      He grins. “I know, but everyone in my family is successful and driven. Shelli was on Broadway at sixteen, Posey is the first female coach in the NHL, Owen is going to be just like my dad, and my little brother, Quinn, is going to cure cancer. And then there is me. I just feel like I can’t live up to the hype.”

      Jesus, talk about some pressure. “But you already are. You are your dad made over—”

      “I’m not. My dad is a legend.”

      “And you will be too. We just need to work on your confidence.”

      He frowns. “I lack that. Pretty sure Owen took it all in the womb.”

      We share a laugh. “Yeah, he’s one cocky-ass dude.”

      “He is,” he agrees. “I’m terrified of failing,” he says after he looks down at the floor for a moment. “I don’t want to let anyone down, but the thought of getting on that ice and playing in front of people and failing freaks me the fuck out. I dealt with this a bit when I was in high school, but it wasn’t of this magnitude. This is the NHL. I gotta be on it, and I feel like I’m missing the mark.”

      “You’re not,” I reassure him. “All this is okay to feel. You have to understand that.”

      “I doubt my dad ever felt it, or even Owen.”

      I take a deep breath. “I did,” I admit. “I still feel like I’m going to puke before I get on the ice, and it’s okay to feel like that.”

      He exhales, and I can tell he needs more. When he meets my gaze once more, I cup his shoulder. “I hope you listen to me when I say you are a great dude and a super-talented hockey player. You’re going to do great things. We just got to get you over this hump. The team has great resources. Want me to get you the info?”

      He hesitates. “Will it fuck with my position on the team?”

      “No. The great thing about the resources is they are confidential.”

      He thinks that over, and when my phone sounds, we both glance down at it. Evan smirks at me.

      Jaylin: Thinking of you.

      Hot damn, talk about an instant erection. Even when I’m having a heart-to-heart with a kid who is struggling, this girl gets my motor running. A big grin comes over my face as I pick up my phone to write her back.

      Me: I can’t stop thinking of you. Can I call you in a bit? I’m having a talk with one of the boys.

      Jaylin: Of course. Call me when you can.

      Me: Will do.

      I set my phone down, looking over at Evan, and he gives me a half grin. “You look like my dad when my mom cooks her famous fried chicken.”

      I laugh. “Yeah, I’m super feeling her.”

      “She’s really cool.”

      “That she is,” I agree as I twirl my phone with my finger on the table. “So, back to what we were discussing. Want me to reach out to my contacts?”

      He sucks in a breath and then lets it out loudly. “Yeah, but don’t tell Owen, please.”

      “Never.”

      “Thanks.”

      We share a look, and I know in my soul, this kid is going to be okay.

      I’ll make sure of it.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Kirby

      

      “Aw, I hate that he feels like that. He’s such a sweet kid.”

      I nod, though she can’t see me. I didn’t get to talk to her much last night. When I called after the boys left, she was at Callie’s gymnastics thing. She called when she left, but I was wicked tired and so was she. I’ve been busy with team shit all day and she has been shopping, so this is the first time we can really sit down and talk. We’ve texted, but nothing is as good as hearing her voice and her laugh. Celeste squirms in my arms, and I hold her close, kissing the top of her head. She is very clingy tonight, not wanting to be put down, and I’m unsure why. I know in one of those baby books I read that a child can sense how their parent feels, but I think I’ve done well hiding my anger and anxiety with the whole Lilly bullshit. I still haven’t heard from her, nor has Willa. I’m over it. I feel like she’s going to keep this up, and it makes me so fucking mad.

      But I don’t want Celeste to feel any of that. I hold her close to my chest as PAW Patrol plays on the TV. I’m not sure how I feel about these super dogs, but CC loves them. I guess it’s a cute show since, even when she’s in bed, I leave it on the TV. It’s embarrassing how many times I’ve gotten caught up in the story lines.

      “Agreed,” I say as I rub CC’s sweet little head. “It’s always hard when you come to a new team. Even with family, I guess. I thought they’d be good, having each other, but Owen and Dart are two peas in a pod.”

      “Yeah, I can tell that Evan is very much chill, while they’re balls to the wall.”

      “Exactly. I hate that they all won’t make the team.” All of a sudden, I get a sickening feeling in my gut. “Don’t say anything, okay? I probably shouldn’t have told you,” I say, feeling instantly guilty. It wasn’t my place to tell her Evan’s business, but when she asked me how my day went, I word-vomited my conversation with Evan. It’s still so fresh in my mind, especially after sending him an email with all the contact information for the help he needs.

      “Never. Totally confidential.”

      I feel a little better. “Thank you, Counselor.”

      She snickers as CC moves her fingers along my jaw, sucking on her other hand. I think she’s tired. “I adore those triplets.” I roll my eyes, and she laughs at the annoyed sigh that leaves my lips. “Oh, hush. I’m on the phone with you, aren’t I? Also, I don’t do jealousy. If I’m talking to you and I’m with you, you’re the only one I want.”

      “I am well aware of that. I let out my annoyed huff because Dart made a comment that I wouldn’t let him hit on you or my nanny,” I lie, and she scoffs.

      “Liar. You want me all to yourself.”

      “Well, duh.”

      She giggles. “Same, Kirb. Same.”

      “You got me.”

      “Oh yeah?’

      “Oh yeah. Actually, Dart asked if we were official.”

      “Like, Facebook Official?”

      “I don’t have Facebook.”

      “Good, it’s a toxic fuck fest.”

      I grin. “I thought that was Tinder?”

      “No. Tinder is a cesspool of sad singles. Believe me, I know. I just deleted my account.”

      My grin grows. “Did you now? When was that?”

      She pauses. “Maybe on the ride out?”

      “Maybe, huh?”

      “Maybe,” she says, and I chuckle as Celeste squirms out of my arms and lies across my lap, kicking her legs on the couch as she continues to suck on her hand.

      “That’s an interesting development.”

      “It is. I’ve had that account for a very long time.”

      “Things must be going better than I thought.”

      “I think they are. I mean, it’s early, and maybe I’m being premature with the whole thing—”

      “You’re not,” I interrupt. Insist, rather. “I think we’ve got something good going on here.”

      “Same,” she agrees softly. “But can we not put a label on it yet?”

      I pause. “Can I ask why?”

      “I need to work through some things before I slap Taken across my ass.”

      I squint, not liking that at all. “Meaning?”

      “I’ve got some things I need to get over.”

      “Jaylin, I need more here. My mind is racing, telling me you’re still wanting to fuck around instead of fucking around with just me.”

      “That’s not it at all,” she almost yells, emotion ringing in her voice. “I just… Ugh, okay. Like I said, I’ve never been in a serious relationship. There are things that go into one that I need to figure out how to do. Being faithful is not one of them. I can be faithful.”

      I feel like I need more information, but I can hear the emotion in her voice. “We can do these things together. Let me help you?”

      She hesitates. “See, that’s one of them. I’ve never had a guy be there for me or want to help me. I don’t know how to give away control like that.”

      I eye the clock above the TV. “I mean, that’s one of the things I like about you. Your independence.”

      “I appreciate that, but I worry it may get in the way.”

      “Okay. But you do realize that I’m not here to play around. That I want more. I want all of you, not some of you, and I understand that is scary and confusing, but if you aren’t down for that—”

      “Jesus Christ. I am so fucking sick of everyone attacking me like this. It’s not that—”

      “Attacking you?” I interject, getting protective. “Who the hell is attacking you?”

      She pauses once more. “No one. I just feel like I got a bad rap, and it’s not like that. I’m asking for some patience. I don’t know what I am doing here, and I don’t want to hurt you. But I also don’t want to throw myself out there, and somehow I get hurt.”

      “One, I will not hurt you. And two, I know someone is attacking you about this, and since you’re with Nico and Aviva, they are the prime suspects.” She doesn’t answer me. “What did they say?”

      She doesn’t hesitate this time. “Basically the same thing. That if I’m not in this, I need to walk away. That your intentions are blatantly clear and mine aren’t.”

      “They’re not?” Am I missing something?

      “Apparently not since I keep getting accused of just wanting to fuck you. I mean, this is like day four of this relationship, and I feel as if everyone has already counted me out. I don’t think it’s fair.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I say, pulling the phone from my ear and holding it out. I push the FaceTime button and wait for her to answer. She doesn’t do it right away, and I almost think she won’t, but then she does. When she comes on the screen, she isn’t crying, but I can see the tears in her eyes.

      “Don’t make fun of my bonnet.”

      I’m confused. “Your what?”

      She points to the shower-cap-looking thing on her head. “My bonnet. Figured one day you’ll see it anyway. It’s to keep my hair good while I sleep.”

      “Oh, I didn’t even notice. I was mainly looking into those stunning eyes.” Her lips tip up, and I smile back at her. “I don’t doubt you, Jaylin. Not at all. I know I may have come across like I do, but you caught me off guard with your comment about not wanting to label this. I apologize.”

      “Don’t apologize. I don’t want you to pretend my comment is okay. It’s not, but I don’t know what to do here. I don’t want to go into this saying I’m your girlfriend and you’re my boyfriend, when I don’t even know how to be a girlfriend.”

      “So, you’ve never been a girlfriend? I find that hard to believe.”

      Her eyes hold mine as she blows out a breath. “Okay, fine. I was for over two years, but that was so long ago, and I don’t like who I was when I was with him.”

      I watch her struggle with her words as she bites her lip, not looking at me. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “No. Not at all.”

      “Okay—”

      “But I want you to believe that I want this, that I want to try. I just need to remember how to be someone you’d want to call your girlfriend.”

      “You don’t have to remember, Jay. You are,” I insist. Finally, she meets my gaze, and I smile. “The woman you are right now, this second, is the woman I want.”

      She wants to smile, I can see it in her eyes, but she doesn’t. Instead, she looks away, glancing down at her hand.

      “I wouldn’t have asked for us to be official if I didn’t want it, Jay. Listen, I know it’s fast. I get it. But it isn’t like we don’t know each other or that we aren’t attracted to each other or, hell, that we don’t know if we like each other. I know I like you, and I can see this turning into something beautiful and important, and God, please stop me. I’m just running my mouth.”

      She looks up, a smile covering her lips. “Maybe I like what you’re saying, and I don’t want you to stop.”

      Relief floods my features as I smile back at her. “I don’t want to rush you into anything. I think I’m eager because I want this so badly. I wanted you a year ago, and that need for you has not dulled even a bit. I would sit up at night, thinking of you with Lilly lying beside me, and I didn’t want her at all. I wanted you.”

      “That’s kind of messed up,” she says with a grin. “For her, not me.”

      I chuckle. “She may have cheated and that’s why we ended things. But if I’m honest, I was so caught up on you that I almost don’t blame her for cheating on me. I wasn’t a good boyfriend, and really, I was only in it for Celeste at that point.”

      “I know,” she says softly. “And I respect that, but you can’t force something that shouldn’t be.”

      “Exactly. Which is why I’m taking the making this official off the table—”

      “No. Don’t,” she demands, her eyes burning into mine. Even through FaceTime, I can feel her eyes all over me, caressing me from top to bottom. “I don’t want it off the table. I just need you to know. I’m not sure I’ll be a good girlfriend.”

      “What’s the difference between Girlfriend Jay and the Jay looking at me right now?”

      Her demeanor changes, almost as if she’s shy, but surely that can’t be. There is nothing shy about Jaylin. I’m unsure what she is about to say, but that excites me. I love finding things out about her. I know this is crazy, but I’m falling hard for the girl. I am. And at this moment, when it’s raw and new, I am okay with it because I feel in my soul she was made for me.

      When you know, you know.

      I just need her to know.

      She scratches her head, right at the base of her bonnet, and says, “I don’t know, Kirby. I wasn’t good at it in that guy’s opinion, so I decided to be good at what I am good at, being driven in my career. But then seeing Aviva and how happy she is, I want that. I want to be happy in love.”

      Something moves in my chest, and my lip quirks. “If I know one thing, Counselor, it’s that when you want something, you make it happen. I think you need to trust yourself—and me—and do what you do best. Succeed.”

      Her shoulders fall at the same time her lips curve. “You are dreamy.”

      I chuckle. “Just for you, sweetheart.”

      She nods. “I need to admit something.”

      “Okay?”

      To my surprise, I’m not scared. I don’t even jump to conclusions; I just get lost in her eyes.

      “When I left the other day, it wasn’t just because you were tired. It was because I don’t sleep at men’s houses.”

      I blink. “Oh. Ever?”

      “Never.”

      “Why?”

      She swallows hard. “Um, I used to. With this guy, and um, you know what?”

      “What?”

      “I feel like this is a conversation we need to have face-to-face, but please trust and believe, I want to try to sleep at your place.”

      I don’t know why, but I feel like I see fear on her face. “You’d be completely safe here, you know that, right?”

      She doesn’t react to that. She doesn’t even acknowledge it. “We’re driving back tomorrow. Can I come over when we get back?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “When do you leave?”

      “Thursday.”

      She nods. “You’re not mad?”

      “Not at all,” I promise. “I know we’re good.”

      “You do?” she asks without meeting my gaze.

      “Jaylin,” I demand, my voice low and rough. “Look at me.”

      She does as I ask, and I smile. “We’re good, sweetheart. Don’t worry. Nothing you can say or do can make me feel any differently about you.”

      She scoffs. “That’s untrue.”

      “It’s not. I want you—all of you.”

      There is so much hope in her eyes, but also, there’s that fear again. “I want you.”

      “Good. See? We’re on the same page.”

      “We are,” she says softly and then smiles. “I’ll see you tomorrow?”

      “I can’t wait. I miss that mouth of yours.”

      Her grin grows. “Same, Kirb. So, so, so same.”

      She blows me a kiss and my heart kicks up in speed, but then it turns to a puddle of goo when she asks to say goodnight to Celeste. Unfortunately, CC is in a mood, but that doesn’t derail Jaylin. She gushes over her and then says goodnight before I throw my phone on the couch, cuddling CC closer to calm her. That may have been one hell of a deep conversation, but I feel good about it.

      I feel good about us. But I’d be lying if I said I didn’t think there might be a chance this could go up in flames. We both have our own demons we’ve gotta get past. The good thing is we could have each other to help fight them.

      I only need her to realize that.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Jaylin

      

      I have absolutely no clue what the hell I am doing, but damn it if I’m not just jumping right in. I have to. It’s the only way I know how to do things. When my cancer hit, I was dead set on beating it, and I did everything to make that happen. I kept my grades up for the college I wanted and then the law school I chose. I fought to get into a law firm that would respect me.

      I fight for me. I fight for what I want. It’s who I am. I’m driven, and yeah, it may get me in some pickles every once in a while since I jump in without much thought, but it also gets me ahead.

      I spent the whole ride back from Nashville thinking and gathering my words. I haven’t spoken of that relationship for years. Reason being, I wanted to stuff it so far down inside me that I’ll never have to think of it again. I honestly never thought I would need to, but then Kirby came skating into my life. He knows what to ask to get to know me better, and that is what makes him different. No man has ever wanted to know me inside out. Then again, I’ve never been as open as I am with him.

      It’s his eyes; they get me every time. I just feel safe. I feel good, and I can’t help but yearn for more of those feelings. Fuck, if that isn’t terrifying. I’m so used to hiding myself, only showing what’s on the surface. But here I am. I want to give him what he wants, because I want it all from him.

      I hate that I almost want to go with the lie. The same lie I told Aviva when everything went down. She was still so broken from losing her mom, my cancer, and then her mastectomy that I refused to put my trauma on her. I had leaned on her so hard when I was sick, I couldn’t imagine giving her anything else to worry about with me. Also, her dad had just left for the hundredth time. She couldn’t handle it. I was well aware of her state of mind, so I kept it deep inside.

      I suffered in silence. Something I had gotten really good at during the relationship and even now in life. I either ignore the pain, or I suffer without anyone knowing. I drown myself in my work, and I know it’s not healthy, but it’s what I do. I don’t think Kirby will accept that, though. Honestly, I know he won’t. He’s so in tune with my feelings—something else that terrifies me. I get that we had an instant connection a year and a half ago, but how in the world is it still so strong? Time is a bitch, but it’s not like that with us. I think that’s why I can’t shake wanting to tell him the truth. I need to tell him. Because the truth is, he makes me feel like I’m more than just a lawyer, more than just a pretty face and a hardworking boss babe.

      He makes me feel like I am someone deserving of love.

      I’m a firm believer that everything happens for a reason. That each situation is a seed, or water, to help you grow. A stepping-stone to a solid future. Doesn’t matter how shitty or how bad it seems at the time; it honestly will help you grow. I have to believe that or the hell I went through in that relationship was for nothing. I truly don’t think I would have been as driven and as ready to kick-start law school and then my career if I hadn’t been through the absolute hell of that relationship. I think I would have chased the next high from being in love, and I’m okay with how that played out.

      I just don’t know if I’m ready to talk about it.

      But like I told Kirby, if I am going to do this, if I’m going to be his girlfriend, I want him to know who he is getting. I seem awesome on the outside; I’m gorgeous, great hair, thick ass, and a style that belongs in a magazine. But inside me, there is a wall thicker than the Great Wall of China around all the shit I’ve been through, and I don’t know how to start telling him even half of it. I want this, though. I want him. So, I gotta suck it up and put on my big-girl panties.

      He can take them off afterward.

      If he still wants me.

      I shake my head as I walk into the office. I hadn’t planned on coming in, but I need to grab a few files I can work on this weekend. The office isn’t bustling with people or loud with the phone ringing off the hook. I could actually work a bit if I wanted, but I’d rather see Kirby and Celeste. I need to rush home, take a shower, and then head over. Which is why I have a little pep in my step. While it was a beautiful three days getting Callie settled, watching her show off, and even getting some shopping in, I missed my home. I…I missed Kirby and Celeste.

      Of course, there are some people here, the regular workhorses like me, but I ignore them, heading into my office to grab my files. I walk behind my desk, sitting down so I can reach under my desk to unplug my computer. When I sit up, putting the cord on top of my laptop, I find Willa in my doorway. She has her knuckles almost to my door to knock, and I smile a greeting.

      “Hey, burning the weekend oil?” I tease, and she grins, coming in.

      “Yeah, I was surprised you weren’t here.”

      “I figured I’d work from home,” I lie, though not really since I do plan on working, just around Celeste and Kirby. She doesn’t need to know that, however. I’m not sure how she will feel about Kirby and me dating, so I’d rather just keep it under lock and key. “I am a little behind.”

      “Yeah, but did you have a good time in Nashville?”

      I nod as I put some files on top of my laptop. “I did. We got my best friend’s sister all settled.”

      “That’s awesome. Glad to hear it,” she says, and I suddenly catch a vibe that she isn’t here to talk about my trip.

      I glance up at her through my lashes. “Everything okay?”

      She nods, sitting down in the chair in front of my desk and crossing her legs. She’s wearing a little jumpsuit outfit, looking like she belongs in a hip-hop video. “Sure, I’m having some issues with the Litman case, though.”

      I perk my brow, not meeting her gaze. “What’s going on?”

      She clears her throat. “The baby momma didn’t show up for court, and according to her lawyer, she doesn’t plan on showing up at all. Even after offering to pay her way back from Europe, she is adamant about not coming back. I haven’t told Mr. Litman yet, and I’m stressing over it because basically, we’re going to set court dates for the hell of it, money wasted and everything.”

      Fuck, that sucks. Kirby is going to be pissed. “Have you tried asking if she’ll just give up custody?”

      “Yeah, I even sent the papers over, but she said she will sign when she gets a chance.”

      I shake my head. “Well, isn’t she a piece of work.”

      “That’s the nice way of putting it. I know we can win, but I have a feeling this might be drawn-out.”

      I look over at her after putting my files and laptop in my work bag. “Are you preserving all the communication between you and her lawyer?”

      Willa nods, and I can tell by the look on her face she is over this case. Some cases just take the joy out of you. Especially custody battles with a deadbeat parent. “I am.”

      “Bring them and show them to the judge at the next court date. Present everything he has and motion for custody right there.”

      “I am worried since she’s the mom, they’ll push for her to be present.”

      “But if she won’t show up, what can be done?”

      “I’ll try, but usually with mothers, it’s different.”

      I shrug. “Yeah, because you don’t have mothers like this chick, who just abandon their child. With drug abuse, they want the parent to get help. But when it’s straight-up abandonment or neglect, a judge can’t turn their back on that. Especially with such a great father who just wants to protect his daughter.”

      “Mr. Litman is a great dad, isn’t he?” she asks, and I can’t contain the grin that covers my lips.

      “He is. A very good man.”

      Silence fills my office, and I try so hard not to look at her, but I do, and I instantly regret it. Willa’s eyes are suspicious and intrusive as she says, “I saw you two kiss the other day.”

      I look away, feeling not the least bit guilty but caught red-handed. I forgot that she could have seen that. I was hoping she had been in court or something. I direct my gaze to hers. “Okay?”

      “Okay,” she repeats, her eyes hooded in a very judgmental way. “I have to say, I think that’s a very bad idea.”

      I raise a brow. “That can be your opinion, but honestly, it’s none of your business.”

      “You do realize he is in the middle of a custody battle and doesn’t need any distractions.”

      “I am well aware of his situation, and he is too. What we are doing is our business.”

      “I feel as though you are compromising my case.”

      What the hell is she talking about? I look at her in complete confusion.

      “And I take offense since you’re supposed to be not only my colleague, but my friend.”

      “That’s not the situation at all. What I do outside of this office is my business.”

      “True, when it’s not my client,” she insists. “He doesn’t need to be distracted. And then I’m worried he’s using you—”

      I scoff at her claim, which makes her glare. “He is not using me.”

      “He wants to keep his child, and it looks better if there is a female presence.”

      “He doesn’t need anyone or anything to prove he is a wonderful dad. He is dating me because he wants to be with me.”

      She shakes her head slowly. “So, you are dating?”

      “Again, I feel like a broken record here, but it’s none of your business.”

      “I feel like I need to go to Feliciana about this.”

      I scrunch up my face. “You’re going to our boss because I am dating your client?”

      “Yes. It’s against policy.”

      “No. It’s against policy to date a client you are representing. I don’t represent him—you do.”

      “But you counsel me, and I don’t need anything jeopardizing my case.”

      Now, I’m getting pissed. “I counsel you because you are my friend. And may I remind you, you wouldn’t have him as a client if it weren’t for me. I knew him before this case, but if you feel you need to take this to Feliciana, please, be my guest. I’m doing nothing wrong, and I refuse to be accused of doing so when I’m not.”

      “I shouldn’t be having this conversation with you at all. But it’s not only all the points I’ve already brought up. It also has to do with your race.”

      What the hell? I’m so taken aback, my voice is squeaky. “My race?”

      “Yes. Please hear me out,” she says, clasping her hands. “You are a black woman. He is a white man with a white child. What—”

      “Let me stop you right there,” I announce, holding up my palm. “You will not bring that racist bullshit into my office.”

      “I’m not being—”

      “Then why are you bringing my race and his into this? It doesn’t matter what color either of us is. We are all the same, and you making that kind of comment is one of the biggest issues in this world.”

      Her eyes are dark, anger swirling in them. “You won’t even let me finish my point.”

      “Because I don’t want to hear it. It’s bullshit.”

      “You are being very selfish, and if I lose this case, it’s going to be your fault.”

      When she stands, I do the same. “For one, Willa, you won’t lose this case because it’s a slam dunk. You’ve done the work and so has he, so just close it. But a word of advice—and this will be the last advice I give you. Ever,” I say, my voice dropping an octave. “I will not be threatened by you, nor will I stand for you attacking a relationship I’m in when you know nothing about us or our situation. You will never speak of my race again, and if I ever hear about it, I will turn you in to HR. I am appalled by this behavior, especially when I have been nothing but supportive of you. I want you to win, not only for Kirby and Celeste but for your career. Unlike you, I don’t look at skin color or anything like that. I look at the potential, and you have it—as long as you keep race out of it.”

      She is speechless and, I can tell, guilty. What did I expect? She’s young and Southern. It’s nothing new, and I’m sure she expected this to go a whole other direction, but I will not apologize for how I handled it. I have been disrespected worse than this in my life, but man, this is one slight I won’t forget. A good second passes with her not saying anything, so with a nod, I say, “Good talk. Now get out of my office.”

      She wants to say something, I know she does, but she makes the right choice and leaves my office.

      I take a deep breath in, letting it out in a rush before I sit back in my chair. I swallow, looking out into the reception area, willing myself not to cry. I won’t give her the satisfaction, and I will not think I am in the wrong. I’m not. I am trying to find happiness with a damn good man.

      In no way, shape, or form do I believe he is using me as just a female presence in Celeste’s life. That is downright ridiculous. Kirby isn’t the kind of man to use anyone. He’s been hurt; he wouldn’t do that. I know that. No matter how much my past relationship wants to rear its ugly head and twist me into believing it to be true, I won’t allow it.

      When my phone sounds with a text, I am thankful for the interruption to my wild thoughts. I pull it out of my back pocket to find it’s a photo from Kirby. With the ocean behind her, Celeste is sitting in the sand wearing a sweet little purple bathing suit and laughing happily. I can’t help but grin, and my heart fills with such joy at the sight of hers. When I read the caption, though, my heart stops dead in my chest.

      Can’t wait to see you. We miss you.

      We. I don’t know why that simple word makes my stomach churn with anxiety. He loves his child so much, but what if being with me makes him lose the case? What if I am a distraction and he drops the ball? Neglects his fatherly duties, or his ex uses our relationship against him? What if me adding to that we messes everything up? I am a black woman, he is a white man, and there are more people out there like Willa who will see an issue with our relationship. Never in my life have I cared about that. I believe that all people bleed the same red blood, but I don’t want to screw this up for him. I refuse to be ashamed of my race or his. I am proud, but I don’t want Lilly to win somehow when Kirby is such a great dad to Celeste.

      My mind is going a mile a minute, and I can’t shake this feeling that I am making a mistake getting involved with him. Given the warnings from Aviva and Nico, and now Willa, maybe I should listen. Maybe I should walk away.

      I can’t be the reason this man doesn’t get to keep that bundle of perfection in his life.

      But as I stare at the picture, his words, I don’t think that’s fair.

      Fuck.

      I lay my head on my desk, feeling dizzy from the whiplash of my feelings. One minute, I’m confident in us, knowing damn well I’m ready to open up. And the next, I’m wondering if I should text him and tell him maybe we shouldn’t do this.

      Why is this so hard? Why aren’t I allowed to be happy? Why can’t Kirby? We deserve it. We’re good people, and damn it, we both love that baby.

      Problem is, I care so much about Kirby and Celeste, I don’t know if I can risk ruining what they have. But can I live with the consequences of that? I lived more than a year without them, hating myself for not meeting him before his ex got pregnant. For not locking him in when I had the chance.

      It just isn’t fair.

      But maybe I’m not meant to be in love.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Kirby

      

      I keep checking my phone for a text back from Jaylin. Celeste sits in my lap as the ocean water runs up on my feet. She’s swinging a shovel, throwing sand around in an excited little way. She’s so much fun. I laugh along with her as we dig in the sand and enjoy the beautiful day on the beach. I was hoping Jaylin would be here by now, but she said she needed to go by the office and her condo. I suggested grabbing a bag to stay, but she completely ignored that request and went on about how she had some work to finish. At my place. Which was hopeful.

      Ever since she told me about that past relationship she doesn’t like to speak of, my mind has been reeling. I want to know it all. I want to know what happened, why it ended, and why she feels that’s the reason she doesn’t stay at any man’s house. Of course, I came up with every single worst-case scenario, but I’ve done a good job keeping those to myself. I haven’t pushed, nor have I asked again. Instead, all our texts have been playful and fun, my favorite thing about us. But now, she isn’t answering my text. I wouldn’t be alarmed since she did have things to do, but it was a picture of Celeste. Surely, she’d stop everything to text me back about this cutie.

      CC looks up at me, grinning, and I kiss her sweet little nose. I can’t imagine not having moments like this with her. It bothers me that Lilly isn’t showing up, not just because it’s prolonging everything, but because it bothers me that she doesn’t want Celeste. I mean, is it in my blood to be abandoned? It troubles me and scares me that this is something that will affect Celeste when she is older. No matter how much I love her and make her life the greatest I can, she will experience pain when she realizes her mother gave her up. Or maybe she won’t.

      Maybe things will become exactly what I want them to be with Jaylin, and Celeste will be so overly loved by both of us that she won’t yearn for her biological mom. As much as I want to believe it into existence, there is the issue of locking Jaylin down, along with Lilly not fucking everything up.

      There are a lot of moving pieces, and with my mind going to every single worst-case, it’s going to be a battle. But this is a battle I need to win. I want the best for Celeste and me. And for me, Jaylin is the missing piece I need.

      When my phone signals a text, I reach for it in the bag of stuff for Celeste I brought down with me. When I see it’s not from Jaylin, I’m disappointed, but then I see what Evan wrote.

      Evan: I emailed for an appointment. My sister and mom got on to me too. Apparently you aren’t the only one noticing something is up. I thought I was hiding it better, but I guess not. Anyway, thank you for looking out for me.

      Awesome. I write him back quickly and wish him a happy weekend since he’s in Nashville for his sister to get married. Sometimes it’s good having anxiety, so you can spot it in others and help them. I know he’s going to be just fine; he needs to work out some kinks, and then he’ll be unstoppable. He has so much support. There is no reason for him not to be successful.

      I almost toss my phone back into the bag, but then I feel the need to call Jaylin. I hit her number and bring the phone to my ear just as Celeste lets out a happy shriek. I laugh and wait for Jaylin to answer. When I’m about to hang up, she finally does.

      “Hey.”

      I can tell something is wrong with that one word. “That didn’t sound very welcoming. You okay?”

      She doesn’t answer right away. I can hear her breathing, and the alarm in it has my heart kicking up in speed. “No.”

      “Okay. What can I do? Want me to come to you?”

      “I’m actually in my car in front of your house. I just can’t get out, but I also couldn’t stay home because I miss you.”

      Okay, talk about being confused. I get up swiftly, sand all over Celeste and me, not that I care. Or even that Celeste is still swinging her shovel, sending even more sand everywhere. With the phone to my ear and Celeste on my hip, I head for the gate leading to my front yard. “All right, can you elaborate?”

      I open the gate, hoping I can keep her from driving off before I get there. She doesn’t sound confident, and that makes me nervous. She clears her throat, and I can hear the emotion is thick. “I want to see you, but I don’t know if we should do this.”

      I see her sitting in her car as I come alongside my house. “I think we should.”

      “I know you do,” she says, and I love that I can see a grin spread across her face. “I’m worried there are too many variables stacked against us.”

      I walk up by the car, moving the phone from my ear as she looks up at me, surprised. Her eyes are glossy, dark, and she looks beyond torn. I reach for the door, opening it, and then take her hand in mine. When I pull her into my side, she comes willingly as I wrap my arm around her neck, my hand coming up to grab her by the jaw. I direct her face up so she’s in the perfect position for me to kiss her, and then I do just that. She melts into me as I ignore Celeste beating me with her shovel. As I sweep my tongue over Jaylin’s, my heart is skipping in my chest. I can say the words over and over again, but until she listens and believes me, it won’t matter.

      So, maybe kissing her will do the trick.

      When I pull back, gazing down into her gorgeous face, she lets out a satisfied sigh. She reaches up, cupping my jaw, her thumb running along my lips. “I needed that.”

      “I thought so.”

      Her lips start to turn up, but then Celeste hits her with the shovel and she bursts out laughing. I smile widely as she takes Celeste from me, kissing her all over her face. “Hey there, sugar. Where did you get a shovel? You playing with Daddy?”

      Celeste giggles happily, and I cuddle both of them into my side. I kiss Jaylin’s temple and ask, “Wanna head to the beach?”

      Gone is the sadness and even the uncertainty, replaced by genuine bliss.

      With just a nod from her, we head to the beach, where we have an incredible afternoon.

      Something I decide I want more of.
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      After putting Celeste down, I find Jaylin in my kitchen, barefoot after a shower. She pours two large glasses of wine, handing me one when I reach her. I wrap my arm around her waist before pulling her into me, and she tips her head up for me to kiss her. She doesn’t even need to ask. I kiss her wildly, full of need, as she molds her body to mine. When I part from her delectable lips, I kiss her nose. “Did you have fun today?”

      Her lips come up at one side, and she nods. “I did.”

      “Good. Aren’t you glad you came over?”

      “I am,” she says as I thread our fingers together.

      With our glasses in our hands, I guide her toward the couch and then pull her down in my lap. She giggles on the way down, her ass so perfect against my cock as I kiss her jaw. She taps her glass to mine, and then we both take healthy sips of the delicious wine. She looks down at her glass, running her fingers along the rim of it as I balance my glass on her knee. I watch her, waiting for her to say what she needs to say. There were so many times this afternoon when I thought she was going to explain why she was struggling earlier, or even about the past relationship, but she never said anything. She played, she laughed, and honestly, I’m okay with it.

      I run my other hand up her back, massaging her neck as I gaze at the side of her face. She closes her eyes, leaning into my fingers as I rub out a knot or two. When I kiss her cheek, she turns to capture my lips with hers. It isn’t just one kiss. It turns to two and then three before we put our glasses on the table so we can use our hands on each other. I roll her so she is underneath me, angling my hips between her legs to feel her hot center through her lounge pants. I cradle her jaw with my hand, kissing her with such need as her hands come up to cup my hands. We kiss, long and with tenderness. My blood is sizzling with want, and my heart hasn’t slowed down even a bit.

      When she pulls back, I open my eyes to meet her gaze. Gone is the passion, and back is the uncertainty from before. I look at her as she stares into my eyes. I wait, and she doesn’t say anything, so I wait some more. Finally, unable to handle the silence and the not kissing, I say, “While I want to know everything, Jay, I want it to be on your terms.”

      She swallows hard, her eyes a bit glossy but not enough to form tears. She licks her lips as she gazes into my eyes. “I don’t have an issue with interracial couples. I obviously like both black and white men, but there are people—”

      “Fuck ’em,” I say simply, not even hearing this noise. “I don’t give a shit about them. I only care about you.”

      “Aren’t you worried about what people will—”

      “No. Not even a little bit.” The rage that is boiling inside me is scary. “I will physically fight anyone who has anything to say. I am a hockey player. I’ll take a ten-minute major for you any time, any day.”

      Her lips curve, and I can feel her heart pounding so unbelievably hard. “I don’t know what that means. But what if it negatively affects your custody battle?”

      I note her lack of hockey knowledge. I really need to educate her. “It won’t,” I announce. “I won’t let it.”

      “Lilly could.”

      “Jaylin, Lilly has nothing to say. She abandoned her child. Nothing. She doesn’t get to say anything. I won’t let her.”

      “I don’t want to mess this up for you—”

      “Jaylin,” I insist, and her eyes widen. “The custody battle is what it is. I’m going to win because I’m a good dad. It doesn’t matter who I am dating, what color she is, or anything else. I am a good dad, and I will protect my daughter. You said it yourself.”

      She nods slowly. “I agree.”

      “Then let it go and don’t speak about it again,” I stress, and she nods once more. “I hope you weren’t trying to use that as an excuse to blow me off.”

      She scoffs, her fingers dancing along my chin. “I don’t want to blow you off. That’s why I was sitting in my car. I wanted to spend time with Celeste and you, and find myself under you like this, but I’m petrified. But I’m also tired of not chasing my happiness when it comes to a man I want.”

      “There’s been more than me?” I tease, trying to lighten the mood, and she grins.

      “Not like this. I think that’s why I’m so scared.”

      “Don’t be. I want my happiness too, and you are a part of that.”

      She takes in a deep breath, her eyes never leaving mine. “You’re sure?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Her lips tremble a bit, and she closes her eyes. “You’re so certain.”

      “I am, and I think you are too, deep inside.” I run my finger down her throat to her chest before bumping her chin with my hand. She opens her eyes then, and a single tear slides down her cheek. I wipe it away quickly, cupping her jaw as I stroke her cheek with my thumb. “Sweetheart, what’s wrong?”

      She lets out a harsh sigh before she blurts out, “I was raped.”

      Her hand slaps over her mouth, her eyes widen in shock, and it’s easy to tell she wasn’t expecting to admit that so boldly. I wish I could explain the pure, hot fury that explodes through my body. I want to rip off this man’s dick and stuff it down his throat. I have never felt so much rage in my life, but then, I’ve never been on the receiving end of those words from a woman I care about before. “When?”

      “When I was in college,” she says slowly and with so much fear in her eyes, I can almost feel her shaking. “The reason I don’t stay with men is because I used to stay over at my ex’s fraternity house a lot. There was a party, and I was tired, so I went upstairs to his room. Next thing I know, I’m being awoken by not only him but his fraternity brother.” She closes her eyes, and my stomach drops, knowing the rest.

      “You don’t have to tell me any more.”

      She drops her head to my lips, taking in a deep breath as the sob rips through her body. “He held me down as his friend raped me. The whole time, calling me a disabled hoe since I was missing my breasts at the time. He said, ‘This is how hoes get treated.’”

      “Give me his name,” I demand, stroking her head, but she doesn’t.

      “I blacked out from it all. And when I woke up, he turned it around, saying he found me fucking his friend and that I was nothing but a whore. He was very emotionally abusive, but it wasn’t until after I had fallen in love with him that he started abusing me. I had never been in love before, so I allowed him to behave that way until that moment. I kicked him straight in his dick and left. I transferred out of the dorms to live with my parents until I graduated.”

      I’m shaking with anger, but when she lifts her head, her eyes are flooded with tears. “I know it’s crazy, but that trauma pushed me to go to law school. I want to help people, women. I have been able to. What I went through sucks, and I know that, believe me. But it had to happen for me to be where I am.” She is so strong. So resilient.

      As I gaze at her, I feel like I’m falling over the edge. Fuck it, I don’t want to be caught or stopped.

      “I feel like a train wreck,” she admits, and I cup her jaw.

      I give her a small smile. “You’re not, sweetheart.”

      She examines me. “Are you disgusted by me?”

      “Not at all,” I say incredulously. “Why would I be?”

      “Because of what I just said.”

      “Jaylin, I’m in awe of you.”

      “You are?”

      “Completely. You overcame a trauma and made something even stronger of yourself. How can I be anything but proud of you?”

      “I’ve never told anyone. Not even my therapist when I was going to one.”

      My heart swells. “I’m thankful you trust me.”

      She presses her nose to mine. “I feel safe with you.”

      “That’s all I want,” I whisper against her lips as I squeeze her hand. “Trust me when I say we can go as slow as you want. As long as you continue being honest with me.”

      “That’s not a problem.”

      “And you know nothing like that will ever happen here. I will literally kill someone for you.”

      Her lips tip up at the side. “No one has ever said that to me.”

      “Because they aren’t me.”

      She perks her mouth, and I do the same, gently kissing her. When she smiles against my lips, I grin back at her. “You’re going to make me fall in love with you, aren’t you?”

      A shiver runs through my body at just the idea of that. “That’s the plan. I’ll pull out all the stops. I’ll even use my kid to make it happen. So, get ready, Counselor.”

      She giggles against my lips. “Oh, Kirby, I swear to you, I’m trying.”

      I kiss her once more. “That’s all I can ask for.”

      Because let’s be honest, once she allows herself to love me, I won’t need a Stanley Cup ring.

      I’ll have Celeste and her.

      Nothing could ever compare to them.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Kirby

      

      It’s really frustrating to sit during a hockey game.

      Even though I know it’s only preseason, it doesn’t matter. I hate it. I am aware it’s for the young kids to shine and figure out what it’s like to play in an NHL game, but I’m still beyond frustrated. This is the second game I’ve sat at, and all I can think is I could be home with Celeste. I could be holding her, putting her to bed, feeding her, and playing in the sand, but all that is now happening on the phone. Jean…God, she is an angel, is making sure I have my time with my girl. She’ll set the iPad up on the floor, and I’m able to play with my daughter. At night, she’s okay with doing the same so I can watch Celeste sleep.

      I didn’t realize how hard this was going to be.

      When we were in the Cup final, Celeste was like a potato. She didn’t move much at the time, and I trusted Lilly to make sure she was taken care of. But now, Celeste is not only moving and doing things, but I have this ungodly fear that Lilly could come snatch my kid. Not because she wants Celeste, but because she wants to hurt me. It has been over a week since our court date and still no contact. I can’t go an hour without some kind of update from Jean, but Lilly has gone almost a month. It’s beyond me, it’s unfathomable, and I hate her for it. I hate that I have hate in my heart for this woman, but I do. How can she do this to our baby girl? It’s Lilly’s blood, her flesh, and…nothing. The situation makes me irate, but then I think of Jaylin, and soon it all floats away.

      Unlike Lilly, the mother, by the second day of my being on the road, Jaylin asked if it was okay if she went over to hang with Celeste. I couldn’t say yes quick enough. It has been such a help because when she comes by, Jean is able to run errands more easily or do anything else she needs to do. Though, from what I’m being told by both of them, they’ve become buddies, Jaylin and Jean. They had a girls’ night and play-painted Celeste’s nails while they did theirs. I’ve noticed Jaylin spends more time at my place than her own. Though she hasn’t slept over. I don’t want to let it bother me, and of course, my mind goes to every reason I could be doing something wrong, but then I remind myself of the real reason. She may trust me and she may feel safe, but she still isn’t ready mentally, and that is totally fine. I understand, and I will be supportive. No matter how much I want to wrap my body around hers and never let her leave. I’ve never been with a woman who doesn’t want me to do everything. Or has to depend on me. While it’s something I am trying to navigate, I will do whatever I need to so that Jaylin is comfortable.

      For anyone to go through that is straight-up bullshit, but to know someone who came back and succeeded after such horror is awe-inspiring. I battle my own demons, and I hate it. I hate the pain, the anxiety it has given me, and I hate that Jaylin has to deal with demons of her own. I’d take them all just to make her smile. Just to guarantee she’d never cry another tear over that jackass.

      I begged for a name, but she wouldn’t give it to me. She probably knows I’d find him and kill him with my bare hands. She tells me she already defeated him by fulfilling all her dreams. I hadn’t even realized that I had defeated my past by doing the same. I’m not my father. I will never be my mother who abandoned me, and I am a beast on the ice. I did this. I’ve won, and I wouldn’t have realized that if it weren’t for Jaylin.

      She’s incredible.

      I lean on the little balcony of our box, running my fingers over the condensation of my glass of water. We’re in Las Vegas, playing the Knights, and we’re up by one. Moon and I played the last game, so tonight, we sit as we watch our team play. Nico is in goal by choice; it wasn’t his night to play, but he wasn’t happy with his performance the other night. In his defense, we had a bunch of kids defending him, and they dropped the ball.

      One being Evan Adler.

      I don’t get it. God help the kid. He had his first therapy session our first day on the road, but I don’t think he opened up the way he should. He told me he was ready. But every night, it’s like he is on the ice—his body is moving, but he isn’t there. He’s completely removed himself from the situation, and it isn’t good. Like now, he has the puck, skating up, but nothing is leaving his lips. He is mute. He doesn’t talk; he doesn’t call plays or even communicate with his teammates. He’s a body on the ice.

      From where I am, I can hear Owen yell his name. That wakes him up. With such skill and proficiency, Evan assesses the situation, lifts the puck in a pass to his brother that is over the stick of one of the Knights’ forwards. Totally incredible. But when his brother scores with ease, my eyes return to Evan, and he doesn’t even cheer. He just heads back toward the bench, tapping gloves. Only going through the motions. It kills me. I’ve tried to talk to the kid during games, but I can see the fear in his eyes. It’s numbing him.

      He has what it takes to be his dad, a shutout kind of defensemen with a killer shot, but if he doesn’t get over this fear or figure out how to control it, he won’t make it. I lean back in my chair, frustrated since I take responsibility for the kid. I took him under my wing and have said over and over that it will be him and his brother taking the two spots. If he doesn’t start playing the way he knows how and how I know he can, Dart will get it.

      “Man, Dart is on fire,” Chandler says from beside me, and my gaze falls on the little showboater. I love the kid; I do. But damn, if he doesn’t have too many bells and whistles to his skating. He skates like an Olympic skater. Arms moving while holding the fucking stick so far out, I don’t know how he controls it. He does, though, and he moves around the defense with ease. He drops the puck back to Owen, who passes it cleanly to Amoore, a forward who was traded in from Chicago, and he shoots, but it’s an easy block. It rebounds off the goalie’s blocker right to Evan’s stick. He’s all by himself, totally alone, and I watch him. His heart is beating so hard, his shoulders are shaking. He pulls back the stick, and I hold my breath as I watch. He’s got this. It’s going to be a killer shot, too. I know it. But he doesn’t move. He stays in the position with his stick pulled back like in a photograph rather than a real game. The puck is stolen by the defense, passed up, which leaves our guys to jump back on the defense. They don’t make it in time, and the Knights score.

      “Fuck,” I mutter, and I’m so thankful this game is not televised. Evan would beat himself up at the thought of his dad seeing that. Hell, it gives me anxiety, knowing what the poor kid must be feeling. Owen is agitated, though; I can see him saying something very animated and maybe not so kind to his brother. Evan takes it, his head hanging low as he skates back to the bench.

      “Damn it, that sucks.”

      Chandler exhales loudly. “Yeah, I’m worried for him.”

      I nod. “Me too.”

      “So is his mom. From what Amelia said, her mom was saying that his mom is pushing for him to be sent back home.”

      I cringe. “Not good when the owner of another team is trying that.”

      “Nope. Apparently, his dad is pissed at her and says to give him a chance to figure it out, but it’s not looking good. He isn’t handling everything well, and I’m sure it doesn’t help when his twin brother is tearing the ice up like it’s nothing.”

      “Exactly,” I agree, shaking my head. “I like him a lot.”

      “Oh, Evan? Shit, forget about it. That kid is the most amazing dude ever. Super kind but also super soft-spoken. In his defense, though, the whole family is loud as fuck.”

      I grin. “I heard.”

      “You should have seen the wedding. His sister, Shelli, basically put on a concert for her husband. It was so over the top, but that’s the Adlers. Over the top. Minus Evan. He’s not like them. He’s quiet.”

      Which is part of the problem. He wants to be like his family. “I hope he makes it.”

      “Me too. I like him way more than Owen.”

      I snort. “Owen is cool.”

      “He’s a show-off.”

      “True, but still a good kid.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I’m just glad I don’t have to deal with them as much anymore. They still come over and steal food, but at least I can walk around my house naked again.”

      I chuckle as I keep my eyes on the ice. Chandler bought out the lease of the tenants at Amelia’s old place near where they live and put the boys there. They’re currently building on to their house since Amelia is pregnant with their third kid. I suggested they get a new home, but Chandler wants to stay in the place where he fell in love with Amelia. It’s cute but completely irrational. Three kids in a beach house? I wouldn’t do it. Shit, I have issues and fear with only Celeste in my house. I worry she’ll fall off the porch or drown in the ocean. The fear is great with just one kid. Three? No way. I would be a basket case.

      “How is everything going at your place? Heard you got a new girlfriend.”

      I grin at the mention of Jaylin. I don’t know if we’re officially official, but I fucking want to be. I just can’t get enough of her. I enjoy her immensely, and I love watching her with Celeste. She’s just, she’s… Shit, she rocks me like I’ve been hit by the biggest defensemen on the ice. An endless hard hit. Over and over again, and I take it. I crave it. Fuck, I’m falling hard.

      “Things are great, Celeste is getting bigger, and Jean is fantastic.”

      “Is she? Good. Dart says she’s hot.”

      “Dart better keep his dick in his pants.”

      Chandler laughs. “That seems to be hard for that kid.”

      “Get him a chastity belt, then.”

      More laughter. “He isn’t my problem. I think he might be yours. Didn’t you take responsibility for all three?”

      “Shit, I think I did,” I say grudgingly, and I’m met with more laughter. “I’ll order him one off Amazon.”

      “Good plan.”

      “I thought so,” I say with a grin, but I don’t miss the knowing look in his eyes.

      “And what about this gorgeous lady I’ve heard about a few times? Isn’t she Nico’s girl’s best friend?”

      I shrug. “Maybe.”

      “Name? Or are we completely ignoring this conversation?”

      “Jaylin.”

      “Jaylin? Pretty. Is she good with Celeste?”

      My shoulders drop as my heart explodes. “She’s incredible.”

      “She good to you?”

      I beam. “Real good.”

      “Good,” he says, smacking me and then cupping my shoulder. “Then she’s a keeper.”

      We share a long look. I’ve always respected Chandler. He doesn’t say much, but what he does say comes from his heart. He’s a good man, and knowing he only cares for Celeste’s and my happiness makes him an even greater man. He’s pussy-whipped by that wife of his, but I can’t hate on him for it. I want more than anything to be pussy-whipped, in a good way, by Jaylin.

      Hell, I’ll get her the whip off Amazon too. I’ll have that shit in two days with Prime.

      I grin at the thought as I look around to see if anyone is watching. We aren’t supposed to be on our phones up here. We are supposed to watch the game so we can be included in the locker room discussion, but I have to text Jaylin.

      Me: Hey, I’m ordering Dart a chastity belt. Want me to grab you a whip?

      Jaylin: …I have so many questions.

      Me: Like?

      Jaylin: 1. Aren’t you supposed to be watching the game and not placing Amazon orders? You get enough. I had to help Jean bring in some boxes today.

      I grin.

      Me: My addiction to Amazon is my addiction. Overlook it, just as I overlook your need for shoes.

      Jaylin: Rude.

      Me: I told you I can hang, Counselor.

      Jaylin: Sorry, I read that as you’re hung.

      Me: I’m that, too.

      Jaylin: Yes, yes, you are. But on to my next question. Why does my sweet D’Artagnan need a chastity belt?

      I look around once more, and still, no one is watching.

      Me: He wants to get it on with Jean.

      Jaylin: Oh yeah, no. She’s off-limits. Too much going on.

      Me: That, and I don’t want her to quit because of him.

      Jaylin: Oh, very true. Yes, buy that. But a whip? Why do I need a whip?

      I’m grinning from ear to ear as I type back.

      Me: So I’d be pussy-whipped by you.

      Jaylin: Oh, my sweet Kirby, you’re already whipped, and I didn’t even need an actual whip.

      Yup, I might as well fall right off the balcony because that’s how I feel right now.

      I’m falling hard and fast for this gorgeous woman.

      And I don’t need anything to brace my fall.

      I want to fall.

      Jaylin: I’m kidding!

      Me: No, you’re not because you know it’s true.

      Jaylin: LOLOLOL. No, really, I was kidding.

      Me: You know damn well you’re not, and it’s okay. I want to be.

      Jaylin: You do?

      Me: Yeah, cause then that means you’ve accepted that I’m yours.

      When she sends me the blushy emoji, my heart soars.

      Me: Why don’t you admit you’re mine?

      Jaylin: Because I refuse to do something like that over text.

      Me: I can respect that.

      Jaylin: Good. I guess we’ve got some things to talk about when you get home.

      Me: I guess so.

      Jaylin: Okay, get back to your game.

      Me: I’d rather talk to you.

      Jaylin: Well, duh. But we’ve got time after the game, don’t we? I took a nap this afternoon, so I’m awake.

      Me: Good. I’ll call you ASAP.

      Jaylin: I’ll be waiting.

      Those three words give me chills. She’ll be waiting for me.

      Could this get any better?
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      Jaylin

      

      Willa hasn’t spoken to me or looked in my direction since our little talk.

      She also hasn’t told anyone about it, nor have I. Gossip is a killer in this office, so Feliciana doesn’t tolerate it. Not that I want to talk about it. I’m still appalled it even happened, but no matter what, I want Willa to succeed. She’s a good lawyer, a smart girl, just ill-informed, which probably stems from her family dynamics. I’m thankful that Kirby doesn’t care about our race, but I am finding there really isn’t anything wrong with Kirby. Believe me, I’ve been looking for something.

      He’s good. So good. Sweet, kind, and so supportive. I know he wants me to stay over. I know he wants to occupy all of my time, but he doesn’t push. He wants whatever I’ll give him, and sometimes I feel like I’m not giving him enough. He has me being all mindful and caring about him, which is something I’ve never done for anyone other than Aviva and Callie. He’s too good to be true, yet he is. He has his faults, but he doesn’t let them define him. He could milk that abandonment by his mom and dad until the cows come home, or even dwell on Lilly leaving him and Celeste, but he doesn’t. He just loves Celeste; he loves himself, his career, his teammates. I mean, the way he worries about and cares for Evan is beautiful. He’s so in tune with his feelings, and I swear, I’ve never met a man like that. Above all that, he adores me. Worships me, and hell, he may even love me, which terrifies the ever-living shit out of me.

      I really don’t want him to say that to me.

      Not yet. Jesus, I’m not ready for that.

      Though, I need to get ready. I can feel it. I have never, ever done long-distance with anyone. In my opinion, it’s stupid. Too much temptation, and one never really knows what the other is doing. It consists of way too much trust in someone, but here I am. I trust him. I fucking trust a man, and I’m not even thinking twice about it. Yes, it sucks ass that he is not home, and I miss him in a way I’ve never felt before, but he’s so thoughtful. When I wake up every morning, there is a “Good morning, sweetheart. Have a beautiful day.” text or something along those lines. He never goes to sleep without calling or texting me, and we FaceTime all the time. He’s just so considerate, and I find myself doing the same. I send back texts when I know he’s playing just to make him smile when he looks at his phone. It’s easy. There, I said it. Being with Kirby is easy. It’s fluid, and I can’t get enough.

      A small grin sits on my lips as I type up a contract for a battered women’s shelter. The organization bought a new space, and I need to make sure they get everything they need and want. As I read over the contract, I tap my foot on my chair and ignore the movement around me. Without even looking up, I know Willa is walking by my office, but I won’t meet her gaze. I won’t give her an opening to speak to me. I can’t trust the words that would leave my lips, or even hers. I want to continue to respect her, so ignoring her is the best way for me to do so.

      When my assistant comes over the speakerphone, I stop typing to listen.

      “Ms. Raventorn, Ms. Pearce is on line two.”

      “Thank you,” I say, hitting the number two button. “Hey, lady.”

      “Hey,” Aviva says, and I can hear in her voice that she has been crying. “Did you see the picture Callie put on Snapchat?”

      I reach for my phone. “Not yet.” I bring it up, and I smile. She’s living her best life, grinning from ear to ear in the middle of the quad at her college in her competition leotard. “Oh, Veev. Look at her.”

      “I know. She’s so happy,” she says, and then she breaks into a sob. “I’m so proud of her.”

      I grin. “Aw, don’t cry.”

      “I miss her so much.”

      “I know. I’m sorry. But look at her! She’s doing things!”

      “You’re right. I hate being apart from her. I feel like I’ve lost my legs.”

      I giggle. “Understandable. It’s only been you and her.”

      “I know, and I’m about to drop this kid, and who is going to help me?”

      “Me,” I say simply.

      She scoffs. “Whatever. You’re in a relationship now! I’m all alone.”

      “You do realize you have a fiancé, right?”

      “Who is traveling. I’m so lonely.”

      My heart drops. “Oh, Veev. Come on. You’re not lonely at all. I just saw you yesterday.”

      “For like an hour. Then you had work, and then you went to see Celeste—”

      I know my best friend. I know when she needs me. She doesn’t ask for help, nor will she say she’s struggling. It turns into jealousy for her, and I know that. So, without thinking, I ask, “Want to come over tonight? Have a sleepover?”

      “Yes, please,” she says in the smallest voice. “And I want to never talk about this needy part of my pregnancy.”

      “I don’t even know what you’re speaking of. All I hear is my best friend wanting to hang with me.” Another sob leaves her, and I grin. “It’s okay, Veev.”

      She inhales a shaky breath. “I know, I know. Distract me. Did you run Willa over with your car yet?”

      I snort. “No. I’m ignoring her.”

      “Good plan. Has she said anything to Feliciana?”

      “Not to my knowledge. And I hope it stays that way.”

      “Me too, or I’ll run her over.”

      I laugh as I shake my head. “It’s like a whiplash of emotions with you.”

      “I know. I’m a mess.”

      “It’s okay. I love you, no matter what.”

      “Good, ’cause I think Nico might leave me.”

      “Oh, be real,” I demand. “He worships you.”

      She lets out a long sigh. “Jesus, I need to have this baby.”

      “Agreed.”

      Aviva giggles sweetly, and I hear something rattle, maybe a pan, as she asks, “How’s it going with Kirby? Is he still dreamy?”

      “Absolutely,” I gush, grinning from ear to ear. “He comes home tomorrow. I’m really excited.”

      “I bet. Nico says Kirby is all gooey for you.”

      “Gooey for me, you say? I like that. Speaking of Nico, does he still hate me and doubt me?”

      “Jay, he never hated or doubted you. He just gets in his feelings about his best friend.”

      “Yeah, whatever. He was mean.”

      “I know. I’m sorry,” she says, and then her voice breaks. “He can’t control his emotions sometimes. You have to be patient with him.”

      I grin. “Funny, Callie said something along the same lines. You guys are so cute, all protective of each other.”

      “Because that’s love.”

      I don’t know why that statement hits me the way it does. Straight in my gut. I realize how I acted about Kirby toward Willa could be classified as love. Though, we won’t be discussing that. “You’re right.”

      “He’s a good man, and he’s really happy with how happy Kirby is.”

      “Me too,” I agree, smiling so hard. “He makes me very happy.”

      “That’s all we want,” she says softly. “For you and him to be happy.”

      “Done deal, sister.”

      “Question,” she says then, and I raise a brow.

      “Yes?”

      “Do you think you should say something to Feliciana?”

      “Huh? I thought we moved on from all that.”

      “Sure, but I’m back now. I don’t know, I just think maybe you should tell her that you’re dating Kirby, to cover your bases.”

      “I don’t think it’s anyone’s business, honestly. Plus, I don’t want to jinx us. I say we’re together, and boom! Someone fucks up, and we’re apart.”

      “Or you tell her before Willa can, she is supportive, and nothing can break you two.”

      “Or I tell her, she says it’s my job or Kirby, and then I’m going to be the one having an emotional breakdown because I honestly don’t know what I would choose.” When I’m met with silence, I replay what I just said, and then I’m speechless. “Did I really just say that?”

      “Oh. My. God. You sure did, Jaylin Raventorn!”

      “Don’t read into that.”

      “Oh girl, I’ve already read it like a book. Are you in love with him?”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Pump the brakes, Aviva. I’m not like you, falling for someone in ten minutes.”

      “What? It took forever for me to admit I loved Nico.”

      “Yes, but you fell for him practically the day you met him.”

      “I did not!”

      “You did. You just ignored those feelings.”

      “Takes one to know when someone is ignoring feelings, Jaylin.”

      “Wow, that was sharp.”

      “I may be an emotional mess, but I’m still Aviva.”

      “You sure the hell are,” I laugh, shaking my head. I still can’t believe I said that. “Anyway—”

      “Nope, we need to elaborate on these feelings for Kirby.”

      I scoff. “Sorry. Unfortunately, I have to finish work so I can hang with my best friend tonight.”

      “Fine, fine. I’ll bring sandwiches for dinner and wine for you. Stupid water for me.”

      “Not too much longer, bestie.”

      “Thank God. See you tonight.”

      “See you,” I say happily as I hang up. I stare at the phone, thinking over what we just discussed. Aviva may be an emotional mess, but she’s right. I may need to tell Feliciana. The unknown keeps me from jumping up and doing that. Though, I know Feliciana, and she knows me. She may be my boss, but we have such powerful respect between us. I want to believe she’d be supportive, but not knowing if she would or not freaks me out.

      Nope. I’ll wait this one out. I honestly don’t think Willa will say anything. I think she’s too scared to, not that I blame her. I wasn’t the nicest when she said what she said. Not that I would ever do anything to her, but I know good and well Feliciana would choose me over Willa any time of the day. I pray it doesn’t come down to that, though. That’s entirely too much drama for me.

      I go back to work, and once I finish with my contract, I email it to my assistant to be sent to the client. I move on to my next case, making sure everything is correct and ready for court tomorrow. I only have two cases tomorrow, so I hope to meet Kirby and Celeste for lunch as we planned. I’m on my second case when my phone rings once more.

      “Ms. Raventorn, I sent those files over to the women’s shelter, and I confirmed both clients for tomorrow’s court appearances.”

      “Fantastic. Thank you.”

      “Also, there is a Ms. Jean Espinoza on line one for you.”

      I’m surprised by that. Why didn’t she call my cell? I look at my cell to see that she did, but it was on silent. She called four times. Fuck. “Thank you,” I say and click over to line one. “Hey, Jean. Sorry, my phone was on silent.”

      “I’m the one who should be apologizing. I hate calling you at work, but I need help.”

      I jump into fix-it mode. I’m standing, holding the phone to my ear. “What’s wrong? Is Celeste okay?”

      “Yes. She’s fine,” she says quickly. “Sorry, I don’t mean to alarm you, but my dad is really sick, and my oldest sister has called me to come see him. I’m not sure what is going on. He has pneumonia or something, and I need to go check on him.”

      I reach for my purse and then my case files. “I’m leaving. I’ll be there ASAP.”

      Relief fills her voice. “I can’t thank you enough.”

      “No need. This is what you do for people you care for,” I say, not saying what Aviva said but in very much the same spirit.

      Her voice breaks. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t even. See you in a bit.”

      I hang up, gather my things, and power down, just as a knock sounds on my door. I look up to find Feliciana in my doorway. My stomach drops as she says, “Heading out early?”

      “Yes, actually. My friend’s dad is sick, and she needs me to take care of…” I pause. What do I say here? Fuck it. “Of my boyfriend’s daughter. She’s actually his nanny, and she needs me to help out.”

      Her brow perks. “I’ve never known you to, one, have a boyfriend, or two, leave in the middle of the day. But I’m finding out you’ve been leaving early a lot.”

      I swallow hard. “I know, but my work is done, so I think I’m doing all right. But if I’m not, please let me know,” I say, stepping around my desk. “I really need to go. Do we need to set up a meeting?”

      She eyes me. “I don’t know. Do we?”

      I hold her gaze. “I don’t know. You came to my office. Something you don’t do.”

      She smiles, her dark gaze playful. “I was passing by when I saw you packing up. Figured I’d pick on you.”

      We share a grin. “Well, thanks for freaking me out!” I laugh, and she grins. “I really need to go. She’s panicking right now, and I want to alleviate some of her stress.”

      “Okay, but can I take you to lunch tomorrow, catch up, since I’m behind on a boyfriend?”

      I pause. Damn it. “Yes, that would be wonderful.”

      “Great,” she says before taking my wrist and looking me in the eye. “I’m happy for you.”

      I smile gratefully at her. “Thank you. I’ll see you tomorrow?”

      “Of course. Hope everything is okay.”

      “Thanks.” As I rush out of my office, everything I just said and did becomes a reality for me.

      I just admitted to having a boyfriend.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Jaylin

      

      When I arrive at Kirby’s house, Jean is holding back her tears.

      I wrap my arms around her and Celeste, hugging them both tightly as Jean lets out a sob. My heart is full when Celeste puts her cheek to mine, holding my chin in her hand. As sad as my friend is, I can’t help but grin. I rub Jean’s back as I whisper softly, “It’s all okay. Go.”

      “I don’t want Kirby to be mad. I couldn’t get ahold of him. He’s in meetings, I think?”

      I nod, squeezing her. “I’ll call him. It’s totally fine. Don’t worry.”

      “Okay. Thank you, Jaylin. Really.”

      “Anytime. Have you heard anything?”

      She shakes her head, her eyes dewy with tears. “Not really. I don’t talk to my oldest sister much, so it’s very awkward and hard, but she just said I needed to be there.”

      I squeeze her one last time. “Okay, keep me in the loop. If anything, I’ll take Celeste to my place tonight, as long as Kirby is cool with it.”

      She nods as she pulls out of my arms. “Hopefully, you won’t need to, but thank you for the offer. I’ll call you.” I watch as Jean gathers her things. “You know I don’t do this, right?”

      “Jean, you’re fine. I promise.”

      “It’s just my dad and all—”

      “Honey, I completely understand, and Kirby won’t be upset. I promise.”

      She chews on her lip for a second then meets my gaze. “Thank you again.”

      “Of course.”

      After explaining to me when Celeste ate last and that she may need a nap soon, Jean also gives me the keys to Kirby’s truck with the car seat in it. Just in case, she says. Jean is a mess, shaking with not only fear for her dad but for her job. I basically have to push her out the door with reassurance that this is not a problem. When she leaves, I lock the door behind her just as Celeste leans her head on my chest. I rub her back, thankful I’m able to be here with her and to help Jean out.

      I know Jean, I know the company she works for, and they wouldn’t allow her to leave like this unless it was an emergency. I’m worried that the situation with her dad could be worse than she thinks, so I’m glad she is able to go. I know Kirby won’t be upset. How could he? She is so good to him, and this is an emergency.

      I carry Celeste and my work bag to the living room, before sitting her down on her bottom. She bounces happily as I set up the baby gates so she can’t get far. She isn’t very fast crawling but still dangerous in a non-blocked-off area. I kick off my shoes before stepping into the barricade with her, opening my computer to work. Of course, my laptop is the holy grail for this baby, so for the next hour, I try to work and keep her away from my computer. I don’t get much done, but her laughter makes it okay. I check my phone to see if I have anything from Jean, though it hasn’t sounded with notifications at all. I haven’t heard from her or Kirby. Makes me worry more for Jean and, of course, makes me wonder what Kirby is doing. He has a game tonight, but he isn’t usually in meetings all day. I really want to talk to him. Not just about Jean, but also about my conversation with Feliciana. I hope he won’t mind that I’m having lunch with her tomorrow.

      I highly doubt he will when I tell him what I admitted. Or…maybe I won’t tell him that.

      Though, it would make him extremely happy.

      If I’m honest, it did tickle me pink.

      “Almost as much as you tickle me, you little sugar bear!” I gush, tickling Celeste. She giggles and snorts happily before I glance at the time and notice it’s time for her to eat dinner. “Wanna eat, sweet girl?”

      She holds up her arms, opening and closing her palms. I interpret that as her asking to be picked up, so I do as she requests. Celeste sits perfectly on my hip as I carry her to the kitchen. Before I can reach it, though, my phone starts singing in my back pocket. It’s not my normal tone or even my tone for Kirby. It’s my mother. I groan as I answer since I’m sure she’s already called the office and knows I’m not there.

      “Hey, Mom.”

      “Why aren’t you at work?”

      “I had to help a friend,” I say, leaving it very vague. I may admit things to my boss, but my mother is a whole other beast I am not ready to fight.

      “Okay. Well, I need help.”

      I go still. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, of course. I’m sorry, that sounded worse than I intended,” she says. Though, I highly doubt it. I get my dramatics from my mother. “Your father is on a golfing trip, and I got a flat tire. I got AAA to take me to the tire shop, but they can’t replace my tire until tomorrow when the tire comes in. Can you come pick me up?”

      I shouldn’t hesitate, but stupidly I do.

      “Child, why are you pausing! It’s ‘Yes, Mother. I’m coming right now.’ I gave you life!”

      I make a face. “Actually, it was Dad that gave me life, and you—”

      “Jaylin, come get me. I’ll send you the address.”

      She hangs up, and I drop my phone to my thigh. Celeste babbles something, and I nod. “I agree. This is becoming one hell of a pickle.”

      I kiss her head and then grab Kirby’s keys to go get my mother.

      In his truck, with his daughter.

      This should be completely uneventful
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      “What am I going to say?”

      Aviva has been laughing since I called her to update her on my current situation. “Girl, time to come clean.”

      “Time to come clean? Aviva, coming clean is telling my mother I am dating a man who has a child. Not showing up with said child without her knowing anything.”

      She’s still laughing. I want to wring her neck! “I mean, you did tell her you were dating, correct?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay, so you didn’t tell her the whole story, but it’s okay. Celeste is a doll. She’ll be completely taken with her.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      “Oh, I am. But she’ll lose her shit on you first.”

      “Wow, thanks.”

      “Keeping it real, sis.”

      “Jesus,” I say, shaking my head. “I still haven’t heard from Jean or even Kirby—”

      “Nico told me they had a lot of meetings today. Tonight is a big game before they come home for two games. They are ironing out some things, according to my baby daddy.”

      “Oh, okay. Jean is so scared she’s in trouble.”

      “It’s her dad. Kirby won’t mind, and Celeste is in good hands.”

      “That’s what I said, but thanks. I feel all adult and shit.”

      She scoffs. “You’ve always been really good with kids. I have no doubts Celeste is having a blast.”

      “She is,” I say, looking in the rearview mirror that reflects a mirror facing her that shows her sleeping sweetly. Then again, I think everything she does is sweet and cute. I might be bewitched by this little angel. “She helped me work.”

      She laughs. “I bet she did. You got nothing done?”

      “Not even a full sentence typed,” I laugh with her as I pull into the tire shop. “Okay. I’m about to pick up the mother lady. I’ll report later.”

      “May God be with you.”

      “Thanks, I need Him,” I say, hanging up as my mom walks toward the truck with a look on her face. A very disgruntled and angry look.

      She opens the door, throwing her purse on the floorboard as she asks, “Whose truck is this?”

      “A friend.”

      “A friend?” she asks incredulously as she heaves herself up in Kirby’s high-set truck. “Looks like a man’s truck.”

      “Yes, my manfriend’s truck.”

      She side-eyes me, and her tone is very deep and suspicious when she mutters, “Mmm-hmm.” I grin as she shuts the door, but she is in anything but a good mood. “I told your father to take my car in for a tire change a while back. He didn’t listen. Just like you, no one listens to me.”

      “Home, Mother?”

      “Yes, please.”

      I take off, and I’m surprised again by how easy it is to drive Kirby’s truck.

      “It’s unlike you to miss work. Is your friend okay?”

      She’s looking at her phone, and I’m unsure if I should tell her there is a baby in the back seat. Maybe I won’t need to. Maybe I can play this to my advantage. Though, that does feel a little weird. “I don’t know yet. I haven’t heard from her. Her dad is sick.”

      “Oh, I’ll say a prayer for him. What’s his name?”

      “I don’t know. His last name is Espinoza.”

      I don’t have to look at my mom to know her eyes are shut and she is praying to the good Lord above. “Her name?”

      “Jean.”

      I smile, saying my own little prayer for Jean and her family as I drive toward my parents’ home. They live about twenty minutes from the city’s center, and I hope that Celeste stays asleep. I’ve decided I’m not going to openly admit to having a child in the car.

      “Okay. Hopefully, he’ll be okay.”

      “Hopefully.”

      “What did she need you to do? And why do you have this manfriend’s truck? Is the manfriend the man you’ve been dating while you’ve been refusing to meet all my friends’ single sons?”

      “I have been refusing because I’m done with the men you set me up with. Yes, this is his truck—”

      “Hmm. What’s his name?”

      “Mom—”

      “Jaylin, you’re dating him, so he must be special. It’s been a few weeks now, correct?”

      I really don’t want to do this. I exhale a long breath before I answer. “Yes, he is very special. I like him a lot.”

      “Well, tell me his name.”

      “Kirby.”

      She pauses, and out of the corner of my eye, I see her face scrunch up. “Kirby?”

      “Yes,” I say as I glance at her. “What?”

      “That’s an odd name,” she says with a snicker.

      “I like it.”

      “Mmm-hmm. What does he do for a living?”

      I squeeze the steering wheel, willing the car to teleport to her house so this conversation can be over. “He’s a professional athlete.”

      “Well, goodness me, is that right? What does he play? Basketball?

      “No. Um…hockey.”

      “Hockey?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Guys on ice, fighting and passing around a little black ball? No. Not ball. He said puck, but I think it looks like a ball.”

      She pauses, eyeing me. “I’ve never heard of this sport. Are you sure it’s real? Are you sure he’s a professional?”

      I laugh. “Yes, Mom. He plays for the IceCats with Aviva’s fiancé.”

      She thinks that over. “Oh. Okay. That’s interesting. Did you meet him through them?”

      “Yes,” I admit slowly.

      “Hmm. Well, you’ll need to bring him over for dinner.”

      “I don’t want to,” I say quickly. “You’ll chase him off.”

      She takes offense to that and yells, “I will not! And you will bring—”

      Just then, Celeste lets out a wail. I look up in the rearview mirror as my mother jumps, a squawk leaving her lips.

      “Oh, sweet baby. It’s okay,” I say calmly, but Celeste is wide-eyed and pissed my mom yelled, waking her up. “Way to go, Mom,” I scold as I reach back, rocking her car seat to soothe her. Thankfully, we’re at a stoplight.

      My mother is gawking at me. “When were you going to tell me there was a baby in the car?”

      I shrug innocently. “I didn’t think I had to.”

      She turns in her seat to look back at Celeste. “Who in the world does this child belong to? I hope someone would have told me Aviva had a twenty-pound child who looks like she’s a year old.”

      I give her a dry look. “No, and she’s only eight months.”

      “She’s big for her age. Someone is feeding you good,” she says, taking over soothing Celeste. “She sure is pretty. Look at those eyes.”

      I smile. “She’s a doll.”

      “Whose baby is it? Your friend’s?”

      I swallow hard. “Sure.”

      I feel her eyes scrutinizing me. “Which friend?”

      I bite my lip. “My friend.”

      “Jaylin Renee, is this your boyfriend’s daughter?”

      Now that is a loaded question. One, I’ll need to admit once more that Kirby is my boyfriend and, also, that he has a child. I bite the inside of my lip and nod. While I know she’s about to bitch me out, I’m proud that I can admit it. Look at me growing.

      “Your boyfriend has a child?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re dating a man with a child?”

      “Yes. Since he’s my boyfriend and that’s his child.”

      “Where is the mother?”

      “She abandoned her, and Kirby has been raising her by himself for the last three months.”

      “Really?” she asks much more calmly than I expect. “And is the mother Caucasian?”

      I eye her. “Yes, and so is he.”

      “I thought she was a little pale to have any black in her.”

      I want to laugh, but I don’t think she’ll take that lightly. “So, a white man. With baby mama drama?”

      I cringe. “I don’t think there is any drama. He doesn’t speak to her. He’s suing her for custody.”

      “So, an instant family, then?”

      I clear my throat. “I guess so.”

      “Mmm-hmm. Okay,” she says slowly. “She sure is cute.”

      “She is,” I agree, licking my lips. I don’t know why, but I ask, “Are you mad?”

      She doesn’t answer me right away. “I’m not sure what I am. I need to think on this. Talk to your father.”

      “Okay,” I drawl, not sure how to take that. “I like him a lot. Like, a lot, a lot.”

      I can feel her gaze on me. “Then you need to bring the man, whom you like a lot, a lot, and his child to dinner so your father and I can see what we think. Though, if I’m honest, I’m sure there are plenty of men out there who don’t have this kind of baggage. Even if their kid is cute as a button.”

      “You’re right. There are,” I agree, glancing over and meeting her unsure gaze. “But none of them are like him.”

      She looks at me seriously for a moment. “I didn’t even realize you were into white men.”

      “Mom, I’m into men.”

      “Don’t like what you’re implying, Jaylin Renee, especially in front of this sweet child.”

      I grin, exhaling hard.

      That was easier than I thought.

      Despite the fact that my heart is pounding out of my chest and I feel light-headed, I made it!

      Maybe I can do this…

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Kirby

      

      Apparently, Jaylin, Jean, and Celeste had a busy day yesterday.

      Since I was in meetings, I came out to a lot of texts and a bunch of phone calls from my girls. Of course, I jumped to the conclusion everyone was dead, so my heart was basically in my throat as I called Jaylin, but she reassured me everything was fine. Thankfully. I’m already struggling with being away from Celeste; I really don’t need my nanny to have an emergency. Not that I’m upset. Not even a little bit. I’m mainly worried for Jean, but I’m beyond grateful that Jaylin was there to step in. I think the best part was how excited she was. She felt accomplished, not that I doubted her at all. She’s great with Celeste, and knowing that she left work to take care of my child solidified my feelings.

      I love her. Completely.

      Without restraint.

      I always suspected I would fall hard for her. When I first met her, her personality and beauty made the bar we were in fade away, and all I saw was her. Our nights when we talked—they weren’t even to set up a time to hook up. They were just to talk. To get to know each other. Her independence was sexy then, and it’s even more so now for the simple fact that I know she talks to me, takes care of my child, and cares for me because she wants to. Not because she has to or feels obligated but because she wants us. When you go through life with no one wanting you, it’s exhilarating to find someone who does. Not because of my money or my career, just because of me.

      How could I not fall for her?

      “Aviva said Celeste is just up from her nap. She’s at your house,” Nico informs me as he hangs up his phone.

      “Awesome, thanks,” I say with a nod as I confirm my order of five dozen long-stem red roses for Jaylin. They should deliver within the next hour or so. I want to do more and I will when I get her in my bed, but for right now, roses will have to do as a way to tell her how much I appreciate her. She had to cancel lunch with us since she needed to have lunch with her boss, which means she’ll be at the office longer than she anticipated. Works for me; I can’t wait for her to feel special when she gets the delivery. It’s a great feeling to know that someone has your back.

      Unfortunately, things with Jean’s dad aren’t good. She stayed at the hospital last night with him. Jaylin and Aviva stayed at Jaylin’s condo with Celeste to make sure Jean didn’t feel any pressure. Once my teammates knew what was going on, all the guys’ wives volunteered to help. It’s a blessing, but thankfully, I have Jaylin with Aviva as a backup.

      I have a family.

      “Have you talked to Jean?”

      “Just through text. Her dad’s O2 levels weren’t good last night, but this morning they’re looking better. I told her to stay with him. That I’ll figure it out until she can come back.”

      “Man, this sucks.”

      “Agreed. She feels awful and keeps wanting to come do her job. She even asked if I wanted to replace her. I don’t.”

      Nico scoffs. “No shit. Jean is awesome.”

      “Exactly,” I agree as I tuck my phone in my pocket. “So, I may need Aviva’s help more than I’d like to ask.”

      “She doesn’t mind. Gives her something to do since she can’t fuss over Callie anymore.”

      “True. How is Callie?”

      “Really good,” he says with that grin that only covers his face when he talks about her. “She’s adjusting well. Classes start in two weeks.”

      “Fantastic.”

      “Yeah. She misses us, and us her, but she’s going to do great things.”

      “Hell yeah. What’s her major?”

      He pauses, but I’m not sure why. “Special education, but she wants to specialize in autistic children.”

      “Wow. She’s an angel.”

      “She is,” he says warmly.

      We turn into town, which is the shortcut to my place, just as my phone rings. I glance down to see it’s Jean. I answer quickly. “Hey, you okay?”

      She lets out a long breath. “Yeah, he’s doing better. Thank you so much for being so understanding through all this. I can’t believe this is going on. I’ve never had this happen. Usually, everything goes so smoothly. I am so sorry.”

      “Jean, you are absolutely fine. Please don’t apologize for something that was out of your control.”

      “I put you in a predicament, and if it weren’t for Jaylin, I would have been screwed. I am so sorry, Kirby. Please don’t fire me.”

      I laugh. “Not happening. You’re good, I promise.”

      “Okay, thank you,” she says on an exhale. “You have practice tomorrow and a game the next night, correct?”

      “Yes, but if you need to—”

      “Nope, he’s okay, and as long as he stays that way, I’ll be there tomorrow. I’ll let you know tonight if anything changes.”

      I nod. “That’s fine. Keep your chin up, okay?”

      “Thank you. I will.”

      We say goodbye and then hang up. “She’s a good girl.”

      “She is. I might need to steal her when my kid comes.”

      I scoff. “You have a wife.”

      He grins. “And you have a girlfriend. Are you going to give Jean up if you and Jay get married?”

      I shake my head. “No way. Jaylin is very busy with work. We’ll still need Jean.”

      When I feel him grinning at me, I realize I just threw all my cards on the table. “So, easy to say, you’re thinking ahead?”

      “Can you blame me? You know how it when you meet the right person.”

      He nods. “True, very true.”

      We turn onto my road, and I gather my garment bag and bag of little things I got Celeste. He pulls into my driveway, and after getting my stuff out of the back, we head toward the house. He’s picking up Aviva since she’s here. The door opens, and Aviva comes out with her belly all big and my girl on her hip.

      “Hey, baby girl!” I gush, and Celeste squeals happily, opening and closing her palms at me. I throw my stuff in the house and take her from Aviva, but not before giving Aviva a kiss on the cheek. “Thank you.”

      “No problem. Believe me, Jaylin did all the work.”

      My heart skips a beat as I wrap my arms around my girl, kissing her all over her face, much to her excitement. She laughs happily, holding my cheeks before she nuzzles her nose into mine. “How was your week? Did you have fun with Jean and Jaylin and Auntie Aviva?”

      She babbles something, and I grin as we head inside. I thought Aviva and Nico were behind me, but they wave me off from the driveway.

      “It’s been a week without my girl. See ya,” Nico calls, and I laugh as I shut the door. I hold Celeste close as I carry my things to my room, dropping them off. Jean keeps the house so clean; I can’t even tell that a baby lives here. Everything is arranged so perfectly, and even the kitchen is spotless. I try to keep up with her, but she’s a beast when it comes to cleaning. Hell, who am I kidding? She’s a beast at everything, which is why I can’t ever let her go. I’ll figure it out until she gets her dad feeling better. I need her. Celeste needs her.

      I head to the living room after grabbing Celeste and myself some snacks. She’s cuddled deep in my chest, and I love how much she loves me. How much she missed me. It’s such a wonderful feeling. When I reach the couch, I sit down, and she burrows deeper in my chest. Her arms are around my neck, holding me tightly as I gush and love all over her. “You look bigger. Are you bigger?”

      She giggles, mocking me as I nod. God, I love her. I hold her close, our cheeks pressed together, before snapping a picture and sending it to Jaylin. She responds right away.

      Jaylin: Stop. I can’t handle all that cuteness! I can’t wait to kiss you!

      I grin as I type back. Me: Same. Hurry over.

      Jaylin: Trying! Stressful day.

      My grin grows since I know when she gets the roses, her day will get better. I go to put my phone down, but it starts to ring. It’s Willa.

      “Hey. What’s up?”

      “Hey. Are you home yet?”

      “I am. Just arrived.”

      “Can you chat for a bit?”

      I’d rather not talk about Lilly, but I know I need to. “Yeah, just hanging with my baby girl.”

      “Okay. Listen, her lawyer is saying she isn’t coming on Friday. Nor has she signed the papers. But I’m not entirely sure if the witness reports, emails, texts, and everything else we have will be able to resolve this. According to her lawyer, she is wanting to push this back until after Christmas.”

      My stomach drops. “What? Why?”

      “I don’t know. I am going to fight it. If we can’t get it settled Friday, then I’ll make the next court date sooner. I just wanted to give you an update.”

      “Okay,” I say through my teeth. Fuck, I hate Lilly.

      “Let me know if you hear from her. Though, I doubt you will. Have you tried calling or texting lately?”

      “Not since you told me not to.”

      “All right. Maybe send her a text, saying you’ll see her Friday, and see what she says. But in no way fight with her or call her names or allow her to get under your skin. We have to stay smart about this, but maybe you can urge her to sign the papers or show up.”

      “I can do that.”

      “Great. Keep me in the loop.”

      “Will do,” I agree, and then we hang up. I am so annoyed, and I don’t understand what the hell Lilly is thinking right now. She wants to push this to December? For what? What will happen in a couple months that she’ll be ready to give up her rights? She gave them up the moment she dropped Celeste off and decided she wanted to go to Italy instead of being a mother. I know she can be a piece of shit most of the time, but this is downright ridiculous.

      Against my better judgment, I dial her number. To my surprise, and maybe by the grace of God, someone answers.

      “Hello?” It’s a male voice. I assume, her boyfriend.

      “Hey, is Lilly there?”

      “Who’s this?”

      “Kirby Litman. Her daughter’s father.”

      “Ah, yeah. Hold on, man.”

      I wait a moment. I hear her say something along the lines of “Why did you answer?” but then she comes on the line. “Kirby, it’s late.”

      “Okay, I apologize. But what the hell, Lilly? Why are you dragging ass with this? You said you didn’t want Celeste. Why are you putting me through this and wasting my money?”

      “Because I’m not ready to give up my rights.”

      “Why? You have had no contact, haven’t even asked how she is—”

      “How is she?”

      I try so hard to keep calm. “No, don’t do that. You don’t care. You’re being like this to take a hit on me.”

      “Maybe so, but I don’t see what the rush is.”

      “I want sole custody of my daughter.”

      “Why? I’ll always be her mother.”

      “I am aware, but you’ll also always be the mother who didn’t want her. Sign the papers—or hell, I’ll pay for you to fly in just to be done.”

      She pauses, and I think I might have reached her, but then she says, “My mom doesn’t want me to.”

      Fuck. My. Life. “No disrespect to her, but she hasn’t reached out either, Lilly. It’s obvious you guys don’t want anything to do with my child, and that’s fine. I will love her, and there are plenty of people who will love her more. Sign the papers.”

      “Oh, so you have someone else?”

      “What the hell? Why does that matter? You’re with someone, moved with him, so why does it matter if I am?”

      “It’s the black lawyer, isn’t it? The one you were obsessed with and probably cheated on me with.”

      “I didn’t. I’m not like you.”

      “But it’s her.”

      “It doesn’t matter. Sign the papers, or get on a plane.”

      “No. I’m not ready.”

      “Fine. We’re going to present all your emails and texts, so if you aren’t here to defend yourself or whatever you’re trying to do, I will win.”

      “Then why are you calling me?”

      “Lilly—”

      “Because you know they won’t let you have custody. Why would they? No one ever wants you. You weren’t good enough for your parents or me, and you sure as hell aren’t good enough for Celeste.”

      I freeze. I know what’s going on when she gets nasty like that. She feels trapped, and there is nothing else I can say. I hang up the phone, throwing it across the couch, and I cuddle Celeste in my chest. She strokes her fingers along my neck and jaw as I close my eyes, nuzzling my nose in her hair.

      I know Lilly was just being hateful, I know what she said isn’t true, but it hurts. Her words feel as if they’re knives, stabbing me everywhere. I know I shouldn’t believe her or even think she is correct. I know she isn’t. But the problem is, I have those kinds of thoughts daily. And hearing them from someone else’s mouth, even it belongs to a cunt like my ex, really does a number on me.

      So, I hold my daughter close, my eyes closed as she touches my jaw in such a loving way. I remember that she thinks I hung the moon, the stars, and probably the sun. I remind myself that I’m in a really incredible relationship with a bomb-ass chick who thinks highly of me. My teammates, who are my brothers, love me, and I’m helping a young man with the same issues I struggle with. Over and over again, I remind myself of those things and try so damn hard to convince myself what Lilly said isn’t true.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Jaylin

      

      Feliciana is a gorgeous woman.

      She is older than me, wiser, but she looks my age. She has dark skin that is flawless and stunning. Her hair is in tight braids that she has styled into a high bun. I’ve thought over and over again about wearing my hair like that, but I’ve gotten so used to doing my hair natural, and I’m really good at it. I also don’t have the time to sit for hours on end for braids. I have a lot of hair; it would take all day. Since my mom is the only one allowed to touch my hair and that’s a lot of time with my mom, I’m good with my natural hair. Even though the braids do look amazing on Feliciana. I could add extensions for longer hair. I’d look incredible with them. This is why I don’t like hanging with my boss. I start getting hair envy.

      I watch as she takes a nice long sip of her wine, and I sit back with my glass leaning on my forearm. She usually doesn’t drink at lunch, but I’m ignoring the idea that she might be nervous about what she needs to say to me and have decided she just wants to cut loose with her favorite employee. It’s honestly the only reason I’m able to sit here still sipping my first glass.

      I don’t want to get reprimanded for the whole episode with Willa. I also don’t want to talk about it. I’m embarrassed for how Willa acted and the things she said. I know Feliciana, and I know she’ll have an opinion about me dating someone Willa is representing. Problem is, I’m unsure if she’ll be upset or supportive. I may have worked for her for a while and I may know her well, but I’ve never been in a situation when I’m falling very hard and very fast for someone who is being represented by the firm.

      Way to go, Jay. Fall for the first time in years, and it’s worthy of being a “complicated” kind of relationship.

      That bothers me greatly, too. There is nothing complicated about Kirby. He’s so easygoing, so supportive and kind. Beyond hot and extremely successful in his career. Great dad, great man, and he cares. Not just about his child or me, but others. He has gone above and beyond for Evan Adler, and the more he talks about it, the more irresistible I find him. He makes it incredibly easy to be with him, so dealing with this other shit is aggravating.

      “How’s your current caseload?”

      I place my glass on the table. “It’s okay. I have one that is stressful. Dealing with an heiress to a multimillion-dollar company isn’t always easy. Her father has everything so locked down, and it’s all so clearly spelled out. No loopholes that I can find. One of his demands is that she has to be married by the time she’s thirty in order for her to get the rest of the money.” Feliciana’s brows come in, and I nod. “Exactly. It’s not like twenty percent either. It’s a solid 85%, so it’s been kind of crazy. She wants to marry someone off the street, but her father said she has to be with him for a year before she can divorce. I’m telling you, it’s all so crazy and so eighteenth century,” I add with a chuckle, and she grins.

      “That sounds like a blast.”

      “It really is. I don’t envy her, that’s for sure.”

      “I doubt you would, but then women like us wouldn’t find ourselves in that kind of situation.”

      I know what she means. We are very much women who don’t depend on anyone, but still, I say, “Right? If only my mom had married a prince from Dubai.”

      “Very true,” she says with a grin as her laughter subsides. “How are your parents?”

      “Great. My dad is on a golfing trip, and my mom is considering divorce because he didn’t get her tires checked before he left like she’d asked.”

      Still smiling wide, she nods. “Your mother is something.”

      “That’s the truth. Have you had time for spades lately?”

      She shakes her head. “Actually, no. Not with the girls. I’ve been very busy.”

      I hold out my glass to her. “What else is new?”

      She smiles, nodding since it’s the truth. We’re always busy. But something moves across her face, and she says, “This may be surprising, but I’m dating someone.”

      That catches me off guard. “Really? When did this happen?”

      “Almost a year now.”

      “A year!” I say, shocked. “No way! How did I not know?”

      She grins. “Well, I’ve kept it very quiet, but I am no longer able to do that.”

      “No?”

      “No, my—” She hesitates, much to my confusion. I have never seen her struggle with her words or even what she wants to say. “My girlfriend has given me an ultimatum. I either include her, or I watch her walk out of my life.”

      I try so hard not to seem surprised or even shocked by this revelation, but my face does what it wants. I almost can’t believe I heard her right. I have seen her date men, I seem to recall she almost married a man at some point, but then I remember this isn’t about me. This is about her. “Well, I can’t blame her. No one wants to be hidden or even put on the back burner. I know good and well you’d throw a fit if you felt like you weren’t included.”

      She nods, her lips curving. “You’re absolutely right.”

      “Exactly. What’s her name? Do I know her?”

      Feliciana smiles so widely at me. “Actually, you do. Landry Maltin, from accounting.”

      “She did my taxes last year,” I say, grinning at her. “Are you happy?”

      “Beyond.”

      I take her hand in mine. “That’s wonderful. Don’t forget, they say the significant other trumps work.”

      Her eyes widen jokingly as she squeezes my hand. “From experience, I can assure you that’s the God’s honest truth.”

      We share a laugh, and I hope she feels supported. I want nothing more than for Feliciana to be happy. She is such a great boss, such a powerful lawyer and mentor. I adore her.

      As lunch continues with no mention of the Willa shit or her client whom I am currently sleeping with, I’m relieved, but I do feel some guilt. Maybe I should have told her about Kirby. Share my own happiness with her, but I convince myself I don’t because I didn’t want to overshadow her happiness.

      No, I wanted to let her shine because once I start speaking of Kirby, I’ll be as bright as Celeste’s gorgeous grin.
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      When I arrive at Kirby’s place, I am thankful for two things.

      One, it’s Celeste’s nap time.

      And two, that I came in what I did.

      My little detour to my place to change into the smuttiest lingerie set that I own, which is crotchless and doesn’t hide my nipples, was probably the best decision I’ve made in a long time. Because when I walk through the door, my eyes locking with Kirby’s, he doesn’t even have time to get off the couch before I drop my knitted cardigan to the floor, revealing the scraps of lace that adorn my body.

      “Jesus Christ,” he growls, the deep tenor of his voice dropping so many octaves as my pussy clenches.

      I wanted to surprise him, just as he did with the roses he sent to my office. My lips turn up at the side as he prowls toward me, his eyes going so dark before he captures me, both in his arms and with his mouth. I am flush against his body as he slides his hands down my back to my ass, squeezing and molding my cheeks as he devours my mouth. I wrap my arms around his neck, needing him close since I’ve missed him so damn much. When he lifts me to his height, I wrap my legs around his waist, my center hitting the roughness of the shorts he wears. Even through those shorts, I can feel the thickness of him, and boy, it makes me wild.

      He parts from my lips, drawing in deep breaths as he gazes into my eyes. I move my mouth along his, not kissing him but not ready to go without the feel of those lips on mine as my eyes stay trapped in his gaze. “I missed you. So damn much.”

      “Same, Kirb. Same. Thank you for my roses.”

      “Did they make you happy?”

      “Almost as happy as I am right now in your arms.” He nips at my mouth, and I demand, “Now, take me to bed.”

      He scoffs. “I can’t make it that far.”

      I giggle as he carries me to the couch, laying me down before covering my body with his. He kisses, sucks, and runs his teeth along my jaw, down my neck, before kissing down the valley of my breasts as I arch up against his thick cock. He draws in a deep breath, shaking his head when he looks down at me. Taking me in. “You are the most gorgeous woman I have ever seen in my life.”

      “Your whole life, huh?”

      I don’t know how he can undress me with his eyes when I’m barely wearing anything, but I swear he is. I feel flawless under his gaze. With his voice so low, so dangerous, he says, “Shit, this life, past lives, future lives—all of them, Jaylin. You’re absolutely stunning.”

      My lips start to curve into a grin, but then his mouth is there, drawing the kisses out of me with such beautiful need. He cups my breasts in his hands, squeezing them before running his palms down my waist to my hips. I stroke my fingers down his back, catching his shirt to bring it up and pull it over his head. Once he’s free of the shirt, he takes me by my hips, bringing me hard and fast against his thighs as he ogles me. “I want to do so many things to you, but all of them need more stamina than I have right now.”

      I snort as I trace my fingers along his pecs and the number of abs that I can’t count at this moment because my vision is a little shaky from how hard my heart is beating. I arch my back so that I press hard against him and give him one hell of a view. “Do whatever you want.”

      “Whatever?” he asks with a gleam in those dark eyes.

      “I’m yours.” I don’t know if I’ve lost my damn mind. If I’m so deep in my need for him that I’m not thinking correctly. Or if those words are my truth. Either way, something shifts in his eyes, and it’s not sexual at all. It’s sweet and full of appreciation for me. Maybe even love and that little something that makes me feel like I’m flying. A smirk moves across his lips, and then he lifts me, placing me on the coffee table.

      He drops to his knees, parting my legs completely before dropping his mouth to me. He sucks my pussy between his lips, and I cry out, arching into his mouth as I cup my breasts. He holds my thighs open as his tongue glides up my slit and back down, ever so slowly. He isn’t even anywhere near my clit, but I feel my orgasm building. I feel it at the tips of my toes and my fingers. I feel him everywhere. He licks, nibbles, and takes his time on just my lips before he opens me and devours me fully and with no warning whatsoever. I dig my heels into his shoulders, arching way up off the table so he can suck me farther into that risqué mouth of his. I know I am playing with fire, because when I come, I’m going to come super hard. But I don’t care. I need it. I need him. I start to ride his mouth, grinding my pussy against his lips. He hasn’t shaved, and it feels glorious against me. I’m almost there, I’m about to break, but he stops.

      Just stops.

      I gawk at him, sucking in air as if the next breath won’t come, and he laughs.

      “Fucking ass,” I accuse, and he grins down at me as he removes his pants, kicking them to the side.

      “I won’t apologize for wanting you to come all over my cock.”

      “Oh my,” I say, licking my lips. “I love it when you say ‘cock.’”

      He grins as he cups my center. “Sweetheart, I love your pussy.”

      I can’t breathe. After putting on a condom, he picks me up and puts me back on the couch, entering me effortlessly. Completely. He’s so hard, so thick inside me, and I squeeze him as he thrusts into me and then back out, repeating the motion as he positions my legs the way he wants. One up against his chest, the other held in his hand at the back of my knee, pressing into the couch. I’m open and exposed, and he doesn’t hold back. He pounds into me, hard and without restraint. I watch him, in awe, as my blood tingles in my body. I feel like I’m going numb everywhere except my pussy where his cock clobbers me just right. I love how hard he goes; I love how his eyes devour me as his body does. I love it. I love how he makes love to me.

      When he sits back on his haunches, my thighs against his as he holds me in place by my hip, I cry out at the different sensation of his cock inside me. But no sound comes out when he finds my clit with his thumb. He presses into me hard as I grip the couch, sucking in breath after breath as he fucks and fingers me at the same time. It’s all too much, too incredible, and when I come, I come so hard, I can’t see. I squeeze my eyes shut, spasming around him. I am only barely holding on. I grip his wrist and the couch as he pounds harder and harder into me. When he roars, his cock throbbing inside me as he stills, I squeeze him as tight as I can to further his orgasm. His fingers bite into my skin as he grunts, his thrusts slowing before he stills completely. When I open my eyes, his head is tilted back as he sucks in air, and sweat drips down that astonishing chest of his. I’m in awe of him, so totally taken by him that when he drops his head so his eyes meet mine, I can only stare.

      Kirby’s lips curve, and he pulls me up into his chest before holding me close to him. I wrap my arms around his neck, pressing my lips against his jaw as he nuzzles his nose in my hair. Our heartbeats slow together as we both try to regulate our breathing. He glides his lips along my temple, looking for my mouth, so I turn to meet his lips in a heated fury. My whole body is trembling, and the way I feel is indescribable. He presses his forehead into mine, and I open my eyes to meet his. They’re so soft, so sweet, and everything inside me feels like it’s flying.

      “I had a really bad day,” he admits, his eyes searching mine. “But like always, you change it with just a look.”

      I cup his jaw, running my thumb over his bottom lip. “I had a pretty great day, but you… Oh Kirby, I can’t even.”

      He grins, trapping my thumb with his teeth. Around my thumb, he says, “I don’t want you to leave.”

      My stomach clenches, and my heart nearly stops as I gaze into this man’s gorgeous eyes. “I don’t want to, but—”

      “Stay. Let me love you all night.”

      Oh my heart. Oh my fear. Oh my fucking everything. I try to catch my breath, and then I find myself nodding. “Don’t be mad if I can’t.”

      He kisses my thumb. “What if we come stay with you?” My lips curve, and I can’t with how supportive he is. “Show you it’s fun to sleep with me.”

      He wants so badly for me to be here. “It isn’t that I don’t want to sleep with you, Kirby. It’s the fear of not being in my bed, in my safe haven.”

      Kirby’s eyes burn into mine, and in a low, sexy tone, he whispers, “Let me be your safe haven.”

      Oh my God. I want that. I do, but it scares the shit out of me. As I gaze into his eyes, though, I don’t know how to tell him that. I don’t know how to get out of this. I don’t know if I can. I don’t even know if I want to. So, without answering, I capture his mouth with mine, kissing him hard and with gusto in the hope it’ll distract him until I figure out how to sleep with him, in his house.

      I don’t want to lose him.

      I want him to be my safe haven.

      I just don’t know how to let that happen, to give away that control. This is why I was terrified to get into a relationship, especially with someone as amazing as Kirby.

      Problem is, I’m here. And now, I’ve gotta figure it out.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Kirby

      

      I can tell Jaylin is nervous.

      I shouldn’t have asked her to stay. I said I wouldn’t. I said I’d go at her speed, but after what happened on the couch, I don’t want her to leave. Ever. She brought a bag; I know it was mainly to change out of that “fuck me stupid” outfit she came over in. Good God, those pieces of lace were downright sinful, and if I didn’t have a little one here, I would ask Jaylin to wear that thing all day.

      Jaylin moves through the kitchen, gathering things to cook and talking a million miles a minute. Celeste sits on her hip, holding on but grinning from ear to ear. It’s a sight I crave on the darkest of nights. When I’m doubting myself or our relationship, all I have to do is go to this mental picture of my lady holding my girl. Within seconds, I remember who I am. I’m not going to play it off that Lilly’s words from earlier aren’t fucking with me, they are, but at least I’m able to push them to the side. I’m not dwelling on them anymore. I’m able to remember who the hell I am.

      Especially when Jaylin and Celeste look at me.

      “She said she was scared to tell me because she was worried about my opinion of her. Can you believe that? My opinion of her? She’s the most unbelievable boss. I look up to her. I wouldn’t think any differently, despite her sexual orientation. You know?”

      “Yeah, I wouldn’t see that happening. Not with how high of a pedestal you keep her on.”

      “Exactly,” she agrees, coming to me and handing off Celeste. I take her with a grin, and she squeals in excitement. “Oh my. Someone is happy Daddy’s home.”

      “Yeah, she is,” I agree, kissing CC hard on the cheek as she climbs up my lap, trying to get the cup on the table. I push it back. “So, lunch went well? Better than you expected?”

      “So much better,” she says on an exhale as she chops some vegetables. “I wasn’t ready to defend our relationship to her yet.”

      “You’re always ready to defend, sweetheart.”

      She thinks that over, holding out the knife like she’s talking with it. With a grin, she agrees, “You’re right.” I scoff as she continues to cut. “I just didn’t want to.”

      “Understandable. Though, I don’t know why it matters.”

      She sighs heavily. “’Cause Willa has an opinion about us.”

      “I wish you’d elaborate more on that so I can figure out if I need to fire her or not,” I mention since she has kept the conversation they had to herself. I know it wasn’t good because neither of them talks about the other now, but Jaylin promises me it’s nothing to worry about.

      Of course, I do.

      When it comes to Jaylin, I want things to be easy for her. I don’t want any challenges. She works entirely too hard, has been through enough, and I don’t want to be the cause of any bullshit.

      She scoffs, pointing the knife at me. “You will not fire her. She’s a great lawyer. She just chose the wrong battle, and I had to remind her who I am.”

      Fuck, her confidence is intoxicating. “Damn, you are sexy.”

      She gives me a wink that awakens all the desire I’m trying really hard to hold back. Doesn’t work, though. Not when it comes to her. “Thanks. You aren’t too bad yourself. A DILF, for sure.” I snort as she flashes me a wide grin. “But yeah, it was a good lunch. Though I do think I owe it to her to tell her about us, I just don’t know when.”

      “Maybe after Willa and I win?”

      She considers that. “Yeah, maybe.” She continues to think for a second and then shoots me a look. “Also, we do have a small issue.”

      I perk my brow. “Which is?”

      “My parents want to meet you. Invited us to dinner at our earliest convenience.”

      “Okay. Monday, I only have practice.”

      She seems surprised. “That doesn’t freak you out? Meeting them?”

      I shake my head. “Not at all. It’s a part of the progression of our relationship.” I move my hands as if I’m building something, but she doesn’t seem convinced.

      Jaylin continues to eye me. “What if they don’t like you?”

      I shrug. “That’s their problem. I’m with you until you don’t want me.”

      Her lips quirk as she lays down the knife before coming over and taking my chin in her fingers. Celeste laughs as she smacks my face, but Jaylin’s and my eyes are locked, and nothing can break that. “I adore you. Greatly.”

      My lips curve. “Adore me, huh?”

      She nods. “Greatly.”

      “Same, Jay. Maybe more than greatly.”

      Her eyes sparkle. “Really?”

      “Totally.”

      She leans down, kissing my mouth, which means she gets smacked by Celeste too. We both laugh happily, and I feel so fucking complete. As she moves away, going back to the vegetables, I smack her ass, and she flashes me a cheerful grin before she starts to chop once more. “So, Monday, then?”

      “Yup, if that’s good for you.”

      “Fine with me. I’ll call her after dinner.”

      “Awesome.” I put Celeste on the floor, making sure everything is picked up so it doesn’t end up in her mouth. She starts to scoot back to the living room, and I follow, leaning on the island so I can watch her and Jaylin at the same time. “So, you think they won’t like me?”

      “My dad will,” she says immediately, not looking at me. “But my mom is dead set on me marrying a black doctor.”

      “Eh, she may have to settle for a white hockey player,” I say with a wink, and she grins.

      “I said pretty much the same and then tried to explain hockey. I failed, so you may need to pick up the slack on that.”

      “I got you, baby,” I promise, and the grin that sits on her lips enthralls me. “I actually need to get you to come to a game. Maybe with Aviva?”

      She nods. “I could do that.”

      “Or we can watch hockey, and I can teach it all to you.”

      “That would be fun, too.”

      “Or, even better, I can take you and Celeste skating.”

      She makes a face. “Um, I don’t know about that.”

      I laugh loudly. “New goal. Get you on a sheet of ice.”

      She doesn’t seem convinced. “I feel more confident on grass. Can we play on grass?”

      I scoff. “No, ice is the best. I promise. You’ll love the smell of the ice.”

      “It smells?”

      I find myself grinning like a fool. I love a clean sheet of ice. It’s one of my favorite things. “Yeah, like awesomeness.”

      “I’ll take your word for it, but I guess you’re right, I should give your sport a try.”

      “Agreed,” I say, moving my gaze from where Celeste is playing with some squishy puck to Jaylin. “It’ll be fun, I promise.”

      “I’m sure I’ll fall a lot.”

      “I’ll catch you,” I say with a wink. She doesn’t seem convinced but agrees nonetheless.

      “Fine, I’ll subject myself to the embarrassment as long as you tell me why your day was so shitty,” she challenges, her eyes intrusive and her expression toeing the line of going all lawyer on me.

      She asked before, and I deflected easily. I don’t like admitting to anyone, especially the woman I’m with, that I struggle with anxiety. But as I told her before when I spoke about meeting her parents, it’s part of the progression of our relationship. If she is going to love me—soon, I hope—then she’s going to have to know all about me. I don’t want to give her a false impression that I have a normal chemical balance in my brain because I don’t. Nothing wrong with that, but some don’t understand it, and I want to explain myself rather than have her assume.

      I lick my lips nervously as I turn my gaze on Celeste. She loves me no matter what, so it’s easier to admit my truth this way. “I talked to Lilly.”

      “Excuse me? What? When?”

      “This morning, actually,” I confess, and the chopping stops.

      “Why didn’t you tell me? Did you tell Willa?” I can hear the annoyance in her voice.

      Still unable to look at her, I say, “I texted Willa what was discussed but nothing more.”

      “Nothing more?” she asks. When I don’t elaborate, she demands, “Kirby, look at me.”

      I swallow hard since looking at her is the last thing I want to do now. When I do, our eyes meet, and she tilts her head to the side. “What happened?”

      I rehash the whole conversation, and Jaylin listens. With every word, I can see that annoyance morph more into pure anger. Her eyes narrow to slits, and she crosses her arms over her chest as she stands there listening. “And you know she only is saying that to be a hateful person and none of it is true, correct?”

      I want to nod. I want to lie. I want to act like her words had no effect on me, but instead, I say, “Honestly, Jay, I have a tendency of thinking the same thing about myself, so hearing it fucked with me.”

      “What? Why? Kirby, you’re incredible. You’re such a kind, smart, and gorgeous man. Perfect father and fantastic boyfriend. How can you think anything different?”

      I’m unable to speak, my heart is pounding like mad, and then I see realization move across her face.

      “You want to help Evan so much because you deal with the same thing.”

      It’s an insane sensation to have someone just get you. To understand you and respect you. I love her so much. “I do, not to the magnitude that he does because I’ve learned coping skills and I know what I need to do to make the thoughts go away, but Lilly has always known what to say to cut me down and make me feel small. She plays on all the shit that hurts me.”

      She nods. “It’s completely unfair that she does that, and I’m sorry she behaves that way. What can I do to make it better?”

      I meet her gaze. “Just being here makes it better, Jay,” I admit, and she walks over to me, wrapping her arms around me. “I tend to jump to the worst-case scenario, and I often fear I’m not good enough for anyone to stay for. I think that’s why it took so long for me to really fight for you.”

      She cups my face, gazing up at me. “We are good. I promise you, Kirby. Our relationship is sound. I mean, I told my mom about you. I even called you my boyfriend—or manfriend, I can’t remember—but I admitted to being in a relationship with you. Don’t question us.”

      I grin, cupping her ass in my hands. “I try not to. I know I asked you to stay and I know you’re not ready, but I worry that’s one of those things that’ll fuck with me. Like, why can’t I be your safe haven? I go over it again and again. How can I make it better for you because I don’t want you to leave? Ever. I want you here. Forever—” I pause, pressing my lips together. “I’m sorry. I don’t want you to feel like I’m guilting you. I’m not. I just want you. All the time.”

      She runs her fingers along my jaw, her eyes soft. But I can see the fear in them. “I want the same, Kirby. I do. But the sleeping-over thing is a shitshow for me. I swear I am trying. I stay here all day, but then it gets to nighttime, and I freak. I just feel so exposed, not in my bed. Maybe I need to go back to therapy for it.”

      “I’ve done a lot of therapy.”

      “I have too,” she says grudgingly. “I didn’t like it that much. Hated it, actually.”

      “I’ll go with you,” I volunteer, holding her close. “If it helps you. Though, I’m unsure if that’s allowed.”

      She grins. “I don’t know. I’m not truly committed to the therapy thing, not my jam. I don’t like talking about things I can’t defeat.”

      “I hear that, but we can’t succeed without figuring out what is holding us back. And sometimes a therapist is the one to help with that.”

      She holds my gaze. “Or maybe it takes the help of an incredible man.”

      I kiss her nose. “I can be that for you.”

      “You already are,” she whispers against my lips. “I wonder…I may need you to get me liquored up so I can’t drive.”

      My eyes dance with hers. “I can arrange that.”

      “I bet you can,” she laughs, leaning into me. “I’m trying. I promise.”

      “I know,” I say as confidently as I can. “I wanted you to know my struggles—”

      “Don’t call it that. I don’t call a chemical imbalance in your brain a struggle. It’s an obstacle, and fuck that obstacle—you can beat it.”

      She gives me such confidence. “I can. I know I can. I just get in my head.”

      “Yes. And I get it. You’ve been left behind a lot and no one has ever put you first, but Kirby, I will. I can, no problem. And, ugh, okay, so I wasn’t going to tell you this because doing so makes it really, really real, but the reason I don’t want Willa telling Feliciana about us isn’t because I’m worried how it will make me look. Or that I have to defend us.”

      I eye her, confused. “Then what is it?”

      “If they asked me to choose between you and my job, I know it’s early in our relationship and that I won’t sleep here and that I may be terrified of being in a relationship, but—” She pauses, her eyes searching mine. “But I wouldn’t be able to choose my job over you.”

      Talk about being hit harder than ever. I feel as if I’m playing goalie without pads, letting Chandler beam me with pucks, but it feels so damn good. I gaze down into her brown depths, falling deeper and deeper in love with her. “Really?”

      “Really. I should have realized it all those times I left my office in the middle of the day with no thought at all except just to be with you or Celeste. You two have wiggled your way to the number one position in my life, and I’m honestly okay with it. I never thought it would happen since I love my job—but I want it. My demons are just that, demons. But I will beat them, and I will find my safe haven. With you. I just need some time.”

      I lean toward her, capturing her mouth with mine as my heart pounds in my chest. I can feel hers pounding just as hard, and I couldn’t imagine this moment to be any better. This is working; we’re building a beautiful relationship, and I couldn’t be happier.

      As I pull back, not far enough for our lips not to touch but enough to breathe, I open my eyes to meet hers. “I have something else to confess to you, Jaylin.”

      Her lashes kiss her cheeks as she cups my jaw. “Should I put this down on the record? Or is it just between you and me?”

      I grin, running my fingers along her collarbone. “On the record.”

      “Oh, so it’s official?”

      “Extremely.”

      “Okay, what is it?”

      My eyes get lost in hers; my body trembles with the need and want I have for her. My heart is going crazy in my chest, and with everything inside me, I proudly announce, “I’m falling for you. Hard.”

      She takes in a sharp breath, her lips curving as she nods. Her eyes are a bit glossy as she leans forward, holding me close as her lips touch my bottom lip. She may say it in a whisper, but I know she means it. I know she feels it like I do.

      “Same, Kirb. Same.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Jaylin

      

      It’s been a long fucking day.

      Actually, a long week.

      Kirby’s season is in full swing, and he got tickets for me to the first home game. I’m actually really excited to go, not only because I get to go with Jean and Celeste but because I get to see Kirby kick ass live. I have no clue what is happening on the TV since I watch the games with Celeste and Jean and they don’t know anything about it, but it seems super cool. I find him extremely sexy when I see him play on TV. No telling how he’ll make me feel live. Probably over-the-top horny, but I’m ready. Thrilled.

      Thankfully, Jean’s dad is doing better, and she’s back to working for Kirby full time. I love how comfortable she makes things for Celeste and Kirby. I know he stresses when he is gone, but Celeste is in such great hands, and I can’t seem to stay away anyway. If I don’t get my daily dose of Celeste, I’m bummed. I think that’s why I can’t wrap my head around the fact that Lilly doesn’t want to be in her life. I absolutely adore Celeste, love her, and she isn’t even my blood. I don’t understand it.

      Unfortunately, Lilly didn’t show up for their court date. Kirby was pissed when the judge decided to give Lilly another chance to be in Celeste’s life. He believes a daughter needs her mother, no matter how wonderful the dad is or what she says through text. It’s bullshit in my opinion and in the opinion of everyone else too.

      Kirby’s case is the talk of the office, and Feliciana is pissed. She is actually having dinner with the judge tonight, not that I can tell Kirby that, but I’m hopeful she will be able to sway him in Kirby and Celeste’s favor. We’ll see how it goes. Add in the fact that my mom has been riding me hard for dinner with Kirby, and I’m stressed. My dad didn’t get back to town until the middle of the week, so I got out of dinner for that Monday, much to my mother’s and Kirby’s dismay.

      He really wants to meet them.

      I think he was lying when he said he was falling for me. I think he already fell, and I may have too. Though, neither of us have said it, and I don’t think either of us will until I sleep in his bed overnight. It’s so frustrating. As much as I say I’m trying, I’m not really sure I am. As soon as Celeste goes to bed, Kirby and I make love, and then, after cleaning up, I leave. I am so frustrated with myself, and I know he’s reading into it. I want more, but I don’t know how. Maybe I should just jump right in. What could it hurt?

      Could be fun.

      I glance at the time and groan loudly. It’s almost eight, and I still haven’t left the office. I won’t be able to go to Kirby’s, which bums me out since I want to see him and Celeste. It’s as if he senses I’m thinking of him, because my phone goes off with his notification sound.

      Kirby: Hey. Working?

      Me: Yeah, unfortunately. I’m having difficulties with a contract, and I’m trying to find a way around one issue. I’m sorry. I miss you.

      Kirby: Don’t apologize. You’ve got to work. I miss you more.

      Me: I doubt it. What are you guys doing?

      I watch the little text bubble, and when the text comes through, my heart stops dead in my chest.

      Kirby: Standing in the lobby, staring at your gorgeous self, holding dinner and Celeste.

      My lips curve as I look up, meeting his gaze. He’s carrying a bag from Southern Kitchen, a tray of drinks on the table next to him as Celeste bounces in his arms, opening and closing her palm in my direction. I don’t know why tears burn my eyes as I get up, ignoring my shoes, and walk out of my office. He comes toward me, grinning from ear to ear, looking so damn sexy. He has on a polo shirt with a pair of khaki shorts. His hair is combed to the side, and he hasn’t shaved today, so his jaw is dark with stubble. Celeste is wearing the sweetest little yellow dress with her hair pulled into a stubby pony on top of her head.

      I’m overloaded with emotions.

      “This is a surprise.”

      “Said you were having a rough day, wanted to make it better. Plus, for my own selfish reasons since I miss you.”

      I grin as I approach him, kissing him hard on his lips. He presses his nose into mine, and we share a grin. “You’re incredible.”

      He kisses me once more before I go to Celeste, kissing her as she squeals happily for me. I take her, hugging her close. “Aren’t you the cutest! Are you surprising me with dinner? This was all your idea, huh?”

      She hugs me tightly before babbling something and pressing her open mouth on my cheek. I laugh as I hug her tightly, kissing her sweet little face. “I have crap everywhere in my office. Let’s go to the conference room.”

      Kirby grins in agreement, and we head to the conference room. Together, with Celeste babbling cheerfully, we set the table with the amazing dinner he got us. Once we sit down, I dig in, realizing I am starving. “This is so sweet. Thank you, Kirb.”

      “Absolutely. How much longer you got?”

      I shrug. “I’m nowhere near done, but sitting here with you two, I don’t want to go back.”

      He grins. “I don’t want to distract you.”

      “Sure, you don’t,” I tease, feeding Celeste a bite of my potatoes.

      “Okay. Maybe it was my plan to steal you away.”

      “Oh, really? Where are we going?”

      He holds my gaze. “A hotel.”

      “A hotel?” I ask, confused. “Why?”

      “I figured maybe I can trick you into sleeping with me in another bed, and it’ll lead to mine.”

      I smile, but I don’t want to tell him that’s not the reason I won’t stay the night with him. Hotels are easy; a man’s bed is a whole other issue. Instead, I say, “That’s not a bad idea.”

      “I didn’t think so. I had Aviva pack you a bag, and Jean is swinging by to get Celeste. So, we can head there once you’re done.”

      Talk about emotional overload. “Really?”

      “Yup. I got us a ritzy suite, with a spa tub in the room so you can relax.”

      “Stop it right now. That’s too much,” I protest. “We could just stay at my place.”

      He shrugs. “True, but I’ve got to get you into that bed with me so you feel safe. No naughty business at all. Just relaxation and sleep.”

      “No naughty business? I don’t believe that.”

      “Yeah, that was a lie. But the other stuff is true,” he says, his eyes sparkling as he gazes at me.

      “Kirby, you’re doing too much, and I feel like I’m failing you.”

      He shakes his head, reaching for my hand. “Never, Jay. I get it. We’ll work through it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Absolutely. We’ll defeat this together.”

      I hold his gaze. “I want that.”

      “Good, because we’re moving forward, you and I. Meeting the parents, falling in love. Jay, we’re making a relationship here.”

      I wait for the fear, I wait for the need to run, but instead, I just grin. “We are.”

      “You and me—and Celeste.”

      “And Celeste,” I say, kissing her temple, and she leans into me, nuzzling her nose in my neck.

      And then, the most beautiful sound leaves her little lips. “Mama-mama-mama-mama!”

      My eyes widen as I meet Kirby’s stunned ones. “Did she just say what I think she said?” he asks, and I look down at Celeste as she giggles sweetly, repeating the sound once more as she taps my cheeks.

      “Mama-mama-mama-mama.”

      I shake my head, unable to grasp what she is saying. It’s silly. She’s a baby; she doesn’t know what that means. “I hear ‘Mama,’ but she’s just making noises, right?”

      Kirby shifts, his eyes burning into mine. “Or she knows who loves her and who she loves.”

      Once more, my eyes get itchy with tears. “Is that okay?”

      His gaze doesn’t leave mine. “I wouldn’t want it any other way.”

      “What about Lilly?”

      His eyes are dark. “Is she here? Is she loving on Celeste right now?”

      I gaze back at Celeste, and she gives me a gummy grin before openmouth kissing my chin. I want to believe her little babble to be true, and that catches me off guard. My mom was right; this is an instant family, and I want it. I crave it. I hold her close. “Are you saying mama, my sweet baby girl?”

      “Mama-mama-mama-mama!”

      We both laugh as Celeste giggles and then squeals happily. I hug her tight, kissing her. And as easy as it is to breathe, I tell her, “I love you so much, baby girl.”

      She nuzzles in close to me, and when I look at Kirby, his eyes are shining with love. He then pulls me toward him since my chair has wheels. He kisses me, hard, and I feel like I’m falling at speeds unknown. As we part, he strokes his fingers along my throat, and I gaze at him, overwhelmed with love. I never thought in my wildest dreams that Celeste would say that to me or that it would be that easy to tell her I love her. My eyes are glossy as I gaze into his. The words are right there. I feel them everywhere. But then, I hear a voice.

      “Sorry to interrupt. I didn’t realize you were still here.”

      I look toward the door where Feliciana is standing, and my heart tries to force its way out of my chest. Kirby sits back, smiling politely at Feliciana, and she looks between us.

      I clear my throat as Celeste reaches for more potatoes. “Hey, I was working late, and then my boyfriend surprised me with dinner.” I hold my hand out to Kirby. “Kirby, this is my boss, Feliciana.”

      Kirby grins at me as he stands, holding out his hand to Feliciana. “Kirby Litman. It’s nice to meet you.”

      Feliciana takes his hand, shaking it slowly as she gives him a wide grin. I can see she’s putting two and two together and knows my truth. Knows what I was trying to hide. But instead of saying anything, she replies, “It’s wonderful to meet you. I have to say, good job on locking her down. She’s my favorite workaholic.”

      “That she is. But I call it driven.”

      She grins. “I love that. I like him,” she says to me, but I’m freaking the hell out.

      I clear my throat. “I thought you were heading home after dinner?”

      She nods. “I was going to, but I need to grab something. Then I saw you guys in here and thought I’d come say hello,” she says, grinning at Celeste. “Is this your daughter, Kirby?”

      Kirby smiles proudly. “Yup. This is Celeste.”

      “She’s adorable,” Feliciana says sweetly.

      Kirby looks over at me. “We think so.”

      My heart. Shit. I feel a fluttery feeling, but then my gaze meets Feliciana’s. She has a smile on her face, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. “I hate to interrupt, but can I speak to you in my office, Jaylin?”

      I almost say no, but I know that would be rude and disrespectful. I nod as I stand, handing off Celeste to Kirby. “I’ll be right back.”

      “Of course,” he says, though his eyes are full of concern. I know he is worried, so I squeeze his shoulder as I walk past him to reassure him I’m fine.

      Even if I’m not sure I am.

      I follow Feliciana toward her office in silence, and I know this is about to go bad. I enter her office, and she closes the door behind us. “I assume that is the Kirby Litman who is in a custody battle with his ex for that sweet little girl?”

      I swallow as I cross my arms over my chest. “It is.”

      “How long has this been going on?”

      I pause, gathering my words. “I met him over a year ago, but his ex popped up pregnant, so we couldn’t pursue what we wanted back then. We linked back up when our office was recommended to him for representation, and we have been together ever since.”

      She sits down in her chair, crossing her legs as she nods. “We have a policy against getting involved with clients.”

      “Since he isn’t my client, I didn’t think it would be an issue or that I’d be breaking policy.”

      Her eyes hold mine. “I get the sense you wouldn’t care if you were breaking policy, because you want to be with him and no one can say otherwise.”

      I blink. “He means a great deal to me, as does his daughter.” She nods, and for some reason, I say, “I feel like my whole life fell in line the moment he came into it.”

      Feliciana’s lips pull up at the side, but she doesn’t smile. “How does Willa feel about it?”

      “She’s upset that I’m dating him since she worries it might jeopardize her case, but I don’t think that will happen.”

      “I don’t see how it would. His ex has a boyfriend and, by all accounts, is a piece of shit. He’s a good man, with a smart, successful, and gorgeous woman by his side who obviously loves his child and him.”

      I smile softly. “I feel the same.”

      “No one can question that he’s smitten with you. It’s all over his face.” I don’t know what to say, and after studying me for a moment, she says, “You’re scared?”

      “Petrified.”

      She laughs. “Don’t fight it, my love. I can see it’s real.”

      “I feel the same, but there is always fear with giving yourself to someone like this. It could crumble into a billion pieces.”

      “Absolutely. Especially when there is a baby mama in play, which hopefully won’t be an issue much longer.”

      “I hope not. She doesn’t deserve them.”

      “She doesn’t,” she agrees as her lips turn up. I want to ask about dinner, but I know it’s not my place. Nor do I think she’ll tell me now that she knows Kirby and I are together. “You look so happy, Jaylin.”

      “I am,” I admit on an exhale. “Celeste just said ‘Mama,’ and I know she’s probably only making noises, but it made me feel unbelievably loved.”

      Feliciana beams at me. “I’m so very happy for you.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. You’re correct that your relationship is not explicitly against our firm’s policies. He isn’t your client, but let me know if Willa gives you any trouble. You know I don’t tolerate that kind of conflict between attorneys.”

      I swallow back the emotion threatening to suffocate me and nod. “Everything is fine.”

      “Good. Now get back to dinner with your boyfriend.”

      We share a long smile before I turn and head out of her office. There is a little pep in my step as I head into the conference room, where Kirby sits with Celeste in his lap. Once Celeste sees me, she babbles, “mama-mama.” I can’t describe the feeling it gives me.

      “I know. I’m sorry I was gone!”

      I take her from Kirby, but I don’t get far before he pulls me down in his lap. With his lips at my ear, he asks, “Everything okay?”

      I look over at him, leaning in to kiss his nose. His eyes drift shut, and my heart explodes in my chest. He tilts his head back, and I kiss him softly on his lips. As Celeste leans her head on my chest, I whisper against his mouth, “Everything is absolutely perfect.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Kirby

      

      I want to say I woke up since I know Jaylin has to be at work early and I need to hit the rink to work with Evan, but the truth is, I don’t want to waste my time sleeping when I can be gazing at her.

      The sunshine peeks in through the curtain and shines on her ebony skin, making it glow. Jaylin sleeps soundly, her bonnet on her head and her sleep mask over her eyes. I lie on my folded arm, stroking my finger along her back, up and down, the bumps of her spine lovely against my fingertips. We had a beautiful night, and we needed it. I hope I made her feel safe. I mean, she went to sleep quickly without much tossing and turning. I’d spent the day sick to my stomach, worrying that she wouldn’t sleep. That she would just stare at me, wondering if I would hurt her. I know she doesn’t believe that at all, but in my head, I confuse the issue. She doesn’t want to sleep over because she thinks I’ll hurt her. Stupid anxiety.

      I kiss her shoulder as I cup her butt, snuggling closer to her. She tangles her legs with mine, inhaling hard, and shifts herself closer to my lips. I kiss her once more, moving my lips along her soft skin, finding myself intoxicated by her presence. How can I not? She’s stunning. After a long night of lovemaking and soaking for hours in the tub, she’s gloriously naked, and I am too. My cock reminds me of that as it awakens at the feel of her hip against it. I run my lips along her shoulder, nuzzling her neck as she smiles.

      “Mmm, good morning,” she moans as she wraps her arms around my neck. I kiss up her throat to her chin, but before I can reach her mouth, she covers it with her hand as she lifts her eye mask. “Morning breath.”

      “I don’t fucking care,” I say, taking her by her wrist and then pinning it to the bed before I devour her mouth. I roll her onto her back, covering her body with mine as I kiss her, positioning myself between her legs. She wraps her legs around my waist, her foot sliding down the back of my calf, revving all my engines. I feel her wet center against me, and everything inside me goes burning hot. “I love that you’re always ready for me,” I say roughly against her lips as I enter her in one simple motion, her slick pussy surrounding me. She makes me feel as if I drive her as crazy as she drives me. The sensation is incredible as her nails drag along my skin, her body arching into mine.

      “Oh, Kirby,” she moans softly, her mouth trailing along my collarbone and chest. I thrust into her as she lifts her hips so I can go deeper. I’m lost. I reach for her leg, holding it for support as I move in and out of her quickly. I need her. I want her. Forever. Each thrust is better than the last, and her body is sinful in my hands. So thick and soft in all the right places. I glide my hand along her thigh, gripping her ass as I pound into her wanton center. Her moans are loud, and I love them. It’s like a symphony to me. When she explodes, it’s as if she punches me in the gut, I’m so breathless.

      I’m hers. Completely hers.

      I’m not far behind, my release so strong, I’m surprised by it. I feel it everywhere, my body shaking as if it’s exploding. I still inside her, dropping my head between her breasts as I suck in deep breaths. She holds me, her hands moving up and down my back as she kisses the top of my head. I trail my lips up her chest to her neck, nibbling on her flesh before licking her jaw and capturing her mouth needily. She kisses me back just as feverishly as we hold each other, our bodies trembling.

      Then I realize something. “Shit, Jay, I forgot a condom.”

      She kisses the side of my mouth, not even the least bit concerned. “I have an IUD.”

      “Oh,” I say, unexpectedly disappointed by that. What did I think? I was going to knock her up? Does she even want kids of her own?

      “Why do you sound upset by that? Were you trying to knock me up, Mr. Litman?”

      I brace myself up, grinning down at her. “I seriously was thinking the same thing. I don’t know why I sounded so disappointed.”

      She eyes me. “Are you?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know if I am or why. But I wasn’t trying to trap you—swear.”

      She grins, her eyes bright with playfulness. “You do already have enough baby mama drama, Kirby.”

      I scoff, kissing her nose. “You’d never be just a baby mama, Jaylin. I knock you up, it’s because we want it.” I move my lips along the side of her nose, along her cheek, before kissing the side of her mouth. “Do you want kids?”

      She kisses me softly, threading her fingers through my hair. “I do. Do you want more?”

      I nod. “I do. I want a big family.”

      She smiles. “Really?”

      “Yeah, I was an only child, and it was lonely.”

      “Right? So lonely. And the pressure is insane! Like, why couldn’t my parents have had more so they could be the fuckups and I could live my life?”

      I laugh. “At least you have parents who wanted something for you.”

      “I’m sorry. I don’t want you to think I’m gloating about having really overprotective and extremely intrusive parents.”

      “I bet they’re amazing,” I say, and she scoffs.

      “Oh, you just wait. My mom is insane.”

      “To have raised a daughter like you, she has to be astonishing.”

      She gives me a look. “You’ll see tonight.”

      “I will,” I say, kissing her lips. “How many kids do you want?”

      “As many as the good Lord will give me.”

      I smile. “Same. And an IUD is removable, right?”

      “Are you saying you want to have kids with me, Mr. Litman?”

      I cup her face. “That’s the plan.”

      “Is it now?”

      “Absolutely.” She beams, but I’m not sure she believes me. “You know it’s true, right?”

      “I mean, I hear your words, but I can’t fathom it. I planned that I’d get the IUD out before my wedding, assuming I ever decided to start a relationship with someone. But it’s always just been a dream. I never thought anyone would want me.”

      “It’s not a dream anymore, Jaylin. It’s real. This is real.”

      Her eyes are dark as she kisses me once more. I can see the wheels in her brain turning. I don’t know what she is thinking, but before I can ask, she says confidently, “It is. It really is, Kirby.”

      Relief floods me as I gather her in my arms, holding her close before I roll us onto our sides. She throws her leg over my hip so she’s closer, and our lips meet once more in a heated embrace. I have never felt like this in my life, and I’d really thought Lilly was my forever. Shit, she is nothing compared to Jaylin. No one is.

      I stroke my fingers along her jaw, her chin, and then I press my nose into hers. “Isn’t this awesome? Waking up like this?”

      Something flashes in her eyes as she swallows hard. Gone is her confidence as she whispers, “It is.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      She leans into me, running her nose along mine. “I’m okay with staying in a hotel, but I know you think that since this was a success, I’ll stay with you. It’s not that, Kirby. It’s very different, and I’m worried I’m about to disappoint you. But the truth is, I don’t know how to let go and stay.”

      “Just like we did here,” I say slowly, searching her eyes. “I mean, shit, Jay. This went so well, I am ten seconds from asking you to live with me and Celeste.”

      Her eyes widen as she moves back, sitting up. “Whoa, that’s out of left field, don’t you think?”

      “Not at all.” I sit up. “Did you not like sleeping with me?”

      She holds up her palms to me. “It’s not that, Kirby—”

      “Did I snore?”

      “No—”

      “Did I touch you inappropriately?”

      “Yes, but I wanted it.”

      I know she’s trying to lighten the mood, but I don’t think we can move forward if we don’t fix this. “You can do this.”

      “I promise. I loved sleeping with you, mostly because I love being with you. But I’ve never stayed with a man in his house, nor have I lived with one. That’s way more than I’m capable of.”

      I sit up straighter, flabbergasted. “That’s bullshit. You are capable of anything you want. Do you not want to stay with me?”

      Her eyes narrow. “Kirby, baby, it’s not that at all. You have to believe and trust me on this. I’m trying to work—”

      “I don’t think you’re trying. If this was easy, then staying with me should be the same. I’m not going to hurt you, nor allow anyone to hurt you when I am with you.”

      “I know,” she says sadly as she gets off the bed. “I’m sorry. I know this is frustrating.”

      I watch her for a moment as I choose my words. As she puts on her bra, I say, “It is, because I can’t raise kids with you when you’re in one house and I’m in another.”

      She looks over at me as she fastens the back, nodding. “That’s foolish. That won’t happen.”

      I shrug. “I mean, I know I always jump to the worst possible outcome, but damn if it doesn’t feel as if it’ll be like that. Is there an anticipated date for you wanting to sleep at my house with me? Can you explain it to me? Do you want me to buy you a house so we can make it ours? Will that help?”

      I see the tears swirling in her eyes. “I don’t know. It’s complicated.”

      “Do you think I’ll hurt you? That I’ll rape you? Or allow anyone else to?”

      “Fucking hell. No, Kirby!”

      “Then what is it?”

      “I don’t know. The control of it? Like, I’m letting myself be vulnerable. It scares me.”

      “How can you be vulnerable if I’m there to protect you?” I demand as I get out of the bed. “It makes absolutely no sense. Don’t you trust me?”

      “I do. I so do. I don’t know what to say to you,” she says as a tear slowly trails down her cheek.

      “We’re supposed to be vulnerable with each other. That’s how we grow together,” I implore, but I can tell she is done.

      “Can we put this on the shelf for right now? I have a packed day and then dinner with my parents, and I’m already overwhelmed. Please?”

      I move to her, wiping her face free of the tears. “Yes, that’s fine. But Jaylin, I need you to realize you’re safe with me. You can be vulnerable because I’ll take care of you. I know that’s not something you’re used to or even know how to do. But believe me, when you do figure it out, I’ll be there, ’cause I’m not letting you go.”

      Her hands fall from the band of her bra to her sides as she sighs, leaning into me, wariness swimming in the depths of her eyes. “I hope you don’t.”

      “I won’t. I’m too stubborn, and I believe in us,” I promise her. “I want this. I want you. But Jay, you got to want this too for it to work.”

      “I do.”

      I kiss her nose. “I don’t know if you truly do.”

      She gazes up at me as silence surrounds us. I kiss her nose again, then her mouth, and then head toward the bathroom.

      Neither of us says anything, sending my anxiety into overload.
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      Jaylin

      

      Carefully, because I’m not trying to bruise my forehead or damage the baby’s crib, I slam my forehead against the rail of the crib. I can’t believe I am helping put together Aviva’s baby crib, but here I am. My best friend is pregnant, almost a new mom, and I get to help with the nursery in her lavish new house. It’s five bedrooms since Nico wants three kids, and, of course, Callie will always have a room. It’s a beautiful home, in the ritzy part of town, and is walking distance to the sub shop, not that Aviva walks. She grew up poor, so living like this is a shock, I’m sure.

      Every excuse she came up with, Nico was there to reassure her. She didn’t want a big house, said there would be too much to clean, so Nico hired a maid service. She said she wanted Callie to always have a place, so he made sure there was a room big enough for a young adult to feel like she had her own space. She wanted a yard for her baby to play in, so Nico bought out the empty lot behind their house and gated it.

      Everything she used as an excuse, he fulfilled that request and more. She told me he said, “I want you to want for nothing and to have everything.” It was extremely sweet, and I couldn’t be happier for them. She deserves Nico; he’s a saint.

      And I finally have the same…if I don’t lose him.

      Even with her huge belly, waddling everywhere, Aviva moves like it’s nothing. She works forty hours a week and doesn’t bat an eye. Even with Nico complaining for her to hire more staff, she won’t. I think it’s in her blood; she cannot just sit still and do nothing. She has to be in motion. She has painted the house, decorated it—with some help from her friend Amelia’s mom, but she’s done most of the work. Like the nursery. She went with a muted tropical theme. Instead of bright colors, it’s soft, neutral ones. On the wall where the crib will go are light-blue waves over which they’ll paint the baby’s name once they know what it is. She has wooden palm trees, surfboards, and more beach-themed stuff everywhere. There are fish plushies, and of course, Daddy’s jersey is hanging on the wall. It’s adorable, and I am completely in awe of her, even while I am battling my own demons.

      “He’s going to kick me to the curb,” I complain, and she rolls her eyes. “Honestly, Veev. I went to sleep like it was nothing because hotels don’t give me the creeps. It’s not the bed. It’s staying in a man’s place. I can’t explain it,” I sigh, and she gazes up at me through her lashes as she screws the base of the crib together. “I don’t want to lose him, but I don’t know how to throw caution to the wind and sleep there.”

      She raises her brow and shakes her head. “I’m with him. I don’t get it either.”

      That’s because you don’t know the whole story. Kirby does, and even he doesn’t get it. Fucking hell, what am I doing? “He says he doesn’t think I want this, him and everything. But I do. Veev, I do. I want it so bad.”

      She nods. “I know. I can tell. I’ve never seen you like this. But Jay, can you blame him? He wants to move forward, and you’ve dug your heels in the sand, not budging.”

      “I don’t, though. I am moving forward with him, except on this.”

      “What did you think was going to happen?” she asks as she grabs the first rail from me. “He got a hotel room, and it went great. He has every reason to expect more.”

      I gawk at her. “I know. He said he wanted to live together!”

      She laughs, grinning from ear to ear.

      “That not’s funny.”

      “Oh, it is. He is all in, Jay. He loves you.”

      I hate that tears are burning my eyes. “I am well aware of that. And why couldn’t he just say that? I was down for that.”

      She cocks her head. “Is that right? You love him?”

      I take a deep breath, and then I nod definitively. “I do. A lot.”

      A wide grin moves over her lips. “That’s wonderful, Jay. But like he said, are you guys going to get married and live in two houses? The whole point of finding someone to spend your life with is to do just that, spend that life with them. Together. In the same place. What do you want here?”

      “I want him!”

      “Okay. Then prove it to not only him, but yourself.”

      My shoulders droop, and I know she’s right. I know what I’m saying is true; I feel it deep inside me. I want to move forward, and I want to be with him and Celeste all the time, but the very idea of it scares me. But how can it when it’s what I want? Why is this so hard for me? Why am I allowing this fear to defeat me?

      Damn it.

      When my phone sounds with Kirby’s tone, I reach for it on the floor and hit speaker. “Hey, babe. You done with practice?”

      “Yeah. I got a shower and met Jean at the house to grab Celeste. Want me to head to you to pick you up?”

      “I’m actually at Aviva’s.”

      “Oh. I thought you had work?”

      “I got done early,” I say, feeling guilty. “I should have called. I could have grabbed Celeste for you, but Aviva wanted help with the crib.”

      “No worries. I was being nosy.”

      “It’s not nosy at all. You have every right to know what I’m doing.”

      “Jaylin,” he says sternly.

      “Yeah?”

      “Cut it out. It’s okay, what happened this morning. I’m not upset. You don’t have to kiss my ass.”

      I press my lips together, and Aviva grins at me. “I know.”

      “Okay. I’ll pick you up in ten.”

      “See you then.”

      I hang up, and when I glance at her, Aviva is still grinning at me like she just ate the best piece of cake the world could provide. “Man, he’s got you all figured out.”

      I exhale hard. “Given that I provided him everything he needs to have me figured out, he should. I just didn’t think it would happen this fast.”

      Her face is blissful. “When it’s right, it’s right. Might need to make that appointment to get that IUD out.”

      When she winks at me, I glare. “Shut your face.”

      She laughs, enjoying this entirely too much. “You watch. As soon as you sleep over, he’ll have a ring on your finger and a baby in your belly.”

      The fear of that starts to suffocate me, but then I find happiness easing it instead.

      Leaving me completely and utterly confused.
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      If I wasn’t worried about the status of my relationship before arriving at my parents’, I am terrified at this point. Beneath the table, my knee bounces like it’s the tempo for some crazy electronic dance song. My heart matches its cadence, and I’m waiting for something to go wrong here. Across the table from Kirby and me, my parents sit with their shoulders back, very intimidating, as we eat the fantastic dinner my dad put together for us. My favorite—potato salad with smoked ribs and corn. When he would go on long work trips, he’d always make this for me after he came home. Every big event in my life, this was my celebratory meal. When I beat cancer, we ate it for a week straight. No one ever got sick of it; we were just happy I was cancer-free.

      The joy was in abundance, but now, I don’t know if there is any joy to be found.

      I’m too nervous.

      My dad hasn’t really spoken to Kirby, and my mom is grilling him. Meanwhile, Celeste sits between us in her little portable high chair, happy as a clam as she sucks on a rib bone. I have one eye on her since I don’t want her choking, and so do Kirby and my mom. We’re all helicopter parents in here.

      Shit…did I just call myself a parent?

      What am I doing?

      Before my leg can bounce a hole in the floor, Kirby’s hand comes to still it, and our eyes meet. His eyes are so kind, so sweet, and I know he’s telling me to calm down. That everything is fine. But I know my parents. I know how they are, and this can’t be anything like fine. Someone is going to piss someone off.

      More than likely, it’ll be me pissing off my mom.

      “Did you finish college, Kirby?”

      “I did,” he says, spooning some smashed-up potato salad in Celeste’s mouth. “University of Michigan with a three point four.”

      “Impressive,” she says, and I nod.

      “Especially when he was working full time at the rink and playing full-time hockey,” I add, and I feel Kirby grinning at me. I may be laying it on thick, but he is pretty remarkable.

      “Working full time? Didn’t you have an athletic scholarship?” my dad asks, and I shouldn’t have said anything.

      “I did, and I don’t know if Jaylin told you, but I never really knew my dad. He was a drunk, and that killed him. And then my mom got a new family and dropped me. I haven’t spoken to her in years. I don’t even know if she knows about Celeste. Because of that, I had to support myself, and when the dorms closed for holidays or the summer, if I couldn’t go home with friends or teammates, I had to stay in a hotel. So, I was always saving money.”

      Fucking hell, I didn’t know that.

      My dad seems impressed as Kirby holds his attention. “That’s very inspiring.”

      Kirby shrugs, modest. “I had no choice. I had to survive. I had to reach my goals.”

      “Still, that’s amazing. Unfortunate you had to do it alone,” my mom adds. “But I believe it has only made you stronger. Even though I only found out about you because your gorgeous daughter was in the back seat when Jaylin picked me up. She doesn’t tell me much. Though, she did tell me how you are raising Celeste all by yourself.”

      Kirby flashes her a showstopping grin. Unlike me, my mom doesn’t swoon much. “Yeah. That was a kick in the gut for sure, but there was no real option other than to give her all the love of a dad and a mom. There is absolutely no way I would abandon her like I was abandoned. That pain takes years of therapy to ease.”

      I reach out, squeezing his hand, and he sends me a wink. He’s so confident, so gorgeous, and good lord, I love him. “I, for one, am completely impressed by and proud of you.”

      “That’s because you like me.” He leans over, pressing his lips to mine.

      I grin as we part. “It’s true.”

      Celeste squeals, and we both grin at her. When I look back over at my parents, my mom is visibly taken aback, while my dad grins like he just scored a hole in one. “So, hockey?”

      “Yup. My whole life.”

      “Isn’t that expensive? Jaylin did cheerleading, and lord, it was expensive,” Mom says, and Kirby nods.

      “Very expensive. At first, I wore and played with a lot of used equipment, but then my rink started this awesome program that was designed for low-income kids. It was a lifesaver, and with the right equipment, I was able to advance. I actually donate ten percent of my salary every year to the program since it helped me so much.”

      “Really? That’s so sweet,” I gush as our eyes meet. “Let me know, and I’ll donate when you do. I’ll match your donation,” I say with a wink, and he grins.

      “That would be incredible. Thank you.”

      “Absolutely. I have no clue what happens in hockey, but it seems to be cool.”

      He laughs, as do my parents. “She’s actually going to her first game next week with Celeste and my nanny. Would you two like to come? I can get more tickets.”

      “We would be delighted. Thank you,” Mom says, and Dad nods. “I have no clue what hockey is, but I’m sure we’ll enjoy it.”

      Dad points his fork at him and sets him with a look. “Only if I can get you out on the golf course. Isn’t hockey the same thing as golf?”

      “Dad, you guys hardly fight on the green.”

      Dad laughs. “I don’t know. I almost decked Princeton the other day when his phone rang during my drive.”

      That has us all laughing.

      Kirby’s face is bright as he nods. “I would love that. I’m actually still a learner, but most of my buddies on the team play.”

      “Fantastic. Give me your next free day, and I’ll get us a tee time.”

      “Awesome. I’ll give you my number after dinner.”

      Okay, okay, okay, this is going very well. Everyone is vibing, and of course, Celeste is stealing the show. Her babbling is endearing, and my dad is eating it up. “Can I hold her?”

      “Absolutely,” Kirby says, getting up and handing her over the table to my dad. Celeste sucks on her bone as she leans on my dad’s chest, and I feel like I’ve been smacked dead in the face by a Mack truck.

      “Look at her, Lorene,” Dad says, and my mom takes Celeste’s hand in hers.

      “She sure is adorable.”

      “Thank you,” Kirby and I say at the same time, and then we grin at each other.

      “We wanted more kids, but Lorene couldn’t get pregnant after Jaylin,” Dad says, and I whip my gaze to him.

      “I didn’t know that. I thought you only wanted me.”

      “Oh, we did,” Mom says and smiles over at me. “We always said you took everything we had for more kids and turned out to be the best version of us.”

      And here comes another Mack truck. I’m sincere when I say, “Wow. Thanks, Mom.”

      She just sends me a sweet grin before she kisses Celeste’s hand.

      “That’s beautiful. I feel the same about Celeste. Like she’s the best version of me,” Kirby says as he watches my parents with his daughter.

      “Oh, my sweet boy, you just wait,” Mom says, beaming at Celeste. She exhales, and I see her face change before she sits back, looking across the table at him. I can tell by her expression that I don’t even need to hear what she has to say to know I’m about to end up under the table in complete embarrassment. She inhales hard before clearing her throat, and Kirby looks her right in her eye. If I were under Lorene Raventorn’s gaze like that, I would brace myself. But Kirby sits with a smile on his face and looking directly at her.

      “I have to say, I’m very impressed by you, Kirby. So, tell me, what’s wrong with you? Are you abusive?”

      Mom!” I cry out, and Dad rolls his eyes.

      Kirby doesn’t seem affected. He shakes his head. “No, ma’am. I would never do that. But if I had to say what was wrong with me, it would be my overthinking and how I overanalyze situations. I have anxiety issues, but I think that’s the only thing wrong with me. Oh, Jaylin says I’m weird ’cause I don’t like candy.”

      I grin. “It is weird,” I accuse with a laugh, and Dad laughs with me.

      Mom doesn’t. “Okay. How do you feel about being a white man with a black woman?”

      “Jesus, Mom!”

      “Lorene,” Dad warns, but Mom isn’t letting Kirby out of her sight.

      After a deep breath, he says, “I feel great.”

      “You know some people will have an issue with it.”

      He shrugs. “I don’t care about them. For me, it isn’t about skin color, shape, size, or anything like that. It’s about the person. I don’t care for Jaylin because she’s black. I care for her because she’s intelligent, driven, and beautiful.”

      I am in awe of this man. I look at my mom, and she’s still wary. “You have an answer for everything, huh?”

      He grins. “They’re easy questions,” he says, and I grin.

      “Okay. How about a hard one, then?”

      “I’m ready,” he says confidently.

      “What are your intentions with Jaylin?”

      Dad looks at Mom and scoffs. “Pretty sure that’s my line.”

      Kirby grins over at him. “If I know anything about Raventorn women, it’s that they say what they’ve got to say and don’t hold back.”

      “Son, you have no idea,” Dad teases, but then he grins so widely at me. He’s so happy, it almost brings tears to my eyes. But then I remember my mom is putting Kirby on the spot, and my knee starts to bounce once more.

      As before, Kirby’s hand comes to still my leg, squeeze it for good measure as he meets my mom’s gaze once more. “Honestly?”

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way. And you haven’t held back at all so far. Why change that?”

      He nods. “My intentions are straightforward, Mr. and Mrs. Raventorn. I want to make a life with Jaylin. I want to make her happy. I want to support her in her career, and I want her to have my children.” His words leave me breathless, but he seems so damn sure, as if his words are written in stone and nothing can change them. “I know I have baggage, even more than that baby girl right there, but I can promise you, my intentions are pure. I’m not someone who plays around. I know what I want, who I want, and that’s Jaylin.”

      I have no clue how my mom and dad are reacting to this because I am in all-encompassing awe. My eyes flood with tears, and when he looks over at me, he smiles. “Don’t seem so surprised. You already knew all that,” he teases, and I lean over, pulling him by his shirt to meet me halfway.

      His grin grows as I cup his jaw, and then, with no hesitation, no thought, no anything but a wholesome heart, I tell him, “I love you, Kirby. I love you so much.”

      His eyes widen, but his grin stays in place as he cups my hand that is against his jaw. “Same, Jay. Same. I love you.”

      As our lips meet, Celeste squeals, and I find myself wanting to do the same.

      But instead, I kiss this incredible, remarkable man in front of my parents, and I don’t care one bit what they think.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Kirby

      

      At the start of the season, the IceCats Foundation holds a breakfast for the team so we can sign a bunch of stuff to be auctioned off throughout the year. It’s our first home game of the regular season, and I’m excited to show off not only for the fans but for Jean, Celeste, Jaylin, and her parents. As nervous as Jaylin was for me to meet her parents, I have to say, it went pretty damn well. I think they like me, or at least respect me, and they know that my intentions are true when it comes to Jaylin. I love her. And she loves me…but that doesn’t mean she’ll share my bed.

      I’m disappointed in myself for being so bothered by it. I hate thinking about it, I hate trying to figure out why, and most of all, I hate that I can’t help her feel comfortable enough. I have to be patient, and that’s even more challenging since I know she’s overthinking this. How can she tell me she loves me but not be comfortable enough to sleep in my bed? It makes no sense to me whatsoever, but I have bigger things to worry about.

      One of which is that I’m sitting at a table with the Three Musketeers, Nico, and Chandler. Unfortunately, one of our forwards got hurt during a preseason game. However, that means Dart gets to stay and play. Or Evan. I’m not sure who actually made the cut, because when Evan is on, he’s on. But when he’s not, it’s a shitshow. He sits beside me, signing a stack of pucks, and I push my elbow into his bicep to get his attention.

      “How’s it going?”

      It being therapy.

      He nods and even smiles just a bit. “Really good. I’m actually volunteering for a study about athletes with anxiety down at the university,” he says in a whisper so that the other guys, who are loud and laughing, don’t hear him.

      “Wow, that’s great. Maybe I’ll sign up.”

      “Yeah, that would be cool,” he says, but I don’t think he realizes I’m serious.

      “Do you feel any better?”

      He shrugs. “Not really, but I started some medication. It hasn’t started working yet, though.”

      “It could take up to two weeks, I think they say.”

      “You’re right, so I’m just waiting it out. I am using some of the coping strategies they have given me. Some help, some don’t.”

      “You gotta find what works for you,” I say, holding his blue gaze. “For me, it’s a lot of self-assurance and affirmations.”

      “I feel like an idiot,” he admits, and I shake my head.

      “You’re not. You got this.”

      He gives me a small smile before passing the pucks to me. I hope he figures this out, that the help he is getting will actually help. I like him a lot; he’s a great kid, and I don’t want him to let his anxiety win. There was talk of him going back home, to finish college and maybe come back later, but I don’t think he needs to do that. He can do this. He’s ready. He just has to strengthen his mental game. In this sport—or hell, any sport—I’m finding that’s just as important as knowing how to score.

      “How’s it going with the baby mama drama?”

      I look up at Chandler’s question. I shake my head, annoyed. “Not too good. Ex is trying to push it back until December. Word is she’s coming to the next court date to ask for that. But hopefully she doesn’t show and the judge will see she’s a POS.”

      Chandler looks just as annoyed as I do. So does everyone, honestly. It’s really special to have support like this. Lord knows I need it.

      “I wish they’d just give you custody. Celeste is really happy and doing well with you,” Owen says, and I nod in agreement. “You’re a great dad.”

      “Yeah. Hell, Jaylin is more a mom than her real mom,” Dart says, and I grin.

      “You’re right.”

      Nico looks over at me. “She’s good with Celeste?”

      Dart scoffs. “She’s awesome.”

      “Yeah. She really is like her mom. I think she’s better than Jean,” Evan says, and Owen nods.

      “She runs that house when she is there,” Dart says, and we all chuckle. How can Jaylin not see she belongs in my house with us?

      “Though, since Jaylin is off the table, I’d really like to holler at Jean,” Owen says, and I set him with a look.

      Before I can say anything, Dart pipes up, “Dude, I get her first. She’s so thick. Hot damn.”

      “I will use each of your testicles to practice my shot. Stay away from Jean. She’s off-limits,” I remind them both, and Chandler and Nico laugh as the boys pout.

      Evan smirks. “She’s too good for y’all anyway.”

      I chuckle along with him as the boys glare. “Whatever,” Dart mutters as he hands off a guitar to Evan to sign. “How is the beautiful Jaylin? We haven’t been invited over this week.”

      “Because you hit on my girlfriend—and my nanny,” I remind, but he doesn’t seem the least bit guilty. “But we’re good.”

      “In love yet?” Owen asks, waggling his brows.

      I can’t contain my grin. “We are.”

      The guys all razz me, but it’s out of fun. “So, when’s the wedding?” Chandler teases, and I grin.

      “As soon as she lets me ask,” I say simply, and Nico gives me a look.

      “Lets you? What’s that mean?”

      I don’t know why I said that. My happiness made my tongue loose, and now I have five pairs of eyes on me, waiting for an explanation. I shrug. “That came out wrong. I don’t mean when she lets me. It’s more, we’re trying to get past a huge independence issue.”

      Dart shakes his head. “That’s why you don’t go for super-successful chicks. They don’t need you.”

      “I’d rather her not need me than only want me for my money,” Evan adds. “Plus, strong, confident women are hot.”

      I hold up my fist to him, and Evan taps his to mine. “Exactly.”

      “But a no-success girl with daddy issues is way hotter,” Owen says, grinning.

      We all look at him, even his buddy Dart, who slaps him on the chest. “Your mother would be disgusted.”

      Evan points to Dart. “What he said, and I’m so telling her.”

      “Asshole,” Owen calls over to him, and we all laugh at their bickering.

      “What’s the issue?” Nico asks, and just like that, the laughter is gone. Once again, everyone is looking at me.

      These are my friends, and maybe they can give me advice. Or maybe they’ll judge us. I don’t know what to do. Also, could she get upset if I say something? Shit, I don’t know. I need help here. “She’s never slept at a man’s house or lived with a man.”

      Chandler raises a brow, as the young children who probably have never been in a relationship look at me like I’ve grown another head. I have no clue what I was thinking, opening my mouth.

      “She doesn’t want to sleep at your place? I have to push girls out the door, they don’t want to leave,” Owen says, grinning like a fool.

      “Who? No one is ever over there,” Evan disputes, and Owen glares.

      “Not now, but when we lived at home.”

      “With our parents?”

      Dart is basically beet red, he is laughing so hard, but Nico shakes his head. “I think there is a song. Something like ‘Can’t turn a hoe into a housewife’?”

      I look at my best friend as everyone gawks at him, and I have to control the urge to rip his head off. “I will fucking kill you if you ever say something like that again.”

      Nico automatically throws up his hands in defense. “Bro, my bad. I didn’t think that through. I don’t mean that. Jaylin is not a hoe.”

      “I know. But please listen to me right now—I will not let you disrespect her like that. Or me. I don’t care if I love you as a brother. You will not do that.”

      He nods. “I apologize. That was uncalled-for.” The anger inside me recedes as he holds my gaze. I know he didn’t mean it. He doesn’t think sometimes, just speaks. “Honestly, with Jaylin, she’s always been by herself. She’s never had to depend on anyone. I may have doubted her in the beginning, but I know more now. She’s in it with you. She’ll get over that.”

      I can tell no one else knows what to say, or else they’re worried I’ll snap at them if they say something I don’t like. From beside me, Evan suggests, “Maybe she doesn’t like being in someone else’s space. What if instead of asking her to share your bed, you guys get a bed together?”

      “I suggested that, but apparently moving in together scares her,” I say, and he nods as Dart looks at me.

      “Wait, you two aren’t banging?”

      I give him a dry look. “That’s not a problem, dude. It’s the sharing a space with a man she’s struggling with.”

      He doesn’t understand. “Shit, girls never want to leave my bed.”

      “Me either,” Owen adds. “But then, I’ve never met anyone like Jaylin.”

      They both nod. “That’s the truth,” Dart admits.

      Chandler clears his throat, and I meet his gaze. “I second what Evan says. If she doesn’t want to share your bed, offer to buy another—”

      “Guys, it’s not that,” I say slowly. “She had something happen when she was younger that makes it hard for her to sleep in a man’s space.”

      They all nod, and I don’t know if they know what I’m implying, but no one asks me to elaborate. Instead, Nico says, “Then make it easier.”

      “What?”

      “Hear me out. Aviva came at me with every reason under the sun not to have a huge house, and I made sure that every single one of her concerns was eased. If Jaylin gets scared, talk to her. If she wants to leave, go with her—”

      “That’s going to be hard when they have Celeste. They can’t be dragging her out of bed,” Owen objects, and I’m surprised for a minute, but the kid is good with kids.

      Nico nods. “True. So maybe have Jean stay over more. Talk it over with Jaylin, see if it’s something she’d be down for. Have her make a list of her fears and fix them all.”

      I think that over. It’s actually not an awful plan. I need her to be honest with me, really explain what is going on, and then I need to do exactly what Nico is saying. List it out and let me ease each concern. I’m home for the next week, so we can fix this in that time if we work on it. I know it can, and then we can move even further forward. I guess I can forgive Nico for his poor choice of words earlier.

      As I bring my phone out of my pocket, I throw down my Sharpie to text Jaylin.

      Me: I need you to do something for me.

      As I wait for her to write me back, I sign a few more pucks. When her response comes through, I look down to read it.

      Jaylin: I’m really not in the mood for a blow job today. My jaw still hurts from the last one.

      I snort, drawing the attention of my friends. Beside me, Evan is strumming the guitar, humming as he waits for us to rotate.

      “You play?”

      He nods. “I come from a musical family.”

      “Can you sing too? Isn’t your sister a singer?”

      “She is,” Owen says with a nod. “And yeah, he can.”

      I hold his gaze. “I may need your services.”

      Before he can protest or tell me differently, I write Jaylin back.

      Me: Sorry, not sorry my cock is so big. You don’t seem to mind when it’s inside you.

      Jaylin: You are not wrong, Mr. Litman.

      I grin as I type back quickly.

      Me: Seriously, though. I need you to make me a list of the reasons you won’t sleep at my house.

      Jaylin: Why?

      Me: ’Cause I need to know. I want to help you with this.

      Jaylin: Kirby, this is my issue.

      Me: Okay, but I want to make it ours. Let me help.

      Jaylin: Okay.

      Me: You’ll make the list?

      Jaylin: Yes.

      Me: Fantastic. I love you, and I’ll see you after the game.

      Jaylin: I love you, and you better win. My dad is excited.

      Me: Done deal, sweetheart. Have a good night.

      Jaylin: You too.

      I close out my messages on my phone to see my wallpaper. It’s a picture of Celeste and Jaylin laughing on the beach. I am so confident in this new plan. I can’t be sure it’ll work or even if she wants it to work, but I’m going to do my best to help her beat this. We need to so we can fully commit. I refuse to allow something like this to keep us from enjoying our forever. Because that’s exactly what is in our grasp, a loving forever, and I won’t enjoy my life without her in it.

      And in my bed.

      Or in our bed.

      Any bed as long as we’re in it together.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Kirby

      

      As our starting goalie, Nico is the first to hit the ice.

      I tap my gloves to Chandler’s and then Evan’s before I skate onto the ice for warm-ups. Our first home game. When my skates hit the ice, I dig into it, kicking up my heart rate up to get the warm-up I need to be successful. Man, I love our ice. I wait for everyone to get onto the rink before I swing my arm into the pyramid of pucks, knocking them to the ice for us to warm up with. I fall into the circle we’re making around the goal get started. The crowd is roaring, excited for a new season and, basically, a whole new group of guys. We did okay in the preseason, nothing to shake a stick at, but okay. None of that matters, though. Now it’s the regular season. We lost our first two games, but it’s time for a win, and one on home ice will make it even sweeter.

      As I pass my teammates, I smack their shins with my stick, something I always do before each game. I weave between everyone, stretching my spine by turning my torso back and forth. I don’t allow myself to look out into the crowd yet. I need to do my regular warm-up before I get distracted by Celeste and Jaylin. I know they’re here; I can feel them. Or I’m just really excited that they’re here and are going to watch me.

      I drop to the ice, stretching my legs out and open before bringing them all the way back to go into upward dog. Evan drops beside me, doing the same pose as he lets out a long breath.

      “Are we sold out?”

      I nod, still not looking at the crowd. “Yup. Should be a loud game.”

      I glance at him, and he looks terrified. “Hey, it’s all good. You’ve got this,” I remind him, changing positions. “Didn’t your parents come to town?”

      The fear is all over his face, and it’s killing me. “Yeah. They’re up in the owner’s box since Mom is friends with him.”

      “Okay. Have you seen them?”

      I watch as he looks up, and he tips his chin. “Yeah, my mom is waving her arms and has our jersey on. So does my dad.” He grins. “I can’t believe they’re wearing our jerseys.”

      “Of course they are. They’re proud of you,” I insist. “Evan,” I say, and he looks at me. “Play only for them. Play as if they’re the only ones watching you. Have they ever been anything but supportive?”

      He swallows hard, shaking his head. “No, not at all. I put the pressure on myself.”

      “Okay, so then play for them, knowing they’re proud, no matter what.”

      He takes in a deep breath, letting it out in a whoosh, and looks back at me. “Okay.”

      I nod, smacking his arm with my hand. “Attaboy.”

      I get up then, digging my skates into the ice and hopping twice.

      Then I look out at the crowd. Everyone is so excited, all rocking their IceCats jerseys and holding encouraging and sometimes very inappropriate signs. Like “Puck me, Miklas!” Leave it to Dart, and he just might.

      Of course, he’s eating it up, sending grins and winks to everyone. Lord, he is going to get himself in so much trouble. Though, I can’t help but want to let him go wild. I did. Before Celeste, I was rowdy, loud, and had my fun. Things are different now, way different.

      I only want Celeste and Jaylin.

      When I find them, I’m breathless.

      Jaylin holds Celeste in her arms so she is able to look out on the ice, her back to Jaylin’s chest. Both of them are wearing IceCats jerseys and jeans with fluffy boots. I’m guessing this was Jaylin’s doing. She looks incredible, her makeup done so sensually, with bright-red lips to match the accents on the jersey. Her hair is up in a tight, sleek ponytail, while Celeste has a smaller pony with a huge red bow. I’m completely taken aback at the sight of them. I skate toward them, flipping a puck on the blade of my stick and tapping it up and down to show off.

      I throw it up in the air, catching it before skating to where they’re standing behind the glass. Celeste is opening and closing her palms at me, and I think she’s babbling “dada” or maybe “mama.” Either way, she is excited to see me. Jaylin’s smile is unstoppable and so damn pretty. Her eyes are bright, her lashes long as she gazes down at me. I press into the glass, and Celeste leans in, so Jaylin brings her closer. Jaylin’s eyes shine with love as she yells for me. I tap the glass with the puck, grinning at her, and she returns the smile.

      “Are you excited, CC?”

      She squeals as Jaylin grins. “I am! It’s loud in here!” she yells, and I nod. “And cold! I’m freezing!”

      I laugh and yell back. “You’ll get used to it!” She doesn’t seem convinced. “Are you guys having fun?” I look over at her parents and Jean, and they’re all nodding enthusiastically.

      Jaylin nods as Celeste screams with joy. She then tries to get out of Jaylin’s arms, but she holds her close, turning her so she’s on her hip. Jaylin points to me, whispering something in Celeste’s ear, which makes her smile brightly. She then mocks Jaylin, waving at me, and I wave back.

      “I love you two. I love you, CC!” She waves both arms, opening and closing her palms, and I blow her a kiss before I look at Jaylin. “I love you too!”

      Jaylin beams, her face warming with color, and she mouths, “Same, Kirb.”

      I send her a wink and then toss the puck up and over the glass. I have to say, I’m surprised when Jaylin catches it. I grin widely at her as she hands it to Celeste. But of course, she goes to put it in her mouth, so Jaylin stops her, laughing happily. In my chest, my heart is going crazy at the sight. It’s so normal. So perfectly fluid, like she is meant to mother Celeste. I swear, I have never experienced this kind of feeling, and I sure as hell have never felt so completely loved in all my life.

      We could lose this game and I wouldn’t mind too much, for I’m winning every day at home.
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      After the game, I meet Jaylin at home, where she’s changing Celeste.

      “I think I need a car seat for my car,” she tells me before setting Celeste on her feet and holding her under her arms for support.

      I grin as I crouch down so Celeste can see me. “Come on, CC. Come to Daddy.”

      CC giggles as she moves her feet, and Jaylin carries her to me. Celeste is nowhere near ready to walk, but it’s cute watching her think she can. Jaylin swings her up, kissing her cheek before handing her off to me. I take my baby, kissing her and breathing in the smell of her. She’s all freshly changed, lotioned up, and in her sleeper. “Taking that sucker out of Jean’s car was absolute hell, and we have to exchange tomorrow. I may need you to send me the link so I can buy one.”

      “Or we can go in the morning. Celeste needs some new clothes. Her six-to-nine are way too tight. Need to go up to nine-to-twelve.”

      She eyes me. “Or twelve-to-eighteen. That one outfit I bought is a twelve-month and fits her great.”

      “Stop making my baby grow,” I accuse her, and she laughs as she cleans up the diaper mess and then hangs up Celeste’s jersey. “So, you really had a great time at the game?”

      “Yeah, it was awesome. I had no clue what was happening,” she admits as she folds some blankets and throws them on the blanket stack.

      “Did your parents enjoy themselves?”

      She looks up at me, grinning. “Dad talked about getting season tickets, he loved it so much. My mom, like me, had no clue what was going on, but she thought it was cool. They’re talking about going to dinner after your golf date with Dad.”

      That pleases me. “Sounds good to me.”

      “I figured you’d say that, so I said yes,” she says, standing up. “By the way, it’s crazy that I am volunteering to hang with my parents. But I am finding that having a boyfriend takes a lot of the pressure and the attention off me. Plus, Celeste steals the show.”

      I chuckle. “That’s good. I’m glad they like us.”

      I rock Celeste back and forth, holding her bottle as she drinks soundly. She’s exhausted. Big night. Not only did she have the game, but she went to dinner with Jaylin’s parents and Jean afterward. It takes me so long to finish up after a game, I missed it. But when Jaylin said she’d meet me at the house, I wasn’t upset.

      “Love you,” she corrects. “Pretty sure my mom is planning our wedding on the side.”

      I eye her. “How’s that make you feel?”

      She doesn’t meet my gaze. “Fine.”

      “Fine?”

      She sends me a smirk. “I mean, I’m not upset or scared.”

      “That’s good.”

      “I thought so. Also, I can’t wait to go to my next game. Though, I wish you guys had won.”

      Yeah, that sucked. “Me too. Sorry about that.”

      She looks up from where she is tossing toys in the toy box. “Um, you did your part. You scored.”

      “It was all for you, baby,” I say as I lay Celeste down, switching out the bottle in her hand for a stuffed IceCats cougar.

      “I feel so special.” She comes up behind me, wrapping her arms around my waist and kissing me in the middle of my back. She then moves around, leaning her head on my bicep as she holds Celeste’s foot in her hand. “Love you, baby girl. Sweet dreams.”

      I lean in, kissing Celeste’s forehead before whispering, “I love you. Goodnight.”

      Celeste’s eyes are almost shut as we walk out of the room, our arms around each other. I bring the door closed only a bit before kissing Jaylin’s temple. “You are.”

      Jaylin looks up at me, confused. “Huh?”

      “You are special.”

      She beams at me as our lips meet. I kiss her long and hard, my body needing hers. When she parts from my lips, we grin at each other before I give her another smaller kiss. After she pulls back, she tugs me to the kitchen, and I can’t help but take in the view. She’s still wearing my jersey with a pair of jeans that hug that ass something insane. When we reach the island, she grabs the glass of wine she had poured herself before I got home. She then hops up on the island, pulling me between her legs by the buckle of my belt. She wraps her legs around me as I wrap my arms around her waist, holding her close.

      I press my nose into hers, running it along her soft skin. I hate that I’m checking the amount of wine she has left because I know once it’s gone, she’ll be ready to leave. I don’t want her to leave. This all feels so perfect. So right. She does run this household, and I love it.

      I kiss her top lip and ask, “Did you make your list?”

      “I did,” she answers, holding her glass up to take a sip. “It’s not long.”

      “What’s on it?”

      She pauses for a second and then pulls her phone out of her back pocket. I watch as she goes to her notes, and then she starts to speak. “Fear of forgetting my sleep stuff—”

      “Okay, so tomorrow when we’re shopping, we’ll get you everything you need. So you have a second set here.”

      She presses her glossy lips together as she meets my gaze. She swallows hard and then continues on the list. “Fear of farting or snoring.”

      “That’s normal. No worries there. I won’t judge you. I snore when my sinuses are bad.”

      Her lips quirk, but then she looks into my eyes. She doesn’t look down at her notes; she holds my gaze, searching it as she says, “And the last one is fear that if I stay, I’ll never want to leave. I know my heart will be fully committed to this, and I won’t know how to move on from this relationship if it ends, if you don’t want me anymore. Because I feel like it’s my life now. You and Celeste, this is my normal. And sleeping with you, being in the bed with you and loving you, will mean I’m allowing you the opportunity to hurt me.”

      I wasn’t expecting that. My heart jumps into my throat as I hold her gaze. Tears flood her eyes, and I reach up, cupping her face in my palms. “My heart is already committed to this. I honestly don’t know how to live my life without you now that I have you. You and Celeste have been my normal for the last couple months, and Jaylin, it feels so damn right. So perfect. Please, sweetheart, my love, join me.”

      A tear trickles down her cheek as she leans her face into mine, placing her wine and phone on the counter so she can hold me by the back of my biceps. “I brought a bag.”

      “You did?” I ask, way more excited than I should be. She could leave at any second.

      “I want to try.”

      “You do?”

      “I do,” she says, opening her eyes to look into mine. “When you asked for the list, I sat there, and all I could think about was that Nico did this for Aviva. He was set on making her comfortable, and I admired him for it. I was jealous of how wonderful he was to her, and here you are, doing the same thing. But the thing is, you’ve been doing the same thing since day one. You’re so supportive, so wonderful, and I trust you. I trust you immensely, Kirby.” Another tear falls, and I quickly wipe it away. “I held Celeste all night. It was like she was mine. My daughter. And I felt so damn right. I probably should have added that to my list of fears. Since if this ended, it would be a double heartbreak because I love her just as much as I love you.”

      “That won’t happen. Jaylin, I feel this. I know this is it. I knew it when I saw you in that bar.”

      She nods. “I know. I feel it too, though I’m still so scared. But I have to try because I can’t lose you two. I love you both so much.”

      I can’t even speak. I’m floored. I bring her mouth to mine, kissing her hard, and she leans into me, cupping my hands with hers as our kiss deepens. I slide my tongue along hers, kissing her top lip and then her bottom before pulling back to gaze into her eyes.

      “Where are your keys?”

      She smiles. “On the table by the door.”

      I kiss her again. “I’m going to get your bag. Go get naked.”

      Her giggles send me into a frenzy. “That was a long game of physical exertion for you to be wanting more of it. You sure?”

      “I am always sure when it comes to you,” I promise, kissing her nose. She kisses me back before I pull away, backing up. “Naked, Jaylin.”

      She laughs. “I hear you.”

      Before I can say anything else, though, there is a knock at the door. Her brows rise as mine do the same. “Who the hell could that be?” I ask, and she shrugs as I turn to go to the door. “Maybe Jean forgot something,” I say, but when I open the door, it’s not Jean.

      Fuck, I wish it were Jean.

      No. It’s Lilly.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Jaylin

      

      You have got to be fucking kidding me.

      My heart drops into my stomach and then bounces around inside as I stand, crossing my arms over my chest. I cannot believe this chick is standing in Kirby’s doorway. Damn it, Celeste favors her. I’d never thought so before since I’ve only ever seen Kirby and Celeste together. Since I’ve memorized everything about Celeste’s face, I can now see Lilly in her. The almond-shaped light-blue eyes, the button nose, the blondish hair—though Celeste’s has gotten darker the last month—and even her chin. Lilly is standing in front of Kirby, and I know she can’t see me, but I can see her, and I sure as hell don’t like the way she is looking at my man.

      She’s petite, looking more like a teenager than a woman our age. Her blond hair is bone straight along her shoulders, almost touching her stomach. Her blue eyes are blazing, her bright-red lips pressed together, and displeasure is ringing clear on her features. Her shoulders are back in a defensive position. I don’t know why she looks ready to fight, but she better not lay a hand on Kirby. I almost go to him, stand beside him to present a united front, but before I can or even urge myself to move, he strikes his hands to his hips.

      “Lilly? What are you doing here?”

      She glares up at him. “I’m here for court.”

      I can tell by the set of his shoulders and the way his back flexes that he is pissed. “Court isn’t until next week. And why are you here? It’s late.”

      “I know, but my plane just got in. I didn’t know where else to go, so I came here.”

      “Why? This isn’t your home, never has been your home.”

      “No. But my daughter is here,” she snaps, and I swear, the way his shoulders recoil, it’s as if she hit him.

      “Your daughter? Please don’t make me laugh. You gave up that right when you left her here and then refused to come back for court for months.”

      “That’s the past, Kirby. Move forward.”

      “Oh, I have. Without you, and my daughter has done the same.”

      “Whatever. I want to see her.”

      She tries to step forward, but he moves so she can’t get in. “No. She’s sleeping. You need to leave.”

      “Are you being serious right now?” she asks, with the audacity of someone completely entitled.

      “Yes. I don’t know who you think you are, coming to my home and acting as if you’re going to waltz right on in and see my child. Guess again. I’ll see you in court.”

      “I want to see my daughter,” she demands, and I don’t know why or even if it’s the heavens, but Celeste wails from her room. “See? She hears me,” she says smugly.

      “Or her stuffed animal fell out of her hand,” I correct as I head for Celeste’s room.

      “Who the fuck is that?”

      I have to take in a deep breath to keep from screaming, “I’m the woman who has been there for your child when you haven’t.” Instead, I know it’s true when Celeste sees me. She’s crying, holding to the rail as she jumps up and down, and right away, I see that her plush IceCats cougar fell out of the crib. She has a habit that right when she falls asleep, the toy slides down her arm and between the slats. I pick it up and reach for her, and she comes eagerly into my arms. She nuzzles her nose in my chest as I carry her to the rocking chair, kissing her forehead.

      “Doesn’t matter who that is,” I hear Kirby say as I rock Celeste, giving her the rest of the bottle Kirby left on the dresser so she’ll calm down. I want to advise Kirby that it isn’t good to get into it with Lilly. That he needs to ignore her. But I need to be with Celeste.

      Because I don’t think I can ignore Lilly if I go back out there.

      I don’t even know her, and I despise her. How could anyone not want to be a mother to this beautiful angel? She isn’t even my blood, and I want her. I run my knuckles along her sweet cheek, admiring her, and I find myself wanting to be there for every major life accomplishment. First steps, first birthday, and all the rest. I want to be in her life, and I want to give her a strong female presence.

      I want to be her mom.

      “It does matter if she’s around my child,” Lilly throws back, and Kirby laughs.

      “I don’t have to give you the same courtesy when you didn’t give it to me. When you got that new boyfriend and I asked to meet him before you brought him around Celeste, you ignored me. Shit, you had sex with him, with my daughter lying in the bed with you two.”

      “Oh Jesus, Kirby. I knew you were going to bring it up. Let it go. Celeste was sleeping.”

      What. A. Fucking. Cunt.

      “Doesn’t matter. I don’t appreciate it. I didn’t know who he was, and he’s fucking you with my baby beside him. That’s disgusting.”

      “You’re just jealous!”

      He laughs. “For me to be jealous, I would have to want you. That hasn’t been the case in a very long time.”

      “Which is why I had to go elsewhere to get attention.”

      “No, you went elsewhere because you like to sleep around.”

      “Oh, you were too. Don’t deny it.”

      “Never. I tried to make what we had work for Celeste’s sake. You did not.”

      “Whatever. We both know she came between us. You were so hung up on her, you didn’t want me. I wasn’t good enough. No one ruined this but you!” I know that’s going to fuck with Kirby’s head. He doesn’t like to fail. I don’t think what she said is true, though. From what Kirby told me, Lilly was always cheating on him. I know I’m hard to forget, but he wouldn’t have given up on them. Because of Celeste. He wants his daughter to have a family.

      Am I standing in the way of that?

      “Leave her out of this,” Kirby demands, his voice full of emotion. “You didn’t want me or Celeste. But really, Lil, none of this matters.”

      Why does it bother me that he called her Lil? It’s a nickname. Who cares? But it seems intimate to me. I look down at Celeste as she falls asleep, thankfully unaware of the fact that her parents are arguing over her.

      “It does matter. It’s bullshit. We could be a family!”

      My shoulders fall as I close my eyes, pressing my nose against Celeste’s forehead, taking in her sweet smell. Kirby is outraged as he yells, “Lilly, no. You’re being insane, and I don’t get it. You have a life somewhere else. You don’t belong in this home with me and my family. Go. We have nothing else to discuss here. I’ll see you next Thursday in court.”

      “No. I want to try again!”

      Really? What. The. Fuck.

      “Absolutely not. Where is your boyfriend? Did he dump you? Or wait, did you cheat on him? Because if you thought you could come back and live here, you’ve got another thing coming!”

      “Where am I supposed to stay?”

      “Don’t know, don’t care. Just not here.”

      “You told me you’d put me up.”

      “No. I said I would pay your way here. That’s it.”

      “That’s not fair.”

      “No. What’s not fair is that you’ve put me through hell with court fees and lawyer retainers. What’s not fair is that you haven’t been there for Celeste! That you cheated on me over and over again and made me feel worthless. That’s what’s not fair. So please, go fuck yourself and get the hell off my property.”

      When I hear the door slam, my heart starts to kick up in speed. Celeste somehow fell asleep in the middle of Kirby’s yelling, so I lift her and carefully carry her to the crib. I place the bottle on the side of the bed and lay her on her back. When she becomes a bit restless, I put her pacifier in her mouth, and she settles quickly. I make sure she is free of toys, pushing them to the end of the bed before turning to find Kirby in the doorway.

      “Is she okay?”

      I nod. “Fine.”

      He moves out of the way as I step out, shutting the door behind me. I walk past him, feeling his gaze on me as I head into the kitchen, grabbing my wine. My heart is still beating uncontrollably in my chest, and I am so confused.

      “Sorry about that.”

      I shrug. “It’s not like you knew she was coming.”

      I turn to face him, and he looks like he just came out of a battle. “I hate dealing with her.”

      “I can tell.”

      “You’re acting weird,” he says, calling it as he sees it. “What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t know,” I say, waving my hands around. “I mean, her saying she wants to be back in your life and wants Celeste really rocked me. I thought we didn’t have to deal with her.”

      “Who’re you telling? I can’t stand her, and I don’t know who she thinks she is, wanting to come back.”

      Our gazes lock, and I don’t see this going well. It’s one thing to be with someone who doesn’t have baby mama drama. But now that he does, can we survive her? She sounds pretty crazy.

      He tilts his head. “What’s wrong?”

      Of course we would survive; look how tuned in he is to me. “Do you think maybe you should give her another chance? For Celeste’s sake?” I ask, even though it physically hurts me to do so. I don’t want him to, but I don’t want to stand in the way of a family being together.

      “The fuck? No, Jaylin. I do not. I tried that, and it didn’t work. I refuse to be unhappy so my daughter can have both parents in her daily life. I don’t like that woman, not even a bit. I can’t even find it in me to find love for her because she gave me Celeste.”

      I take his words and think them over. I was pretty sure he would say something like that.

      “Wait. Are you trying to get out of this?”

      I look up at him, appalled by what I think he just said. “Excuse me?”

      “Using Lilly as a way out of this relationship with me.”

      “Excuse me again, but what the fuck? Why would I do that?”

      “I don’t know,” he says, his voice getting louder, emotion clouding his features. “I thought we were good, I thought we were solid. I love you, but you asking me if I want another chance with her—what is that? I don’t want her. I want you. So, what are you playing at?”

      “I’m not playing at fucking anything, Kirby. I don’t want to stand in the way of a family being together!”

      “You are my fucking family!” he yells back, his eyes wild.

      I swallow thickly, tears burning my eyes as I hold up my hands. “Our emotions are high.”

      “I’d say so,” he says, shaking his head before covering his face with his hands.

      I lean into the island, letting out a long sigh. My heart is pounding so hard in my chest, and I can’t believe we are arguing over Lilly. She doesn’t matter. Only we do. He blows out a breath through his hands just as my phone starts to ring. It’s Aviva’s tone.

      I glance at the clock, seeing it’s almost midnight. Shit, is she okay? I reach for my phone, answering quickly. “Hey? You good?”

      “Yes and no. My water broke, and I’m freaking the fuck out.” Oh God. I love Aviva, but this is the last thing I need right now. “Jay, I’m not nine months.”

      “It’s okay. You’re like three weeks shy, no big deal,” I say as steadily as I can. “You are fine. We’re fine. How’s Nico?”

      “He hasn’t spoken since my water broke. I think he’s in shock.”

      Calmly, so I don’t work her up, I ask, “Okay, are you on your way to the hospital?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’ll meet you there.”

      “Okay, I love you.”

      My heart explodes in my chest. “Oh, Aviva, I love you.”

      I hang up and tuck my phone into my back pocket as Kirby looks over at me. “Aviva’s water broke. I need to get to the hospital.”

      “It could be hours before she has the baby, and we aren’t done talk—”

      “We are,” I say firmly. “My best friend needs me. I am aware it could be hours before she has the baby, but I don’t care. I need to be there for her, and all this will have to wait.”

      His eyes are stony as his shoulders rise and fall rapidly. “So, you’re leaving,” he says, not as a question but a statement.

      “I’m leaving,” I say, walking past him without stopping for a kiss or anything. I need to get out of here. I need to breathe and think before I see Aviva. Once I’m out the door, I know I need to gather my wits about me on my way to the hospital. When it comes to Kirby, I can’t ever find them.
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      Jaylin

      

      Oh, Nico is a mess.

      I feel so bad for him. With every little cry of pain that Aviva makes, he’s basically shaking as he tries to soothe her. He hasn’t left her side, and I don’t think he will. When I arrived, it was to find out Aviva was already dilated to five centimeters. Apparently, she had been having contractions at the game and not even realizing it. Easy to say, we were all surprised. Problem is, we don’t know if Callie will make it in time. I’ve called and texted her, but I’m pretty sure she is sleeping, which keeps me from buying her a plane ticket until I know she would make it to the airport to get here.

      Aviva squeezes my hand, groaning loudly as she fights off a contraction. “She’s going to be so upset.”

      I rub her arm. “It’s okay. She’ll understand. It’s not like this is controllable, Veev.”

      “Jay is right, my love. Callie will just be excited to meet the little person,” Nico says in agreement with me, which is surprising. He likes to disagree with me at every turn. “It’s okay. I promise.”

      She cries out, holding our hands, and I hate that she’s in pain. I stand, stroking my fingers under her eyes to catch her tears. When she opens her eyes again, she looks at me and I smile. “You’re so strong, Veev. Look at you go.”

      She swallows thickly as she nods. “It hurts.”

      “I’m sure it does,” I say, rubbing her cheek.

      “I’m sorry, Aviva,” Nico says, and I smile over at him as Aviva brings his fist to her lips.

      “No. It’s not your fault—though, it is your sperm that knocked me up. But it’s fine. We’re fine. Everything is fine.”

      “Yes, you’re absolutely right,” I say, trying to console her as she takes in deep breaths.

      When the doctor enters, I back away, still holding her hand, so he has room. Before, I would have been checking out the doctor. I even told Aviva when she turned up pregnant that I was excited for her sexy doctor, but no one can hold a candle to Kirby. Ugh, my heart. I hate the way I left things. I hate that I’m so in my head about this.

      I honestly don’t want to be a good person. I don’t want to give Lilly the chance to hurt Kirby and Celeste again, but if they have the chance to be a family, a real, blood family, then who am I to stand in the way?

      I’m so distraught by how upset Kirby was when I left. I hated the look on his face, the way he stared at me like I had just kicked him square in the balls. I didn’t want to cause that, I didn’t want to be the one to hurt him, but I can’t shake the feeling that I need to step away. I am so in love with him. So much so that I’m changing. I am missing work; I’m moving my life around to bring him and Celeste into it. I want to banish all my fears to be in a bed with him, in his house, and it all scares me so much. I promised I would never give myself over like that, but here I am, doing exactly that.

      And then what about Lilly? I know he’s upset with her, and for good reason. But even with her being overseas, she still sent all kinds of hell his way. What will happen if she’s involved in Celeste’s life? The thought of sharing Celeste gives me such a headache. I don’t want Lilly teaching her bad habits or talking about Kirby and me in a negative way. I don’t want the constant pull of what we know is right and her wanting to play mommy. Her actions speak volumes, and I don’t want to deal with her.

      But the alternative terrifies me.

      All these reasons for not being with him don’t change the fact that I am completely in love with him. I am head over heels for him and Celeste. I don’t know how to have a life outside of them. I don’t want that life. But it’s all so complicated now. It was easy before—we were in love, we were happy. But now that Lilly is here, I know she will cause nothing but problems. Put us through pure hell, and I worry what that will do to us.

      Once the doctor leaves, after telling us things are progressing perfectly, I go back to my spot before grabbing Aviva some ice chips to feed her. She opens her mouth and smiles a thanks as she chews and sucks on the ice. “I don’t know how you chew ice. Makes my teeth hurt,” I say, trying anything to distract her.

      She laughs lightly. “I love it, and I’m currently imagining that it’s a big juicy cheeseburger.”

      Nico smiles at her. “I got you after this. I’ll buy you all the cheeseburgers.”

      “That’s why I’m marrying you.”

      They share an adoring look, and I love it. I love them. I wanted so much to have what they have, and I found it. Maybe even something better. “When is this wedding of Nico and Aviva?”

      He leans in, kissing her jaw before she looks over at me. “We’re thinking New Year’s Day.”

      “Wow,” I say, grinning at her. “That will be fun.”

      “Yeah, we’ll see,” she says, letting out a long breath, and then she cringes. Nico and I have become a little team, and together we help Aviva get through this contraction. I’m super thankful that I went to some of her birthing classes. Otherwise, I would be lost. As the pain subsides, she exhales hard and says, “The baby will be okay.”

      “It’s fine,” I promise, and Nico nods.

      “They’ll be perfect.”

      She nods, but I don’t think she’s convinced. She seems so scared, so unsure. I can’t imagine what she is thinking. I’m scared for her, and it isn’t even my body going through all this. It’s not my child. Because if it were, I would be just as much of a mess as Aviva is. But she’s so strong, and that makes me stay positive.

      But then she looks at me, her knowing eyes burning into mine. “What’s going on? You’ve been quiet and weird since you got here.”

      “What? I have not.”

      “You have,” she accuses, holding my gaze. “Tell me. Distract me, please.” I hold her gaze, and she gives me a very stern look. “I can tell something is up. Please. I got like three minutes before another one hits. Come on, spill.”

      I glance at Nico, and he’s watching me. I feel a little on the spot, but when have I ever held back when Aviva asks? “I was going to stay with Kirby tonight, had a bag packed and everything—”

      “Oh! I’m so sorry—”

      “No,” I say, stopping her. “It wasn’t you who ruined it. Lilly showed up.”

      Nico gawks at me as Aviva blinks. “No way,” she says, and I nod.

      “What the hell did she want?”

      I shrug. “To see Celeste? I don’t know. It was crazy. She just assumed she was staying with Kirby and even brought up getting back together with him.”

      Aviva is speechless as Nico says, “What a dumb bitch! Kirby would never.”

      I clear my throat. “But maybe shouldn’t he, for Celeste?”

      He shakes his head quickly. “Fuck no. That woman is shit. She doesn’t deserve Kirby or Celeste.”

      “What he said,” Aviva says, hooking her thumb toward her future husband. “Wait. Did you suggest that he should try?”

      She knows me so well. “I did,” I say, and when she lets out a scream, I’m glad I’m confident in the fact that she’s having a contraction and not getting pissed at me.

      Though, she may also be mad at me since she is squeezing my hand harder than ever. I cringe with her, trying to soothe her and ignore the pain in my fingers. When the contraction ends, she sets me with a look. “Jaylin Renee, that is absolutely insane. You know good and well he loves you and only you. He wants to be with you. He wants to build a family with you. Do not get in your feelings, in your head, and start trying to ruin this because you’re scared.”

      Best friends. Can’t live without them, even when they’re putting you in your place. “It’s not that I’m in my feelings or even scared. It’s that Lilly isn’t going away. She is going to cause issues, and that makes me nervous.”

      “Why?” Nico asks. “Who the hell cares what she thinks? Are her opinion or her actions going to make you love Kirby or Celeste any less?”

      I don’t have to think that over to know the answer. “No, not at all.”

      “Then she doesn’t matter. And let’s be real, she’ll probably lose custody of Celeste and be out of her life anyway.”

      “But shouldn’t he try if she wants to be a family?” I ask once more.

      “No, because she isn’t his family. You are,” Aviva says confidently. “Jaylin, I’ve never seen you this happy, this in love, or even this complete. He completes you, as you do for him. You two are meant for each other.”

      My heart skips a beat, and I know she’s right. “I know, but I feel like I’m losing myself.”

      She gives me an incredulous look. “You’re not. You’re finding yourself. This is who you are. An incredible, loving, supportive woman. And a strong female for that little girl and for Kirby. I swear—” When her words break off and she grunts out a cry, I hold her hand close, kissing the back of her fist. “Just listen to me. Don’t fuck this up!”

      I smile against her fist as I nod. When I look at Nico, he’s staring at me with fear and a little excitement in his eyes. He never meets my gaze, so I’m frozen in place. “Here is the thing, Jaylin. Independence is both a gift and a curse. The gift being you know how to live alone and enjoy life. A curse in that you don’t know how to let go of that. You got used to it, and I get it. I do. I was beyond independent. I didn’t think a woman would want me or want to deal with my issues. Enter Aviva, slamming her car into mine—”

      “Well, if you knew how to fucking drive!” she screams, but I don’t dare look at her.

      Not only has Nico never looked me in the eye, but he has never said this much to me while doing so. A grin comes over his sweet face as he says, “Aviva changed everything for me. She became what I realized I always wanted. A companion. So, really, you gotta ask yourself. Do you want your independence to be your companion, or do you want Kirby?”

      I suck in a deep breath as his words burn into my soul. I don’t want independence to be my companion. It’s lonely a lot of the time, and that life sure as hell doesn’t include Celeste. Before I can even comment, agree, or disagree, Aviva yells through another contraction, “He loves you and only wants you! Always has! Always will! Motherfucker, get this kid out of me!”

      Nico and I don’t dare laugh; we like living. I feel tears burning my eyes as I hold Aviva’s hand in mine. They brought me the clarity I needed. I’m surprised at how supportive Nico is, but I’m also thankful. I don’t want to throw away this beautiful thing I have with Kirby and Celeste. Truth is, I can’t, and I sure as hell won’t allow some woman who doesn’t deserve the love of my family to ruin it.

      Yeah, I said it.

      My family.

      Kirby, Celeste, and me.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Kirby

      

      I didn’t sleep at all.

      Not even a wink.

      I wanted to text Jaylin, try to talk to her, but I decided we needed to think, choose our words more carefully. For her, I’m sure she has already thought it out and is good to go. But for me, I went through every single potential scenario. I prepared for the rejection, for her to tell me she doesn’t want to be with me anymore. That she doesn’t want to deal with my baby mama drama or even be with a dad anymore. It was my greatest fear going into this relationship. Once I got past it, I honestly didn’t think it would come back into play. But with the way she looked at me, like she was so torn over whether our love for each other was enough…

      Not only did it piss me off, but it scared the ever-loving shit out of me.

      Never once did the idea that Lilly would come back ever enter my mind. I never prepared for this, which is unlike me, but I am beyond happy with Celeste and Jaylin. They are my family, and I didn’t expect to ever have to deal with Lilly again.

      I think that’s where I messed up. We didn’t discuss what would happen if she did come back into my life. We only discussed our future, what we wanted, and never gave thought to Lilly and her selfish tendencies. I can’t believe her. I can’t even begin to comprehend letting her around my child. She abandoned her. She didn’t want her, so why should she get to be in her life now?

      It isn’t right.

      And it pisses me off. I spent the night preparing myself to see this relationship with Jaylin all the way through the way I want. Deep in my heart, I believe Jaylin will come to her senses and realize I don’t want anyone but her. Yes, it will be hard to share custody with Lilly if that happens, but I don’t want to be with her. I don’t want to be tied to her any more than I am through Celeste.

      It’s such a beautiful feeling to be with a woman because she wants me. Because I am enough for her. Not because I have money or I knocked her up. I don’t go through the day terrified that Jaylin is cheating on me or spending all my money. Instead, I am excited to see her, be with her, and enjoy the little family we have made. We may look different, we may come from different worlds, but no matter what, our souls are connected. Or at least that’s what I keep telling myself so I don’t lose my mind. I know she feels we’re moving fast. I also know she hasn’t slept with me in my bed, but she is mine, I am hers, and Celeste is ours.

      It’s that simple.

      I brush Celeste’s hair up in a short little ponytail as she plays with some blocks and sings with Dora. I didn’t even think Dora was on TV anymore, but apparently I was wrong. And of course, she loves that monkey. Jaylin jokes that Celeste will be a zookeeper with her love of animals, but I’m kinda hoping she’ll want to be a lawyer. If my super-intelligent, hot-ass lawyer girlfriend will stay in my life and not leave me because of my crazy baby mama drama. Man, I knew this was all too good to be true. Guys like me, with the kind of past I have, don’t get girls like her.

      Oh look, my anxiety is back to play some more.

      I roll my eyes as I put a bow in Celeste’s hair and then make sure her little dress fits her right before putting on her tights. Once she’s dressed, I go to pack her bag. We’re only heading to the hospital to see Nico and Aviva’s new baby, but no telling what could happen. The kid loves to poop. I’m packing bottles when my phone sounds. I pull it out to see it’s Jaylin.

      My heart jumps into my throat.

      I hit answer so fast, I almost drop the phone. I grab it quickly. “Hey.”

      “Hey,” she says, pausing, and I almost lose my mind.

      “Hey.”

      She chuckles softly. “Hey. Um…wow, I don’t know why I’m being weird.”

      “’Cause we need to talk things out,” I suggest, knowing it’s true but dreading the unknown.

      “Exactly,” she says on a sigh. “I should have called earlier.”

      “From what I hear, you’ve been running ragged getting Callie there.”

      I can hear the smile in her voice when she answers. “I did. Finally had to call her RA.”

      I chuckle nervously as I wait for her to say something else. I don’t have to wait long.

      “Are you coming up here to see the baby?”

      “I am.” I move to add some diapers to the bag. “I’m packing Celeste’s bag and then heading that way.”

      “Okay, don’t forget her paci. I left it on the nightstand.”

      “Ah,” I say, running back into the room to grab it so I don’t forget. “Got it.”

      “Also, don’t put her in those moccasin shoes. They don’t fit right. Put her in her UGG boots I got her.”

      I reach for her boots before I leave the room. “Done.”

      “Did you pull her hair up?”

      “I did. She’s wearing the outfit you had picked out for today.”

      “Good. Listen—”

      “No. Can I say something?” I ask, but then I don’t wait for her to answer. “Jaylin, I love you.”

      I hear the emotion in her voice as she whispers, “I love you more.” She lets out a sigh. “We really need to talk.”

      I don’t know if I like the sound of that. My anxiety is screaming “Talk now!” but this isn’t the kind of thing we can discuss over the phone. “I’m on my way up there.”

      When the doorbell sounds, she asks, “You expecting company?”

      “No, and it better not be fucking Lilly.” But of course, when I look out the window, I see the car Lilly drove last night. “Fuck me, it is.”

      “Well, that sucks.”

      “Yeah. Can I take you to lunch after we see the baby?”

      “I would love that.”

      “Okay. I’ll see you in a few.”

      “All right, but don’t kill your ex. And if you do, call me first. I’ll bail you out and represent you. I’ll get you off.” She says it as a joke, but her voice is strained.

      “Man, I hit the lottery with you.”

      “Yeah, you did,” she says ever so softly. “As did I with you. And Celeste, of course.”

      “Well, of course,” I agree as I pull the door open to my baby mama. “But let me deal with her, and I’ll see you soon.”

      “Okay. Love you.”

      “I love you more,” I say proudly, much to Lilly’s annoyance, before I hang up.

      She looks up at me, her eyes in slits as she pushes back her blond hair. “Is that her?”

      “If you mean my incredible girlfriend, yes, it is.”

      “Whatever,” she says, walking past me and into the living room.

      “I didn’t welcome you in,” I say to her, but she ignores me, going to where Celeste is sitting. I leave the door open because she’s leaving and move past her to grab my daughter before she can. “I’m not playing, Lilly. You need to leave.”

      Her eyes are on Celeste. “She looks so much like you now.”

      “Well, she is my kid.”

      “But with my eye color,” she observes, but I’m over it.

      “For real. You need to leave,” I say sternly.

      She shakes her head. “Can I please have a second?”

      “One,” I count like the childish dude I can be when I want. “Leave. You aren’t welcome here. If you want to see her, I’ll see you in court.”

      “That’s the thing. I don’t,” she says, meeting my gaze. “I look at her, and I feel absolutely nothing.”

      My stomach clenches. “What?”

      “I had this monster plan of coming back, getting you back, and playing family, but I can’t do it,” she says, shaking her head. “I can’t. I don’t want to be a mother, and I sure as hell don’t want to be with a man who doesn’t want me.”

      I blink. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

      There is no remorse in her expression. “I never wanted kids. Hell, at one time, you didn’t want them either.”

      “Because I didn’t want to put my kid through what I went through. But when it happened, I stepped up, and I became a dad, ultimately falling in love with not only my daughter but with being a father. I would never do what you have done to her, but somehow you are doing it twice. Thankfully, she’s young and won’t remember a lick of this.”

      She nods, her eyes on Celeste again. “Marc called this morning and wants to work it out with me. But before I agreed, I wanted to see her. I wanted to see you. And like I thought, I don’t want this.”

      “Yay?” I say sarcastically. “What the fuck? Get out.”

      She looks back at me. “I’m going to go to my lawyer’s office and sign over my rights. Marc doesn’t want to deal with a baby, and he suspects you won’t be one of those easygoing dads who goes along with whatever.”

      “I’m not. My kid is everything to me.”

      “Exactly, and since I don’t want kids either, it’s fine. I’m good.”

      I can’t seem to process what she is saying. Again, the pain of her rejection of my daughter sears through me like a really bad case of heartburn. How could she not want her? I don’t care if she doesn’t want me, but Celeste, she’s an angel.

      “She’s in good hands and will be loved right. Way better than I could ever do.” Lilly reaches out, about to run her finger along Celeste’s arm, but Celeste tucks her arm into the crook between her body and my armpit. She looks at me, confused, before looking back at Lilly. I’m speechless as Lilly’s eyes meet mine once more.

      “Is it serious with her? The girlfriend?”

      “Yes.”

      “And she’s good to Celeste?”

      “Loves her like she’s hers.”

      She nods. “Good. That’s really good. Have a good life.”

      And just like she did before, she walks out without a backward glance. I stand in my living room, my daughter resting her face on my chest, almost in the exact position last time Lilly left us like this. Only, last time, I was sad, not only for my daughter but for myself. That’s not the case anymore. Celeste doesn’t need Lilly; she has me. She has Jaylin.

      Lilly will never be in our lives again.

      But Jaylin always will.
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      When we walk into Aviva’s room, Celeste is holding the new baby balloons while I hold the big vase of flowers I got Aviva. In my back pocket is a Snickers for Nico, but of course, I don’t even see Aviva, Nico, or the new baby. My eyes go right to Jaylin. She stands by the window, typing something on her phone, looking every bit the successful, gorgeous woman she is. She has her hair pulled up in a high bun, a shirt that reads “New Aunt,” and jeans. I can tell she hasn’t slept a wink, but I find her irresistible. She looks up from her phone as Celeste squeals at the sight of Jaylin.

      “There’s my girl!” she gushes as she comes over, and Celeste opens and closes her palm for Jaylin. I grab the strings of the balloons before they float away. I grin as Celeste reaches up for her, and my grin grows when Jaylin leans in to kiss me softly on my lips. Before she reaches for Celeste, she says, “Hey there.”

      “Hey,” I say, kissing the side of her mouth. Celeste wastes no time and openmouth kisses Jaylin’s cheek, much to her pleasure. She laughs loudly as she cuddles her hard.

      “Look at you, looking all adorably perfect! Wanna meet your future boyfriend?”

      I groan. “It’s a boy! Damn it, he’s gonna be like Nico, and I’ll be the one trying to hide Celeste away like he does Callie.”

      From the chair in the corner, Callie laughs. “Yeah, even in college, he’s trying to keep the boys away.”

      Nico points to her. “I’m succeeding.”

      “For now,” she teases, and the room erupts in laughter. Well, everyone but Nico.

      I walk over to check out the little dude. He’s all pink and wrapped tightly in a blanket. I glance at Celeste, who is watching him intently. “Aw, those Merryweather genes are strong.”

      Aviva nods. “So strong. I do all the work, and he comes out looking just like him.”

      Nico kisses her temple as he gazes down at his son. I’ve never seen Nico so happy in my life. I don’t even think he’ll want the Snickers in my pocket. “What did you guys name him?”

      Aviva beams up at me. “Nicolas Vance Merryweather, but he’ll go by Vance.”

      “That’s a mouthful,” I say, and then I instantly regret it. “Oh, wait. Dart isn’t here.”

      “Unfortunately,” Callie jokes, and Nico glares.

      “I will send you back to Nashville.”

      More laughter ensues as all the attention goes back to Vance. He sure is cute. “I miss when Celeste was that small.”

      “She was a darling baby,” Aviva says, and then proving he is nothing like Celeste, Vance lets out one hell of wail. “Oh, he’s hungry.”

      Vance’s wail scares Celeste, and she covers her ears as she cries out, her face turning red and the tears quickly starting to fall. Nico’s eyes widen and I can tell he’s about to freak out, so I hand him the Snickers. “I’m gonna get her out of here.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Jaylin volunteers as she follows me out.

      “Thanks! Leave me with the new parents and the screaming kid!” Callie yells at us, but we ignore her, shutting the door behind us. Jaylin holds Celeste close to her chest as she heads down the hall. I’m unsure where we’re going, but I follow her into a bridge made of glass. You can see all of downtown, and I bet it is a spectacular view at night. Not that I’m thinking much about that; I’m wondering if Jaylin is about to break up with me. Yeah, we were good in the room, but was that all for show? Shit, I hate the way my mind works.

      Jaylin stops midway as soon as Celeste has calmed down, and she turns to me. Her eyes meet mine, and without much warning, or maybe I didn’t realize we were doing this right now, she says, “I’m sorry I just left last night.”

      My heart kicks into gear. Okay. Here we go. I’m either walking out of here without her or with her. Really want the latter. “It was a lot to take in with Lilly just showing up like that. We never really discussed what we’d do if she came back.”

      “Exactly,” she says, pointing to me. “I think we just assumed she was gone and we were going to keep being us. Don’t get me wrong, I love us, but she freaked me out.”

      “I know. I’m sorry about that. She freaked me out too.”

      “Still, I shouldn’t have left things the way I did. I know you need to talk things out and be certain, but I got so emotional and started thinking I was losing who I am as a person.”

      “I don’t think that at all,” I say, shaking my head. “If anything, I think you’re the best version of yourself when you’re with me.”

      She smiles. “I agree with you, but I wasn’t thinking clearly last night. I was thinking Lilly was going to take my future from me or, at least, really fuck it up.”

      “Never. I wouldn’t let that happen,” I promise, and she nods.

      “I know, and I told myself that. As Aviva was having the baby, my mind kept floating back to you. How I wished you were here. How I wished it were me having the baby with you. How I wanted to spend my whole life with you and Celeste, no matter what.” My heart stops dead in my chest as she holds my gaze. “I know things will get messy with Lilly, but I don’t care. It will suck to trade weekends or whatever arrangement we set up. But as long as it’s we, then I’m there. I want to be there with you, every step of the way. I want to be at every birthday, every Christmas. I want a life with you two. If Lilly is in it, then she is—as long as you are mine and only mine.”

      The weight of the world falls off my chest. I step to Jaylin, pulling her into me by her hips as our eyes stay locked. “Lilly is at the lawyer’s office right now, signing away her rights. You can have all you want and more, minus one crazy baby mama.”

      Her eyes widen. “Really? How?”

      I shrug, but then I shake my head. I’ve done really well not letting Lilly’s rejection get to me, and I refuse to allow it to ruin this moment with my lady. “She doesn’t matter. Only we do. The two people who really love Celeste.”

      On cue, Celeste lays her hands on each of our cheeks.

      “And each other,” Jaylin adds, and I smile.

      “And each other.”

      She smiles widely at me. “I’m sorry—”

      “Don’t. You don’t have to apologize—”

      “But I do,” she insists, her eyes burning into mine. “I shouldn’t have acted like that. You need more than that. You stayed up all night, didn’t you?”

      “I did,” I admit, and she nods.

      “See? I knew I should have called. I should have eased your concerns. That’s my fault, and I’m sorry.”

      “You were upset.”

      “Yes, but I shouldn’t take it out on you. It wasn’t your fault.”

      I kiss her top lip. “I’m only worried about our future.”

      Her lips curve, her bottom lip touching mine. “So, we’re going to do this.”

      It isn’t a question; it’s a promise. My cheeks hurt from smiling so hard. “We are, and there is no backing out.”

      “Backing out? Please, I’m not going anywhere without you two.”

      We share a smile before our lips meet in a beautiful, wanton kiss. A kiss I have been craving since yesterday. A kiss that eases every single concern I had. A kiss that seals my forever.

      I pull back only a breath away as our eyes lock. “I love you.”

      She strokes her fingers along my jaw before she whispers against my lips, “Same, Kirb. Same.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Jaylin

      

      God knew we needed good weather today. The sun is bright, warming our faces. Though, the ocean air makes it a little too chilly for me. Still, the view is incredible.

      “I, Aviva, take you, Nicolas, as my husband. My one true love. My forever.”

      Aviva is stunning today. She wears a classic, long-sleeved white dress with an open back. Her hair is down, flowing with her veil in the breeze as she gazes up at Nico. Of course, her groom is perfectly handsome in a nice tux but without shoes. While I am cold, I doubt they even feel it. They’re too in love and too caught up in the moment to feel the chill. I glance out to where Callie sits with Vance in her lap. He wears a little tux, while Callie is in a beautiful lilac dress, her hair up in a bun and her makeup unstoppable. Beside her sits Nico’s mom and some more of his family. I don’t know anyone, but it doesn’t matter because I only care about Aviva and Nico.

      Oh, and Kirby.

      Across from me, he stands in all his glory. Tall as all get-out, his hair brushed to the side, and a sexy beard growing in. While I love him clean-shaven, I do like it when he grows it out some. He never lets it get long, but I enjoy it either way. In a striking tux that hugs his thighs and shoulders, he looks every bit the perfect best man.

      Well, the best man for me.

      When his eyes meet mine, we share a smile, and my heart flutters in my chest at all we’ve experienced together.

      These last few months have been a fairy tale.

      Full of magic and love, but also some wicked setbacks.

      No matter what, though, I don’t think I could love him any more than I do.

      It took over a month for me to finally sleep with him in his house. I found myself waking up in the middle of the night and leaving but coming back before Celeste would wake up. Kirby was patient; he was kind and supportive. When I finally made it through the night, I felt like I had run a marathon and come in first place.

      I felt like I’d actually scored a goal instead of falling flat on my face like I almost did when Kirby took me skating. Like I am on the ice, I’m still a bit shaky when it comes to sleeping with him. But just like how Kirby was with me on the ice, he catches me when I fall.

      He’s incredible.

      I moved in with him a few weeks ago, and I’m so happy. We’re selling my condo so we can buy a bigger house once the season is over. The IceCats are last in the league, but that doesn’t bother Kirby. He’s too happy, he tells me, and I believe him. He still struggles with his anxiety, and he may question us occasionally. But for the most part, he is confident in us. In our relationship. In our little family.

      I move my gaze to where Jean is sitting with Celeste in her lap. Jean is dressed all out in a stunning pink dress that hugs her curves in ways I wish I had. She is such a beautiful soul, and I’m so thankful for her. She loves Celeste, and she loves us. Her hours have been reduced since I’m now able to be with Celeste at night when Kirby is traveling, but Kirby still pays her the same. He doesn’t want to lose her, and I agree fully. Especially for when we decide to get married and have babies of our own.

      Which, if my parents had their way, would be today.

      My mom is sitting beside Jean, her eyes glistening for Aviva and Nico. Dad is currently playing with Celeste, making her giggle, and I’m overwhelmed with love. I never thought my parents would be okay with me being with a white man. But not only do they care deeply for Kirby, they absolutely adore Celeste. They spoiled her worse than we did on Christmas. I never knew Christmas could be so magical until I experienced it with a child. It was beyond my expectations, and I am in super planning mode for her first birthday.

      It will be over the top, but I don’t care one bit.

      She’s my everything.

      Honestly, and I haven’t told Kirby this, I want to adopt Celeste. I want to make it official on paper that she is mine. I know she is in my heart, and I know I’ll be the best damn mom ever, but I want it to be official for when she goes to school and sports and stuff. When we signed her up for Mommy and Me gymnastics at the gym Chandler’s wife, Amelia, works at, she had to tell them I was her mom. I don’t want to have to have someone go to bat for me. I want her to be legally mine and me hers. I haven’t brought it up to Kirby since we aren’t married, but I can’t help yearning for that title.

      I love her.

      I love him.

      “I, Nicolas, take you, Aviva, as my wife. My forever. My everything.”

      “Mama!” Celeste yells, interrupting the pastor as she reaches for me even though she is nowhere near me. Everyone laughs as Celeste wiggles herself out of Jean’s lap and hauls ass to me. I bend down, picking her up as soon as she is within reach. She cuddles close into me, grabbing my bouquet from me and holding it to her chest.

      I kiss her temple as Aviva looks back at me. “Sorry.”

      She grins as Nico chuckles sweetly before she turns back to marrying her soul mate. I redirect attention to them, and I’m in awe. They’re so beautiful, so perfect for each other. I couldn’t handpick a better man for her. Nor could I have handpicked a man like Kirby Litman. As my gaze always does, it shifts to Kirby, who is watching me hold Celeste so close to me. She has her head under my chin, content as she bounces her fingers along the flowers in my bouquet. His lips quirk, and I smile back at him, so completely in love with him. So fully his, it’s mind-blowing.

      I love you, he mouths.

      And I mouth right back to him, Love you more.
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      After an evening full of a lot of food, drinks, and wishing the new couple a happy honeymoon, I find myself applying my face lotion as I lie in bed. Kirby sits on the end of the bed, taking off his shoes as he watches SportsCenter. He’s off for a few days for a small break for the Winter Classic. I have no clue what that is. Apparently, they play outside on ice? Instead of inside? Doesn’t make sense to me. Either way, I guess they would be cold. Kirby says it fulfills childhood dreams, which is cool if your dream is to play outside in the freezing cold on a slab of ice.

      I’d rather be in my bed in my PJs, but that’s why I don’t play hockey. I do enjoy watching him play, though. He’s super good and super sexy.

      “Will you guys get to do the Winter Classic?”

      He glances back at me, tucking his socks in his shoes. “I don’t know, hopefully. It’ll be a cool experience. Though, I doubt I’d be able to get you there.”

      I grin. “I’d go if you’re playing.”

      He sends me a grin as he stands, unbuttoning his shirt. “Wanna go to the mountains this weekend? A little getaway?”

      “Sure, I can bring work with me and do it on the way. Oh! But Celeste and I have Mommy and Me class this weekend.”

      He shrugs. “She can miss.”

      “Okay. We should take Jean. She’d enjoy some time away.”

      “Absolutely. Plus, I can take you to a romantic dinner.”

      As he crawls onto the bed, covering my body with his, I let out a breathless laugh. “I would love that a lot,” I announce, tucking my hands in the back pockets of his slacks. He presses his thick cock against my center, and instantly, I’m hot everywhere. He kisses my lips, and I welcome the intrusion of his tongue. As we kiss, my heart picks up speed. I want him desperately, but he pulls back, gazing down at me.

      “I want to thank you in advance for being there for Celeste when I’m on this long road trip.”

      Ugh, I hate thinking of it. Nineteen days apart. That’s basically a month. Such shit. Jean and I are going to tag-team taking care of Celeste, and while I’m happy to be with them, I’m going to miss Kirby like crazy. “You don’t need to thank me. I want to do it.”

      “I know, but it’s a lot, taking care of a kid when you have a full-time job and you go to her Mommy and Me classes. It means a lot to me.”

      “Kirby, I love you, and I love her.”

      He kisses me, his whole heart in the kiss. He pulls back, gazing into my eyes, and my heart swells.

      “I have a question,” I find myself asking. “I don’t know if it was the wedding or what, but something is weighing heavy on my heart.”

      His brows come together as he moves his fingers along my jaw. “You have some goop left. I blended it in, but please proceed, Counselor.”

      I snicker at him as I focus in on his nose, my laughter subsiding. If he were to say no, I’d be heartbroken. But maybe I’m overstepping.

      “What is it?”

      I inhale very harshly as my gaze meets his once more. “You know I love Celeste—and you, of course.”

      “I’m aware, and I’m glad since you might press charges against me for lying on you like this if that weren’t the case.”

      He flashes me a dorky grin, and I laugh, so happy. “Yeah, yeah. Focus,” I demand, and he cups my face in his hands, staring deep into my eyes. I want to laugh, but I also need to get this out. Ignoring his goofy ways, I say quickly, “And you know, I love spending time with her and being there for her. And so, I guess lately…I’ve been wondering if you’d ever consider allowing me to adopt her?”

      “Adopt her?”

      Well, that’s not promising. “Yes, as my daughter. I want her to be mine, Kirby. I love her deeply—”

      “You want to adopt Celeste?”

      His eyes are wild, and my heart is basically rocking my chest. Though, with confidence, I nod and say, “I do.”

      His eyes search mine, and then a grin comes over his face. “Only if you marry me.”

      I smirk. “Are you asking me? Or telling me?”

      He uses his arm to hold himself up before he reaches into his nightstand drawer. When he comes back with a very recognizable teal box, my jaw drops. “I’m asking.”

      I cover my mouth in shock, fully not expecting this as he sits back on his haunches. He takes my hand, pulling me up to him as tears well up in my eyes. “I was going to wait until Celeste’s first birthday. I had this whole thing planned, but this feels right.”

      I’m speechless, gazing at him in awe as he slowly opens the box. I can’t even focus on the ring because my eyes are flooding with tears, and I’m locked in his gaze. After letting out a long breath, with so much beautiful emotion in his voice, he says, “My whole life, I have felt like I was losing. I could never gain traction to achieve the life I wanted. When Celeste was born, I started to feel like I was getting there, but then I lost the Cup for the second time. Again, failure was coming for me, but then you came back into my life like a 240-pound defensemen slamming me into the boards, stealing my heart like he would a puck. Jaylin, I can’t describe how perfectly you complete me. You give me a level of confidence I didn’t know was possible. You help make me the man I want to be. I have never, nor will I ever love anyone the way I love you. I want you to be Celeste’s mother and the mother of all our future children. So, will you fully complete me by being my wife?”

      The tears start to flow down my face, and I can’t answer him. I only nod before I press my lips to his. He wraps his arm around my neck, kissing me deeply as I smile against his lips. He pulls back a little, laughing happily as he takes the giant diamond out of the box and slides it on my finger. It’s a perfect fit. “Oh, Kirby.”

      “A diamond fit for a queen,” he whispers against my temple as I gaze at the ring. It’s beautiful, just a huge, square diamond solitaire. “My queen.”

      I tip my head back to gaze up at him. “I love you.”

      He captures my chin in his fingers and grins. “Same, Jay. Same.”

      We both grin before our lips meet once more, and I can’t believe I waited so long for this moment. For this feeling. But maybe I wasn’t waiting for this feeling. Or this moment.

      I was waiting for Kirby.
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        OUT NOW!

        Allison Titov and Asher Brooks have been best friends their whole lives. Brought up together as part of the Assassins family, they might as well be related. But… Ally has never felt anything sisterly toward Asher.

        In love with Asher since she was a teen, Ally has gone pro at keeping her feelings a secret. It’s been easy…as long as he’s stayed halfway across the country at college and she has a volleyball to slap her frustrations out on. But now, he’s home. And having his quick wit, heart-filling laugh, and adorkable smile so close is going to test her like never before.

        After being dumped by his fiancée, Asher is at a loss what to do next. He craves stability, but with an unexpected kiss, Ally might as well have spiked Asher in the face with a volleyball. Now he’s faced with the dilemma of his life. Does he keep Ally in the friend zone, or does he take the ultimate risk for love?

        If they’ve learned one thing growing up in the glow of hockey greatness, it’s that you can’t win it all if you don’t play the game. And by serving one hell of an ace into the middle of Asher’s safe little life, Ally is ready to claim victory.
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      I am very blessed to have you as a reader. When I am doubting myself, or feeling as if I’m a failure, I tend to go read my good reviews and they make me feel so good. They remind me how much you love me.

      

      Along with you, I have a phenomenal husband, two fantastic kids, and a baby girl dog that makes my life so much brighter. I also have incredible friends, and a best friend that is more a sister than a friend. I am very blessed, but yet, my mental illness challenges that.

      

      My mental health is a constant battle, daily. Once more I have had to fight off suicidal thoughts, and the thoughts of failure. It makes absolutely no sense to me, but it happens. Trust and believe, I am getting help. Not only with meds, but with a therapist and loads of journaling. It’s hard, but I refuse to give up. I refuse to allow my illness to defeat me.

      

      This book is very special to me. Kirby suffered from a little of my issues, but Evan is me made over. I feel every single one of his anxieties. I adore him, but I also know his book will gut me. Don’t worry, I’m going to write it anyway. I’m super excited for Dart and Owen too. So many awesome stories are wanting to be written and I will make it happen.

      

      I hope you enjoyed Hard Hit. I hope you loved it as much as I love writing it.

      I hope you stay healthy, and safe.

      And if you’re hurting. If you see no way out, please reach out to your doctor. Please get help.

      

      Thank you, I love you.

      

      Love,

      Toni
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        My name is Toni Aleo, and I’m a #PredHead, #sherrio, #potterhead, and part of the #familybusiness! 

        I am also a wife to my amazing husband, mother of a gamer and a gymnast, and also a fur momma to Gaston el Papillion & Winnie Pooh.

        While my beautiful and amazing Shea Weber has been traded from my Predators, I’m still a huge fan. But when I’m not cheering for him, I’m hollering for the whole Nashville Predators since I’ll never give my heart to one player again. 

        When I’m not in the gym getting swole, I’m usually writing, trying to make my dreams a reality, or being a taxi for my kids. 

        I’m obsessed with Harry Potter, Supernatural, Disney, and anything that sparkles! I’m pretty sure I was Belle in a past life, and if I could be on any show, it would be Supernatural so I could hunt with Sam and Dean. 

        Also, I did mention I love hockey, right? 

      

        

      
        Also make sure to join the mailing list for up to date news from Toni Aleo:

        JOIN NOW!
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