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      It took only one day for my dream job to turn into a nightmare. Actually, that’s being generous. In reality, it took one fifteen-minute meeting with the hospital president to throw years of studying, planning and dreaming straight out the window into the blistering south Florida sunshine.

      Nowhere in the elaborate job description I’d been given at my interview to be Miami-Dade General Hospital’s assistant director of public relations did the words “babysitter” appear. Let’s face it, if I’d known what they really wanted me to do, I wouldn’t be wilting in the scorching early-morning heat waiting for Dr. Jason Northrup to arrive for his first day.

      “Anything he wants or needs, get it for him,” Mr. Augustino had instructed. “Just keep him away from the executive offices.”

      “But today’s my first day, too. Wouldn’t it be better to have someone who knows the facility meet and escort him?”

      “I want you to do it,” he’d said, leaving no room for further argument.

      “Should I bring him up here to speak with you?”

      “I’m with the board of directors all day. Don’t bring him anywhere near the conference room.”

      Something stunk to high heaven about this whole thing. Why wasn’t the hospital rolling out the red carpet to welcome Dr. Northrup? Mr. Augustino had referred to Northrup as a world-class, board-certified pediatric neurosurgeon. If he doesn’t warrant the red carpet, who does? Most puzzling of all is why Mr. Augustino would let the newest person on his staff handle such an important task and not want to be there himself.

      My boss’s late directive gave me no time to research my first “assignment,” which has me unprepared and out of sorts as I wait for him. Mr. Augustino gave me a photo of a sinfully handsome man with dirty blond hair, golden brown eyes and the perfect amount of scruff on his chiseled jaw. I can only imagine Northrup’s type: privileged, pampered and pardoned for his sins. Now it’s my job to kiss up to him and make him feel “welcome.”

      After years of waitressing and taking care of actual children to put myself through college and graduate school, being told to babysit him infuriates me. All the carefully cultivated marketing and publicity plans I put together in anticipation of wowing the bosses on my first day are still stashed inside the leather-bound portfolio I clutch to my chest, useless in light of the task I’ve been given for the day as I roast in dense late-June humidity.

      One thing I’ll say for Miami-Dade General Hospital is the grounds are gorgeous with lush landscaping, colorful flower beds and grass kept green in the summer heat thanks to artfully hidden sprinklers.

      Naturally, the good doctor is late, which gives me far too much time to consider my limited options as I try not to completely wilt in heat that makes my armpits feel swampy and has my ruthlessly straightened hair starting to curl. I could go to HR and tell them the position isn’t a good fit after all. With less than a day on the job, it won’t show up on my permanent record, especially since I only just completed the paperwork needed to enroll in the hospital’s payroll system and health insurance program. I could still put a stop to it.

      But then I recall how proud my parents and grandmothers had been when I landed my first big job after years of school. I think of the apartment I recently rented in Kendall as well as the wardrobe of power suits I purchased on credit so I could present a professional appearance at work. Paying for all of that is dependent upon my new cushy salary, which will be lost if I quit.

      Quitting isn’t an option.

      Not when I haven’t even given the job a chance. Besides I’m not a quitter. My beloved Abuela would be so disappointed. She and my equally beloved Nona were happier about me landing this job than I was. I can’t disappoint everyone in my life by walking away from this opportunity. I’ve restored a bit of steel to my spine by the time the roar of a sports car draws my attention to the hospital’s long driveway.

      I watch in disbelief as a sleek black convertible Porsche growls its way up the half-circle drive with Northrup at the wheel and a bottle blonde in a sexy red dress riding shotgun.

      “What a cliché,” I mutter as he brings the low-slung black car to a halt two feet from where I stand ready to “welcome” him.

      He alights from the car with cat-like grace, tall, muscular and even handsomer than his photo—of course. As he comes toward me, he flashes a cocky smile, and damn if every cell in my body doesn’t stand up and sing Hallelujah in a loud chorus of tightening nipples and dampening panties that infuriates me.

      I don’t want any part of me reacting to any part of him, but I’d have to be dead not to notice this man. And while I might’ve been mostly numb for the last five years, Dr. Northrup is living proof that I’m still very much a living breathing woman who recognizes a hot man when she sees one.

      He props Wayfarer sunglasses on hair that’s messy from the convertible. On him, messy is sexy. His golden eyes sparkle, his smile is straight out of a toothpaste commercial and his body. . . Wow. He must’ve spent as many hours in the gym as he logged in medical school.

      I realize I’m staring but can’t seem to bring myself to blink. Have I ever seen a more perfectly beautiful man in my entire life? The thought makes me feel disrespectful to the memory of the only man I’ve ever loved and snaps me out of the stupor I slipped into at the sight of Northrup.

      I clear my throat and clutch the portfolio more tightly to my chest, desperate to hide any evidence of my ridiculous reaction to him. “Dr. Northrup?”

      “That’d be me. And you are?”

      “Carmen.” I extend a hand that I pray isn’t sweaty. “Carmen Giordino, deputy director of public relations. Welcome to Miami-Dade General Hospital.”

      “Pleased to meet you, Ms. Giordino.” Somehow he makes the act of taking my hand, squeezing it lightly and releasing it into an erotic sex act that once again steals the breath from my lungs and the starch from my spine.

      I hate him for making me react to him the way every other woman with a pulse has probably responded to him since puberty. I hate him even more when I discover he’s pressed a fifty-dollar bill into my hand. I’m about to ask him what it’s for when he fills in the blanks for me.

      “Do me a favor, and please take Betty to the cafeteria, buy her some breakfast and send her off in a cab,” he says in a low tone that only I can hear.

      “But—”

      “Did someone ask you to meet me and see to my needs?”

      The way he says the word needs has me imagining him sweaty, naked and at my disposal, which only further infuriates me. I’m not sure who I’m more pissed with—him or myself. I feel my face go hot, and when I open my mouth to respond to his outrageous request, nothing comes out.

      “What I need is for you to take care of her.” He gives me an imploring look, and it’s all I can do not to swoon. “Okay?”

      It’s insulting enough to be asked to babysit a neurosurgeon, but being asked to babysit his bimbo one-night stand is another story altogether. “I’m sorry, but I’m not willing—”

      Ignoring me, the good doctor turns and gestures for “Betty” to join us on the curb. “Come on over and meet Carmen Giordino. She’ll help you find the cafeteria and a ride to the airport.” He kisses the blonde’s cheek. “It was good to meet you, but I’ve got to get to work now.”

      “Thank you so much for everything, Jason,” Betty says with her worshipful gaze on his perfect face.

      Northrup flashes his version of a sincere smile. “My pleasure.”

      I roll my eyes, imagining what “everything” included in this case. The pang of jealousy that nips at me only serves to further annoy me. What do I care if she got to take a spin with him?

      He tosses his car keys to me, and I have the immediate choice of either catching them or letting them hit me in the head. I grab them a second before they would’ve hit me. “Can you find the staff lot and get Priscilla settled for me?” Winking, he adds, “Thanks. I owe you one.” Glancing at Betty, he flashes that brilliant grin. “Or maybe two.”

      “But where’re you going?”

      “To check out my new digs. I’ll catch up to you after a while.”

      “I’m supposed to—” I stop myself when I realize I’m talking to his back. So now I’m babysitting a bottle blonde and a Porsche 911? This day just gets better and better. I’ve never been prouder of the years I spent sweating my way through college and graduate school than I am in this moment.

      My low growl has Betty stepping back from me, tottering on sky-high heels. “I’m not really all that hungry.” Her nervous titter sets my nerves further on edge.

      I release my tight grip on the leather portfolio and let my arms drop to my sides, feeling utterly defeated an hour into my new “dream” job.

      Betty’s eyes go wide, her red lips forming an O.

      “What?” I look down to see what Betty is so focused on and see that the veneer on my “leather” portfolio has baked onto the front of my very expensive and still-not-paid-for navy power suit. I let out a shriek of frustration.

      “I’m sure it’ll come off at the dry cleaners.” Betty’s kind smile makes me feel bad about the nasty thoughts I’ve had toward an innocent bystander to my career implosion.

      Deciding I have nothing to lose by making Betty my ally, I glance at the other woman who towers over me thanks to those four-inch heels. “Could I ask you how you came to meet . . . him?”

      “It was the oddest coincidence.”

      Aren’t they all?

      “I was at the luggage thingie in the airport waiting for my bags that never came and my now ex-boyfriend who never showed up to get me.” Betty swipes at a tear. “Then the airline couldn’t book me on a flight home until this morning. I used all my money and maxed out my credit card flying here to see the jerk who stood me up. No luggage, no money, no jerk. Jason saw me crying and asked if he could help. Thank God for him, or I would’ve had to sleep in the airport. He even took me out for a nice dinner and bought me a bottle of my favorite wine.”

      “And what did he get in return for all this hospitality?” The question is out of my mouth before I can stop it. Horrified, I’m about to apologize for my rudeness when she continues.

      “Nothing.” Betty doesn’t seem insulted by my question, which she absolutely should be. “He did me a favor and asked for nothing in return. He even slept on the sofa so I could have the bed. Then the alarm on his phone didn’t go off. He was running late for his first day and was all stressed out. Do you know what time it is? My flight to Philly is at ten thirty. I’d like to see if they found my bag before then.”

      I check my watch, see that it’s almost nine and eye the Porsche. “Get in.” I wonder if it’s possible to be fired on my first day. I’m about to find out as I slide into the scorching hot leather driver’s seat and kick off my heels so I can drive this thing. The car starts with a growl that vibrates through my body, reminding me of the tingling reaction I’d had to its owner. His car smells the way I imagine he does—citrus and spice and hot man.

      I’m thankful to my late husband, Tony, for teaching me to drive a stick in high school. That skill is about to come in handy.

      If my palms were sweaty before, they’re downright wet now as I navigate onto the busy interstate in a car that costs more than I’ll make in ten years. Dr. Northrup told me to park it, not drive it twelve miles roundtrip to the airport. What if I crash it or hit something? The thought makes me sick to my stomach as does pondering what the humid breeze is doing to hair I spent an hour straightening earlier.

      It occurs to me in a sickening moment of dread that I never got the chance to tell his royal highness to steer clear of the executive suite. He won’t go there, will he? Oh God, please let him be more interested in operating rooms and laboratories than conference rooms.

      Mr. Augustino instructed me to babysit Jason Northrup who had, in turn, asked me to babysit Betty. So in reality, I’m just following orders by driving Betty to the airport, right? This has to fall somewhere under “other duties as assigned,” doesn’t it?

      In the highly unlikely event that Betty ever returns to south Florida and encounters a medical crisis, she’ll remember the fine treatment offered by the staff of Miami-Dade General. There. I’ve done my part for public relations today.

      “This is really nice of you,” Betty says, as we take the airport exit.

      “No problem at all.” I pull up to the curb at the departures level a few minutes later and release a sigh of relief that I hadn’t hit anything on the way.

      Oh my God!

      My purse, wallet, driver’s license and cell phone are stashed in the top drawer of my desk back at the office. So on the return trip I can also worry about being arrested for driving a “borrowed” car without a license. Fabulous!

      The cop directing traffic at the drop-off area picks that moment to blow his whistle, which startles me and causes my foot to slip off the clutch. The car lurches forward and stalls. I miss hitting the car in front of me by less than an inch. It’s official—before this day is out I’m going to suffer a nervous breakdown. Hopefully I’ll be back at the hospital when that happens.

      Betty leans forward, stretching her neck to view the distance between the two cars. “That was a close one.”

      “No kidding.”

      “I’ll get out of your hair so you can get along back to work.”

      “It was nice to meet you. I’m sorry you had such a lousy trip.”

      “It wasn’t all bad,” Betty says with a shrug. “I found out there’re still nice people in the world willing to help a stranger in need.”

      First impressions, I’m finding, are often misleading. “Take this.” I hand the fifty from Northrup to Betty. “He gave me this for your breakfast and cab fare.”

      Betty eyes the money with uncertainty. “I wouldn’t feel right taking his money after all he did to help me.”

      “Look at this car he’s driving. I bet you need it more than he does. Take it. Get yourself home, and then you can write to him at the hospital and pay him back.”

      Betty brightens at that idea. “I’ll do that. Thanks again, Carmen.”

      “My pleasure.” I watch Betty scurry into the terminal as well as anyone can “scurry” on four-inch heels. Her jerk of a boyfriend missed out on a gem, that’s for sure.

      I return my focus to the task at hand, which is getting Dr. Jason Northrup’s Porsche back to the hospital without a scratch or dent and without getting myself arrested.
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      The metal door slides shut with a loud clank that makes me jump out of my skin. Looking through the bars, I begin to laugh hysterically. This was not how I’d pictured the first day of my professional life unfolding. It hadn’t even been my fault. The car in front of me had swerved, startling me into swerving, too. Of course the cop behind us had only seen me swerve and pulled me over.

      When I couldn’t produce my driver’s license or proof that I had permission to drive the car, the officer said he didn’t have any choice but to bring me in and impound the Porsche until I could produce my license and prove that I hadn’t stolen it.

      At the thought of my parents finding out I’m in jail, I choke on my laughter while my hands tremble uncontrollably. I’ve never even been to detention, let alone jail. How could this be happening?

      They let me call my office at the hospital, you know where I started my dream job today, to leave a message for Dr. Northrup. I asked him to call the station to confirm I hadn’t stolen his Porsche. That’d been a tricky proposition—having the admin in the executive offices track down the new neurosurgeon, who I’m supposed to be babysitting, because I need him to confirm I didn’t steal his car.

      I’m wondering how that sentence will look on my first performance appraisal.

      If or when he makes that call and gets me out of lockup, then I’ll retrieve the car he calls Priscilla from wherever they’d towed it to. God, what if they damaged it? Will he expect me to pay for the repairs? How much will it cost to get the car back?

      And what if he says I did steal his car since he hadn’t exactly given me permission to drive it off the hospital campus? When it settles in that I’m probably going to be here a while, I turn away from the bars to examine the tiny cell. At least it seems somewhat clean. The second I notice the toilet sitting against the back wall I feel the urgent need to use it. But the thought of going where anyone can see me is unimaginable, so I’m determined to hold it until I have some privacy.

      I lower myself gingerly to the narrow bunk. What if no one comes for me? What if Northrup reports the car stolen? What if I have no choice but to call my parents to bail me out? The thought of them coming to get me here has my stomach surging with nausea.

      I have no idea how long I’m there. Judging by the discomfort coming from my overtaxed bladder, it has to be more than an hour.

      The tingling sensation that dances over my skin is the first indication that Jason Northrup has materialized outside my cell. I have my own cell. Awesome.

      “Fancy meeting you here.” He flashes the sexy grin that made my heart race and my panties go damp earlier.

      I’m in the biggest fight with my heart and my panties.

      I jump to my feet, which I immediately regret thanks to the aforementioned bladder situation. “I didn’t steal your car.”

      “Then how’d it end up getting impounded on I-95?”

      “I gave Betty a ride to the airport. You told me to take care of her. She said her flight was at ten thirty. If I’d called a cab or Uber, she would’ve missed the flight.”

      His eyes drop to my chest, and just like that my nipples react.

      Now I’m in a fight with them, too.

      He returns his golden-eyed gaze to my face. “What happened to your jacket?”

      Okay, so he was looking at the stain the portfolio had left and not at my breasts. Try telling my breasts that. “Industrial accident.”

      His eyebrows come together in a stern expression that’s just as sexy as all his other expressions. “And why are you dancing around like you’ve got ants in your pants?”

      “Because.” I can’t believe I’m going to have to say these words to him of all people. “I have to pee, if you must know.”

      He glances at the toilet in the cell and then at me.

      “Not happening. Tell me you brought my purse so I can get out of here.”

      He points to the purse tucked under his arm, which I hadn’t noticed.

      A guard materializes and unlocks the cell door.

      I’m so anxious to get out there that I bolt forward and tilt awkwardly on my heel.

      Northrup reaches out to stop me from falling, and for a brief, terrifying moment, I nearly lose control of my bladder.

      “Please find me a bathroom with a door.”

      He takes me by the elbow and steers me through the corridors to a restroom in the lobby.

      I have to go so badly I don’t take the time to contemplate the wisdom of allowing him to touch me, but my body has plenty to say about it. Tingling, goose bumps, pebbling, moistening. And all he did was place his hand on my elbow. This is not good—and so, so bizarre. I’ve never in my life reacted to anyone the way I do him, and that makes me doubly mad. My late beloved husband deserves far more respect than what he’s been getting from me since Jason Northrup showed up.

      In the restroom, I manage to tear my hose in the urgent quest for relief. Afterward, at the sink, I catch only a brief glance in the mirror, but it’s enough to see wild, frizzy dark hair thanks to a convertible and the south Florida humidity.

      Resting my hands on the sink, I take a moment to gather myself, to summon the fortitude to resist the ridiculous attraction to Dr. Jason Northrup, who is so not my type it’s not even funny, and prepare to face my new coworkers after a brief stint in jail. Hell of a way to start a new job.

      My reaction to him has rattled me. It’s been years since I’ve experienced anything resembling desire. I’ve almost forgotten what it feels like.

      Tony has been gone for years, so long it feels like we happened in a dream. The memories of him and the time we had together are fading with the passage of time, as much as I wish that wasn’t the case. I’m terrified of forgetting him, and my reaction to Dr. Northup makes me feel disloyal to the man who loved me with his whole heart.

      I can’t be attracted to Jason Northrup. Not like that. He’s a professional colleague, and thus off limits.

      Besides, any guy who looks like him, drives a car like his and carries the title of “brain surgeon” has to be the romance equivalent of poison ivy. It would do me well to remember that and keep my focus on repairing the damage I’ve done to my fledgling career in one calamitous morning.

      I do what I can with my hair, which is basically nothing, and leave the room with a brisk, determined stride—barreling straight into the unyielding chest of Dr. Jason Northrup. Damn, of course he smells as good as his car. Better, if I’m being honest. Releasing a choppy sigh, I take comfort in the knowledge that this day has to end at some point.

      “Feel better?” That teasing grin sends shivers down my spine—and probably the spines of every red-blooded woman in the universe.

      I step back from him, forcing him to drop the hold he has on my arms. “Much better. Am I allowed to leave?”

      “You have to pay the ticket and sign some stuff.”

      “I’m getting a ticket?” My driving record is impeccable—or it had been until now.

      “’Fraid so. Driving without a license.”

      “But I have a license. I just didn’t have it with me.”

      “And therein lies the problem.” Nodding to the window where a stone-faced cop waits for me, he withdraws my purse from under his arm and hands it to me.

      “How did you, um, get here?”

      “Took an Uber.”

      “And your car?”

      “Impound lot. We’ll go there next.”

      I do some fast mental math and figure that after the recent apartment deposit and wardrobe spending spree, I have about four hundred dollars available on my credit card. Beyond that, I’m in deep trouble. “How much will it cost to get it out?”

      “No idea. I guess we’ll find out.”

      Swallowing hard, I take the purse from him and step up to the window, hoping Northrup isn’t zeroing in on the tear in my hose. Almost as if I’d given him the idea, I can feel the heat of his gaze on me and wonder if he is having the same puzzling reaction to me. Then I decide I do not want to know the answer to that question.

      “Sign here,” the cop says gruffly.

      My signature is as wobbly as the rest of me after my hour in jail.

      “That’s three hundred twenty dollars.”

      I gasp. “For driving without a license?”

      “And swerving out of your lane.”

      “But I swerved to avoid hitting another car that swerved into my lane!”

      The cop looks up at me, his mouth falling open. “Carmen?”

      My eyes dart to his name badge. Paulson. Oh dear God. He was Tony’s sergeant during his first year on the job.

      “What the heck are you doing here? Hey, you guys, it’s D’Alessandro’s wife.”

      A couple of other officers I don’t recognize come over to the window to say hello, each of them asking me how I am and what I’m doing here.

      Before I can respond to the barrage of questions, Paulson rips up the paperwork. “You should’ve said something. You’re free to go, sweetheart.”

      “Oh, um, thank you.” The gesture and the reason for it brings tears to my eyes that I can’t deal with right now. I force myself to hold it together, to not let the grief overtake me. Not when I have too many other things to contend with, such as the doctor standing behind me who turns me on just by breathing.

      “Your friend, Dr. Northrup, assured us it was all a big misunderstanding.”

      “Did he, now?”

      “I did,” Jason says from behind me. “She had permission to use my car.”

      “I can’t do anything for you at the impound lot, though,” the sergeant says.

      “That’s out of my hands.”

      “Not to worry,” Jason tells the kind sergeant. “We’ll take care of it. Come on, Carmen. Let’s get going.”

      “It’s real good to see you, Carmen. I think about you and… Well, I think of you often. I hope you’re doing all right.”

      “Thank you. I’m doing okay. Today being a notable exception.”

      “Glad to hear it.” The sergeant gives me a sympathetic smile. “Don’t be a stranger, you hear?”

      “Well, I hope I don’t see you again in this capacity.”

      Paulson laughs. “If you ever get arrested again, tell us who you are. We take care of our own.”

      “Good to know.” I’d been so freaked out by being arrested, it had never occurred to me to tell them who I am. Tony and I hadn’t been married long enough for me to get around to changing my name, which was why the intake officers hadn’t recognized me. “Thanks again.”

      “No problem. Impound lot is two blocks that way.” He points to the left.

      “We’ll find it.”

      Once again Jason takes hold of my elbow to guide me out of the police station.

      I tell myself to shake him off, to tell him off, to let him know I’m perfectly capable of walking without his assistance. But the minute I step out of the frigidly air conditioned station into the warm sunshine, I begin to tremble again as the reality of my time in jail sinks in.

      “You’re fine.”

      I latch on to his soothing tone despite my resolve to keep my distance from the temptation he represents. As he runs a comforting hand over my back, I tell myself it’s of no consequence to me that he immediately tuned into my distress and says just what I need to hear.

      “It’s over. No big deal.”

      “Sure. No big deal. And when my mother calls tonight to see how my first day went, should I mention my stint in jail?”

      “You might want to leave that part out. You could tell her you drove a Porsche, though. That’s always exciting.”

      I scowl up at him and find him looking down at me with a warm, friendly expression and the potent grin that make me want to climb all over him. Our eyes meet and hold as a zing of awareness passes between us like an electrical current, confirming he feels it, too. Doubly fabulous and all the more reason to keep my distance.

      Over my body’s strenuous objections, I move away from him. “I can walk on my own.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      “Thank you, I will.”

      “Someday you’ll laugh about all this, you know.”

      “I highly doubt it. Giordinos don’t get arrested. They don’t get handcuffed and fingerprinted and photographed. They don’t get searched and tossed in a cell.”

      “They searched you?”

      I can’t bear to relive the humiliation of it. “Yes.”

      “Strip searched?”

      “Just about. They made me remove my outer garments to ensure I wasn’t concealing any weapons.” Single most humiliating moment of my life.

      “Huh.”

      “What does that mean? Huh?”

      “I’m getting a visual of you in sensible white cotton underwear, and it’s rather… appealing.”

      I whirl on him, prepared to punch him or at least smack the smug grin off of his face, but his grin isn’t smug. It’s not smug at all. It’s rather tortured, and when I venture a glance below the belt of his black dress pants, smug isn’t at all the word that comes to mind. Impressive is more like it. Very, very impressive, and very, very aroused. Over the thought of me in my underwear. Oh God.

      “I do not wear sensible white cotton underwear,” I spit at him, furious at myself for letting my eyes venture down there. For reasons I’ll ponder later when I’m far, far away from him, it’s important he know that my underwear is neither white nor cotton.

      “All the more interesting.” He runs a finger over my cheek, the caress sending a torrent of heat and light and energy to every corner of my body.

      Stunned and totally unnerved by my reaction to him, I take a step back. “I don’t know what kind of game you think you’re playing—”

      He drops his hand. “No game. The last thing I need right now is any kind of romantic entanglements.”

      “Good. We have that in common. So don’t touch me again.”

      “I apologize.”

      We walk the two blocks in uneasy silence that he breaks right before we reach the gates to the impound lot. “What was that about back there? Why did he tear up your ticket?”

      “I… um… I used to know someone with the department.” The most important someone in my life, someone I loved and lost in the worst way imaginable. A shudder of agony goes through me, transporting me right back to the darkest days of my life. Grief is funny that way. It can come at you out of nowhere, smacking you in the face with memories so painful they can still take your breath away five years later.

      “Are you all right?”

      I nod, because that’s all I can do.

      Inside, we learn they want six hundred bucks for the car. Before I can process that number, Jason hands over a black American Express card. I didn’t even know they made a black card and can only imagine what level of prestige comes with it. They probably pay him to carry their card.

      “I’ll pay you back.”

      Somehow.

      I should’ve called an Uber for Betty. My carefully calculated budget has no room for even incremental payments on a six-hundred-dollar debt. I’ll have to pick up some extra shifts at the restaurant to settle my debt with him as soon as possible. So much for thinking my waitressing career was over now that I had a big new job.

      “Don’t worry about it. I need to get back to the hospital, so can we please expedite this transaction?”

      “Fine,” I say through gritted teeth as he reminds me that my disaster is affecting his first day of work, too. I step back to give him room to sign the credit card slip. Sneaking a glance, I find his signature remarkably legible for a doctor and then berate myself for caring.

      After one of the workers delivers the Porsche to the parking lot outside the office, Jason takes a long measuring walk around it, checking every inch for damage.

      I twist my hands together and say two Hail Marys while I await the verdict. “Is it . . . Did they . . .”

      “She seems fine.”

      They probably hear my sigh of relief all the way up in Broward County.

      Jason opens the passenger door and gestures for me to get in.

      I let out a yelp when my ass connects with sizzling hot leather seats.

      “Watch out, the seat might be hot.”

      “Gee, thanks for the warning.”

      Needing to do something with my restless hands, I reach for the seatbelt and have it secured by the time he slides into the driver’s seat. Here I am sitting in the world’s sexiest car next to what could very well be the world’s sexiest man with a rat’s nest on my head, a seat burn on my bum, holes in my hose and a vinyl smear on the front of my pricey suit. This could really only happen to me.

      “I really will pay you back as soon as possible.” If I have to waitress every night for weeks, I will pay back every dime he’d spent to get me out of this mess.

      “You can pay me back in trade.”
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      I stare at him, my mouth hanging open in shock.

      “Close your mouth and get your mind out of the gutter.” His chuckle is sexy and galling. “As appealing as your idea might be, that’s not what I’m talking about.”

      I feel my face go hot and not from the bright sun beaming down on us. “You don’t know what I was thinking!”

      “Oh, please. Like your every thought doesn’t show on your face.”

      “It does not!”

      “Does, too.”

      “I never knew neurosurgeons could be so immature.”

      That draws another laugh from him. “Our childlike brilliance makes us so charming and lovable.”

      I roll my eyes. “Whatever.” I’m surprised there’s room left for me in the small car with all the space his overblown ego requires. Good thing the top is still down.

      “What I meant was I need your help.”

      “You need my help? With what, exactly?” I can’t wait to hear this.

      “My reputation has taken a rather serious hit, and I need to fix it—fast.”

      I’m intrigued by the agony I hear in his voice. I know what agony feels like, and despite my best intention to stay removed from him, I find myself shifting in the seat so I can better see him. And, oh my… He’s put on the Wayfarer sunglasses, has one hand casually looped over the wheel of the powerful car and the sleeve of his starched dress shirt is rolled up to reveal the golden hair and an expensive watch on his forearm. Yum.

      “Define ‘taken a hit.’”

      “When we get back to the office, do a search for my name. The whole thing is out there for the world—and the board at Miami-Dade General—to see.”

      I gasp. “You met with the board?”

      He releases a short laugh. “If you want to call it that.”

      “Oh God.” Is it possible to get thrown in jail and fired in the same day? I fear I’m about to find out. My stomach takes a sickening dive. Giordinos don’t get fired and they sure as hell don’t get arrested. When I think about the huge party my family held at the restaurant to celebrate my new job… I just can’t go back and tell them it all went to shit on the first day.

      “What?”

      “Mr. Augustino requested that I, um, keep you clear of the board meeting.”

      His hand tightens on the wheel. “Great,” he mutters. “You might’ve mentioned that to me.”

      “As if you gave me the opportunity!” Remembering him tossing me his keys and his gal pal has me scowling. “Why don’t you tell me what’s going on?”

      “Because I want you to see what I’m up against before you hear my side of it.”

      “Are we talking personal or professional?”

      “Personal. Extremely personal.”

      There’s something about the way he says that. . . I don’t want to be interested. I do not want to know what personal matter has left his reputation in tatters. Yeah, sure. I want to know all right. I want to know so badly I have to resist the urge to ask to borrow his phone so I can start searching right away.

      My mind spins with scenarios and possibilities, none of them pleasant. I’m almost afraid of what I might learn about him. For some odd reason, I don’t want to read anything that will force me to dislike him forever. I much prefer the kind, thoughtful man Betty described to the arrogant, entitled jerk I expected him to be.

      “Just remember,” he says, glancing at me, “you can’t believe everything you read. There’s always another side to the story.”

      His words send a nervous flutter though my abdomen.

      We arrive at the hospital, locate the staff lot and secure him a parking pass rather efficiently in light of how the rest of my day has gone. When we’re parked in his assigned space, he stops me from getting out of the car. “It was wrong of me to ask you to take care of Betty, but I want to thank you for your help.”

      “Even if it cost you more than six hundred dollars and got your car impounded?”

      “You’ll pay me back, and the car is fine.”

      “It might take me a while to pay you back, especially if I get fired.”

      “Why would you get fired?”

      “Hello? I failed to do the only thing my boss asked me to do and ended up in jail on my first day of work. If he doesn’t fire me, it’ll be a flipping miracle.”

      “He doesn’t know about the jail thing,” Jason assures me. “Mona promised me she wouldn’t tell anyone.”

      “Mona?”

      “The executive assistant who took your call from, um, jail. When she tracked me down and told me what’d happened, I asked for her discretion.”

      “And I’m sure she was more than happy to give you anything you requested.” I can’t help the disgust that drips from every word I say to him. Guys like him can get any female they encounter to march to their orders just by looking at them with their bedroom eyes.

      “She assured me she wouldn’t tell anyone, which I figured would be important to you.” His shrug makes me feel small for questioning his methods. How does he manage to infuriate me and endear himself to me in the same second? He’s giving me whiplash. “And by the way, I like your hair all curly like that.”

      I reach up to smooth the ratty disaster area. “Now you’re just making fun of me.” I get out of the car and slam the door, setting out for the nearest entrance, aware of the warm breeze rushing over the hole in my hose.

      Jason catches up to me. “I’m not making fun of you. I like your hair curly. Why is that a felony offense?”

      “Because it’s not curly. It’s frizzy. It looks horrible! I spent an hour straightening it this morning for nothing.”

      “Doesn’t look frizzy to me. It looks curly. And sexy.”

      “You should probably have your eyes checked before you go digging around in anyone’s brain if you think my hair looks good right now.”

      He cracks up laughing, and of course laughter is a very nice look on him.  “First of all, I don’t ‘dig around’ in people’s brains, and second of all, I think it looks nice like that, better than it did when it was all straight and severe looking earlier.”

      “You need to stop talking.”

      “And you need to learn to take a compliment.”

      If we hadn’t been about to enter the hospital, I might’ve screamed in frustration or compounded my troubles by assaulting the hospital’s new neurosurgeon. He drives me freaking bonkers—in more ways than one. In the lobby, we wait for the elevator. I push the number five and wait for him to choose his floor. When he doesn’t, I look over at him. “Where’re you going?”

      “To meet with Mr. Augustino to find out what the board decided to do about me.”

      “Do about you? What does that mean?”

      He leans against the back wall of the elevator in a relaxed pose that’s in sharp contrast to the tension that has his jaw pulsing and his lips flat. “Apparently, there was some considerable debate about whether they’re going to extend privileges for me to practice here.”

      “Aren’t you supposedly some sort of world-class pediatric neurosurgeon?”

      “Supposedly.”

      “So why would they deny you privileges?”

      “Do that search. You’ll find it highly illuminating.”

      In the executive suite, the woman I assume is Mona greets us with a sympathetic look for me and a lustful gaze at Jason. “I’m so sorry,” she whispers. “I haven’t told anyone.”

      “Thank you for that.” It occurs to me that I owe Jason a debt of gratitude for anticipating the need to keep a lid on what’d happened to me. Without his quick thinking, the news would’ve been ripping through the corridors, and I’d be a laughing stock on my first day.

      “Did that happen in jail?” Mona asks, pointing to the smear on my suit jacket.

      I’d almost forgotten about that. Funny how that disaster pales in comparison to the others that followed.

      “It was an industrial accident,” Jason offers in a grave tone.

      “Oh.” Mona’s eyes go wide with dismay as she tries to figure out what kind of industrial accident I’ve encountered. I figure she’s in her early fifties and single, judging from the lack of a ring on her left hand. She has a sweet round face and an unfortunately choppy haircut. To Jason, she says, “Mr. Augustino is available whenever you’re ready.”

      “Well,” he replies with the charming smile that makes my insides go batty and my panties damp, “here goes nothing. Wish me luck.”

      “Good luck,” Mona says, clearly enthralled.

      “Yes.” I clear the lust from my throat. “Good luck.”

      He leaves us with a deceptively jaunty wave and heads for the hospital president’s spacious office on the far side of the suite.

      “He’s dreamy, isn’t he?” Mona watches him until he’s out of sight.

      Since the last thing I want to talk about is Jason Northrup’s dreaminess, I turn the focus toward work. “Is Taryn around?” She’s my other boss, the director of public affairs.

      “You haven’t heard? She had her baby early. She’ll be out for the next six weeks.” Mona lowers her voice. “I don’t think she’s coming back, but you didn’t hear that from me.”

      This day just gets better and better. I break into a fit of nervous laughter that I struggle to contain while Mona continues to fill me in. I’m going to be either laughing hysterically or sobbing any second. The chance to work for Taryn was one of the things I was most excited about. She seriously impressed me with her savviness during my interviews. I’d been looking forward to learning a lot from her.

      “She left instructions in your office and a thumb drive with some other documents she thought you’d find useful. She must’ve had a premonition that she was going early. Let me know if I can help with anything.”

      “Thank you.”

      I step into my office and sink into the desk chair. I’m hungry, thirsty, miserably sweaty and disheveled beyond repair. But before I attend to any of those pressing concerns, I fire up my computer and open the browser to type Jason’s name into the search engine.

      A quick scan of the headlines that pop instantly onto the screen shock me to the core. “Oh my God. Oh my God.”

      
        
        JASON

      

      

      After a grueling thirty minutes with Augustino, I return to Carmen’s office, trying to prepare myself for her disappointment and disillusionment. I’d sensed her attraction to me even though I could tell she didn’t want to be attracted. Interestingly, I had the same reaction to her—instant attraction at the worst possible time.

      Arriving this morning to find her waiting for me outside the hospital, so prim and pretty and put together, had reawakened something that’s lain dormant in the long weeks since “the disaster.” The urge to muss her up, to unbutton that sexy power suit and run my hands over her extravagant curves the suit tried—and failed—to hide had taken me by surprise. I hadn’t been lying when I told her I like her hair curly and loose, as if she’d just rolled out of bed.

      The thought of her naked in a bed catches the attention of the libido I’d feared lost forever—until images of her in white cotton underwear had assailed me earlier.

      Forcing myself to put a damper on the salacious thoughts—for now anyway—I stand in the doorway to her office, arms propped over my head, watching her dark eyes dart across the screen as she reads about what a scum-sucking slimeball I am. What she won’t find anywhere in the vast coverage of what happened in New York is mention of how I’d been victimized by a woman with an agenda.

      She’s so absorbed in her reading she doesn’t notice me there until I decide she’s probably seen enough to get the gist. “Quite a story, huh?”

      Jolting in surprise, she looks up at me, and in that brief instant of eye contact I see all the things I’d feared as well as a healthy dose of revulsion that makes me sadder than I’ve been since it first happened.

      I drop into a chair, exhausted after weeks of sleepless nights tinged with heartache and real fear over what’s to become of my once-promising career. “Too bad most of it isn’t true.”

      “What part isn’t true? The fact that she was married to the chairman of the hospital’s board or the part where you slept with her for months before he caught the two of you together?”

      I’d expected the indictment, but for some reason it hurts more than usual coming from her. “The part where she didn’t tell me she was married and used me to get rid of a husband she’d grown tired of.” I watch Carmen’s expressive face as she processes the information, but unlike earlier when her every thought and emotion had been on full display, now she’s closed off, guarded.

      “You’re saying she set you up.”

      I nod. “And I fell for it hook, line and sinker. Her husband demanded my immediate resignation, but the board balked because of all the research money and grants tied to my work. So they voted to ship me off to their sister facility in sunny Florida. Turns out, though, sunny Florida isn’t so sure it wants me, either. And in case you didn’t know, it’s damn tough to practice neurosurgery without a hospital backing me.”

      “What did Mr. Augustino say?”

      “Apparently, he jumped on the chance to hire me when offered the opportunity. Unfortunately, he wasn’t told about the scandal, only that I was looking for a transfer. So his neck is on the line now that I’m here, bringing all that crap with me. The board is apparently unhappy with him—and me—to have been put in this position and wants two weeks to thoroughly review the situation before they decide.”

      “What’re you supposed to do in the meantime?”

      “Cool my heels, play tourist, repair my reputation. You know, the usual stuff people do on vacations.”

      “Why don’t you just quit and go somewhere else? Surely you’d have no trouble finding a position elsewhere. I read your CV, too.”

      She’s referring to my curriculum vitae, which boasts an impressive list of accomplishments and cutting-edge surgical achievements, for all the good that does me now. “Because I have years of work tied up in research and grants that’ll be lost if I leave. The only way I can continue my work is to stay within the East Coast Health Partners system. This was the only pediatric neurosurgical opening available in a state where I’m already licensed. East Coast requires us to be licensed in multiple states so we can be called in to consult on cases where needed. I’ve actually worked at Miami-Dade once before when I was brought in to assist with a surgery.”

      Carmen rolls her lip between her teeth. “Why didn’t you go public with how she set you up? You could’ve saved yourself a lot of grief if you’d told your side of it.”

      “Two reasons. One, it’s damned hard to refute the fact that her husband caught us naked together in their Hamptons house.”

      Carmen winces at that.

      “And two, she has teenage children who don’t deserve to be dragged through the mud. It’s not their fault their mother is a calculating bitch.” Even all these weeks later, it’s still hard to reconcile the calculating bitch with the warm, giving woman I’d thought I was in love with.

      “Her children matter more to you than repairing the damage to your reputation?”

      This is where it gets sticky. “My father had a rather ambitious extracurricular track record.” My dull, flat tone is the same one I’ve used any time this subject has arisen over the last twenty years. “I remember far too well how it felt to learn he was cheating on my mother. I can’t be responsible for doing that to innocent kids who can’t help what their mother is.”

      Is that admiration I see coming from her? And why does it matter so much to me? “Will you help me, Carmen?”

      “You need a team of crisis communication experts, not someone right out of school with hardly any experience—”

      “I want someone who needs a big win as much as I do. We’ve got two weeks to prove to the board that letting me join their staff won’t be a mistake. Can I count on you?” I don’t mention that her morning exploits cost me more than six hundred dollars—not that I care in the least about the money—but she owes me a favor. “Carmen?”

      She makes me wait a long time before she replies. “I want the full story before I agree to anything.”

      “Fine.” I stand to leave. “I’ll tell you the whole sordid tale tonight over dinner.”

      “Wait. I never said anything about—”

      “Please?” I give her my best imploring look.

      After a long pause, she writes something on a piece of paper and hands it to me.

      Her address.

      I’m weak with relief. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Pick you up at seven thirty?”

      “That’s fine.”
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        * * *

      

      Right at seven thirty, I park on the street outside her building and walk up two flights of stairs to Carmen’s apartment. I feel guilty about the way I insisted she see me tonight. The fact is, I don’t know what else to do. I need someone who knows the local area and can help me figure out a plan to ingratiate myself with the hospital board so they’ll take a chance on me.

      If they don’t, my career and years of research will be in serious jeopardy.

      I can’t let that happen. I’m so close to an important breakthrough that’ll have a major impact on the treatment of pediatric brain tumors. It’s important work that I’ve devoted tremendous time and resources toward, and I can’t let one conniving woman ruin all that progress.

      As I knock, I refuse to give her that in addition to what she’s already taken from me, namely my reputation as well as my faith in humanity and womankind.

      The door opens, and once again, I’m struck speechless by the sight of Carmen Giordino. She’s wearing a black wrap dress that accentuates the curvy figure that makes me want to drool. Her dark hair is down around her shoulders, and I’m delighted she’s left it curly rather than straightening it into submission.

      When I say the last freaking thing I need is another romantic entanglement with someone associated with my work, I mean that with every fiber of my being, and yet… I’m incredibly attracted to this woman.

      “Come in. I’m almost ready.” She gestures to the kitchen. “I opened a bottle of wine if you want some. Glasses are over the dishwasher. I just need another minute.”

      I can’t imagine what she still needs to do to improve on perfection, but women have their rituals, and I know better than to ask. I wander into the kitchen, pour half a glass of red wine and wander around her small but stylishly furnished apartment. My gaze is drawn to an array of framed photos on the wall above a gas fireplace. One is of Carmen with a handsome dark-haired man in a police uniform. Next to it, is their wedding picture.

      I suddenly remember what happened earlier at the police station while recalling my earlier observation that she doesn’t wear a wedding ring. I realize with a sinking feeling that she must be the widow of a police officer. Before I can begin to process this new information, she returns, bringing a scent with her that makes me want to get closer to her.

      She notices I’m looking at her photos.

      I feel like I should say something. “Handsome guy.”

      “Yes, he was.”

      “What happened?”

      “He was shot and killed on the job when he walked in on a robbery in progress at a convenience store.” The words sound well-practiced, as if she’s said them a thousand times before.

      “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      “Thank you.” She takes a sip of her wine. “We’d been together since our freshman year of high school.”

      I ache for her. “What was his name?”

      “Antonio, but we called him Tony.”

      “You were a beautiful couple.”

      She smiles even though her dark eyes are sad. “We were happy together.”

      “How long ago did you lose him?”

      “Five years. He was in his second year on the job.”

      “You must’ve been very young at the time.”

      “I was twenty-four.”

      “Oh damn. I really am so sorry.”

      “It was a long time ago.”

      Something about the way she says those words indicates that even though five years have passed, the loss is still fresh for her in many ways.

      “Where should we go for dinner?” she asks.

      “You’re the local expert. You tell me.”

      “What do you like?”

      You. I like you. The words pop into my brain, an involuntary reaction to an innocuous question and the sort of thought I have no business having toward my new colleague. “I’ll eat anything.”

      She thinks about that for a second. “I know where we should go.”

      I follow her out of the apartment, changed by the information I learned inside her home. While I can’t and won’t deny I was instantly attracted to her, I need to respect what she’s been through, dial back the attraction and focus on getting my life sorted.

      If I keep my mind where it belongs—on fixing the disaster my promising career has become—then I won’t do anything stupid like allow myself to fall for the beautiful young woman who may hold the key to my redemption.
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      I confess to having preconceived notions about the good doctor. Such as—if he looks like a sexy surfer dude and is also a brain surgeon, he must be a tool. Or, a man like him can have anyone he wants, so I expect him to be full of himself and constantly looking for a better offer.

      “So I live in the area of town known as Kendall, and we’re going to Coconut Grove. It’ll take a while, but you’ll figure out all the various parts of Miami.”

      “I had no idea it was such a sprawling city.”

      “It’s massive, especially when you include Miami Beach. And traffic is a nightmare, always.”

      “I see that.” He no sooner says those words when a car cuts in front of us and crosses three lanes of traffic to take an exit. “What the hell?”

      “Get used to it. People are allergic to turn signals around here.”

      “I thought New York drivers were bad.”

      “They’ve got nothing on south Floridians.”

      A half an hour after we arrive at a Mexican restaurant one of my friends told me about, I’ve realized my preconceived notions were grossly unfair. He’s not a tool, and he hasn’t looked at anyone but the young man waiting on us and me.

      That’s not to say the other women in the room aren’t looking at him, but he seems utterly oblivious to the attention he received as we followed the host into the dining room. One woman dining nearby with a man is practically panting as she stares at my companion.

      Women are gross sometimes. I want to snap at her to keep her eyes where they belong, especially since she’s old enough to be Jason’s mother.

      And yes, he told me to call him Jason and not Dr. Northrup. That happened on the ride to the restaurant in the same Porsche that landed me in jail earlier today. I still can’t believe that happened, I think with a nervous laugh.

      He looks at me over the top of his menu. “What’s so funny?”

      “Just recalling my time in jail.”

      “I’m glad you’re laughing about it.”

      “The alternative would be to cry hysterically.”

      “Nah, no need for that. You handled it like a champ.”

      “I’m glad you thought so. On the inside, I was quaking.” I lean in to whisper. “I’ve never even been to detention.”

      He laughs, and the sound washes over me like a soothing balm, surprising me with a familiar feeling of comfort. “You’re a very good girl, aren’t you?”

      “Yes! I always have been.”

      “Here’s a newsflash. You won’t go to hell because you spent an hour in lock up.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because. They reserve hell for the evil people, and you’re a good person.”

      “And how do you know that?”

      He dips a chip into salsa. “Am I wrong?”

      “I try to be a good person and help others.”

      “There you go. An hour in the clink isn’t going to undo all that goodness.”

      “If my grandmothers find out about it, I’ll never hear the end of it.”

      “There’s no reason to tell them or anyone. It was a misunderstanding. That’s all.”

      “It was an hour in jail.”

      “Think of it as life experience. Now you’ve experienced being arrested.”

      “That’s the kind of life experience I could do without, so you can quit trying to make it into something positive.”

      “It’s a good story you can tell your kids someday, about the time Mommy stole a Porsche and got herself arrested.”

      I’m in the middle of a sip of water when he says that, and I cough as water comes spewing out my nose and mouth.

      He loses it laughing again, and every female head in the place—and a few of the male heads—swivel in his direction. “Do you need CPR over there?”

      I wave him off and use the white cloth napkin to wipe the water off my face. “A. I did not steal a Porsche. I borrowed it to do your dirty work and B. I didn’t actually get arrested because I wasn’t arraigned.”

      His brows furrow with concern. “You know there was nothing dirty about what went down with Betty, right?”

      “I heard what you did for her. It was very nice of you.”

      “It was no big deal.  I felt so bad for her when we ran into each other at baggage claim yesterday, and she was crying because her guy blew her off. Then her bag never came, and I couldn’t just leave her there by herself in a strange city.”

      “Most people would’ve walked away and left her to fend for herself.”

      “Well, I’m not most people.”

      “I’m beginning to realize that.”

      The waiter arrives with salads for both of us.

      “Talk to me about what your goals for this so-called campaign of yours.”

      “I’m looking for community service opportunities, things I can do to stay busy and make a difference at the same time.”

      “With publicity or without?”

      “Preferably without, but I do need a way for the board to find out I’m doing it.”

      “We could make that happen.”

      “We could, could we?”

      I’m unnerved by his amusement as well as the intrigued way in which he looks at me. Since I lost Tony, I’ve been on more first dates than I can count but have mostly avoided confronting the reality that the love of my life is gone and never coming back. Everyone who is anyone has told me that someday I’ll find love again, and while I’m not opposed to that, I certainly haven’t been looking for it.

      Today and tonight with Jason is the first time I’ve felt anything for another man since Tony died. The feelings he arouses in me are unexpected and mostly unwelcome. I don’t want to react to him the way I do. I want to help him with his problem and be on my way, with my debt to him wiped clear.

      But with every minute I spend in his magnetic presence, it becomes clear that nothing about my association with this man will be simple.

      “Carmen? Are you okay?” He seems genuinely concerned as he watches me across the table.

      “I’m fine, and to answer your question, I’m sure we can find a way to make sure the right people hear about your outreach efforts without making it into a media circus.”

      “That’s good,” he says, sounding relieved. “The last thing I’m looking for is any more media attention.”

      “You promised you’d tell me the whole story of what happened in New York.”

      “I know.” He puts down his fork, wipes his mouth and sips his margarita, taking a full minute to gather himself before he speaks. “You should know one thing before you hear anything else.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I thought I loved her, and I assumed she loved me, too. I thought I’d finally found ‘the one’.” His entire demeanor changes. “I’m sure you think you’ve got me pegged. Reasonably handsome dude, a doctor, must be a player, must have a different woman in his bed every night, etc.”

      “Those thoughts never crossed my mind.”

      He smiles, but it’s a sad version of the earlier smiles that lit up his entire face. “Sure they didn’t. The truth is, I work like a fiend. Or I used to work like a fiend, back when I had a job and a research team and surgeries scheduled back to back. I’d work sixteen or eighteen hours straight without blinking an eye. I had no time to be a player, and besides, I’m just not wired that way.”

      “How’re you wired?”

      “I always imagined that once I finished my training, I’d find someone I liked well enough to spend forever with and get married and have some kids. I never had the desire or time to chase a different woman every night. That’s not to say that some of my doctor friends don’t do that because they do. But it wasn’t my thing.”

      He takes another sip of his drink and props his elbows on the table. “I met Ginger at a fundraiser for childhood cancer. A doctor I went to medical school with had invited me. He’s a pediatric oncologist now and was one of the sponsors. Since my research focuses on malignant pediatric brain tumors, he thought I might be interested in the event. I was by myself at the bar when she approached me. We started talking. She was funny and beautiful, and it’d been a long time since I’d taken even five minutes for myself. When she asked if I wanted to get a nightcap after the event, I was all in.”

      The retelling of this story seems to pain him, and I feel for him even if my goal is to help him without getting overly involved. That goal slips further out of reach with every minute I spend with him. I like him. I don’t want to like him, but I do.

      “So, we went to the bar in the hotel where the fundraiser was held. We continued to talk and laugh. Pretty soon, it was last call, and we were the only ones left in the bar. When she produced a room key and asked if I wanted to join her upstairs, I didn’t hesitate. I’d had more fun with her than I’d had with any woman in years. That was the start of it.”

      “How long were you with her before you learned the truth?”

      “Three months. And I own the fact that I should’ve asked more questions, but I was busier than hell at work and with her if I wasn’t working. It was the most fun I’d had since before med school. I fell completely in love with her, or so I thought.”

      “She never mentioned her husband or children in that time?”

      “Not once. With hindsight, I can see that she was intentionally vague about her life away from me. She told me she was on several boards, including the organization that had the fundraiser the night we met, and her volunteer work kept her super busy. I also realized, after the fact, that she was intentional about us not being seen together in public after that first night. She told me she wanted to hibernate with me, and that was more than fine with me. After ten or twelve hours in an OR, I was happy with a home-cooked meal and a night in bed with her.

      “By the time she invited me to her home in the Hamptons for the weekend, it never would’ve occurred to me that she was married or had children.”

      “The thing I don’t get was if she wanted out of the marriage, why didn’t she just ask for a divorce.”

      “I didn’t understand that either, but later I learned that it was about humiliating him with a younger man who, in her words, was everything the husband wasn’t—young, sexy, hot in bed, successful in a way the husband would never be, etc. It had nothing at all to do with me and everything to do with paying her husband back for years of ignoring her. Or something like that. I may never know the full story of what went on between them. One thing I do know is she never intended for it to become public. That wasn’t part of her plan. The fact that her kids were deeply hurt is what bothers me the most.”

      “Because of what happened in your own family.”

      “Yeah. It’s the worst thing ever to have everyone in school find out that one of your parents has been having an affair. Kids don’t understand that shit, and it shouldn’t be something they have to deal with.”

      The forceful way he says that tells me he hasn’t gotten over what was done to him by his philandering father.

      “It’s imperative to me that you know, that everyone knows, there’s no way I would’ve been part of something like this if I’d known the truth. And yes, in this day and age, anyone with a cell phone can find out anything they need to know about anyone else. But it never occurred to me that I needed to be suspicious of her. I thought I’d finally found someone I could spend my life with. Instead, I found myself embroiled in a scandal that screwed up my entire life and threatened a career I’ve given everything to. Sometimes I still can’t believe it happened.”

      “I’m sorry she did that to you.”

      He looks up at me, his expression madly vulnerable. “You believe me?”

      “Of course I do.”

      He exhales a deep breath. “The people I worked with in New York couldn’t believe I’d no idea who she was, but I didn’t. I had nothing to do with the hospital’s board of directors. I worked so much that it was all I could do to find time to eat and sleep a few hours every day. What did I care who the chairman of the board of the hospital was? As long as he stayed out of my way and let me do my job, I had no reason to deal with him. My boss was the chief of surgery, not the chairman of the hospital board.”

      “I’ll never understand why people do some of the things they do. After I lost Tony, the wife of another officer in his squad started a fundraising effort for me and then kept the money. I never asked her to do it, but people were so nice afterward. They wanted to help. I didn’t even know she’d started the fund. I got caught up in that mess at a time when I had zero defenses.”

      “People suck.”

      “Sometimes. Thankfully not all the time. There was so much more good than bad after Tony died, but the idea that someone we knew would take advantage of his death was so impossible to believe.”

      “It’s disgusting. Did you ever get the money?”

      “A year or so later, and she ended up charged with a crime. It was awful on top of everything else I was dealing with.”

      “I’m sorry that happened to you. Losing your husband at twenty-four is more than enough trauma without greed compounding it.”

      “For sure.”

      The waiter brings our entrees—chicken enchiladas for him and tacos al pastor for me. The food is blah compared to what I’m used to, but there’s no way I was taking him home to the family restaurant, even if the food is way better. I don’t need them making this into something it isn’t.

      “Tell me about the night he caught you with her.”

      “Ugh, do I have to?”

      “I want to make sure I know the whole story so I can help you figure out the best plan.”

      He pushes his half-eaten dinner aside, takes another sip of his drink and speaks in a dull, flat tone. “She planned everything about that night to ensure maximum carnage.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “When he walked in on us, she was on her knees giving me a blow job.”

      I wince. “Damn.”

      “I heard the bedroom door open, and I looked down at her in time to see the calculating look she sent his way even as she continued to suck my dick with great enthusiasm.” He glances at me. “Sorry for being so blunt.”

      I wave off his apology. “What happened then?”

      “My first order of business was getting my dick out of her mouth, and then I was focused on defending myself because he came at me with fists flying. I had no idea what was happening, but she did. She knew exactly what was going on because she’d planned the entire shit show.”

      “Where were their children?”

      “I don’t know. I only found out she had children the next day when I heard from my boss that the hospital had suspended my privileges. I was banned from the hospital campus until the board had a chance to meet and discuss the sordid mess. He’s the one who told me that all this time I’d been screwing the married mother of two teenagers and that her husband was the chairman of the board of my freaking hospital.”

      “I can’t imagine how shocking that had to be for you.”

      “It took days for me to realize our entire relationship had been a setup on her part. I finally did what I should’ve done when I first met her and looked her up online. I found out that she’d been trying to get out of the marriage for years. He’d refused to divorce her because all their money came from her family. If he divorced her, he’d lose everything because they had a prenup. He was holding her hostage in the marriage, so she set out to humiliate him in the biggest way she could think of.”

      “What a nightmare.”

      “It’s one thing to go through a rough breakup when a relationship dies of natural causes, but this… This was on a whole other level. And then it got even more fun when the New York media picked up the story and plastered it all over the city. The headlines were brutal. Brain surgeon gets played for a fool by hospital board chair’s wife. I think that one came from one of my colleagues who was always trying to prove he was better than me when everyone knew he wasn’t. He took great pleasure in my downfall, especially when I got suspended.”

      “Have you considered a lawsuit against her?”

      “I have, and I even went so far as to meet with an attorney who told me I’d have an excellent case.”

      “So you’re doing that?”

      He shakes his head.

      “Why not?”

      “Her kids have been through enough. I just don’t have it in me to drag them through the mud again.”

      “Jason… She ruined your life. She shouldn’t be allowed to get away with that.”

      “She hasn’t ruined my life yet.”

      “She ruined your life in New York.”

      “I just want to put it behind me, and a lawsuit would keep it alive for years. I had the lawyer reach out to let her know I was considering litigation, and he said she freaked out about that. It’s enough for me that she’s worried I might sue her. My only goal now is to land this job at Miami-Dade. I want the chance to restore my reputation through the work. That’s all that matters, and I can’t do the work without hospital privileges. In many other specialties, I could fly solo, but not in neurosurgery.”

      “Does it have to be neurosurgery?”
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      He looks at me like I’m insane, and maybe I am. “I’ve had years of training to get to where I was before this happened. I’m board-certified, which is the holy grail. I’d be a fool to walk away from my specialty, not to mention the research I’ve worked on for years.”

      “I’m not suggesting you walk away. I’m just wondering if you have options.”

      “Of course I do, but I’ve been on this path for most of the last decade.” He shakes his head as his cheek pulses with tension. “I can’t let her destroy my career, Carmen. I won’t let her.”

      “Is your goal to find a way back to New York?”

      “That’d be my preference, but I don’t think that’s going to happen. I’m persona non grata there, after the board chairman personally exiled me to Miami. And now they’re balking at being stuck with me.”

      “Is that what they said?”

      “Mr. Augustino was rather blunt. He said the board isn’t interested in dealing with me or my scandal, but they are interested in my research. That’s the only reason they’re even considering granting me privileges at Miami-Dade.”

      “Did he say what happens at the end of the two weeks?”

      “I assume they’ll decide my research isn’t worth the stink I bring with me. I think the board is giving me lip service but have no intention of granting privileges.”

      “Is there any chance at all you’d consider doing an interview with someone here in Miami to set the record straight about what happened in New York?”

      He ponders that for a minute. “I’d do it in a hot second if there was no chance of it being plastered all over the New York media. To clear my name, I’d have to trash hers.”

      “And you won’t do that because of her kids.”

      “Right.”

      I respect him for doing what he can to protect her children from further humiliation. This day has been a good reminder about the danger of leaping to conclusions about people. “What about asking her to contact the Miami-Dade board directly?”

      His grimace tells me what he thinks of that idea. “That would require me to speak to her, and I’m not willing to do that.”

      “Even to save your career?”

      “I wouldn’t do it to save my life.”

      “Could you text or email her so you wouldn’t have to speak to her?”

      “Ugh, I don’t want to have anything further to do with her if I can avoid that.”

      While I ponder other options, the waiter clears our plates and leaves dessert menus. Since Jason hardly touched his dinner, they box it up for him.

      I order fried ice cream to buy myself time to think about a strategy that might work to change the board’s mind about him. I do have one idea that’s been floating around since earlier.

      “How would you feel about doing some pro bono work while you wait to meet with the board?”

      “What do you have in mind?”

      “There’s a free clinic in Little Havana that does amazing work in the community. The doctor who works there was recently in a serious car accident and will be out of work for quite some time. The nurses are doing their best to keep up, but they could use some help.”

      “I’d have to check with my insurance carrier. I’m still an employee of East Coast and covered by their insurance, but I also have a policy due to the high-risk nature of my specialty. I’m pretty sure I can get coverage for any volunteer work I do through that one.”

      “Let me make a few calls and see if we can make this happen.” My cousin Maria is a nurse at the clinic, but I keep that to myself until I know whether I can pull this off. “In the meantime, check with your insurance and let me know.”

      “I’ll call in the morning.”

      I push the fried ice cream toward him.

      He uses the second spoon the waiter brought to take a bite.

      “What about past patients?”

      “What about them?”

      “By now, you must have a few satisfied customers who can attest to your skill and the care they received from you.”

      “More than a few.” The note of cockiness reminds me of the man I met this morning. That seems like a lifetime ago in light of what I’ve learned about him since.

      “Can you reach out and ask them to send testimonials we can share with the board? We need to show them with the other side of the story.”

      “I can ask my former assistant in New York to handle that. She would have all the contact info.”

      “Do it. It certainly can’t hurt anything. Have them write to me directly.” I give him my new business card that includes my email address. “Don’t go through Augustino.”

      “You don’t trust him?”

      “I barely know him. I have no idea whether I can trust him, which is all the more reason to funnel everything through me. After being misled, he may not want you any more than the board does for all we know.”

      “True.”

      “I need you to understand that I’m willing to do whatever I can to help you, but I don’t want to lose my job over it.”

      “I understand.”

      The waiter brings the check, and we both lunge for it, knocking it off the table, which makes us laugh.

      It’s closer to Jason, so he grabs it. “This is on me.”

      “I’m the one who owes you money.”

      “Don’t worry about that.”

      “I am worried about it. I pay my own bills.”

      “You’re helping me figure a way out of this nightmare. That’s all the payment I need.” He pulls out the black American Express card again to pay the bill. “I’d be losing my mind if I didn’t have your help in figuring out how to handle this situation.”

      “I still say you should have someone far more qualified than I am helping you.”

      “I don’t know anyone else I can ask, and you know the area, so that gives me an inside track I could never get with someone else.” He signs the credit card receipt and stands, waiting for me to go ahead of him as we leave the restaurant, which has thinned out since we arrived.

      I glance at my phone, stunned to realize that it’s after ten o’clock. How did two hours go by in a flash? Ever since I lost Tony, time has been my enemy. It either goes by too quickly, making me wonder how it’s possible that life just marches on without him. Or it drags interminably, leaving me to question how I’ll fill all the time I have left in a life that no longer includes him.

      The valet driver has Jason’s car parked right outside the door.

      He hands the young man a twenty-dollar bill. “Sorry to keep you waiting.”

      “No worries. That car is sweet. Did you drive it here from New York?”

      “I did.”

      “That’s sick.” He hands a business card to Jason. “If you need someone to take it back for you, give me a call.”

      “Will do. Thanks.” Jason holds the passenger door and waits for me to get settled before closing the door. He slides into the driver’s seat and hands me his take-home bag to hold for him.

      “What about social media?” I ask when we’re on the way back to my place.

      “What about it?”

      “Have you thought about using your accounts to change the narrative?”

      “What accounts?”

      I look over at him. “You’re not on social media? At all?”

      “Nope. Never had the time for it.”

      “Well, that’s a golden opportunity to take control of your own story. We should set you up with an Instagram account that shows you getting to know your new city, and if we can make the free clinic idea happen, that’d be even better.”

      “I don’t know how I feel about volunteering at the clinic to get attention.”

      “That’s the whole point.”

      “I know,” he says, sighing. “I hate doing charitable things for attention. It feels seedy.”

      “Under normal circumstances, it is seedy. These are not normal circumstances. If you want to save your career, you’re going to have to suck it up and court some positive attention.”

      “I hate this.”

      We’re about a mile from my place when blue lights flash behind us.

      After glancing in the rear-view mirror, Jason pulls the car over. “What the hell?”

      “This can’t be happening twice in one day.”

      “First time for me. Grab the registration for me, will you?”

      I open the glove box where the registration was the only thing in there this morning and immediately realize it’s not there. “Um, Jason?”
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      They put us in the same cell I was in this morning, the door closing with the same shocking clatter that jolted me the first time around. The cop said he’d pulled us over because we had a taillight out, but when we couldn’t produce the registration for the expensive car, he had no choice but to bring us in until they could confirm that Jason owns the vehicle. We’re pretty sure the taillight must’ve gotten damaged in the impound yard, and we didn’t notice it when we picked it up. Add that to my tab.

      And so, here I am. In jail. Again.

      To my credit, I held it together the whole time we were told to stand with our hands on the hood of the car, our legs spread. I held it together when they told us we were being taken in until they could determine who owned the vehicle. I held it together when they cuffed us and put us into the backseat of the squad car. But being back in that cell with the toilet sitting out in the open takes me right over the edge.

      I disintegrate into helpless laughter.

      “What the hell is so funny?” Jason asks.

      I can’t breathe or talk. I wave my hand to encompass the entire situation.

      “This is not funny. It’s the last goddamned thing I need right now.”

      Even knowing he’s right, I can’t stop laughing. Could this day be any more ridiculous? It takes me five minutes to catch my breath, and by then, Jason is annoyed with me for laughing.

      “It’s a good thing they took our phones, or I’d get your Instagram account up and running with a photo from jail.”

      That draws a small smile from him, as if he can’t help it, even if he finds nothing about this funny.

      “Can’t you use your connections to get us sprung?”

      “I tried that. The patrolman said he was in high school when my husband died, can’t just take my word for it and needs to confirm the info I told him is true. But he did say he was sorry for my loss. So here we are.”

      “Jesus.”

      I wince at the cavalier way he utters the Lord’s name.

      “What?”

      “My grandmothers would cut out your tongue for saying that.”

      “Sorry. Fuck. Is that better?”

      “Much.”

      He laughs, and the sound rolls through me like a hot bath, soothing and calming. I like making him laugh, especially since he’s had nothing much to laugh about in the last few weeks.

      An older officer comes to the door of the cell. “You’re Tony D’Alessandro’s wife?”

      “Yes, I was.”

      “Come with me.”

      “May I bring my friend?”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      We follow him through a series of corridors into a nondescript room with a table and chairs and not much else.

      “You can wait here.”

      “The car is mine,” Jason says. “It was impounded earlier after a misunderstanding, and the impound lot didn’t return the registration. I didn’t realize it until we got stopped.”

      “We’re looking into it. As soon as we confirm what you’ve told us is true, you’ll be free to go.” The officer looks at me. “You’re free to go now. I can have someone drive you home if you don’t want to wait.”

      “That’s fine. I’ll wait for my friend.”

      “You want some coffee?”

      “No, thanks. We’re good.”

      “I’ll do what I can to get this figured out for you.”

      “Thanks.”

      He leaves the room, closing the door behind him. I don’t think it’s locked, but I’d rather not know if it is, so I don’t check.

      Jason takes a seat at the table. “You should go.”

      “It’s fine. I’ll stay.”

      “You have to work in the morning.”

      “I know.”

      “It’s getting late.”

      “I said I’d stay, and I will.”

      “Are you afraid to leave me to my own devices?”

      “Terrified. I’ve got enough of a mess to clean up without you making it worse.”

      He’s startled until he figures out that I’m kidding, and then he begins to laugh. He laughs as hard as I did earlier. Like my laughter, his has an edge of hysteria to it that I can certainly understand. Rule-following overachievers like us don’t end up in jail, let alone twice in one day for me.

      “You’re a regular jailbird today,” he says when he finally quits laughing.

      “Only because of you! I was minding my own business when you and your Porsche showed up to cause trouble for me.”

      “Admit it. Today was the most fun you’ve had in a long time.”

      I cross my arms defiantly. “I’ll admit to no such thing.”

      The smile he directs my way sets off that flurry of reaction inside me that’s been happening all day. I’ve never had an opinion on instant attraction because it hasn’t happened to me before. Tony and I had been friends for years before we started dating in high school. I’ve seen my friends and cousins come home dazzled by a man they just met, but most of the time, the sparkle doesn’t last.

      “What’re you thinking?”

      His question startles me. “Huh?”

      “You just got all serious, and your brows furrowed.” He impersonates my expression.

      “Oh, um, I wasn’t thinking about anything in particular.” I can’t very well admit to the object of my instant attraction that I was pondering the phenomenon of instant attraction.

      “Liar.” He tips the chair back, balancing precariously. “Tell me what made you frown and furrow.”

      Is it hot in here, or is it me? “I was just wondering what’s taking them so long to confirm the car is yours.”

      “They probably had to track down the impound guy.”

      “Are you going to have to pay again to get it out of there?”

      “Probably.”

      And my debt to him just doubled since I’m the one who got the car impounded in the first place.

      I flop into a chair across the table from him. “I’m sorry about all of this. When Mr. Augustino told me to babysit you, I don’t think he meant for me to do it in jail.”

      “He used the word babysit?”

      I squirm under the heat of his glare. “Maybe?”

      “That’s just great. Glad I’ve spent my whole life in school only to need babysitting at my new job.”

      “Don’t shoot the messenger.”

      “It’s not your fault. It’s mine. I let myself get sucked in by a woman—literally—for the first time in my life, and I’ll be paying for that mistake forever.”

      “Not necessarily.” The visual of him being “literally sucked in by a woman” has me breaking into a sweat. I feel betrayed by myself. Why do I have to be attracted to him, the subject of my first assignment at the job I busted my ass for years to get?

      I can see the irony. I’ve been moving through life in a grief-fueled fog for five years, and the first time I feel something for another man, it has to be this man. My friends and family have been trying for a while now to find me someone new. None of the many first dates they’ve arranged for me has led to a second, which has frustrated matchmakers determined to see me happy again.

      They’d be thrilled to know that Dr. Jason Northrup makes my scalp, and other more important parts, tingle with awareness. But with my new boss determined to keep Jason and his scandal far from the hospital where I now work, he’s the last man in the world my nipples should be interested in.

      Try telling them that.

      I cross my arms, hoping he won’t see what’s going on under my clothes. That’s not something he needs to know. Besides, I’m sure it’s just a fluke. He’s a handsome, charismatic brain surgeon for crying out loud. Any heterosexual woman with a pulse would react to him.

      I’d like to think I’m not “typical” in the sense that I don’t freak out about stuff that sends my friends and cousins into a tizzy. For instance, Justin Bieber once came into the restaurant with an entourage, and the whole lot of them went dumb in the head while I waited on them.

      Biebs puts his pants on one leg at a time, just like everyone else. I had no reaction whatsoever to a man that other women throw panties at when he’s on stage. Was it fun to meet him? Sure. Not to mention he left a massive tip that came in handy when it was time to put down the damage deposit on my new apartment.

      “What are you thinking about now?”

      “Am I frowning and furrowing again?”

      “Sort of.”

      “I’m thinking of the time I met Justin Bieber.” Jason also doesn’t need to know that I’m thinking of the Biebs in the context of having no reaction whatsoever to him while the good doctor makes my nipples hard. Why is that exactly?

      “What was that like?”

      I shrug. “Nothing special. He came into my family’s restaurant with a group of people. I waited on them while everyone else had a nuclear meltdown.”

      “I can picture you all calm, cool and collected while everyone else freaked out.”

      “I don’t go crazy over famous people. I’ve been meeting them all my life.”

      “Is that right?”

      Nodding, I get up to stretch and then sit on the table next to him. “Giordino’s is very well known around here. People come from all over to eat there. Gloria Estefan and her husband celebrate their anniversary there every year. JLo comes in whenever she’s in town. George Clooney and his parents were in last year.”

      “Wow, that’s amazing. Has it always been in your family?”

      “My father’s Italian parents opened the restaurant when they first moved to south Florida from the Bronx in the fifties. The Cubans moved into the neighborhood that became known as Little Havana in the sixties. Then my parents met and fell in love, and when they eloped, my father brought my mother into the business and insisted on making her part of it. From there, it’s evolved into one side Cuban and one side Italian, with my grandmothers hosting their opposing sides. They bicker like crazy, and people come from all over to see their show.”

      “So they don’t get along?”

      “They’re the best of friends behind the scenes, but you’d never know it. Their public persona is very combative. They say it’s good for business, and they’re right.”

      “That’s amazing. I love it. I can’t wait to see them in action.”

      I try to picture him among the chaos at Giordino’s. “The only way you can come there with me is if you’re planning to marry me.”
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      I stare at her, shocked and unreasonably aroused by everything she says and does. “Marry you?”

      She laughs at my reaction. “You have to know my grandmothers. They’ve been trying to find someone new for me since about two years after Tony died. If I bring you there, they’ll pounce on you like the fresh meat you are and call in the priest before they serve the main course.”

      “Whoa.”

      “I know, which is why I can’t bring you anywhere near them unless you’re prepared to say ‘I do’.”

      I know she’s exaggerating, to a point, which is what spurs me to throw gas on the fire that’s been simmering between us all day. “What if I’m not afraid of them?”

      She lets out an inelegant snort. “Spoken like someone who’s never met them or seen what they’re capable of.”

      “Eh,” I say, waving a hand, “after what I’ve been through, what can a couple of grandmothers from Little Havana do to me?”

      Carmen stares at me with dark brown eyes fringed with extravagant lashes that other women would kill for. Her flawless skin is the color of coffee with cream, but her lips are what take her face from pretty to stunning. I’ve never seen a more kissable mouth in my entire life, not to mention she’s curvy and lush and smells so good it’s all I can do not to bury my face in her hair and breathe her in. “You haven’t the first clue what you’re talking about.”

      I’m well aware that I have absolutely no business categorizing Carmen Giordino’s many attractive attributes. I’m in enough trouble as it is without having salacious thoughts about the young woman who’s trying to help dig me out of the hell hole I’ve fallen into since I found out what Ginger wanted with me.

      “You’d protect me, wouldn’t you?”

      Before she can answer that question, the officer who brought us to this room returns. “You’re both free to go.” He hands me the registration to the Porsche. “Might be a good idea to keep that handy going forward. Had to wake up the guy who runs the impound lot, which is why it took so long.” To Carmen, he adds, “Sorry to keep you waiting. We asked him to wait for you so you can get the car tonight. He, um, wouldn’t wave the fee, though. We tried.”

      “Thanks for trying,” Carmen says.

      Great. Another six hundred bucks out the window. Good thing I work so much that I hardly ever spend any money. The Porsche is my one significant indulgence. My apartment in New York is a studio because I’m hardly ever there. I gesture for Carmen to lead the way out of the interrogation room.

      The officer escorts us to the main door and sees us out.

      We head in the direction of the impound lot.

      “I have déjà vu.”

      Carmen laughs. “I know. Me, too. I’m sorry about all of this. I should’ve just called an Uber for Betty.”

      “What fun would that’ve been?”

      “Ah, well, I wouldn’t have done two stints in the slammer today.”

      “You’ll be dining out on this story for the rest of your life.”

      “No, I won’t! I don’t want anyone to know I was in jail. My god, my parents and grandmothers would die if they knew that.”

      “It was all a misunderstanding—both times. If you tell them that—”

      “It’s jail, Jason. I can’t tell them.”

      Something about her prim and proper tone of voice turns me on like crazy, even as I tell myself to knock it off. I love that she’s such a good girl, that she’s never been in any kind of trouble before today.

      We arrive at the impound lot, where the grumpy owner is waiting for us. “I think you should waive the fee since you forgot to give me back the registration the first time.”

      “Is that what you think, pretty boy?” He’s a scary-looking dude with huge muscles and a tattoo on his face.

      I meet his gaze and refuse to blink. “That’s what I think.”

      “You should’ve asked for your registration when you picked it up before.”

      “Why would I assume you’d take the registration out of the car when you impound it?”

      “Look, it’s one o’clock in the morning. I want to go home. I can either give you your car or keep it. Up to you.”

      I can’t take the chance that this is going to get ugly or physical. I’d never risk damaging my hands for six hundred bucks, and I won’t put Carmen in the middle of something like that, either. I hand him my American Express card. Again.

      He takes it, runs it and hands me the receipt to sign.

      “Be right back.”

      “It’s total bullshit,” Carmen says when we’re alone.

      “Not worth fighting over. That’s for sure.”

      “Now I owe you twelve hundred bucks.”

      “No, you don’t.”

      “Yes, I do.”

      We continue to bicker back and forth about the money until the Porsche comes to a skidding halt outside the office.

      Grumpy is grinning from ear to ear. “This thing is sweet.”

      I ignore him and get into the driver’s side while Carmen jumps into the passenger seat. I hit the gas and spew gravel at him as we leave the yard. I hope some of it hits him.

      “Seriously, I will pay you back.”

      “You’re helping to repair my image. That’s more than enough repayment.”

      I pull up to her apartment building at just after one-thirty.

      “I’m going to be a wreck tomorrow,” Carmen says, yawning.

      “I’ll walk you up.”

      “You don’t have to. It’s late. Go get some sleep.”

      She fumbles with the door handle, so I reach across her to help. The press of my arm against her soft middle sets off fireworks inside me. I had that same reaction the first time I saw her. Was that only yesterday morning?

      “I’ve got it.”

      I retreat from her, but I wish I didn’t have to. That’s not a thought that someone sitting in my boat ought to be having about any woman. “Check in with me tomorrow?” Part of me is afraid I’ll never hear from her again after the disastrous past twenty-four hours. Just when I think things can’t get worse, I cause an innocent young woman to be tossed into jail twice in one day.

      “I will. I’ve got a few ideas we can get going on.”

      “I’m ready when you are. I have an appointment with a Realtor to look at condos that I probably ought to keep in case I get to stay.”

      “I can help with that, too.”

      “Perfect.”

      “It’s the least I can do after costing you more than a thousand dollars in one day.”

      “Not your fault, and technically it was two days. Go to bed, Carmen. Have sweet dreams about something other than jail.”

      “Too soon, Jason. Far too soon.”

      She leaves me laughing as she gets out of the car and walks inside. I wait to make sure she’s inside before I take off, heading for the hotel the hospital put me up in.

      Before bed, I make the mistake of checking my email where I find a message from Mr. Augustino asking me to refrain from stepping foot onto the hospital campus until the board has time to review my situation.

      Awesome.

      I want to throw the phone across the room. I’d do it except for the hassle it would be to replace it. I’ve got enough hassles in my life right now.

      I hope Carmen can help me because the way things are looking now, I’m fucked if she can’t.

      
        
        CARMEN

      

      

      I dream of jail. I blame Jason for putting that idea in my head. Despite the rough night, I’m determined to make my second day on the job less eventful than the first one. With that in mind, I’m at my desk by eight-thirty with a cortadito, otherwise known as Cuban coffee, from my girl Juanita’s ventanita that I’m counting on to clear the cobwebs from my sleep-deprived brain.

      Mornings aren’t my thing, even with a good night of sleep.

      Jason texted to tell me what Mr. Augustino said about staying away from the hospital until the board comes to a decision. I can tell that has him more discouraged than he was last night. That fires my determination to help him, even if I still think he should be hiring crisis communication experts.

      Mona arrives shortly after I do and comes to my door. “Did you go out with Dr. Northrup last night?” She asks the question with a girlfriend giggle that reminds me of nails on a chalkboard.

      “We had a business dinner.”

      “Is that right?”

      “I don’t do gossip, Mona, and I don’t appreciate when others do either, especially at work.”

      As if I hadn’t said anything, she comes into my office and sits. “Have you heard about what happened in New York?”

      “Yes, he told me about how a woman who wanted out of a bad marriage set him up and how his career is in jeopardy because of what she did.”

      That seems to take some of the air out of her sails. “She set him up?”

      I’m not sure he’d want me sharing this with her, but we’re going to have to tell his side of the story if we’re going to put his career back on track. “She used him shamelessly to advance her agenda and broke his heart in the process.”

      “Why didn’t he say so?”

      “Because she has children, and he didn’t want to drag them through their mother’s mess.”

      “Huh.”

      “You can’t believe everything you see and hear, Mona. There’re always two sides to a story.” Why do I feel as if I’m the older of the two of us when she has decades on me?

      “What’s he going to do?”

      “He’s trying to repair his reputation so Miami-Dade will offer him privileges.”

      “How does he plan to do that?” Mr. Augustino asks from the doorway, startling us both.

      Crap.

      Mona gets up and hightails it out of there.

      Mr. Augustino comes in, shuts the door and takes a seat in my visitor chair. I figure he’s in his late fifties with salt-and-pepper hair and a matching goatee. He’s immaculately dressed in a navy pin-striped suit with a light blue pocket square that complements his tie.

      Holy crap. The hospital president is in my office. I have no idea how to play this. Does he want Jason, er Dr. Northrup, to redeem himself, or is he opposed to the idea?

      I decide to go with the truth. “You should know there’s another side to the story of what happened in New York.”

      “Dr. Northrup told me that and indicated he’s unwilling to go public with his side because the woman in question has children.”

      “That’s right.”

      “I’ve passed the information along to the board.”

      “Oh. You did?”

      Mr. Augustino nods. “I’m not looking to further damage the man’s career, Ms. Giordino. He’s a world-class physician. I’ve felt all along that we’d be lucky to have him—and his very promising research—on our medical staff. However, I understand the board’s hesitation in light of the scandal in New York.”

      “I have some ideas of things we can do to help restore his reputation.”

      “Such as?”

      “My cousin works as a nurse at a free clinic in Little Havana. Their doctor was injured in an accident, which has left them short-handed. Dr. Northrup might be able to fill in while their doctor is away, for free, of course.”

      “And he’d be willing to do this?”

      “Provided he has insurance coverage. He’s checking on that today.”

      Mr. Augustino tilts his head and gives me an odd look. “So you’ve already discussed this possibility with Dr. Northrup?”

      Oh, damn it. I’ve painted myself into a tight corner. “Yes, sir. I offered to help him with his situation. On my own time, of course.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “I, um, he helped me with something yesterday, and I owe him a favor.” Please don’t ask what. Please don’t ask what.

      “What did he help you with?”

      I think fast. “He asked me to take care of getting him an employee parking space, which turned out to be more complicated than I anticipated. When he came to assist me, we got to talking about what’d brought him to Miami. One thing led to another, and I offered to help him to thank him for helping me.” God, I hope he believes me.

      He mulls that over for what feels like a full five minutes, even though it’s probably only thirty seconds. It’s long enough to send me into full-blown deodorant failure. “I like the idea of a PR campaign to redeem his image. That could be very effective in convincing the board to give him a chance to work here, which is my ultimate goal. If his research pays off like we think it will, that could be a huge coup for us.”

      He looks me in the eye. “I want you on this project full time for the next two weeks with a report to me at the end of each day on your initiatives. The more you can document through photos and videos, the better. We can put together a presentation for the board that shows him embracing his new community. I like this idea. Good work, Ms. Giordino.”

      “Oh, um, thank you.” It’s all I can do to refrain from giggling like a deranged lunatic. If only he knew the whole story. But thank you, dear sweet Baby Jesus. He doesn’t know and hopefully never will. “What about covering the department while I’m out?”

      “Don’t worry about that for now. This project is the priority. I want this guy—and his research—on our team. I want to see our hospital get the credit when his work pays off. If you can make it happen, I’ll consider you for the director position that’s recently become available. Taryn has decided to stay home with her baby for the first few years.”

      My mouth falls open in shock. On day two, my boss is considering me for a massive promotion? Day two is shaping up to be a vast improvement over day one. “That’d be amazing. I’ll do my very best for you and Dr. Northrup.”

      “I have no doubt. You seem like a very responsible young woman, and we’re lucky to have you on our team.”

      If only you knew where I was around this time yesterday. “Thank you. I won’t let you down, sir.”

      “Excellent. Feel free to come and go from the office as needed to accomplish the assignment. I’ll let Mona know you’re working off-campus, so she’s aware. Just make sure she has your cell number so she can reach you if need be.”

      “I will.”

      He stands to leave and reaches my door before he turns back, seeming chagrined. “When I told Mrs. Augustino that you’d joined our team, she mentioned how difficult it is to get a reservation at Giordino’s. Our anniversary is coming up. I thought it might be nice to surprise her.”

      “I’ll take care of that for you. Just let me know when you’d like to go.”

      “Thank you so much. It’s nice to know people with influence. I’ll let you know.”

      “Sounds good.”

      He walks out of my office, leaving me stunned by our conversation. Not only did he encourage me to help Jason, but he made it my only assignment for the next two weeks and dangled a dream promotion should I succeed in rehabilitating the good doctor’s reputation.

      “Holy moly,” I whisper to myself before I reach for my cell phone to text Jason. Big news. Mr. Augustino has made you my only assignment for the next two weeks. He wants me to help you make a case to the board at their next meeting.

      He responds right away. Whoa. That is big news. I sort of got the feeling he didn’t want me around any more than the board did.

      Not the case. After hearing your side of the story, he seems to have changed his opinion. He’s very interested in you and your cutting-edge research and having a world-class pediatric neurosurgeon on his team.

      Okay, so maybe I’m building him up a bit, but after the reception he received yesterday, he has to be feeling pretty low. I don’t mention the possible promotion at stake for me because that’s not something he needs to know. I intended to help him before there was a promotion on the table, so that hasn’t changed anything.

      What’s our first order of business, boss?

      I want to speak to the free clinic. Can you check on your insurance?

      Will do right away.

      I’ll hit you up shortly.

      Sounds good.

      I grab my purse, keys, phone and coffee and head out of my office. “I’ll be out for the rest of the day.”

      “Mr. Augustino said you’re working on a special project.”

      “That’s right.”

      “Is he tall, blond and handsome?”

      “Bye, Mona.”

      “I won’t tell anyone. Don’t worry.”

      I roll my eyes and walk out of the executive office suite into the hallway that leads to the elevator. As I walk to my car, I place a call to my cousin, Maria.

      “Hey, prima. How’s the new job?”

      “It’s been rather interesting so far.”

      “In a good way, I hope.”

      “Jury’s still out. I have a question for you. Are you guys still looking for a doctor at the clinic?”

      “God, yes. We’re slammed with patients, and with only a part-time nurse practitioner who can write scripts, we’re dying over here.”

      “I may have someone who can help.”

      “I’m listening.”

      I tell her about Jason.

      “What the hell does a pediatric neurosurgeon want with a free clinic in Little Havana? He knows we can’t pay him much, right?”

      “Here’s the thing. He’s willing to volunteer.”

      “What’s the catch?”

      “He’s had some challenges in his personal life that have the board at Miami-Dade questioning whether they want him on their staff.”

      “What kind of challenges?”

      I lean against my car, close my eyes and say a silent prayer to my late grandfathers, hoping they can help me out here. If Maria says no to my idea, I don’t exactly have a plan B waiting on deck. “He had an affair with the board chair’s wife in New York.”

      “Ugh, Carmen…”

      “Wait, there’s more.” I tell her how the woman used him and that Jason didn’t know she was married, least of all to the chairman of the hospital board. “He had real feelings for her and was crushed by the whole thing.”

      “Why doesn’t he just say so?”

      “Because she has kids. He’s concerned about what it would do to them if he came out and said their mother used him for sex so she could get rid of their father.”

      “I guess it’s true what they say,” she says with a sigh.

      I’m not following her. “What is?”

      “There’s no such thing as a free neurosurgeon.”

      “He wouldn’t be doing it for the money, Mar. He’s determined to make a new life for himself down here. He wants to get to know the community and make an impact.”

      “And if the result is that Miami-Dade grants privileges, all the better, right?”

      “Will you meet him and give him a chance?”

      “Let me talk to my colleague and see what she thinks. It’s up to her. The good news for your guy is we might be desperate enough to overlook the scandal.”

      “Call me when you know?”

      “Will do.”

      “Thanks for this. I appreciate it.”

      “How’d you get involved in this?”

      “That’s a story for another day and requires vodka.”

      “I can’t wait to hear it. I’ll get back to you shortly.”

      “Thank you again.”

      “Yeah, yeah. You owe me big for this.”

      “Whatever you want.”

      Maria is laughing as the connection goes dead. God, I hope she can make this work. If not, I’ve got to come up with something else he can do in the community that would have the same impact.
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      I put the key in the ignition of my car, an old Honda that Tony and I bought when we were first married. An unexpected flood of emotions takes me by surprise. Why am I so invested in Dr. Jason Northrup and his career? Why has his cause become mine? It's not just because of the money I owe him. I wish it were that simple.

      It's also because of the integrity he showed in not wanting to harm his ex-lover's children. That got to me, especially after he shared what he'd endured growing up with a father who cheated.

      The scorching south Florida sunshine quickly makes it necessary for me to turn on the car and the AC, but I sit there for a long time, staring out the window, trying to make sense of everything that's happened over the last twenty-four hours.

      When I arrived for my first day at my new job, this time yesterday, I was still blissfully unaware that Dr. Jason Northrup was about to upset my well-ordered existence in every possible way. While driving a Porsche and my two trips to jail would've been banner headlines at any other time in my life, the fact that I felt a genuine connection to a man for the first time in five long years is a truly remarkable development.

      I’ve often wondered if it would happen again, if I would meet someone who made me feel something. But until yesterday morning, it hadn’t happened, despite enthusiastic efforts by everyone who loves me to find me someone new to love. They fixed me up on more blind dates than any girl should be forced to endure in a lifetime, and I made a genuine effort to connect with each of them, only to be disappointed time and again.

      After having had the real thing, I know the difference between something and nothing. How many times have I said just that to my family, friends and even customers at the restaurant who’ve become invested in the quest to find Carmen a new man?

      My Abuela told me a year or so ago that all the foolishness and fixups are really about making sure I'm ready when the right one comes along. I hadn't thought about it that way before she said that, and those words come back to me now, proving once again how wise Abuela is.

      She, too, was widowed young, although she was almost twenty years older than me when it happened to her. My grandfather died of a massive heart attack at forty-two. Abuela was forty then with three young children still at home and a broken heart that never healed.

      "I don't want you to end up like me, mi amor," she'd said when I'd complained to her that I was getting tired of all the first dates. "I refused even to consider another man after my sweet Jorge died. Now, I'm growing old alone, and I wish I'd taken another chance on love."

      "You're never alone, Abuela."

      "I'm thankful for you and our family all the time. But I don't have to tell you that the love of a beautiful family and friends isn't the same as the love you felt for Tony or that I felt for Jorge. It's just not the same."

      No, it isn't the same. Nothing is ever the same after you lose the person you love the most. For a long time after Tony died, I wondered if I would survive the loss. The first year was a haze of grief and numbness and nonstop events honoring him and his ultimate sacrifice.

      Through it all, my goal had been to keep breathing, keep putting one foot in front of the other, to cope with grief so deep and pervasive, I feared it might suffocate me. But it hadn't. To my astonishment, I'd survived losing him and had to figure out what to do with the rest of my life. That's when I'd ended up in an undergrad program that later led to a master's in communications.

      Thinking about that time, right after we lost Tony so suddenly, can still bring tears to my eyes, even after five years. I've learned that you never really get "used to" being without the one you love. But you do learn to live without him, as preposterous as that seems at the beginning. My love for Tony is as present to me today as it was the day he died. It's as much a part of me as the heart that's beat only for him since I was fourteen.

      I grip the steering wheel, caught in the web of grief once again as I acknowledge that yesterday, for the first time, I felt something for a man who isn't Tony. The emotions are complex—confusion, relief, despair, sadness.

      Part of me never wanted to move on from him, even if I always knew it would happen eventually. Of course, it probably shouldn't happen with a colleague, but it's comforting to know I still can be attracted to a man.

      In widow circles, they talk about "Chapter 2," which is when a widow finds new love. I've read many stories of how people move on to their next love while honoring the one they lost and have admired the courage it takes to risk everything once again—especially knowing what can happen. I haven't considered whether I would ever have a Chapter 2 or if I even wanted that.

      I snap out of my thoughts sometime later to find that I'm still gripping the steering wheel as I process a fresh wave of the grief and confusion that were my constant companions for so long after that dreadful first day. Not only was I heartbroken for myself and his family, but I was devastated for him. At twenty-four, he'd walked into a convenience store, probably to buy gum or Gatorade, and had the rest of his life stolen from him in a random act of violence.

      We found out later that the man who'd shot him had scuffled with police in the past. Investigators believed the shooting had nothing to do with Tony and everything to do with the uniform he wore. After two years of court appearances and a trial that had reopened the healing wound, the man was convicted of murdering a police officer and sentenced to life in prison with no chance of parole.

      That had been another surreal moment in this never-ending journey, and while we were thankful to see justice done, it was a fresh reminder that nothing would bring Tony back.

      My phone rings, and I take the call from Jason. "Hi."

      "Hey. Everything okay?"

      "Yes, why?"

      "You sound weird."

      "I only said hi."

      "You sound weird."

      It astounds me that with one word, he can tell I'm not okay. "I'm, uh."

      "Do you need me to come to get you?"

      "No, I don't need you to come to get me."

      "Why do you sound weird? Did something happen?"

      "I'll tell you when I see you."

      "Okay," he says hesitantly. "I called to tell you I talked to the insurance company and bought the rider I needed, so I'm good to go if the clinic approves our plan."

      "That's great news. I pitched it to my cousin, who works there, and I'm waiting to hear back."

      "Since Mr. Augustino assigned you to me, you can help me look at a couple of condos while we wait to hear from your cousin, right?"

      I'm not sure that spending any more time with him than necessary to do the job is a good idea, but my boss told me to work with him. "Sure, we can do that. Where should we meet?"

      "Come by my hotel?" He gives me an address I recognize as Hialeah. "We can park your car, and I'll drive."

      I'm afraid to go anywhere near the car that landed me—twice—in jail, but I don't tell him that. Maybe I can talk him into letting me drive. "I'll be there in fifteen minutes."

      "Great, see you then. And Carmen?"

      "Yes?"

      "Thanks for all you're doing to help me out."

      "Just working off my debt."

      He laughs. "I appreciate it."

      "No problem." The sound of his laughter gives me goosebumps. Everything about this man is a problem to me, but I have a job to do, and as long as I stay focused on that, I can keep this situation under control.

      At least, I hope so.

      
        
        JASON

      

      

      I wait for Carmen in the car outside the main door to my hotel. I'm excited to see her again, which is baffling. Three weeks ago, I had my heart crushed by a conniving, manipulating woman who shamelessly used me to advance her agenda. I have no business being attracted to or looking forward to seeing any woman, let alone a coworker.

      While my medical colleagues dated each other like crazy, I stayed away from those complications, even though it's difficult to meet anyone who isn't somehow related to work due to the hours we keep.

      Hospitals are full of interpersonal drama, even if we're discouraged from dating colleagues. Doctors and nurses dating each other is almost a cliché, frowned upon but actively happening, although I've never known of people having sex in the on-call rooms or storerooms like they do on TV. That's not to say it doesn't happen, but I haven't been aware of it.

      Since med school, dating and sex and all the nonsense that goes with it had been an afterthought for me, mainly consisting of one-night hookups that never went beyond first names and simple attraction until I met Ginger. Weeks after the disaster, I can't think of her without seething. I've gone beyond the heartbroken stage and am settling into the furious part of the program now.

      I've had ample examples in my life of the many ways people can suck, but until she had her wicked way with me, I had no idea how painful it could be to have someone screw with my head, heart and body. She took full advantage of me while she had me in her clutches. We hooked up at least three times a week for months, most of the time at my place in the city, which I now realize was strategic on her part. Until that fateful night on Long Island when her husband caught us, which had been her plan all along.

      Why am I still thinking about her and what she did to me? Why can't I just forget about her and move on? Because I loved her. I hate that, but it's true. I fell for her. I hadn't planned to let that happen. At first, it'd been about the sex, which had been incredible, and later, it'd become about so much more than that. I could talk to her, and she listened. I'd had a complex case at work that'd consumed me for months, a child with a brain tumor that had resisted all conventional treatment. When I lost that child after a hail-Mary surgery failed, I'd been despondent.

      Ginger had come to my place that night after I'd told her I wasn't up for getting together.  She held me when I sobbed from the frustration and despair I'd felt after not being able to save that little boy's life. She hadn't asked me for anything and had given me everything.

      How could she do that, knowing our entire relationship was nothing more than a scam? Had she ever cared about me at all, or had she only pretended to care so I'd stick around long enough to get caught? I hate that I still wonder if she ever actually gave a shit about me or if the whole thing was nothing more than a big game to her.

      I want to stop thinking about her. I want to stop reliving every minute I spent with her and picking it apart, looking for clues that simply weren't there. Or if they were, I never saw them. All I saw was a witty, beautiful, smart, sexy woman who'd briefly made me a believer in true love and fairy tales.

      Such bullshit. All of it, which is why I shouldn't be looking forward to seeing Carmen Giordino or any woman. I don't have the bandwidth for anything other than salvaging the career that is my life. Nothing else but getting that back on track matters, and I need to remember my ultimate goal here.

      Carmen arrives a few minutes later, driving an old Honda sedan. I wave to her and point to the free parking area.

      A few minutes later, she makes her way toward me. Today she's wearing a black suit with a floral print silk blouse. Her hair is long, curly and sexy as all hell. She dazzles me.

      Didn't you just have a talk with yourself about why you can't be dazzled by Carmen or anyone else?

      I did just have that conversation with myself for all the good it did me. She's beautiful and vibrant and smart as hell. Her story about losing her young husband so tragically moved me last night. I thought about it long after we parted company, wondering what it might've been like for her to become a widow at twenty-four.

      It's horrible even to imagine, way worse than what Ginger did to me. That's nothing compared to what Carmen endured.

      She gets into the passenger seat, bringing an alluring scent with her that has the attention of every part of me, despite my determination to steer clear of anything to do with romantic entanglements.

      Don't forget, my inner voice reminds me, she's only helping you because she owes you money and her boss told her to, not because she wants to.

      It's a good reminder that this, whatever this is with her, needs to remain strictly professional.

      She puts her seatbelt on. "Where to?"

      "I'm meeting a Realtor in South Beach."

      Out of the corner of my eye, I catch her frowning.

      "What?"

      "I didn't take you for a cliché."

      "What's that supposed to mean?"

      "South Beach? Really?" Every word drips with disdain.

      "I asked around. People said that's where the action is."

      "If you're twenty-five and looking to party, sure. Do you have any idea what the commute from South Beach to Kendall would be like on an average workday?"

      "Uh, not really."

      She shrugged. "If you want to spend hours bumper to bumper each way, it's your life to waste."

      "I usually go to work crazy early and come home super late. I rarely hit rush hour."

      "I'm telling you. You don't want to live there."

      "And you know me well enough to say that?"

      "I do."

      I laugh, delighted by her even if I don't want to be. "Where do you think I should live?"

      "You should check out Brickell. It's a great part of town, closer to the hospital and not a total zoo like South Beach."

      "I'll ask my Realtor to look there, too, but I can't cancel on her now."

      "Then let's go to South Beach, but don't tell me I didn't warn you."

      "Duly noted."

      It takes two seconds after our arrival for me to realize she's one thousand percent right about South Beach—and the traffic. Even on a Tuesday, it's hopping. I can't imagine what the weekends must be like. The bars are doing land-office business, and the beach area is bustling with people, cars, bikes and joggers. Zoo is an excellent word to describe it.

      In a past life, I would've loved to live here, but not now. When I'm not working, I need a place where I can decompress and relax. That can't happen here.

      The condo is in a high rise with an incredible ocean view and great amenities. But on the ninth floor, I can hear the street noise, even with the doors and windows closed.

      Deb, the Realtor, is peppy and enthusiastic and probably already calculating her commission on the nine-hundred-thousand-dollar condo that's all glass and hard edges and modern features. I hate to disappoint her. "I'm not feeling this place."

      "Oh, thank God," Carmen says, breath leaving her in a whoosh of relief.

      "You hate it."

      "I hate it."

      Deb is offended but keeps that to herself.

      "What've you got in Brickell?" I ask Deb.

      "Oh, well, I'd have to look and see what's available."

      "I think that'd be better for me. It's closer to work."

      "Give me a minute to check the listings."

      After Deb steps into the kitchen to work on her phone, Carmen shoots me a smug smile that I find ridiculously adorable—and funny. I love that she's not afraid to tell me how she feels. That's a refreshing change from women I've known in the past who would say what they thought I'd want to hear rather than sharing a genuine opinion. I dated one woman in college who never seemed to have an original thought the entire time we were together. She was all about pleasing me, and while that has its advantages, it got boring after a while.

      I have a feeling I'd never be bored with Carmen, not that I'd date her. I'm just saying she's unique. And so, so pretty in a natural, unaffected way that appeals to me. She doesn't need layers of makeup to enhance what comes naturally to her.

      Why am I thinking about how pretty Carmen is or whether or not she needs makeup? I need to find a place to live—if I end up with a job here—and focus on restoring my reputation. Once again, I need the reminder that this is not the time to be noticing how pretty Carmen is.

      "I've got quite a few in your price range, one with excellent views of the Rickenbacher and Biscayne Bay," Deb says from the kitchen where she's scrolling on an iPad.

      Carmen gives me a thumbs up.

      So I won't be at the beach. That's fine. I'd hardly ever have time to take advantage of the proximity anyway. "Sounds good."

      "Let me check in with some of the listing agents and see what I can do."
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      After she walks away, I glance at Carmen. "I'm probably jinxing myself even looking at places. The board is a long way from approving me."

      "They'll approve you. We'll make sure of it."

      "You're far more confident than I am."

      "We have to make it so they'd look stupid to say no to you."

      "And how do you propose we do that?"

      "Where are we with the testimonials from former patients? I thought we could use them to tell your story on Instagram. If there're photos of you with the patients, that's even better."

      I forgot I was supposed to ask my former assistant in New York about that. "I have a few former patients who might be willing."

      "Do you have their contact info?"

      "I don't, but I know someone I could ask who could reach out on my behalf."

      "Can you do that?"

      "Yep." I fire off a text to Terri, the nurse administrator who's the glue that holds the neurosurgery department together and tell her what I need. I list a few of the patients I'm thinking of who might be grateful enough to share their stories of working with me. I saved their lives. Perhaps they can help save my career. "Done." I glance at Carmen. "This is an excellent idea and one I never would've thought of on my own."

      "That's because your job is brain surgery. Mine is publicity, promotion and marketing."

      I laugh at the cocky way she says that. "Touché."

      "Stay in your lane, Doc. I gotcha covered on the rest."

      I'm so thankful to have her on my side. She gives me hope that it might be possible to repair my tattered reputation.

      "We have to tell your story as a world-class physician. You're far more than one measly scandal."

      "The scandal wasn't measly."

      "No, but it's yesterday's news. I did a deep dive online last night, and there's been no mention of it anywhere in more than ten days. While it's the biggest thing in your life, everyone else has moved on. Well, except for the Miami-Dade board, that is. But by the time we finish with them, they'll be so inundated with the positive they won't remember the measly little scandal in New York. That's the plan, anyway."

      "I like that plan."

      "I figured you would."

      "When did you have time last night to do a deep dive online between dinner and your second trip to jail?"

      She grimaces at the mention of jail. "I did it before we went to dinner, but I didn't mention it because I was still formulating my plan of attack."

      "Well, it's good to know it's not big news in New York anymore."

      "You can thank the twenty-four-hour news cycle for that. It moves on faster than it used to."

      I'm unreasonably relieved to hear it's not headline news anymore, but the damage is done. I hate that for the rest of my life—and beyond—any time someone searches for my name, the crap with Ginger will come up.

      Deb returns to where we're waiting for her in the condo. "We're in luck. I was able to line up a showing in Brickell. I'll text you the address. Shall we meet there in an hour?"

      I glance at Carmen, and she nods. "We'll be there," I tell Deb.

      "Great."

      We walk out together, and when we get to my car, I hold the passenger door for Carmen, who winces when her backside connects with hot leather. As I get in the car, my phone chimes with a text from my former colleague, Terri.

      Hey, it's good to hear from you. Everyone is pissed about what the board did to you. Hope things are working out for you in Miami. We sure do miss you here! I'll reach out to the patients you mentioned and see what we can do. This whole thing is utter BULLSHIT, and the entire department is pissed about how you were treated. How can YOU be scrambling to find another job?!?!

      I read and reread Terri's text, soaking in words that are like a balm on my broken heart, before passing the phone to Carmen. "From my former colleague."

      She quickly reads Terri's message. "That must be nice to hear."

      "It is. I always worked hard, respected my colleagues, filled in for them when needed and treated the nurses like the superheroes they are."

      "Let's get statements from Terri and the others in your former department."

      "For what?"

      "For the PowerPoint presentation, we're going to put together for your next meeting with the board."

      "I'm not sure how I feel about asking my former colleagues to do that."

      "You want to fix this, right?"

      "Very much so."

      "Then you're going to have to do some things that may not sit well with you, such as getting testimonials from former colleagues and publicity for pro bono work at the clinic, if we can make that happen."

      I grimace at the thought of generating attention for volunteer work. Under normal circumstances, I'd never go for that. But these circumstances certainly aren't normal. "Fine. I'll ask her." I respond to Terri's text. Thanks for the help. Much appreciated. My associate down here tells me it wouldn't hurt to have some endorsements from my NY colleagues. Do you think they'd be willing to provide them?

      I'm pained as I send a text that would've been inconceivable a few weeks ago. It still amazes me that someone else's actions can blow apart a career you've worked for more than a decade to achieve.

      Terri responds right away, putting me out of my misery. Absolutely. I'll get on that, too. Don't worry, we've got you covered, Doc.

      I breathe a sigh of relief. Thank you. Means a lot to me.

      She sends back the smooching emoji.

      "She's on it," I tell Carmen.

      "That's great. I know it sucks to have to ask, but anything we can do to paint a complete picture will help. Right now, all they see is a scandal. We have to give them a different narrative."

      "You told me yesterday I need a seasoned crisis communication team. I'd say I have what I need with you."

      "Thanks. I'm hardly seasoned, but it's fun to use the stuff I learned in years of school."

      The traffic leaving South Beach is proof of what she told me I'd face if I lived there. I'm glad to have someone with local knowledge helping me figure out this new place. "You must've been in college when you lost your husband, right?"

      "No, I wasn't. I was working at the restaurant and trying to get pregnant. We'd planned to be young parents. I was going to stay home with them and go to school when they did. After Tony died, I got a big insurance payout that I put toward school. It gave me something to do once the initial shock of his death wore off."

      "I'm so sorry that happened to you."

      "Thanks."

      "Have you…" I shake my head. It's none of my fucking business whether she's dated anyone else since she lost her husband.

      "Have I what?"

      "I was about to ask you a deeply personal question."

      "It's fine. I'm used to it. Everyone I meet wants to know if I've dated again since I lost Tony, and the answer is I've had a lot of first dates, a couple of second dates and very few third dates. My grandmothers love to fix me up with guys they know, their friends' grandsons, customers at the restaurant. At first, I wanted nothing to do with it, but after a while, it was easier to go on the dates than to keep telling them why I didn't want to."

      "It was their way of trying to help you move on, I suppose."

      "Yes," she says with a sigh, "and I love them for it. We all suffered over the loss of Tony. He'd been part of our family for ten years by the time we lost him."

      "I can't imagine what it would be like to meet 'the one' when you're as young as you guys were." I've never met anyone I could picture spending the rest of my life with. I'd begun to wonder if Ginger might be my so-called "one" when I found out what she really wanted with me—and it had nothing to do with forever except for the stain she put on my good name.

      "It's funny that I can't remember meeting him. We used to talk about that a lot. He remembered every detail of that day, but I don't. I was with friends at an arcade in the mall, and he said the Selena song 'I Could Fall in Love' was playing the first time he saw me. I used to say he was making that up, but he swore it was true."

      "That's very sweet."

      "We lived near each other but went to different schools, which is why we hadn't met before. Tony had friends who went to my school, and they approached me to ask if I'd consider meeting their friend who'd decided he was going to marry me."

      "No way. They did not say that."

      "They did!"

      "What did you say?"

      "I said I'm fourteen, and I'm not marrying your friend. They begged and pleaded with me to at least talk to him, which I said I'd do, mostly because I sensed they weren't going to let up until I did. I figured I'd talk to him once, tell him to get real and move on."

      "But that's not what happened."

      "That's not what happened."

      I'm completely captivated by her story and more than a little heartbroken to know how it ended. "Don't stop now! I have to know the rest. But only if you want to tell me."

      "It's one of my favorite stories to tell. He called me that night and every night for a month. My parents were all over me about who I was on the phone with every night. I can't recall the specifics of what we talked about, but I do remember laughing—a lot. He was hilarious. I think that was the first thing I loved about him, that he could make me laugh even when I was annoyed with him."

      "An important quality, for sure."

      "It took two years of being best friends before my parents would officially allow us to date."

      "Holy crap. That must've been a long two years."

      "It was, and believe me, I was so pissed about it. I thought my parents were impossibly old-fashioned. But when I look back at it now, I can see how important that friendship was for everything that came later."

      "It set the foundation."

      "Yes, exactly."

      "No one waits two years to date anymore."

      "Right? It's all about instant gratification."

      "It's a lovely story. I'm so sorry you lost him the way you did. I can't imagine what that must've been like."

      "Worst day of my life."

      Without thinking much about it, I reach over and cover her hand with mine, giving a gentle squeeze. The second my skin connects with hers, I realize I've made a critical error by touching her.

      The subtle gasp that escapes from her lets me know she feels the same thing I do.

      Even knowing why it's a bad idea to leave it there, I don't remove my hand. "You don't have to talk about it if it's too painful."

      "It was a long time ago."

      "Still… Some things never get easier with time."

      "True." After a long pause, she releases a long deep breath. "I was working at the restaurant when the cops came. At first, I thought it was him. He would pop by to say hello sometimes when he was on duty. He worked second shift, three to eleven, so our work hours were the same. There were two of them, and I remember looking around them to see if he was with them. They said something to my dad, and he… He just crumbled." After another pause, she continues. "I think I knew Tony was gone the second I saw my dad's reaction from across the big room."

      "God, Carmen. I can't imagine."

      "It was pretty horrible, but we had a ton of support. The department was amazing. They took care of everything. That first week was just a blur of people and food and so much heartbreak. The restaurant became the gathering place for everyone, and it went on for days. It seemed like half the city passed through, even before the actual wake and funeral. Thousands of police officers came from all over the country. It was so amazing and overwhelming."

      "I don't know what to say."

      "There's not much to be said. My grandmothers, who were both widowed, were incredible. They helped me find a way through the grief. It took a while, but I bounced back. I thought he'd approve of me going to school since I wasn't going to be a stay-at-home mother after all, and I didn't want to waitress for the rest of my life. Although, I made almost as much at the restaurant last year as my salary at the hospital."

      "He'd be so proud of you. I'm proud of you, and I just met you."

      "Thanks. I like to think Tony would be proud that I survived it. He loved me so much. I never had any doubt about that."

      "He was lucky, and he knew it. Smart man."

      "We were both lucky."

      The GPS directs us to the address Deb gave me, and I finally release my hold on her hand as I find a visitor parking space. "We don't have to do this now if you're not up for it."

      She smiles warmly at me, making the breath catch in my lungs. Affection of any kind from her feels like a rare, special gift. "You just heard about this. For me, it's old news."

      "I suppose it is."

      "Not that it has ever reached the point where it doesn't still hurt. It just doesn't hurt like it did at first when it was like an open wound, and I wondered if my life was over, too."

      Is it weird that I hurt for her? Probably. The ache stays with me as we go inside and take the elevator to the seventh floor, where Deb is waiting for us. My emotions are all over the place after hearing Carmen's story. She's certainly helped to give me perspective on my current predicament.

      So what if my career is a mess at the moment. No one is dead. It's sobering to realize the full magnitude of what she went through at the tender age of twenty-four. I try to picture her surrounded by people and police officers and compassion and endless sympathy. After knowing her for two days, I have little doubt she was strong and resolute through it all, determined to make her young husband proud of her.

      I'm heartbroken for people I barely know.

      As we step into the condo, I can tell this place is special. It's modern and fresh but still warm and inviting. The view of the bay is dazzling. We're high enough that we can see the boats and activity but not so high that it seems like we're looking down on a tiny village. In New York, I'd been on the twenty-eighth floor of my building, far removed from the goings-on below. That'd been a good thing there. Here, being a little closer to the action below seems good.

      "I love it," I tell Deb.

      "I do, too," Carmen says. "This kitchen is to die for. You have two ovens, and the best fridge money can buy. We have three of these at the restaurant."

      "I'm not sure how I feel about glass doors on the fridge."

      "My Abuela says it's incentive to keep it clean."

      "Your Abuela is a wise woman."

      "Take a look at the bedroom," Deb says. "I think you'll like it."

      The condo has just one bedroom, which is fine with me. I don't expect to have many visitors, so I don't need a guest room. My mom prefers a hotel to my guest room when she visits. She jokes that I didn't have room service at my place.

      The master lives up to the hype with high ceilings, full-length windows that maximize the view and space for a small office area.

      Carmen goes to check out the bathroom. "Come see this shower!"

      I wander into the bathroom to check out the glass shower with the intricate tile work and multiple showerheads. "Wow."

      "I think you need a Ph.D. to work that thing."

      "Crap. I only have an MD."

      She snorts with laughter. "Only an MD. Bet you've never said that before."

      I pretend to give that considerable thought. "I don't think I have."

      "Hopefully, the shower comes with instructions."

      "You approve of this place?"

      "I do. Although it makes mine look rather sad in comparison."

      "Yours is great."

      She rolls her eyes. "Mine is okay. This is great."

      "You can come to visit any time you want." I peruse the handout Deb gave me. "The building has a gym, indoor and outdoor pools, a hot tub and a spa."

      "I have a tiny gym in my building and laundry in my apartment."

      I laugh at the way she says that. "I'm willing to share my amenities with friends."

      "You may live to regret that offer. I love a good spa."

      I'll file that info away for later. If she succeeds in helping me land this job, the least I'll owe her is a day at a high-end spa.

      We return to the open concept living area where Deb is waiting for us. "What do you think?"

      "I love it," I tell her.

      "Me too," Carmen says.

      "If you'd like to make an offer, I'd be happy to write it up for you."

      "I'm sort of in a weird spot since I first reached out to you."

      "Oh?"

      "I'm not yet sure I'm going to be working at Miami-Dade."

      "There was an administrative snafu." Carmen steps up when I find myself at a loss for words. "We're trying to work it out, but it's apt to be a week or two before Dr. Northrup receives word that his employment is approved. Are you able to make an offer, contingent upon his job working out?"

      "I could talk to the seller's agent and see what they say. The unit has been on the market for sixty-three days, so they may welcome the interest enough to consider that caveat. I'll reach out and let you know."

      "Thank you."

      "No problem. I'll be in touch."

      I guide Carmen out of the condo ahead of me. When we're in the elevator, I glance at her. "Thanks for jumping in there. I didn't know what to say to her. I made this appointment when I thought I had a job lined up."

      "I'm sure she deals with special circumstances all the time. As she said, the place has been on the market for a while, so they're probably willing to deal. I wouldn't worry. If this doesn't work out, there're a million others just like it."

      "True, but I liked this one."

      "I did, too."

      How is it possible that in two days, her opinion has become so important to me? I have no idea how that happened, but it has, and I need to rein that in before it gets out of hand.

      If it hasn't already.
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      I like being with him. I like talking to him and hearing his thoughts. I like how he didn't fall all over himself trying to comfort me when I told him about the day Tony died. Some of the guys I've dated hadn't known what to say when they heard how I lost my husband, so they either said too much or not enough.

      Jason got it just right.

      It's not easy to talk about that day, but it felt right to tell him.

      I like how he looks in casual attire—flip-flops, khaki shorts, a navy-blue T-shirt from a surf shop in Maui and those sexy Wayfarer Ray-Bans.

      "What's next on our agenda, boss lady?" he asks as we drive away from the condo complex.

      "We're basically on hold until I hear back from Maria about the clinic, so how about I give you the two-dollar tour? We can take some photos for Instagram that show you getting to know your new home."

      "Sure, we can do that."

      It's a perfect south Florida day, if you like it hazy, hot and humid, which I do. "Can we run by my place so I can change?"

      "Of course."

      I can't believe I'm getting paid for this. The thought makes me giggle.

      "What's so funny?"

      "I was just thinking that it's weird I'm getting paid to play tourist in my hometown."

      "That's not all you're doing. You're helping me, which is what Mr. Augustino told you to do."

      "True, but this hardly feels like work." After a stop at my place, so I can change into a casual dress and sandals, we get back on the highway. A short time later, I point to an exit. "Take this one. I want to show you where I come from." I point to planes descending into Miami International. "We're very close to MIA."

      He takes the exit, and I direct him toward Calle Ocho, the main drag through Little Havana. On the way in, we pass the sleek, modern ballpark that's home to the Florida Marlins. "Of the nearly three million people in Miami, roughly half of them are Cuban or of Cuban descent. You can live here your whole life and speak only Spanish and be fine."

      "I'm going to have to work on that. My Spanish is rusty."

      "I can help with that, too."

      As we creep along the busy street, I try to see the neighborhood from an outsider's viewpoint. I immediately feel protective of the coin-operated laundromats and massive new car dealerships. They're adjacent to rundown used car lots, graffiti, car washes and restaurants offering Cuban and every other kind of cuisine, including Taco Bell, where the drive-through line blocks the street.

      Jason navigates around the cars. "Why would anyone go to Taco Bell when there's all this authentic Cuban and Mexican food to be had?"

      "Great question. Some people were appalled when Taco Bell came to the neighborhood, but as you can see, they do good business."

      "Baffling. I'd want the real deal if it were as close by as it is here."

      "We've got the real deal at Giordino's, and it's the best Cuban in town, in my humble opinion."

      The streets are full of stores and restaurants. There's everything from a brand-new CVS pharmacy to a Goodwill thrift store to a Cuban coffee shop to nightclubs. Cubans love their nightlife.

      We pass a park where a group of men is gathered around a table, intensely engaged.

      "What're they doing?" Jason asks.

      "Playing dominoes. It's popular in Cuba—and here."

      Little Havana juxtaposes the past and present, sleek and decrepit, coexisting in a mish-mash of culture and vibrancy. I love every inch of this place that made me. "When my cousins and I were young, our only goal was to leave this neighborhood. Everyone wanted something better, but most of my cousins and friends ended up back here."

      "There's no place like home."

      "That's for sure."

      We drive by high-rise apartment buildings with balconies and down streets full of pastel-colored houses with stucco exteriors and metal security gates. He takes a left turn onto Calle Ocho. "There's a massive block party here in March every year called Carnival Miami. It's so much fun. It stretches from 12th to 27th Avenues."

      "That sounds fun. I love all the music."

      "It's always loud on this street. You'll hear everything from traditional Cuban music to Pit Bull. Did you know he grew up around here?"

      "I didn't."

      "He got his start playing on stages in this neighborhood. See that place over there?" I point to a yellow building with a counter open to the sidewalk. "That's Los Pinareños Fruteria, one of the oldest fruit stands in the country. The lady who works there has been pressing the sugar cane for more than fifty years. They're known for a drink called guarapo. It's pure sugar, so some people call it diabetes in a cup."

      Jason laughs. "I'll pass on that."

      "It's so good. They roll cigars over there. Best cigars you'll ever find."

      "I'll pass on them, too. I know too much about what smoking does to the body."

      "Keep that to yourself around here if you value your life. We're very serious about our cigars."

      "Will do," he says, chuckling.

      I direct him to take a few turns that lead to a two-story pink stucco house. Out front are colorful flowers in the window boxes and an ornate white security gate with gold accents.

      "Home sweet home." I note that my father's Ford pickup truck and my mother's Mercedes coup are in the driveway. A trickle of sensation works its way down my spine as I imagine them catching me here with Jason and his Porsche.

      "This where you grew up?"

      "Uh-huh." I'm relieved when he slows the car but keeps inching forward past the house. "We moved here when I was two. Tony's family lives three blocks that way."

      "What are the trees in the yard?"

      "Coconut palms and mangos. You see them everywhere in south Florida."

      He starts to speed up.

      "Wait. Stop." I point to the chickens and rooster starting across the street, oblivious to the possibility of certain death. "You have to watch out for them around here. They're all over the place."

      "Good to know."

      "You'll see chicken art and statues everywhere in Little Havana."

      I show him the Citrus Grove Elementary School I attended and the dance studio that was like a second home to me through high school, and the Presidente supermarket. "Cuban grocery stores almost always include a butcher, a deli and a café. You can take home a fully cooked meal if you want to. I briefly stocked shelves there when I was so fed up with my parents that I didn't want to work at the restaurant anymore."

      "That must've gone over well."

      "Yeah, not so much. Quitting the restaurant hurt them more than not speaking to them."

      "What'd they do to deserve the silent treatment?"

      "They refused to let me officially date Tony until I was sixteen."

      "Oh right, the waiting period."

      "It was torture! We were in love!" I laugh at my foolishness. "The drama was exceptionally high during those years."

      "I can only imagine," he says with a low chuckle.

      "My parents had old-fashioned values that didn't sync with my teenage mentality. We butted heads a lot, but I always did what they told me to do. As much as I wanted to rebel, I couldn't bring myself to do it."

      "Such a good girl," he says, chuckling. "Was it just you? No siblings?"

      "Just me. My mother had nine miscarriages before I arrived."

      "Oh my goodness!"

      "I know. From what others have told me, it was dreadful for them. They don't talk about it at all, though. That's probably why I didn't go wild and defy them when I really, really wanted to. So there I was, their miracle baby, who became a less-than-miraculous teenager. I look back at it now and cringe at how awful I was to them."

      "We're all awful teenagers."

      "You were, too?"

      "Oh God, yes. I was a nightmare. If my parents had any inkling of the crap I used to do."

      I'm immediately intrigued. "Like what?"

      "I smoked all the pot, drank all the beer, slept with all the girls. And I was a total jerk to my parents."

      I want to claw the eyes out of all those girls I'll never know. That's a normal reaction, right? Yeah, I know. Ridiculous. "You were a typical bad boy."

      "In every way except for one—I got straight As without really trying."

      "Ugh, you were that guy? I hated that guy! He ruined it for the rest of us."

      "That was me," he says, laughing. "A total fuck-up in the rest of my life, but because my grades were perfect, my parents couldn't do much about the rest."

      "That's a good position to be in."

      "I quite enjoyed it."

      "Where'd you go to college?"

      "Full ride to Cornell undergrad and Duke medical school."

      "Wow, that's impressive. I suppose you don't get to be a brain surgeon without having a pretty good brain of your own."

      His lips quiver with amusement. "It does tend to help. School was always easy for me until I got to med school and discovered my lack of study skills would be a major problem. It was like hitting a brick wall going ninety miles an hour."

      "It makes me feel better to know you got your comeuppance."

      He laughs. "I did in a big way. I nearly flunked out after my first semester. I was a disaster until one of my classmates took me under her wing and made a real student out of me."

      "Is that all she did with you?"

      "Oh, we fucked like rabbits between marathon study sessions."

      I laugh so hard I end up with tears in my eyes. "The way you say things…" I wonder what it would be like to fuck like rabbits with him. The thought makes my face flush with heat and embarrassment as a tight knot of desire settles between my legs. I cross them, hoping to quell the sensation, but that only makes it worse.

      He flashes a sexy grin that has my skin prickling with awareness of him. "I'm told I have a way with words. But seriously, she saved my ass. We were together through med school until we got residencies at programs on opposite sides of the country and went our separate ways. Long-distance relationships are hard enough but throw in two residencies, and it became impossible. We're still friends, though. She reached out to me after the disaster in New York."

      "That was nice of her."

      Nodding, he changes the radio and lands on a Cuban station.

      I sing along to the song in Spanish, adding some hand gestures from my dance training.

      "Are you fluent in Spanish?"

      "Si. You can't grow up here and not speak the language."

      "I took years of Spanish, but I suck at comprehension."

      "Glad to know you suck at something."

      "I suck at a lot of things." He waggles his brows suggestively. "And other things, I'm really, really good at."

      Dear God, I want to know about those things. I want to experience those things. I want to—

      Stop it. Be professional and stop lusting after your colleague. Do your job.

      I have a sudden moment of inspiration. "Turn the car around and go back."

      "Go back where?"

      "I'll show you when we get there."

      "You're the boss." He finds a place to turn around, and we retrace our path to the park where the men are still playing dominoes.

      "Park there." I point to a rare open spot on the street. "Come with me." Jason follows me to the gathering of men. "Excuse me." I recognize some of them from Giordino's, especially Mr. Perez, who brings his wife, Eva, on Saturday nights. They range in age from sixty to ninety, and all of them know who I am and who I lost. Such is my life after working at the restaurant since I was old enough to roll silverware into napkins.

      In Spanish, I tell them, "My friend Jason is new in town and doesn't know how to play dominoes. Would you mind if he watched?"

      "Not at all," one of the men replies, moving over to make room for Jason on the picnic bench. "Have a seat."

      Jason sends me a questioning look.

      I give him a nudge forward. "Roll with me."

      He walks around the table to take the open seat.

      Speaking in English and Spanish, the men start giving him pointers, rules and advice, arguing about the best strategies and generally confusing the hell out of him. Mr. Perez translates for Jason.

      Despite his initial reluctance, Jason gets sucked in, asking questions and fully participating as I suspected he would. The game is loud and spirited, dominoes clicking against the table with rapid movements that have Jason struggling to keep up. I guess that doesn't happen very often to him, and the faces he makes are comical.

      I pull out my phone and start taking photos, moving around the table for better lighting and angles.

      He throws his head back and laughs at something one of the men says about another's idiocy, giving me the money shot.

      Many minutes later, he resurfaces from the game, looking around until he finds me with the phone. I'm aware of the exact second he figures out what I'm doing and why.

      He flashes a warm, private smile that lights me up from within. Every part of me is aware of him and how he makes me feel just by smiling at me. Despite being surrounded by people, the connection between us seems intimate somehow.

      "We'd love to share the photos I took on Dr. Northrup's Instagram account. Would any of you object to being in the photos?"

      "You're a doctor?" one of the men asked.

      "I am."

      "What kind?"

      "A pediatric neurosurgeon."

      They're impressed. The men tease him about doctors they've seen on TV and begin to ask about their medical issues, one of them asking Jason to look at a mole on his arm.

      "You should get that looked at," he says.

      "See?" the man says to one of his friends in Spanish. "I told you it was bad!"

      "No objections to posting the photos?" I ask again, needing to be sure.

      "Nope," Mr. Perez says as the others shake their heads.

      Jason stands to leave. "Gentlemen, this has been very educational. Would you mind if I stopped by to play with you again sometime?"

      "Any time you want. We're here most days."

      Jason shakes hands with each of the men, which impresses them. For some reason, it matters to me that they like him. "I'll be back."

      "We'll be here," Mr. Perez says. "Someone's got to keep an eye on the place." He looks at me and winks. “Yo pienso que es agradable, mija.”

      "Si, gracias." I keep my response low-key, hoping it won't be all over the neighborhood that I brought a man home.

      "That was fun."

      "Glad you enjoyed it."

      "What did he say to you in Spanish?"

      "That you seem like a nice guy."

      "Will he tell everyone you brought me here?"

      "I hope not."

      "Would that be so awful?"

      "It would make things complicated, and I'm not sure either of us is in a good place for complicated right now."

      "True." He sounds disappointed, and I'm not sure how to take that. I'm thankful he doesn't pursue it any further.

      When we're back in the car, I open Instagram and log out of my account. "We need to start an account for you. What do you want your username to be?"

      "Whatever you suggest."

      "How about MiamiDoc?"

      He pulls a face full of distaste. "That's kinda douchey."

      "It's taken by another douchey doctor. What if we do JNorthMiamiDoc? We want to make the connection between you and your career."

      "If we must."

      "We must." I set up the account using Priscilla@0624, the date we met, as the password. For his profile photo, I use one of the pictures I took of him looking contemplative while listening to the men explain the game's rules. I post photos of Jason with the men, using the caption, "Getting to know my new city. Thanks to my new friends in Little Havana for showing me how to play dominoes. I can't wait to go back to play again. #newhome #miami #littlehavana #doctor #pediatricneurosurgeon.

      Then I create a story that encourages people to follow him as he discovers his new city. I do all this in a matter of minutes. Not only do I love Instagram personally, but I took a class on using it for marketing purposes in grad school.

      "When do I get to see this restaurant I've heard so much about?" Jason asks.

      "Oh, um, take a left at the light."

      He follows my directions until we arrive at the restaurant on West Flagler Street.

      "There she is in all her glory." The stucco building is painted a pale yellow with green shutters and window boxes. Both the Cuban and Italian flags fly from either side of the doorway. Above the door, GIORDANO'S is carved and painted in gold leaf that my mother reapplies every New Year's Day. She also personally tends to the window boxes that change with the seasons. Right now, purple petunias and pansies are featured.

      "It looks nice," Jason says.

      "They're quite proud of it."

      "You should be, too."

      "Oh, I am, for sure. My parents and grandmothers have worked so hard to make it what it is."

      "Do they expect you to take it over someday?"

      "They do, which is why I'm determined to have a career separate from the restaurant while I can."

      "You don't want it?"

      "It's not that so much as I don't like the idea of having no choice about it."

      "None of your cousins are interested?"

      "They might be, but my parents are the owners, so it would be weird for them to skip over me in favor of my cousins, or so my father says."

      "I can see that. You could always hire a manager, you know."

      "I've thought of that. I hope I won't have to think about that for many years yet. My grandmothers will seriously live forever, and my parents are in their mid-fifties. They all scoff at the idea of retiring. My Nona says she wouldn't know what to do with herself if she retired."

      "They must love it if they have no desire to leave it."

      "They do love it."

      "Do they serve lunch?"

      "Yes…"

      "I'm kinda hungry."

      "Jason…" My entire system goes haywire at the thought of walking into the lion's den with him.

      Parking on the street is usually tricky, except for right now. Jason skillfully parallel parks and kills the engine. "I can handle whatever they're dishing out."

      I'm not sure I can handle it. As Jason reaches for the door handle, I hesitate.

      He glances over at me. "It'll be okay. Don't worry."

      I laugh. "How can you possibly know that when you've never met them?"

      "I've met you. They raised you, right?"

      "Yes…"

      "Then they must be great people because you're amazing."

      I hold his gaze for a long, charged moment before I look down, overwhelmed by his words and the way I feel around him—dizzy, off my game, aroused, intrigued, afraid. The last time I gave my heart to a man, it broke into a million pieces after I lost him. I just don't know if I have it in me to go there again. I don't want to spend the rest of my life alone, but that might be easier than risking the safety net I've built around myself since I lost Tony.

      “Tell me what I need to know about them.”
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      I’m not at all prepared to take him in there. They know me so well. They’ll take one look at me with him and know I’m attracted to him.

      I swallow hard, as nervous flutters in my abdomen make me feel like a teenager in the throes of first lust. That’s exactly how this feels, as if the ground beneath me has suddenly disappeared, sending me spiraling into the unknown.

      “If you don’t want me to meet them, that’s fine, too. It’s completely up to you.”

      I do want them to meet him, so I dig deep for the courage it’ll take for me to bring him in there, knowing full well what they’ll make of it. “When you meet my grandmothers, be sure to make eye contact. That’s important to them. And it’s often loud and boisterous in the restaurant. You might think something awful must be happening, but it’s just business as usual. If someone wrinkles their nose at you, they’re just asking you to elaborate on whatever you just said. They’re not saying you stink.”

      He laughs at that. “Good to know.”

      “My Abuela, my Cuban grandmother, will invade your personal space. She’s not trying to be intimidating. That’s just how she rolls. They’re apt to kiss you, and there’s always lots of touching and whatnot. Newcomers to be surprised by the affection. My grandmothers and my parents love to complain about everything, but they hate drama of any kind. They’re all talk and no action when it comes to controversial topics. What may sound like a knock-down-drag-out fight to you is just a conversation to them. The left side is Cuban. The right side is Italian. There’s a bar in the middle, and we’ll sit there to avoid showing favoritism to either side.”

      His eyes light up with amusement. “I can’t wait to meet them.”

      “You say that now.”

      He covers my hand with his and looks at me with affection and humor in his gaze. “I heard what you said before about timing and complications. But I want you to know that when I got to the hospital yesterday and found out they weren’t rolling out the red carpet for me, I nearly had a heart attack. I’ve put years of hard work into my career, sacrificed so much, and the possibility that a vindictive woman could take that from me…”

      He shakes his head in disbelief. “But then I got the message that the lovely young woman who’d greeted me when I arrived was in trouble with my car and needed me to come to the police station. I was so thankful to have an excuse to get the hell out of that hospital. The minute I saw you sitting in that cell, I felt better. All the turbulence inside me calmed when we started talking about how we might turn this thing around. You did that for me. After everything that happened with Ginger, I would’ve thought it impossible to feel anything for another woman, especially so soon after that disaster. But you…” He shrugs. “I feel something for you, Carmen, and I think you might feel it, too.”

      I want to deny it. I want to go back to who I was yesterday morning when I didn’t know this man existed. I was safe then. Nothing bad can happen if you don’t put yourself out there. I can hear my Abuela reminding me that nothing good can happen either. Life is a risk, she says. Love is a risk. It’s all a risk, and those who dare to leap are rewarded.

      And devastated when it ends. I can’t ever forget about that.

      I lick lips that went dry as I listened to him and tried to process what he was saying. “I do.” I take a deep breath. Courage, Carmen. “Feel something.”

      “And you aren’t sure you want that, am I right?”

      I nod.

      “I’m not sure I want it, either. I need to be one thousand percent focused on my career and fixing the disaster. And yet I find myself enjoying every minute I get to spend with you.” He squeezes my hand. “All I want is to spend more time with you.”

      “They’ll take one look at us, and they’ll know.” I lick my lips again. “That there’s something.”

      “Okay.” He looks at me for a long moment that ends when his gaze shifts to my mouth.

      I realize he wants to kiss me and that I want him to. I want that very much. But not here and not now. I clear my throat and look away from him, unnerved by the intensity of the connection I feel with him. It’s not the same as it was with Tony. That connection began with close friendship and grew into something wonderful and comfortable over the next few years. This, with Jason, is something altogether different. It has the potential to be cataclysmic if I allow it.

      His stomach growls, breaking the tension as we laugh.

      “I’m starving.”

      “So I heard.” I glance at Giordino’s and then at him. “Let’s get you fed to within an inch of your life.”

      “I’m down with that.”

      We get out of the car and wait for a break in the traffic to cross the street. This place is as familiar to me as anywhere in the world, and as I walk through the doors into the rich scents and usual chaos, it feels like something significant has changed. The restaurant is the same as it’s always been. The change is happening within me, and it’s all due to the gorgeous man who follows me inside.

      As usual, we’re doing a bustling lunch business on both sides of the restaurant, but I’m relieved to see that the bar in the middle is mostly empty.

      “Carmen!” My mother lets out a shriek and comes to hug me as if she hasn’t seen me in months when I was here two days ago for brunch, during which they toasted me and my new job.

      She steps back from me, taking a measuring look at my face. “Why are you here in the middle of the workday? Did something happen?”

      “Did you get fired?” my father asks when he joins us.

      “I did not get fired.” I probably would’ve gotten fired if my boss knew about what happened yesterday, but thankfully he doesn’t. I hug them both and then gesture to Jason. “This is Dr. Jason Northrup. He’s new to the staff at Miami-Dade. My boss asked me to help him find a place to live and show him around.”

      My parents look at him and then me and then him again. I swear to God they can see everything that’s happened between us from the second we met, or so it seems to me.

      “It’s very nice to meet you, Dr. Northrup.” My mother shakes his hand with the reverence she usually reserves for celebrities. “Welcome to our humble establishment.”

      I want to roll my eyes at her ridiculousness. At just over five feet tall—and the “just over” part is crucial to her—my mother is six inches shorter than me. In every other way, I’m her all over again.

      “Please, call me Jason, Mrs. Giordino.”

      “Then you must call me Vivian, and my husband is Vincent. We both answer to just V as well.” She loops her hands through his arm and tries to walk him toward the Cuban side of the house.

      “We’re eating at the counter, Mami.”

      My father looks at me and shakes his head at the shameless way she tries to take him to her side of the restaurant. He’s six-foot-two, broad-shouldered dark hair and a handsome face that brings in the female clientele who shamelessly flirt with him.

      My mother encourages it because, as she says, it’s good for business and because she knows he’s hopelessly devoted to her.

      “Where’re Abuela and Nona?” It’s almost unheard of that they’re not at their hostess stations during business hours.

      “At the hairdresser. They’ll be back soon.”

      “They went together?” That, too, is unprecedented.

      “Nona told Abuela that her hair is blue and that she needed to go to Nona’s girl to get it fixed. They had a big fight about it until Nona wore her down.”

      “Nona wore her down? Is Abuela sick? Did you take her to the doctor, Mami?”

      “She’s fine. I told her Nona was right. Her hair is blue, and her lady is too old to be doing hair. The woman has cataracts the size of dinner plates that she refuses to have corrected. It’s no wonder she can’t get the color right.”

      Next to me, Jason shakes with silent laughter.

      “This is my life,” I tell him.

      “It’s awesome.”

      “Come, sit.” Dad gestures for us to take seats at the bar. He pours ice water with lemon for me. “What can I get for you, Jason?”

      “Soda water with a lime would be great.”

      “Coming right up.” He gives Jason a black leather-bound menu and pours his drink while my mother hovers nearby so she won’t miss anything.

      “We thought we’d hear from you last night after your first day,” Dad says.

      “I’m so sorry. I meant to call, but I got home late, and by the time I got my clothes ready for today, it was after eleven.”

      His brows furrow. “Why’re they making you work so late?”

      “It was Jason’s first day, too, and they wanted me to show him around. Mr. Augustino told me I might have to work occasional nights when he hired me.”

      “But your first day.” Mami clucks with disapproval, which doesn’t surprise me. If they’d had their way, I never would’ve gone to college or done anything other than work at the family business. I know they’re proud of all I’ve accomplished but disappointed at the same time that I chose a different path from the one they had planned for me.

      “What looks good to you, Jason?” Dad asks.

      “All of it. What do you recommend?”

      “How about a sampler with a little of everything?”

      “Including Cuban?” I ask him, raising a brow.

      “Of course.” He feigns offense that I’d even ask. I roll my eyes at him, letting him know I don’t buy his act. I wouldn’t put it past him to bring only Italian the way my mother would bring only Cuban. Like their mothers, they’re nothing if not territorial that way.

      “A sampler sounds perfect,” Jason says. “Thank you.”

      Dad goes into the kitchen to give orders to both chefs, and yes, we have executive chefs for both sides of the house, while Jason takes in the signed photos of my parents with various celebrities that line the walls. Everyone from Frank Sinatra to Taylor Swift has come through our doors at one time or another. Giordino’s is rated a “must-see” on most of the Miami-area tour sites, and we see a steady stream of tourists along with our local regulars.

      “Eva Perez said you were playing dominoes in the park this morning,” Mami says with fake nonchalance. She’s gone behind the bar to wipe the gleaming surface.

      Honestly, I can’t make this shit up. This is my life. “We stopped by because Jason wants to get to know his new town, and I thought he’d enjoy learning to play.”

      “She said you took photos.”

      “Yes, for his social media.”

      “Maria said you asked about him working at the free clinic.”

      I sigh to myself because God forbid she should hear me sigh at something she says.

      “Allow me to explain,” Jason says.

      I want to throw myself in front of that, but before I can stop him, he’s telling her the whole story of what happened in New York and how I’m helping him restore his reputation and hopefully get approved by the board at Miami-Dade.

      My mother hangs on his every word, her mouth hanging open in shock when he gets to the part about what Ginger did to him. About halfway through the retelling, my father returns and is equally interested. I’m not sure if I’m watching a slow-moving disaster or a smart move on his part.

      “What kind of woman does that to someone?” Mami is outraged on his behalf.

      Her outrage is a relief to me. I don’t want her to dislike Jason because of what happened. And besides, it’s probably best that he told them himself since they’d be Googling him two seconds after we leave. The four of them are in love with their iPhones and their emojis.

      “This is a significant assignment you were assigned, Dulcíta.”

      Jason glances at me, eyebrow raised. “Dulcíta?”

      “Sweetie,” my mother tells him. “It’s what I’ve always called her.”

      “She is very sweet.”

      He laughs anyway at my mortification. And here I thought I liked him. When I look up, my mother is giving me a curious look, as if she just put together the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle in the span of a second. That’s my mother, for you. Nothing gets by her.

      “Where are you from originally, Jason?” Mami asks.

      “Outside of Milwaukee.”

      “Where do your people come from?”

      Jason glances at me.

      “Nationality.” My family is always interested in where other people are from.

      “Oh, um, English, Irish and Dutch.”

      “Do you have siblings?”

      “I have a younger brother.”

      “And what do your parents do?”

      “Mami! This is lunch, not an inquisition.” I feel like I should put a stop to this, even though she’s posing questions I’d like to ask.

      “It’s fine, Dulcíta.” Jason winks at me as I scowl at him. He’s not allowed to call me that, but he doesn’t seem to care. “My mom is a doctor, and my dad is an attorney.”

      “Oh my.” My mother has always been impressed by people with fancy educations, although as my dad frequently tells her, fancy educations don’t necessarily equal fancy people. He likes to give her examples of people we know who have all the education in the world but don’t know enough to come in out of the rain, as he puts it. “They must be very proud of you.”

      “They were until things blew up in New York.”

      “That wasn’t your fault.”

      He shrugs, seeming a little defeated. “People don’t believe I didn’t know who she was. She didn’t change her name when she got married, so how was I supposed to connect her to the board chair? And it never occurred to me that I should Google this fabulous new woman I’d met who seemed so genuine. That’s on me.”

      “It’s not your fault.” Mami reaches across the bar to place her hand over his. “It’s her fault. She set out to use you without a care in the world to the damage it would do to you. I’m very sorry that happened to you.”

      “Thank you.”

      He’s wallowing in the maternal vibes my mother is putting out. She mothers everyone, like a woman meant to have ten children, not just one, and like so many others before him, Jason is powerless to resist her. Tony adored her and told her all his problems. I had to plead with him not to share everything that went on between us with my mother!

      Let me tell you—it wasn’t easy being a rebellious teen when all my friends were telling me how amazing my mother was and that I ought to be nicer to her. Talk about frustrating.

      The pager on my dad’s belt vibrates to let him know food is ready in the kitchen. He goes to get it and returns with two platters that he puts down in front of us. “Cuban on the left. Italian on the right.”

      “It’s never the opposite here,” I tell Jason. “Ever.”

      “Good to know. I wouldn’t want to mess that up.”

      “Don’t worry,” Mami says, “we won’t let you make that mistake.”

      “Give me a tour of what we’ve got here.”

      I point to the basket of confections that Dad brought along with our food. “Croquetas, pastelitos and bocaditos. On the platter, there’s arroz con pollo, which is rice and chicken, and arroz con habichuelas negras, or rice and black beans. That’s ropa vieja, shredded beef in tomato sauce. Ropa vieja translates to old clothes, but don’t let that stop you from trying it. It’s one of my favorites. We’ve also got tostones, which are plantains, and yuca hervida, or boiled yuca. On the Italian side, there’s manicotti, which is what we’re known for, as well as eggplant parm, frito misto and a sausage and broccoli rabe frittata.”

      “I hope you provide to-go containers because this is enough for three meals.”

      “We’ll pack it up for you, mijo,” Mami says. “Don’t worry.”

      I’m stricken by her use of the word mijo. That's what she called Tony, the slang term for mi hijo, or my child.

      She immediately realizes what she did and sends me a beseeching look, as if she’s asking me to forgive her. I do. Of course, I do, but hearing that term for the first time in five years hits me like a shot to the heart.

      Jason doesn’t notice, which is just as well. He’s too busy trying bites of everything. His moans of pleasure zing through me like live wires attached to all my most important parts as I try to get a few bites down.

      Needing something to do, I get out my phone, go around the bar and take photos of him sampling—and enjoying—traditional Cuban and Italian food.

      “This is the best meal I’ve ever had in my entire life,” he declares when he’s put a sizeable dent in both platters.

      My parents beam with happiness. He couldn’t pay them a higher compliment. They love nothing more than feeding people to the point of explosion.

      “How about dessert?” Dad asks.

      Before we can reply, the front door swings open with a crash as my grandmothers come in, fighting like angry cats, per usual.

      Abuela is fussing with her hair, which looks lovely as always. “It’s too short. I told her not to cut it so short, but she didn’t listen. Leave it to you, coño, to take me to a hairdresser who doesn’t speak English or Español.”

      “She speaks perfect English and Spanish, and unlike your blind-as-a-bat lady, she can see what she’s doing!”

      “If I didn't know better, I’d think you told her —”

      Everything stops when Abuela notices me sitting at the bar.

      With a man.

      Nona glances our way to see what Abuela is looking at, and that quickly, their argument is forgotten.

      They have much better things to do than fight about hair when I’m sitting at the bar. With a man.

      “Incoming,” I mutter to Jason.
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      Descending upon us like locusts, they hug and kiss me like they haven’t seen me in weeks, bringing clouds of Chanel and Dior perfume with them. They’re the scents of home to me. Abuela is petite and delicate, her snow-white hair perfectly coifed after her trip to the salon. Thankfully, the blue seems to be gone. At nearly seventy-five, her face is unlined, her makeup flawless. I’ve never once seen her looking anything other than stunning, even first thing in the morning.

      Nona towers over her and is twice as wide, and much to Abuela’s dismay, Nona’s hair has remained stubbornly dark with only a few gray hairs to indicate she too will soon be seventy-six. Nona doesn’t give a rat’s ass about makeup or what she’s wearing or any of the things Abuela obsesses over. They couldn’t be more opposite if they tried to be, and they put a hell of an effort into being as different from each other as they can be.

      They have one all-consuming thing in common, however.

      Me.

      I jump in before they can start asking questions. “Nona, Abuela, this is Doctor Jason Northrup, one of my new colleagues at Miami-Dade. Jason, these lovely ladies are my grandmothers, Marlene and Livia, but almost everyone calls them Abuela and Nona.”

      He stands and shakes both their hands, looking them in the eye when he tells them it’s so lovely to meet them both.

      I’m unreasonably proud of him.

      “A doctor,” Nona says. “How lovely. What kind of doctor are you?”

      “A neurosurgeon.”

      Abuela gasps. “Like Patrick—”

      “—Dempsey.” Nona completes Abuela’s sentence as usual. Abuela can never remember names. Faces, yes, but she’s awful with names. That’s why she calls our customers Mami and Papi. It’s easier than remembering their names.

      “Yes, just like him,” I reply, “only Jason is an actual brain surgeon.”

      Abuela directs a shrewd glance my way. “Jason is, is he?”

      I realize my mistake the second I make it, but it’s too late to take it back.

      “I’m so happy you’re already making such amiguitos at work, Carmen.” What she lacks in memory she doesn’t make up for in tact. Amiguitos means good friends, in a sort of flirtatious sense.

      Abuela is bowled over by his handsome face as much as his curriculum vitae, not to mention he’s here with me. She’s going to dine out on this for weeks. Her granddaughter brought a neurosurgeon into the restaurant, a real live neurosurgeon.

      “My boss asked me to show Dr. Northrup around since he’s new to the area and needed help getting acclimated.”

      “You’ve come to the right place, Dr. Northrup,” Nona says. “We can teach you everything you need to know about the Miami area.”

      “That’s very kind of you, ma’am. Carmen is doing an excellent job of showing me around.”

      “Is she now?” Abuela’s laser-beam gaze delves inside me to root around for the real story.

      I put up my mental block and give her nothing. “We should get going.” I hope I’ll be able to extricate him from their clutches.

      Before we can move, my cousin Maria comes in wearing pink scrubs with cartoon babies all over them. She has my build, height and coloring, but her hair is longer and curlier than mine. People often mistake us for sisters. She smoothly navigates the grandmothers to kiss my cheek. “Heard you were here.”

      “How is that possible?” Jason asks under his breath.

      “It’s better not to ask. Dr. Jason Northrup, my cousin Maria Giordino. Maria, Dr. Northrup.”

      “Jason,” he says.

      My grandmothers begrudgingly step aside so Jason and Maria can shake hands.

      “Good to meet you.” Maria gives me a side-eyed glance that conveys an entire conversation that would go something like this if we were alone: Her: Are you for real right now? This guy is freaking hot. Me: Is he? I hadn’t noticed. Her: Whatever. My ass, you didn’t notice. “I hear you might be looking for a volunteer gig.”

      “You heard correctly, and it’s nice to meet you, too.”

      “I come bearing good news. The clinic would love to have your services beginning tomorrow if you’re available.”

      He glances at me.

      “He’s available, on one condition.”

      “What’s that?”

      “We can take photographs of him at work.”

      “No patient faces online without signed releases.”

      “Done.”

      Maria smiles at Jason. “You’re hired.”

      “That’s great. Thank you so much.”

      “We’re delighted to have you.”

      “I thought you said you’re a neurosurgeon,” Abuela says. “What’re you doing working in Maria’s free clinic?”

      “Community outreach,” I quickly reply for him. “The hospital requires it.”

      “That’s a wonderful gesture,” Nona says.

      He’s won her over forever by giving his time to the needy. My dad gripes about how much food she donates to the numerous causes she’s involved with, but even he respects how much of herself she and Abuela give to others.

      “You want lunch, sweetheart?” Dad asks Maria.

      “A house salad with chicken to go would be great, Uncle V.”

      “Coming right up.”

      “What time and where tomorrow?” Jason asked Maria.

      “Is nine okay?”

      “Works for me.”

      “I’ll bring you so I can take photos,” I tell him.

      “Sounds good. Thanks to both of you.”

      “Thank you. My boss couldn’t say yes fast enough when I told her about your offer. I would’ve had an answer for you sooner, but she was in meetings all day with the finance people, which usually puts her in a foul mood.”

      “Does the clinic need money again, honey?” Nona asks.

      “I’m not sure what’s going on, but I’ll let you know.”

      “We can do another spaghetti dinner,” Nona says. “Just say the word.”

      “Thank you.” Maria kisses Nona’s cheek and then Abuela’s. She’s like a third grandmother to Maria. That’s one thing to adore about my grandmothers’ odd relationship. They love each other’s grandchildren like their own.

      My dad has packed up all the leftovers for Jason, and judging by the size of the bag he presents, I assume he’s added enough for a few additional meals, too.

      “Thank you, Daddy.”

      “Anything for you, love.”

      Jason reaches for his wallet.

      “You’ll insult us if you try to pay.” Dad affects a comically stern tone. “It’s our pleasure to welcome our daughter’s colleague to Miami and our humble establishment.”

      Jason leans across the bar to shake my father’s hand. “Thank you so much for your hospitality, Vincent. It’s been such a pleasure to meet you all.”

      “Likewise,” Abuela says. “I hope we’ll see you back here very soon. You should come for Sunday brunch.” The calculating look she gives me lets me know she’s trying to help me, whether I want her help or not.

      “I’d love to.”

      “Wonderful. Carmen will give you the details, and we’ll see you then.” She crooks her finger to get him to come down to her so she can kiss his cheek.

      Then Nona hugs and kisses him while my mother waits for her turn.

      I nudge him to get him moving for the door before they think of something else they need to tell him or ask him.

      “Call me later, Carmen,” Mami says as the door closes behind us.

      “So. That’s my family.”

      “I have so many questions.”

      As we walk toward his car, I laugh as hard as I’ve laughed in years.

      
        
        JASON

      

      

      She has no idea how adorable she is, which only makes her more so. Seeing her with her family has added an intriguing layer to my impressions of her. I’m full of curiosity about the family dynamics.

      “Abuela is your mother’s mother, right?” I ask when we’re back in the car.

      “Yes, she left Cuba when she was about ten. Nona’s family came to New York, originally, when she was two, so too young to remember much about it. Abuela, on the other hand, remembers everything about leaving Cuba. It was very traumatic for her and her entire family, especially after they lost her father.”

      “What happened to him?”

      “My great-grandfather had infiltrated Batista’s administration as part of the revolutionary effort to overthrow his corrupt government. Batista was the president in the chaotic time before Castro came to power. When they caught my great-grandfather, they executed him.”

      “Oh my God.”

      “Sadly, this happened a month before Batista fled the country. One of my great-grandfather’s friends came to the house and told Abuela’s mother they had to get out immediately. He got them on a flight leaving for Miami that afternoon. Her mother escaped with five children and nothing more than the clothes on their backs. They went from being wealthy, prominent citizens of Havana to living in a new country where they didn’t speak the language, with few resources available to them.”

      “What a shock that must’ve been.”

      “From what I’ve heard, my great-grandmother never truly recovered from losing her husband, home and country all in the same day. Abuela and her older sister helped to raise their younger siblings while their mother worked long hours at a dry cleaner to put food on the table in the cramped apartment where they all lived. The saving grace, if you can call it that, was the community of exiled Cubans who ended up here.”

      “It must’ve helped to have others from Cuba close by.”

      “It was a mixed bag for them. The wealthy people they’d known in Havana shunned them here. Many wealthy people had supported Batista and disapproved of men like my great-grandfather, who sought to undermine him. They knew he was corrupt, but their way of life flourished under his administration. My great-grandmother was a heroine among lower-class Cubans who came to Miami. They admired what her husband tried to do. Within the exiled Cuban community, Abuela and her siblings are revered because of their father’s sacrifice. Fun fact—I was named after my great-grandmother Carmen.”

      “What an amazing story.”

      “When the U.S. government eased travel restrictions a few years back, my parents took Abuela and her older sister to Havana. My parents said Havana is like the place time forgot. They’re still driving cars from the fifties and have hardly any of the modern conveniences we take for granted here. They were supposed to be there for a week but came back after only two days. Abuela and her sister couldn’t bear to be there. The memories were too painful.”

      “That’s so sad.”

      “She said the trip provided closure for them. That’s all she said about it. Since then, she’s asked us to speak to her in English more than Spanish so she can continue to improve her English. It’s like she understands she’s never going home.”

      “You’d never know she’s experienced such heartache.”

      “She hides it well. Despite all she’s endured, she’s still one of the most optimistic, joyful people I’ve ever known.”

      “I’ll confess to not knowing much about Cuban history, beyond what we hear in the news about people trying to escape to the U.S. by boat.”

      “We only hear about that when it goes badly, and people die. The history of the revolution is fascinating. We studied it in school.”

      “Whereas we studied the Cuban Missile Crisis in high school, but otherwise, I don’t remember learning much else. You said your Nona is from New York?”

      “Right. Nona’s family moved to Miami from Brooklyn when she was a teenager, so she’s a New Yorker at heart. She gets back there as often as she can, especially now that two of my cousins live there. We joke that she gives them twenty-four-hour notice that Nona is coming to town, and they have to spend the entire time cleaning their apartment to make it ready for her.”

      I laugh at the image she paints of two young New Yorkers scrambling to prepare for their beloved but exacting grandmother’s arrival. “Thank you for sharing them with me. That was the most enjoyable and delicious meal I’ve had in a long time.” I glance at the restaurant. “Are they talking about us in there?”

      “Oh hell yes,” she says, laughing. “I made a critical error when I called you Jason in front of them.”

      “How so?”

      “You must’ve missed the calculating look that Abuela gave me. I swear that woman can see inside me sometimes. Me calling you by your first name indicates familiarity, and she homed right in on that.”

      “Our generation is far less formal than theirs.”

      “True, but she sees far more than I want her to. She always has. My mother is the same way.”

      I turn toward her, more intrigued by her with every minute I spend with her. “What do you suppose they saw today?”

      Carmen rolls her lip between her teeth as she studies me intently.

      I begin to worry that I have sauce on my face or spinach in my teeth, but I can’t look away from her to check.

      “They saw that I’m interested in a man for the first time since I lost Tony.”

      Her confession touches the deepest part of me, and I lean toward her, needing to kiss those sweet lips.

      She casts a wary glance at the restaurant. “Not here.”

      I bite back a groan. “Where do you want to go?”

      “Let’s take a ride out to the beach.”

      I pull into traffic, and she directs me to the freeway where we head south toward Miami Beach. While I drive, she fiddles with the radio until she lands on a station playing classic rock.

      She turns up the volume on Hot Blooded, and when she catches me watching her, she smiles. “I grew up on classic rock. It was all my dad wanted to listen to at home and in the car.”

      “I’m a classic rock kinda guy myself. What’s your favorite band?” If we talk about music, I won’t think about how I almost kissed her, right? Will she let me kiss her when we get to the beach? God, I hope so. I’m dying to kiss her.

      “It’s a toss-up between Fleetwood Mac and the Eagles.”

      “Two of my top three.”

      “What’s the third one?” she asks.

      “The Stones. I saw them last year in New York. It was a dream come true.”

      “I can’t believe the way Mick prances around the stage in his seventies.”

      “I know, and even after having heart surgery, he’s still at it. Have you seen them?”

      “Not yet, but I’d love to.”

      I file away that information for future reference. “Who else have you seen?”

      “The Eagles came to Miami last year. They were so good. Glenn Frey’s son Deacon is touring with them now, and he was awesome.”

      “I heard about that. Who else are you dying to see?”

      We talk about music and bands and shows we’ve seen as we make our way out to the beach. It’s a welcome distraction after what she confessed to me. I want to kiss her and hold her and spend more time with her. If you’d have told me I’d be having those thoughts so soon after the disaster with Ginger, I would’ve laughed. But that was before I knew Carmen Giordino existed in this world.

      While I drive, she works on her phone, posting the photos she took of me at the restaurant, enjoying authentic Cuban and Italian food at Giordino’s. Traffic is slow, which is how I manage to catch her frowning as her fingers fly over the screen. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.”

      Her tense posture and expression say otherwise. “Tell me.”

      “Just some asshole comments on the photos from earlier.”

      My heart sinks. “What kind of comments?”

      “Bringing up the shit from New York, but don’t worry about it. I deleted the comments and blocked the accounts.”

      I’m disheartened to hear that the bullshit followed me south, but what did I expect? “In the digital age, you can run, but you cannot hide.”

      “Don’t sweat it. We’ll keep adding to the narrative, and over time we’ll make people forget about what happened in New York.”

      I wish I were as convinced as she is that people will forget such a juicy scandal.

      Carmen takes a call from her cousin, Maria. “Hey, what’s up?”

      I can hear Maria’s side of the conversation, too. “I had a thought about your project,” Maria says.

      I assume that means me.

      “What’s that?”

      “Remember my friend Desiree from high school?”

      “Oh, she works for NBC6 now, right?”

      “Yep. I could hit her up about doing a feature story on the pediatric neurosurgeon who offered to work pro bono at the clinic so he could get to know his new city.”

      Courting attention for my work is contrary to my nature, but I’m aware it’s going to be necessary if I have any prayer of repairing my reputation. I nod, giving her my reluctant approval.

      “That’d be awesome, Mar. Have her call me if she’s interested?”

      “Will do.”

      “Thank you for this.”

      “Thank you for pimping out your doctor to us.”

      We both laugh at her use of the word “pimp” to describe Carmen’s role.

      “My pleasure,” Carmen says. “Let me know what Desiree says.”

      “Will do. Later.”

      “If we can pull off TV coverage, that’d be amazing.”

      “Yeah.” I grip the wheel tighter, my gaze fixed on the road.

      “You don’t think so?”

      “I do. Of course, I do. It’s just… In my normal life, courting that kind of attention for a volunteer gig would be unheard of.”

      “I have no doubt your humility will come through in an interview, or I’d never agree to let you do it. People will love you for stepping up for the less fortunate in the community you hope to call home. It’s a great story.”

      “It’s a better story when it’s someone else on the camera.”

      “You’ll be a star.”

      “Great,” he says, grimacing. “Will they dig up all the crap in New York?”

      “I’ll do what I can to make sure that doesn’t happen. I know Desiree through Maria. I can talk to her about what we’re trying to do here.”

      “Is it always going to follow me? Will it be the opening line in my obit?”

      “You’ve got a lot of years left to do amazing things that’ll push that further down on the list.”

      She makes me feel optimistic when I’ve had no reason to for weeks.

      “If you get to do the interview, you should talk about your tumor research and how close you are to a breakthrough. That’s the kind of thing that’ll resonate with regular people. Everyone knows someone who’s battling a serious illness, and it helps to remind people that dedicated doctors are working on these challenges.”

      I hang on her every word, soaking up her insight and wisdom. “You make me believe we might just pull this off.”

      “Stick with me, kid.”
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      I love the adorably cocky grin she flashes my way. I love that she’s fully embraced my situation and made it hers. She makes me feel less alone with my problems than I was before I met her.

      “Park over there.” She points to a public lot as she gets busy on her phone again.

      After I pull into a space, I start to read the sign about paying through an app.

      “What’s the deal with paying at this lot?”

      “It’s all done on an app. I took care of it. I’ll set you up with the app on your phone. You’ll need it to park around here.”

      “You’re helpful to have around.”

      “Why, thank you. Let’s walk.”

      We stash her purse in the trunk before she leads the way to a boardwalk that runs the length of Miami Beach.

      “My parents honeymooned here in the early eighties,” I tell her.

      “Where did they stay? Do you know?”

      “The Fountainbleau, I think.”

      “Let’s go check it out. It’s changed a lot since they remodeled it. I don’t love it. I liked how it looked before when it was more in keeping with the art deco feel of Miami and Miami Beach. Now it just looks like every other modern, sophisticated hotel. But it’s still a cool spot to grab a drink and people watch.”

      To our left are dunes and lush vegetation that block our view of the beach on the other side. I catch bits and pieces of the ocean as we make our way to the pool deck of the Fountainbleau, which is hopping with young people. Skimpy bikinis are everywhere I look, not that I want to look at any woman other than Carmen.

      I’m captivated, especially since she admitted that she’s equally attracted to me. The nightmare with Ginger might’ve never happened, for all it matters to me now that I’ve met Carmen and managed to catch her interest.

      I understand it’s a big deal for her to admit that she’s attracted to me. I’m honored and humbled to be spending this time with her. We take seats at a bar called Glow, located in the middle of the action at the vast network of pools and bars. Dance music plays loudly—too loudly for my liking—over speakers positioned for maximum coverage.

      One of six bartenders puts drink and food menus in front of us. I peruse the offerings, noting the prices are in line with what I’d expect to see in Manhattan. “I can’t picture my parents here.”

      “It was nothing like this when they were here. When I was younger, my parents would take one Sunday a month off work, and we’d play tourist in our hometown. We’d take turns picking what we were going to do, and my mother always wanted to come out to the beach. We’d have lunch here and play in the pool. They had this cool winding slide that was one of my favorite things to do. After a while, we’d end up at the beach, playing in the surf. Those were some of my favorite days.”

      She catches herself and offers the shy smile I’m becoming addicted to. “Sorry. Don’t mean to ramble on.”

      “You’re not rambling. I like hearing your stories.”

      She orders a Miami Heat, made with Bacardi Limón, passion fruit purée, Tropical Red Bull and jalapeño while I go with a Preacher Man, made with Four Roses bourbon, lime juice, simple syrup and ginger beer.

      “Let me get a picture of you enjoying the local flavor.” She holds up her phone and takes several pictures of me mugging with the fancy drink, and then taps away at her phone to post it.

      “What did you say with that one?”

      “Enjoying the local flavor at the Fountainbleau.”

      “Any more snarky comments?”

      She scans her screen for a minute, her brows furrowing as she taps away at her screen. “Nothing to worry about.”

      That means yes, so I decide to change the subject. “If I drank Tropical Red Bull, I’d be up for two days.”

      She laughs. “Nothing keeps me awake. When I’m done, I’m done. I fall over and crash. My cousins make fun of me because I can’t ‘hang’ with the rest of them at night. I make it until about eleven on a good night. I’ve always been that way. They call me Abuela.”

      “That’s cute.”

      “No, it isn’t! At my age, I’m supposed to be partying the night away, not sleeping like a toddler having a growth spurt.”

      I lose it laughing at the indignant way she says that. She’s so damned adorable. Everything new I learn about her only makes me like her more. And the more I learn, the more I want to know. I stir my drink with the paper straw and take a sip of the tasty concoction. “I can’t stop thinking about the story you told me about your great-grandmother escaping Cuba with five children and nothing but the clothes on their backs.”

      “I’ve heard that story all my life, and it still gives me goosebumps.”

      “I can see why. Did she ever remarry?”

      “She did, about ten years later. She married a man fifteen years older who’d never been married. He owned a chain of car dealerships in south Florida and adored her and her children. Treated them like his own.”

      “That’s great.” This story moves me for reasons I can’t begin to fathom.

      “By all accounts, it was a good marriage, but Abuela would tell you her mother never got over the sudden, violent loss of her first husband.”

      “How would you get over something like that?”

      “You don’t. You learn to live with it, but you never get over it.”

      I tip my head to study her more intently. “Are we still talking about your great-grandmother?”

      Her slight smile conveys a world of understanding. “Grief is an extraordinary journey, and no two people follow the same path. I’d heard the story of what happened to my great-grandfather all my life, but until I lost Tony, I didn’t get it, you know?”

      “No, I don’t know, but I hear what you’re saying. It gave you perspective.”

      “Yes, exactly. Then compound the loss by having to leave your home and your country while consoling five grief-stricken children in a country where you don’t speak the language or have a source of income or a place to live, and you wonder how she survived. Her struggles make mine look simple by comparison.”

      “And yet there was nothing simple about it.”

      “No, there wasn’t. There still isn’t. It’s like this ache that just stays with you. Even on great days like this one has been, the ache is always there. It becomes a part of who you are now.”

      I take her hand, link our fingers and look into her beautiful brown eyes. “I think who you are now is every bit as admirable as who your great-grandmother was.”

      “That’s nice of you to say, but I’d never compare my loss to hers.”

      “I have to believe she’d be proud of the way you’ve put your life back together and figured out a new path for yourself, the same way she did.”

      “I’d like to think she would be.”

      “How could she not be? You’re an impressive young woman, Carmen.”

      “That’s high praise coming from a brain surgeon.”

      “Don’t do that. Don’t use my accomplishments to diminish yours. I’ve never been through anything remotely close to what happened to you. I’m allowed to think you’re impressive for the way you’ve survived it.”

      “Thanks,” she says as amusement overtakes her expression. “It does mean a lot coming from a brain surgeon.”

      I smile and roll my eyes at her. “This music is annoying me. Let’s go find somewhere quieter.” I hand over my credit card to the bartender, who runs it through and returns it to me. After I sign the slip, we walk inside the hotel, where she shows me photos of how it looked when my parents were here.

      “That seems more their speed than the jet-set vibe it has now. I saw a sign for luxury car rentals. Want to rent a Lambo?”

      “Nah, my friend has a Porsche. What do I need with a Lambo?”

      Laughing, I put my arm around her as we walk through the fancy, upscale contemporary hotel to the exit that leads to the beach. We kick off our shoes and walk along the water’s edge. It’s a warm, sunny late afternoon, and I feel a sense of peace come over me that reminds me of before scandal exploded my life. Not that I had a lot of peace or quiet in that fast-paced life, but it suited me.

      Carmen’s hand brushes against mine, and I take hold of it, wanting to touch her now that she’s let me know I’m welcome to. After a long walk down the beach, we find a place to sit and watch the sunset.

      “Let me get a picture of you on the beach,” she says. “Give me pensive and contemplative.”

      I make faces that have her laughing before I get serious and give her what she needs.

      When she’s seated beside me on the sand, I can’t wait any longer to address what she shared with me outside her family’s restaurant. “What you said before… I want you to know, it means so much to me.”

      “Ever since Tony died, I’ve wondered if that was it for me. If he was it, and after a couple of years, I decided if that was it, I was lucky, you know? Some people never get what I had with him.”

      “I’ve never had it.”

      “I thought I was greedy to hope it might happen again. But the downside is that once you’ve experienced the real thing, it’s hard to settle for anything less.” She laughs and looks away. “I don’t mean to be making this into some big heavy thing the day after we met. It’s just that there hasn’t been anyone else who truly interested me, so I’m glad to know I can still feel that. I don’t want you to think I’m turning this into something—”

      I kiss her because I can’t wait for another second to do what I’ve wanted almost since I first saw her. I take it slow and easy, holding back to give her time to catch up, fully aware that this may be the most important first kiss of my life. Raising my hand to her face, I wait for her to join the party, and when she does…

      Holy shit.

      The kiss goes from sweet to hot as hell in a second. Her hand curls around my neck, and her tongue connects with mine. Dear God, she’s adorable and sexy and intelligent, and I can’t find the words I need to describe what it’s like to kiss her, to touch her, to breathe in the rich, fragrant scent of her hair as the warm breeze washes over us.

      We kiss for a long time, our bodies straining to get closer. I only pull back from her when I begin to worry about us getting arrested—again. Kissing her is almost worth the risk, but I don’t think she’d agree.

      “I feel it, too,” I whisper against her lips. “In case you were wondering.”

      Her nervous laughter is the best thing I’ve ever heard. “I don’t do stuff like this.”

      “Stuff like what?” I shift my attention to her neck, which is every bit as appealing as her lips.

      She shivers and buries her fingers in my hair. “Make out like a teenager on Miami Beach.”

      I’m unbearably aroused by her, so much so that I feel even the most innocent of caresses everywhere. “You should do it more often.”

      “Spoken like the devil himself, leading me astray.”

      Smiling, I lean my forehead against hers, counting backward from one hundred as I remind myself to go slow with her, to respect what she’s been through. It’s a far bigger deal for her to start whatever this is between us than it’ll ever be for me.

      She blinks and seems to realize quite a bit of time has gone by since we first sat in the sand. “We should go. It’s not the best idea to be out here after dark.”

      I stand, brush the sand off my shorts and reach out a hand to help her up, releasing it only long enough to deal with the sand on her clothes.

      We reach for each other at the exact moment and then share a smile at how silly we are, two grown adults acting like teenagers in the throes of first romance. But that’s how it feels, to me at least. There’s an innocence about it, a throwback to a simpler time, maybe because I have to be so careful with her.

      I might suggest we find the nearest horizontal surface after a make-out session of such epic proportions with any other woman. But this woman is special. She’s had her heart shattered into a million pieces and managed to put her life back together. Nothing more will happen between us until she says so.

      We ride back to my hotel in companionable silence. I’m not ready for our day together to end, but I need to proceed with caution so I don’t scare her off by wanting her too much. It’s amazing to me that Ginger might never have happened for all I care about her since meeting Carmen, who has more substance and integrity in her little finger than Ginger had in her whole body.

      With hindsight, I’m ashamed of the way Ginger deceived me. She blew me away with how she looked and how she wanted me so fiercely in bed. I wonder now if even that was part of her ploy, to pretend to be so wildly attracted to me that I’d lose my mind over her, which is what happened. I was so deeply in her thrall that I didn’t even realize someone else was in the room watching us until it was far too late.

      I shudder, remembering the horror of that moment and all the ones that followed as the story blew up into a scandal within hours of the husband I hadn’t known she had discovering us naked in his bedroom. Learning he was the chairman of the board at my hospital only made it that much more horrific, especially when I was called into the president’s office and asked to relocate.

      “What’re you thinking about?”

      Carmen’s question interrupts the disturbing path my thoughts have taken, reliving the nightmare I’d much rather forget than ever think about again. “Nothing.”

      “If it’s nothing, then why is your whole body tense?”

      “I was thinking about things I’d be better off forgetting.”

      “Ah, I see. Don’t you wish you could flip a switch and not think about that anymore?”

      “More than anything.”

      “You’re the brain surgeon. You should know where to find that switch.”

      When I find myself laughing, I realize how quickly she defused my tension and got me thinking about other things, such as when I might get to kiss her again. “Maybe you’re the switch.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re doing an excellent job of making me forget something I thought I’d never stop thinking about.”

      “I’m not doing that good of a job if you were thinking about it just now.”

      “I was only thinking about how if that hadn’t happened, I wouldn’t have met you. That would’ve been truly unfortunate.”

      “I’m sorry you went through what you did, but I’m glad you landed in my city and that we had the chance to meet.”

      I reach for her hand and hold on to her on the ride back to my hotel. When we arrive, I let go for now.

      When we’re standing outside of my car, I notice she seems reluctant to leave. “I’ll be by around eight-thirty, okay?”

      “I’ll be here. Take some of these leftovers.”

      She takes a few of the containers her parents packed up for us. They’d included one of those plastic ice packs to keep them cool.

      “Don’t get coffee in the morning. I’ll take you to my ventanita for cortadito, which is Cuban espresso topped with steamed milk.”

      “Okay…”

      “Trust me. You’ll love it.”

      I place my hands on her hips, bringing her closer to me. “I have no doubt. Today was fantastic. Thank you for sharing your family, your restaurant, your hometown, yourself with me.” I kiss her gently, or that was the plan anyway until she winds her arms around my neck and kisses me back with all the desire and need I feel for her.

      Pulling away from her is one of the hardest things I’ve ever done. I want to take her by the hand and bring her with me when I go inside. But more than that, I want to do the right thing for her. So I walk her to the car and hold the door while she gets in. When she’s settled, I lean in and kiss her one more time.

      “Text me to let me know you got home okay.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “Text me.”

      “If you insist.”

      “I do.” One more kiss and then another. I can’t get enough. I force myself to step back, to let her go, to wave her off as she drives away. I take several deep breaths of the warm, humid air before heading inside the freezing lobby and up to my room, where I immediately turn down the air. There doesn’t seem to be a happy medium when it comes to the temperature in south Florida. I’m either sweltering or freezing.

      Of course, it doesn’t help that she’s got my blood boiling from her sweet kisses.

      I’m stashing leftovers in my mini-fridge when my phone rings. My heart skips a happy beat, hoping it might be Carmen, and then falls just as quickly when I see MOM on the caller ID. I take the call, dreading what I have to tell her. “Hey.”

      “Hey, yourself. What’s happening?”

      Everything. Everything is happening. “Not much. Just getting acclimated to Miami while I wait to see if the board at Miami-Dade is going to extend privileges.” I cringe as I say those words, knowing what her reaction will be.

      “What do you mean waiting for privileges?” My mom is a general practitioner in the Milwaukee area. The proudest day of her life, or so she always says, was my graduation from medical school.

      “Just what I said. The board members aren’t sure they want me after what happened in New York.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      “I wish I was.” One of the most difficult moments in a nightmarish month was calling my mother to tell her what’d happened with Ginger so she wouldn’t hear about it somewhere else. The two of us and my younger brother, Ben, have been a team since my dad left. Disappointing her crushed me. “The board has asked for two weeks to consider the request, and in the meantime, I’m working with one of the hospital’s public relations professionals to change the narrative. She’s helped me land a pro bono gig at a local free clinic and is working on other publicity that we hope will help to sway the board.”

      “Dear God, Jason. How can this be happening? You’re a board-certified pediatric neurosurgeon. They ought to be rolling out the red carpet.”

      “Well, they’re not. I guess they’re afraid I’ll sleep with their wives—or their husbands.”

      “How can you joke about this? Your entire career is on the line.”

      “If I don’t joke, I’ll lose my mind. I know what’s on the line, Mom. I’m doing everything I can to win them over. I’m not sure what else I can do besides hope for the best.”

      “You could apply elsewhere.”

      “And have to abandon my research? I can’t do that. It’s not just about me but everyone else on the team.”

      “This PR professional who’s helping you? She knows what she’s doing?”

      “She’s outstanding.” And brave and intelligent and so beautiful she makes me ache. I can’t say anything like that to my mother, who’ll think I’m insane for getting involved with another woman so soon after what the last one did to me. Hell, I think I’m a little insane, but damned if I can stop this thing that’s happening with Carmen. I don’t want to stop it. Nothing has ever felt as good as being with her does.

      “Check out my new Instagram account.” I give my mom the account name. “Carmen is posting pictures of me getting to know Miami. We’ve got permission from the clinic to post pics of me working there, with patient permission, of course, and there’s a possibility of a local TV interview, too.”

      “The pictures are great. You look happy.”

      “It was a good day. It’s nice to think about something else besides the nightmare in New York.”

      “I’m sure it is.”

      “We’re doing everything we can. I have to believe if it doesn’t work out here, something else will pop.”

      “I hope that bitch in New York is proud of what she did to you. All your years of hard work…”

      “My credentials haven’t changed, Mom. She can’t take that away from me. Someone will want me, scandal or not.”

      “I hope you’re right about that.”

      “Try not to worry. This too shall pass.”

      “I’m glad to hear you sounding better and more optimistic anyway.”

      I have Carmen to thank for the attitude adjustment. She’s giving me a reason to feel optimistic, among other things. “I’m doing what I can to get the train back on the tracks. That’s all I can do.”

      “Keep me posted?”

      “I will. Watch the Instagram account for updates.”

      “I’ll do that. Call me if you need to talk.”

      “Will do. Love you.”

      “Love you, too.”

      I grab a beer from the stash I put in the fridge last night and twist the cap off before sitting down to do something I’ve been avoiding—check my email. I’ve got messages from several of my New York colleagues, all of them deriding the “raw deal” I got from the board and asking me what I’m going to do now.

      “Good question.”

      I write back to each of them, thanking them for their support and telling them the truth—I’m waiting to see if Miami-Dade will extend privileges so I can continue my research. If not, I’ll be looking to start over elsewhere.

      One of the residents working on the tumor project with me writes that she sent messages to each of the board members. She told them they’re crazy to let me get away, especially when we’re on the brink of a significant breakthrough that could bring international prestige to the hospital.

      “I can’t thank you enough for the support, Daniela,” I write in my response to her. “Please don’t risk your neck on my behalf. It is what it is, or at least that’s what I tell myself. I have to believe it’ll work out, and we’ll be back on track before too long. In the meantime, keep monitoring our patients and inputting the data.”

      I scroll through other messages from friends and colleagues before stopping dead on one from Ginger. I didn’t even know she had my email address.

      
        
        Jason,

        I don’t know what to say other than I’m sorry. I know you won’t believe me when I tell you I have genuine feelings for you or I enjoyed every minute we spent together, but both those things are true. I’ve appealed to Howard not to retaliate against you for my sins. I told him you had no idea who I was to him. Everything that happened was my fault, and I hope someday you can forgive me for the mess I made of something so wonderful. I would love nothing more than to have another chance with you, to pick up where we left off and to move forward from here. You have my number. Call me any time.

        With love,

        Ginger

      

      

      I read the message twice, the first time in complete disbelief and the second time with rage boiling inside me. Ginger fucked up my entire life, and she wants me to forgive her for that and pick up where we left off? We “left off” when her husband caught her giving me a blow job. Is she for real? I block her, delete the message and empty the trash so there’s no chance I have to see that bullshit again.

      Disgusted, I get up and step away before I hurl my laptop against a wall. I take the beer with me to the small balcony that adjoins my room and gaze down at the hotel’s pool area, which is still busy even at almost nine o’clock.

      Goddamned Ginger. She had to make it even worse than it already is. After making a total fool of me and costing me my job and sterling reputation, she thinks I might want to get back together? Is she insane?

      If there’s one kernel of good news, it’s that she appealed to her husband on my behalf, not that I think that’ll help. He’s not going to have the man who screwed his wife and humiliated him on his staff. What’s funny, if you want to call it that, is how she fucked with both of us. He and I ought to get together, have a beer and talk about the many ways she did us both wrong. We might even be friends after that, a thought that makes me laugh.

      As if.

      I’d never claim to have been a perfect saint in my dealings with women, but married women were a hard limit for me. Not that good old Howard would ever believe that in light of what I did with his wife. I think about what he saw that night in his bedroom in the Hamptons and cringe. Sex with Ginger was always “energetic,” and that night had been no exception. He’d walked into my bare ass and his moaning wife on her knees as she sucked me off.

      “Ugh.” I down the last of the beer and get another one, wishing I knew the location of that switch Carmen mentioned, the one that could turn off thoughts we no longer want to have. Maybe I should focus my research on figuring out that mystery. It’d be worth billions to people who’d give anything to forget upsetting or painful things.

      I wish I’d never checked my email, even if it had been primarily uplifting with supportive messages from colleagues and friends. I didn’t need to see the nonsense from Ginger, not when I’ve been making progress in trying to move on from that shit show.

      Grabbing my phone, I sit on the bed and open a text to Carmen. Talking to her makes me feel better. Why? Who knows? It just does.

      I stare at the text that said she was safely home for a long time before I type a reply.

      I wish you hadn’t left.

      Send.
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      I’ve just stepped out of the shower when my phone chimes with a text. I wrap my hair in a towel and grab the phone off the bathroom counter.

      Jason.

      My heart does a funny flip-flopping thing that leaves me breathless.

      I wish you hadn’t left.

      What does that mean? Is he saying he wishes I’d stayed and spent the night in his bed? And if so, why does the thought of that make my insides go haywire? My chest feels too small for my heart and lungs, my belly is fluttering, and the hot, tight feeling of desire that’s been missing from my life for five long, lonely years has come roaring back to remind me that while Tony is gone forever, I’m still very much alive.

      And I want this man.

      I receive another text from him.

      Sorry if that’s too blunt. He includes smiley face and red-faced emojis. But it’s true. I wish you were still here.

      Before I can give into my propensity to overthink everything, I respond to him. I wish I was still there, too.

      Really? Do you? <dies>

      I laugh out loud at his silly reply and send the laughing and crown emojis followed by a text. Drama queen.

      No, seriously. Today was just so great. It was an absolutely perfect day, and that’s because of you.

      And you. I enjoyed it too. So much.

      My phone rings, and it’s him, asking to FaceTime with me. I run my fingers through my wet hair and take the call. “If I look frightening, it’s because I had no time to brush my hair.”

      “You couldn’t look frightening if you tried.”

      I swallow hard at the sight of him sitting up in bed, bare-chested with the sheets gathered around his waist. Is he naked under there? I zero in on the golden hair that covers his chest and abdomen, arrowing down toward the sheets. I lick lips that’ve gone dry as I check him out. “You should see me first thing in the morning.” The words are out before I take a second to contemplate what I’m saying.

      He responds with a wolfish grin that melts my panties. Oh wait, I’m not wearing any. Crap. “I’d love to see you first thing in the morning. When would you like to do that?”

      I giggle like a silly girl, which is how he makes me feel. Like I’m once again young with my heart still intact the way it was before tragedy shattered my world and crushed me. I’ve forgotten how it feels to be lighthearted, whole, happy, excited for the future. These emotions wash over me in a tidal wave of awareness. Meeting Jason has brought those things back into my life.

      “I apologize for being inappropriate,” he says, bringing me back to reality.

      “You were joking. I knew that.”

      “Um, well, no, not really. I can’t stop thinking about being with you and kissing you and how amazing that was.”

      “It was pretty amazing.”

      “I’m glad you thought so, too.”

      “I did.”

      “So yeah, not joking about wishing I could see you first thing in the morning, and all the rest of the time, too.”

      He’s so cute and so sexy. I have to stop myself from diving straight off the cliff into whatever this is with him. I have to remember the years I spent in school preparing for my new job. He is my job for the time being, and as much as I want to take that dive, I probably shouldn’t do that right now. Although, after kissing his face off, it’s a little late to be warning myself off him.

      “I know what you’re going to say.”

      I eye him skeptically. “So now you’re a mind reader and a brain surgeon?”

      He laughs, which makes him even sexier if that’s possible. “Yes, they teach us how to read minds in neurosurgery school. It’s part of the first-year curriculum. I think what you were going to say is that we’re working together. This isn’t the time for it to become anything more than that.”

      “They taught you well in neurosurgery school.”

      “Thank you. I am good at what I do. When I’m allowed to do it, that is.”

      The sadness I see and hear from him has my heart going out to him. “Are you getting crazy being away from work?”

      “A little. It’s been years since I went this long without drilling into someone’s skull.”

      I sputter with laughter. “You’re sick.”

      “I know it must seem that way to someone who doesn’t do what I do, but to me, skull drilling is just another day at the office.”

      “It’s an amazing thing to be good at.”

      “I always thought so, too, until I lost it.” He takes a drink from a beer bottle. “I got an email from Ginger.”

      Hearing that, I sit up straighter. “You did? What’d she say?”

      “How sorry she is for everything that happened, that she never intended for my career to be impacted. That’s she’d like another chance with me. Blah, blah, blah.”

      “That’s such bullshit! What did she think would happen when she set you up to be caught naked with her by her husband, who was also your biggest boss?”

      “Easy, tiger.” He flashes that sexy grin that makes me feel powerful and powerless at the same time, and yes, I know that’s as crazy as it sounds. But there you have it.

      “I’m sorry, but I hope you aren’t feeling forgiving toward her.”

      “Not at all. I deleted the email and blocked her, so I never have to hear from her again.”

      “Good.”

      “It felt good.”

      “She never intended to mess up your career. Whatever. She knew what she was doing and didn’t give your promising career a single thought when she launched her insane scheme to get rid of her husband.”

      “You’re very sexy when you’re pissed. Remind me to rile you up more often.”

      “Jason! Stop. I’m dead serious.”

      “I know you are, and it means so much to me to have your support and your friendship and your professional expertise. You have no idea how much.”

      “My professional expertise, such as it is.”

      “You’re doing great, Carmen. Your ideas feel right to me, and even if it doesn’t work to sway the board, it’ll all have been worth it to have met you and to have spent this time with you.”

      I respond with humor rather than the emotion that’s coursing through my veins like an out-of-control freight train that can’t be pushed back into the station no matter how hard I try. Not that I’m trying all that hard. “Especially that time we went to jail.”

      He smiles. “Especially that. We’ll always have jail. In other good news, it seems some of the residents who’ve been working with me on the research have reached out to the board in New York to let them know they’re crazy to let me go, especially when we’re so close to a real breakthrough.”

      “That’s amazing. We need to make sure we get testimonials from some of them. Do you think they’d be willing?”

      “I’m sure they would. Some of them said before I left that they’d put in for transfers here so they could continue the project.”

      “It’d be great to have input from the people you worked the closest with.”

      “I’ll ask them.”

      I can see that it pains him that he needs to make such a request. “Someday in the not too distant future, all of this will seem like a bad dream.”

      “Not all of it has been bad,” he says in a meaningful tone that leaves no doubt he’s referring to me.

      “We have something in common, you and me.”

      “What’s that?”

      “We both thought we had it all figured out until it went to shit.”

      “True. Although your thing was a thousand times worse than mine.”

      “Heartbreak is heartbreak, no matter how it happens.”

      “We’ll have to agree to disagree on that. Losing your young husband the way you did is far worse than what happened to me.”

      “Still, I hate that she did that to you when you’ve worked so hard.”

      “I have to believe it’s going to work out. Even if I can’t practice at Miami-Dade, I’m still a well-qualified physician. It’s not like I’m going to be unable to make a living.”

      “I’m glad you’re feeling more positive about it.”

      “I’m trying. You’ve been a huge help to me, Carmen. Seriously.”

      “It’s been fun. My first week on the new job has been far more interesting than expected.”

      “Especially the time in jail.”

      “The beach was pretty nice, too.”

      “Way better than jail.”

      “Stop talking about jail!”

      “Never,” he says, laughing.

      I’m tired, but I don’t want this conversation to end. I could talk to Jason all night and never get tired of the sound of his voice or the amusing things he says.

      “Hey, Carmen?”

      “Yes?”

      “I want to take you on a real date. Can we do that soon?”

      I ought to say no. I ought to try harder to keep the boundaries between personal and professional in place, but it's too late for such concerns in light of what’s already happened between us. “Sure, that’d be fun.”

      “You had to think about it for a long moment there.”

      “It’s not because I don’t want to go out with you. I’m just concerned about the personal versus professional thing.”

      “I get that. I should be far more concerned about it after Ginger, but this is nothing like that was even before it went bad.”

      “How is it different?”

      “Because you’re you, and that makes everything about this special and unique.”

      “You know how to make a girl all fluttery inside.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Mmm-hmm.”

      “Are you tired?” he asks.

      “A little. You?”

      “I could sleep, but talking to you is more fun.”

      My phone chimes with a new text from my Abuela that I quickly read. I loved meeting your friend Jason today. He seems like a special young man. You don’t like when I interfere, so I’ll only say that you light up around him. Sweet dreams, mi amor. Xoxo

      “What’re you smiling about?”

      “A text from my Abuela. She liked meeting you.”

      “I liked meeting her and the others. You have a great family.”

      “Wait until you meet the rest of them. You may not think so.”

      “I’m sure I will.”

      “Do you come from a big family?”

      “I have a few cousins, but they mostly older than me. I don’t know them very well. It’s pretty much been me, my brother and my mom since my dad left.”

      “You don’t see him at all?”

      “Maybe once or twice a year when he gets to New York. I’d prefer not to see him, but my mom encourages me to do it. She doesn’t want me to have regrets.”

      “She sounds like an amazing person. That she can think that way after he was unfaithful to her.”

      “She’s all about forgiveness, even if we don’t necessarily forget. But it took her a long time to get there after everything happened.”

      “I understand that. I decided to forgive the man who killed Tony because it hurt me more to hate him than it did to forgive him. I won’t forget what he did, but I forgive him.”

      “That’s admirable. I’m not sure I could do that. I’ve barely been able to consider forgiving my father for what he did.”

      “I found out that the man’s family had been evicted from their apartment. He was robbing the store because they were out of formula for his infant daughter, and he was desperate. He’d had issues with police in the past. When he saw Tony in uniform, he panicked. I honestly don’t believe he intended to shoot or kill him.”

      “Wow.”

      “Two lives were ruined that day. When I heard the whole story, I asked the prosecutor to request life in prison for the shooter rather than the death penalty. I didn’t think Tony would approve of me seeking vengeance in this case.”

      “I give you so much credit for being able to think that clearly, at twenty-four, after having lost your husband and best friend so senselessly.”

      “It helped to focus on the details of the case rather than wallowing in grief. Although, I did do plenty of that, too.”

      “I’m so, so sorry that happened to you, sweetheart.”

      His kind words leave a lump in my throat. “Thank you. I miss him, but I accepted a long time ago that I’ll always miss him and love him. That’ll never change.”

      “Of course it won’t. Can I ask you…”

      “What?”

      “It’s none of my business.”

      “It’s okay. You can ask. Aren’t we past the point where my business isn’t your business and vice versa?”

      His low chuckle makes me feel warm all over, my skin prickling with nearly painful awareness of how much I want this man.

      “Carmen, sweetheart…” He sounds pained, and I can’t imagine why. “I like you so much. You have to know that.”

      “Why do I hear a ‘but’ coming?”

      “No buts. I like you. I like you so fucking much it’s not even funny. I like everything about you.”

      “That’s a lot of like.” He’s adorable and sweet and sexy as all hell. “I like you, too.”

      “It’s just… My life is such a ridiculous mess right now, and you haven’t been with anyone since Tony died.”

      “What’s wrong, Jason? Just say it.”

      “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      I lick my lips and note the way his gaze homes in on the movement of my tongue. He doesn’t try to hide the fact that he wants me fiercely, and knowing that empowers me. “I’m a big girl. I can take care of myself.”

      “I know that. You’re the strongest, most courageous person I’ve met in a long time. The last thing in the world I want to do is come sweeping through your life like a brushfire and leave ashes in my wake. I have no idea where I’m going to be two weeks or a month from now. It would kill me if you got hurt because of my mess.”

      My tremendous affection for him grows and multiplies as he shows his concern for me. That puts him light years ahead of the other men I’ve dated since I lost my husband. “I have every reason in the world to stay far away from you. I worked my ass off to land this job, and I’m determined to have this career for as long as I can before I have to take over the restaurant.”

      “I don’t want to do anything to fuck that up for you, sweetheart.”

      “I appreciate that you care. That matters to me. If I’ve learned anything from what I’ve been through, it’s that life is short, and right now is all there is. I like you. I like how I feel when I’m with you—and even when I’m not. For the first time since I lost Tony, I want to know where it might go from here. If you end up somewhere else, I’ll deal with that when it happens.”

      “And your job?”

      “I’m not going to tell anyone that this has become something more than a job. Are you?”

      “Hell, no.”

      “Then it ought to be fine.”

      “Ought to be doesn’t always go the way it ought to.”

      “Trust me, I know.” I try to organize my thoughts into some semblance of sense. “You said today was a great day for you.”

      “It was the best day. Maybe the best day I’ve ever had.”

      “It was the best day I’ve had in five years, Jason. I’m well aware of all the reasons why I need to be careful, but I’m so tired of being careful, of sticking to the sidelines while life goes on without me. I want to live again, not just exist.”

      “Honey, you’re killing me. I want to be there with you so badly it’s taking everything I’ve got to stay put.”

      “I wish you were here, too, but I think we should both take a pause, think about all of this and make a logical decision about where we go from here.”

      “I already know where I want to go from here.”

      I lose my composure and giggle again. I love that he makes me laugh the way I used to before life backhanded me across the face. “I’m serious, Jason.”

      “So am I. I’m as serious about this as I’ve been about anything.”

      “You’re just coming off a major disappointment—”

      “I’ve left her so far behind it’s like she never happened. Finding out she set me up the way she did killed any feelings I had for her. This isn’t a rebound, Carmen. Not even kinda.”

      “My head is spinning a little.”

      “Mine is, too, but it’s the best feeling. Isn’t it?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Get some sleep. Tomorrow is another day. We’ll figure this out.”

      “I’m looking forward to seeing you in doctor mode at the clinic.”

      “I’m looking forward to it, too.”

      “I’ll see you in the morning?”

      “Yes, you will. Go to sleep.”

      “You, too.”

      “Don’t want to let you go.”

      I turn off the light and settle in under the covers, the glow from my phone bright in the darkness of my bedroom.

      He does the same on his end, plunging us both into darkness. “I wish I was in bed with you, holding you and kissing you and other stuff.”

      “What other stuff?” I ask, breathless once again.

      “The good stuff.”

      “It’s been so long for me that I can barely remember the good stuff.”

      He groans loudly. “Stop.”

      “Don’t want to.”

      “Carmen.”

      When I close my eyes, all I can see is the image of him sitting up in bed, with the covers pooled at his waist, sexy man chest on full display. I was better off before I knew his chest looked that good.

      I fall asleep with a smile on my face. When I wake hours later, the first thing I notice is that the connection is still live. I watch him sleep for a long time, wishing he was here next to me.

      I should probably be concerned that I’ve lost all perspective when it comes to Jason. I couldn’t care less about all the reasons why it might be a bad idea to get involved with him from personal and professional standpoints.

      I don’t care about anything other than being with him. That’s so far out of character for me as to be laughable. I always care. I always do the right thing and stay in my lane. I never do anything risky, especially since I lost Tony.

      Two days after meeting Jason, I feel like a new version of myself, and I like this new version a whole lot. If I’ve learned anything from what I’ve been through, it’s that life isn’t a dress rehearsal. We can lose everything at any time, and we need to embrace every minute we have. I haven’t done that the way I should’ve since my world turned upside down.

      I’ll be damned if I’m going to miss out on this chance to live fully.

      Dr. Jason Northrup had better look out. He has no idea that New Carmen will be greeting him in a few short hours, and New Carmen wants him.

      Badly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 14

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CARMEN

      

      

      I dress with him in mind, choosing a sexy wrap dress that reveals more of my breasts than I usually show. It’s perfectly appropriate for what we have planned today, and if it makes me feel sexy, that’s even better. I leave my hair curly and spend extra time on my makeup. In the shower, I shaved everything, just in case.

      I laugh to myself at how ridiculous my thoughts have gotten.

      Only a few days ago, the idea of shaving everything “just in case” would’ve led me to ask, in case of what?

      I’m acutely aware of my heartbeat as well as the sensitive surface of my skin. My nipples are tight and between my legs…

      “Ugh,” I tell my reflection in the mirror. “This is going to be a long freaking day.”

      I receive a text from Maria. I hope your guy is ready for this. There’s a line out the door.

      He’s ready and willing. See you soon.

      I gather my things and am out the door with time to spare so I won’t be late to meet him. Traffic is, as always, a beast. It probably seems worse to me today because it’s standing between me and seeing him, and I’m dying to see him.

      “This is bad.” Maybe if I say it out loud, I can get a handle on this situation before it spins any further out of control. If I had to pinpoint the exact moment I lost control, it would be last night on Miami Beach when I made out with the man my boss assigned me to work with.

      My boss. Shit! I forgot to report to Mr. Augustino last night. I summon Siri and tell her to call the hospital. When I reach the switchboard, I ask for the president’s office.

      “Office of the President, Mona speaking.”

      “Mona, hi, it’s Carmen.”

      “Hello there! How’re you doing?”

      “Doing well.”

      “I love Dr. Northrup’s Instragram account. Have you seen how many followers he already has? The photos of him playing dominoes were so perfect. He’s—”

      “Mona!”

      “Oh, so sorry. What can I do for you, hon?”

      “Could I please speak to Mr. Augustino?”

      “Of course. Just a moment.”

      While I wait on hold and listen to the light rock music playing in the background, I dart through the traffic that stands between me and the source of my obsession. And yes, that’s what he’s become. What other word should I use to describe the man who occupies ninety-eight percent of my thoughts forty-eight hours after I first saw him?

      I’ve about given up on Mona and Mr. Augustino when he comes on the line. “Carmen, good to hear from you. I expected an email from you this morning.”

      “I know, that’s why I’m calling. The WiFi was out in my building last night.” I cringe as the lie rolls off my tongue before I’m even aware I’m going to tell it. I’m headed straight to hell. “I figured I’d call you with my report if that’s all right.”

      “Sure, what’ve you got.”

      I tell him about the Instagram account, Jason playing dominoes with the men in Little Havana, eating at Giordino’s and touring Miami Beach. “Today, he’s seeing patients at the Our Lady of Charity free clinic in Little Havana, and according to my contact there, people are already waiting in line for the chance to see him. We’ve secured permission from the clinic to take photos with any patients who agree to be photographed, and I’ll make sure they sign releases.”

      “This is excellent, Carmen. Very well done.”

      I breathe a sigh of relief.

      “I’ve had some promising conversations with various board members who’d expressed concerns, and I’ll be sure to make them aware of the Instagram account as well as Dr. Northrup’s work at the clinic.”

      “That would be excellent.”

      “Keep up the good work.”

      “Yes, sir, and I’ll be sure to get the written report for today to you tonight.”

      “I’ll look forward to hearing how it goes. Have a good day.”

      “You, too.”

      I end the call feeling optimistic after hearing Mr. Augustino has had some positive conversations with board members. The tide seems to be turning in Jason’s favor, and I can only hope that his day at the clinic will help to seal the deal.

      I seem to have a vested interest in keeping him in Miami.

      When I pull into the parking lot, he’s leaning against Priscilla, scrolling through his phone. He’s wearing the Wayfarer sunglasses, a pressed button-down shirt that covers that sinfully sexy chest I got a look at last night and khaki pants. I may be drooling as I stare at him before he realizes I’ve arrived.

      A horn sounds behind me, snapping me out of my stare-fest and catching his attention.

      He smiles at me, and I die. I’m done. I can’t think or function.

      Until that damned driver in the car behind me lays on the horn again.

      Jason cracks up laughing as I inch forward into a parking space. Well, that was mortifying. I’m flustered as I gather my things, and then my door opens, and he’s there, squatting next to me, still smiling.

      “I’d hate to have to bail you out again.”

      “But you would, wouldn’t you?”

      Nodding, he leans in, clearly intending to kiss me. “Every time.”

      I meet him halfway, our lips connecting with an urgency that takes us right back to where we left off yesterday.

      His hand encircles my neck, I grasp his shirt, and his tongue brushes against mine, making me moan from the power of the desire that touches every part of me. He smells so good. So, so good. Like soap and sporty cologne and heaven.

      “Christ have mercy,” he mutters when we come up for air. “I want to take you inside and spend the whole day feasting on you.”

      I try to say something, but what comes out sounds like “ungwh.”

      “Yes, my thoughts exactly.”

      “You’ve scrambled my brain.”

      “Back atcha, babe.”

      I use my thumb to wipe my lipstick off his mouth. “Maria says there’s a line out the door at the clinic.”

      His tongue touches my thumb, and I gasp from the need that makes me want to forget all about the clinic, my job, his job, the hospital board. All of it. I just want to say F it and follow him inside to his room to start a whole new scandal.

      “There’s good news and bad news,” I tell him.

      He pushes my hair aside and kisses my neck. “Hmm?”

      I melt. I’m a puddle of want and need so sharp it clouds my better judgment and nearly makes me forget everything that isn’t his lips on my neck. “The good news is I worried if it would be weird or awkward between us today.”

      “Not even kinda weird or awkward. So what’s the bad news?”

      “We need to be somewhere.”

      “That’s terrible news, indeed. Might be the worst news I’ve ever heard.”

      “You already knew this.”

      “True, but I hadn’t kissed you yet today, and now that I have…”

      “What?” Have I ever been as breathless as I get around him? No, never.

      “I’m going to need some time to settle down before we go anywhere.”

      I tell myself not to look, but I’m not listening to myself when it comes to him. I look. I stare. I want.

      “Stop. That’s not helping.”

      My phone rings, and I take the call from a local number I don’t recognize. “Carmen Giordino.”

      “Hey, this is Desiree Rivera with NBC6.”

      I give Jason, who’s still in a crouch next to my car, a big-eyed look. “Hi, Desiree. Thanks so much for calling.”

      “Maria told me about your colleague, the pediatric neurosurgeon, who’s offering pro bono work at her clinic in Little Havana. My bosses love the idea of a feature story if he’s game.”

      Jason nods, but I can see the reluctance all over his face. “He is, but there’s a catch.”

      “What kind of catch?”

      “The reason he’s courting publicity is he was part of a scandal at his former hospital in New York. He met a woman, began a relationship with her and the whole time she was setting him up to help her out of a bad marriage—with the chairman of the board of his hospital.”

      “Whoa.”

      “He had no idea she was married, let alone to the chairman of the board. They transferred him to Miami-Dade without mentioning the scandal. The board in Miami heard about it and isn’t sure they want to extend privileges. Our goal is to show that he’s someone we want and need in our community.”

      “So that’s why he’s doing the pro bono work?”

      “Yes, but he’s looking forward to it. He would tell you he doesn’t get to do a lot of routine medical stuff anymore, and patients usually see him when they’re in some sort of crisis. He welcomes the opportunity to contribute to his new community.”

      He smiles and gives me a thumbs-up, which is a relief because I’m winging this.

      “If we do the interview, I’d have to ask him about what happened in New York.”

      He grimaces.

      I meet his gaze. “Understood.”

      “Let me test the waters here and get back to you in an hour or so. Maria said he’d be there all day today?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Okay, I’m on it. Talk soon.”

      She’s gone before I can reply. “This is an amazing opportunity.”

      “I know.” He stands to his full height and stretches, all signs of arousal killed by the reminder of what we’re doing today and why we’re doing it. “You promised me Cuban coffee.”

      “So I did.”

      Extending his hand, he helps me out of the car.

      “Jason.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Are you okay?”

      “I’m good.”

      “You’re upset about the interview?”

      “I’m upset that I need the interview.”

      “It’ll help for people to hear the story from your point of view. I think you can talk in high-level terms about what happened without naming names.”

      He nods, but the tight clench of his jaw is indicative of his true feelings. The last thing in the world he wants to talk about is the scandal he left behind, but the coverage of his work at the clinic would be a significant “get” for our project.

      As we drive to my favorite ventanita in Priscilla, we coexist in uneasy silence. The tension comes from him in waves that I can feel in the deepest part of me. I hate this for him, as much as I would if it’d happened to me. I’ve dived head-first into whatever this is with him, and I don’t care about any of the possible consequences. And that’s so not me.

      New Carmen wants this with every fiber of her being, and far be it for Boring Old Carmen to stand in her way. I direct him to the Citgo gas station on the northern end of Little Havana.

      “I don’t need gas.”

      “I know, but you do need a cortadito. Trust me. Juanita makes the best in town.” I get out of the car and meet him with a smile, hoping to cheer him up before getting to the clinic. About five people are ahead of us in the line that forms outside a nondescript window.

      “They sell coffee here?” Jason asks, seeming skeptical.

      “Calling it ‘coffee’ doesn’t do it justice. This coffee will ruin you for anything else.”

      “You’re the boss.”

      I explain to him the four types of Cuban coffee—cafécito, colada, café con leche and my favorite, cortadito, Cuban coffee with a little bit of milk. “Around here, if you visit someone’s home, the first thing we offer guests is coffee. It’s a major part of our culture.”

      “I’m a big fan of coffee. Can’t wait to try it.”

      “Hola mi vida. Quien es el guapo?” Juanita is in her early forties and has dark hair and eyes as well as a contagious personality that keeps people lined up outside her shop all day. She flirts shamelessly with her male customers but is hopelessly in love with her husband. He owns the car service company that took me and my friends to prom. Of course, she wants to know about the handsome man.

      “This is Jason.” I hold up two fingers, and she gets busy making two of my usual.

      “Is he single and looking to mingle?”

      “No, he isn’t.” Jason gives me that panty-melting look he ought to trademark because it’s that effective.

      “So it’s like that, is it?” Juanita smiles at me over her shoulder as she works her levers and valves. Like everyone around here, she knows my story and takes an interest in anything I do. Such is my lot in life. In our community, when a young widow starts dating again, it’s big news. Hell, everything is big news in our community. My mother jokes that we’re outstanding at minding each other’s business.

      Juanita brings two steaming cups to the counter and goes back for two of the buttery pieces of heaven that’ve contributed to my curves. I give her a ten and two ones.

      In Spanish, she says, “Bring him back again soon. He’s easy on the eyes.”

      “Is he? I hadn’t noticed.”

      She snorts with laughter. “Sure, you haven’t. You go, girl. It’s time.”

      I offer her a small smile and a nod and then join Jason back at the car. We get in to drink the coffee.

      He takes a bite of the pastelito. “Oh my God. What is this pastry?”

      “First, you never call it pastry. It’s pastelito or tostada. That’s a pastelito.”

      “It’s the best thing I’ve ever tasted in my entire life.”

      “Try the cortadito.”

      He takes a sip and moans.

      I flash a smug smile. “Told ya.”

      We eat and drink in companionable silence.

      “I can’t believe we bought this at a gas station window. Starbucks has nothing on this place.”

      “I know, right?”

      “You’re going to have to teach me how to make this coffee so I can have it every day for the rest of my life.”

      “I can show you, but mine is nowhere near as good as Juanita’s. I don’t know what the hell she does inside that little shack of hers, but it’s magical.”

      “I’m a convert.”

      “Her grandparents fled Cuba in fifty-nine, too. My grandmother knew her grandmother in Havana. They were in school together.”

      “Does everyone know everyone else around here?”

      “The long-established families in Little Havana tend to know each other, at least the grandparents do, but the rest of us don’t know everyone. Although my family knows almost everyone because of the restaurant.” I glance at the clock, which is edging closer to eight-thirty. “We should get to the clinic. You’re due to start in half an hour.”

      He turns the key, and Priscilla roars to life. Before he puts it in reverse, he looks over at me. “In case I forget to tell you, I appreciate all of this. Even if it doesn’t work—”

      “It’ll work. The board would be crazy not to want you on the staff. We’ve still got twelve days to show them that. Try not to worry. We’re going to make this happen.”

      “You make me believe it.”

      “You can believe it. We’re doing everything we can and then some.”

      He shifts the car into gear and follows my directions. “I’d be losing my shit without you helping me. Thank you. I truly mean it.”

      “I’m enjoying it. All of it.”

      “Don’t talk about all of it until later when we can do something about it.”

      “Do something about what?” I ask with pretend nonchalance.

      The look he gives me is nothing short of incendiary. It scorches every inch of me and leaves me with no doubt whatsoever of what’ll happen the next time we’re alone together.

      A twinge of apprehension works its way through me. What if I’ve forgotten how? What if I panic at the last minute or—

      His hand covers mine, infusing me with his warmth. “Stop fretting. Nothing will happen between us unless or until you want it to. You’re the boss in every way.”

      I melt into the leather seat, moved nearly to tears by his insightful comment. He gets it. He really gets it. Other men I’ve dated haven’t had the first clue what it was like to suffer a loss like mine. They tried to be sensitive, but most of them were ham-handed clods when navigating the emotional minefield that comes with dating a widow.

      In the online support group of widows I belong to, people post stories about their dating nightmares and some of the hilarity that ensues. Every so often, someone will post about their first significant relationship after the big loss.

      Will Jason be that for me? Or will this be a passing fling, something to do until we both move on to more permanent relationships? I honestly have no idea, and that’s okay. Either way, it’s what I want right now. He’s what I want, and wanting him feels pretty damned good. It’s safe to say I feel better than I have in years.

      We pull onto the street where the clinic is located, and the first thing I see is the crowd gathered outside. “Holy shit.” Jason is taking it all in but doesn’t seem rattled by the size of the line. “If it’s too much…”

      “It’s fine. I like being busy.”

      We park behind the clinic and go in through the backdoor. Inside, we meet up with Maria.

      “This is like when One Direction came to town,” she says with a teasing smile for Jason.

      “I don’t know about that,” he replies, seeming embarrassed.

      “Well, to us, you’re One Direction, Biebs and TaySwift all wrapped into one very welcome package. We haven’t had a doctor here in weeks.”

      “I’m happy to help in any way I can.”

      “We’ve set you up in here.” She leads the way to a cramped exam room where a crisp white coat waits on the exam table. Maria shows him where everything is and hands him a prescription pad. “Can you think of anything else you might need?”

      “Not at the moment, but I’ll let you know.”

      “Okay, we’re going to open the doors, then.”

      “I have release forms for anyone who wouldn’t mind being photographed with Dr. Northrup.” I hand the stack I printed at home to Maria. “If anyone is interested in sharing a story about their visit with me, I’d love to talk to them.”

      “I’ll mention that as they come in.”
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      The day becomes a flurry of insane activity from then on. Jason sees fifteen patients in two hours. Most of them pose for photos with him, and three share their stories with me. Jason diagnoses one child with a severe case of strep throat, another with scarlet fever and a third with conjunctivitis.

      The stressed-out mother of the three siblings told me how much it meant to her to be able to see such a highly qualified doctor for free and to receive much-needed medication. Another patient, a diabetic seventy-five-year-old man, received a referral to a wound clinic for an ulcer on his foot that refuses to heal.

      Maria and two of the other women who work as admins translate for patients who don’t speak English.

      At one o’clock, my parents arrive with trays of sandwiches and bottles of cold water for the staff and the patients lined up in the mid-day heat.

      Dad comes over to kiss my forehead.

      I lean into him. “You’re the best, Daddy.”

      “Anything for you, honey. The whole neighborhood is buzzing about your doctor and what he’s doing here.”

      “It’s been a crazy morning. The people just keep coming.”

      “They’re so thankful for the opportunity. Mrs. Lopez has had the worst time with gout, and the first appointment she could get with her doctor is in three months. Do you know how painful the gout is?”

      “I’ve heard.”

      “She came into the restaurant earlier singing his praises—and yours. So much I could say about the healthcare situation in this country. We need more doctors like your Jason willing to give their time to help those with less access. It’s a very good thing he’s doing here.”

      I don’t bother to correct him. He’s not my Jason. But I agree it’s a very good thing he’s doing. Everyone who leaves the exam room comes out smiling, many of them clutching prescription slips.

      After my parents leave to go back to the restaurant, I down a few sandwich bites between taking photos, interviewing patients and posting stories to Instagram. The reaction to the stories is all positive, but I take the time to make sure there aren’t more trolls weighing in on any other posts.

      So far, so good.

      At two, my phone rings with a call from Desiree. “We’re on for a feature story on tonight’s eleven o’clock news. I’m on my way with a crew.”

      “Thank you so much, Desiree. I appreciate this.”

      “It’s a great story. I’m happy to get the chance to tell it. See you soon.” I wave Maria over. “Desiree is coming with a film crew. How do we manage the line and consent?”

      “Let’s go outside, tell them what’s happening and get the forms signed before Desiree arrives.”

      We spend thirty minutes in the broiling sun, explaining the form in English and Spanish and asking for permission for the prospective patients to be filmed by the TV crew. Most of them are excited by the idea of being on TV. A few patients volunteer for interviews, and I note who they are.

      I’m giddy with excitement about what a great opportunity it is for Jason to have this interview. I can only hope it doesn’t blow up in our faces. If they focus more on the scandal in New York than they do on what he’s doing here in Miami… That can’t happen. With all the people here at the clinic prepared to attest to how thankful they are for the time he’s giving them, that’ll have to be the point of the story.

      I’ll make sure of it.

      I’m wilting in the heat when the NBC6 truck arrives. I recognize Desiree from TV and from meeting her at a party with Maria several years ago. She seems to remember me, too. In full makeup, with every one of her shiny dark hairs in place, Desiree extends a manicured hand to me. “It’s so nice to see you again, Carmen.”

      “You as well. Thank you so much for coming.”

      “So you’re working for Miami-Dade General now?”

      “Yes, in the public relations department. My first assignment was helping Dr. Northrup acclimate to the community.”

      “I checked with a few sources and found out the board is reluctant to have him on the staff.”

      I hesitate, trying to find the words I need to handle this delicate situation. “Listen, Desiree. I understand you have a job to do, and the scandal in New York is salacious and titillating, but the truth of the matter is, he got a raw deal from a woman he thought cared about him.”

      “I read up on it, and I have a question. If he didn’t know she was married with children, why didn’t he say so when the whole thing went public?”

      “Because she has kids, and he refused to sling mud at their mother. He went through a similar ordeal when he was a kid, and he was determined not to repeat the cycle.”

      “Wow, well, that’s a whole new angle on what I read online.”

      “I’m not going to tell you how to do your job. I can only ask you to look at the full picture and not focus on the tawdry bits.”

      “I appreciate the insight. Is he available for an interview?”

      “I’ll tell him you’re here. We can catch him between patients.”

      “Sounds good. Is there an empty room we can use?”

      “I’ll ask Maria to set you up.” I duck inside, where even the tepid air conditioning is a welcome relief. I find Maria working on a computer behind the desk and pass along Desiree’s request.

      “She can use our break room. It’s the biggest room in the place.” Maria takes care of that while I wait for Jason to finish up with his current patient. I can hear the low tenor of his voice, but not what he’s saying, which is just as well. It’s none of my business. We’re walking a fine line here in getting the publicity we need while protecting patient privacy.

      The door swings open five minutes later, and an older woman emerges, clutching a piece of paper. She’s smiling widely, her brown eyes sparkling with unshed tears. “Bless you,” she whispers to me. “Bless you all for this.” She squeezes my arm as she walks by me.

      I duck inside the exam room to talk to Jason and catch him making notes on a chart. He’s so handsome all the time, but seeing him in doctor mode takes his attractiveness to the next level for me. “Sorry to bother you.”

      He gifts me with a sexy, private smile that makes my insides go batshit crazy. “You’re not bothering me. I’ve been missing my constant companion from the last few days.”

      “Me too. You’re making people so happy.”

      “This has been the most fun I’ve had in a long time. The patients are so sweet and thankful. I hate that they haven’t had access to a doctor in weeks. So many of them are afraid to go to the ER because they know they can’t afford it, and some are immigrants fearful of deportation. Our whole system is so jacked.”

      “It really is.”

      “Most of the time, I see people when they’re in crisis and need emergency surgery. I don’t get to spend a lot of time getting to know them. I really like this. I’m looking forward to coming back tomorrow.”

      He’s so sweet and earnest that I feel myself slipping off the edge of the slippery slope I’d been clinging to, trying to hang on to some semblance of sanity as I fall deeper into something significant with him. “I think they’d be thrilled to have you back tomorrow.” I try to remember why it was I came in here, but then he crooks his finger.

      “Come closer.”

      I glance over my shoulder at the door, which isn’t closed all the way. My heart beats fast as a jolt of excitement zips through me when I realize he wants to kiss me.

      Though we could get caught by any number of people, I don’t care. I cross the small room to where he sits. “You beckoned, Dr. Northrup.”

      He stands, puts his arm around my waist and studies my face for a long, breathless moment before he gives me the softest, sweetest kiss. “I can’t wait for tonight, so we can be alone.”

      “Mmm, me too.” And then I remember Desiree and the film crew and the reason we’re here. “The NBC6 team is here, and they’d like a few minutes.”

      His expression immediately hardens.

      “I filled her in on your side of the scandal and asked her not to focus on that.”

      “What’d she say?”

      “She wanted to know why you hadn’t told your side publicly. I explained about the children.”

      When we talk about this, his entire demeanor changes. I caress his face and compel him to look at me. “What you’re doing here today is huge for the people you’re seeing. That’ll come through in the interviews she’s doing with the patients. I have a good feeling about this.”

      Tension occupies every inch of him. “I’m glad you do.”

      I go to close the door and lock it before returning to him and placing my hands on his shoulders. “Breathe.” I knead the tight muscles in his neck and shoulders. “Just breathe.”

      “So much at stake,” he says softly.

      My heart aches for him. “I know, and I have a feeling it’s all going to work out.”

      “I wish I felt as certain as you do.”

      “Stick with me. I’ll feel certain for both of us.” I continue to massage the knots in his muscles until he begins to relax somewhat. “You’ve got this, Jason. Just be yourself. That’s all you need to do to convince the board that you belong at Miami-Dade.”

      A warm smile lights up his gorgeous eyes. “You’re making yourself completely essential to me.”

      “Is that right?”

      Zeroing in on my lips, he nods.

      If I start kissing him, I might never stop. With people waiting for him, we can’t take the time right now. But later… I can’t wait until later. “Let’s do the interview so you can get back to the patients who are still waiting. It’s hot out there.”

      “Lead the way.”

      I show him into the break room where Desiree’s crew has set up lights and a camera.

      “Desiree Rivera, meet Dr. Jason Northrup.”

      Desiree shakes his hand. “Great to meet you.”

      “Likewise. Thank you for this.”

      “No problem. Let’s get you mic’d.”

      One of the technicians attaches a microphone to Jason’s white coat and hands him the connected unit. “Clip that to your belt.”

      When he’s ready, Desiree gestures for him to take the seat across from hers. “Let’s roll.”

      The cameraman gives her a signal.

      “This is NBC6’s Desiree Rivera with Dr. Jason Northrup, a pediatric neurosurgeon who recently relocated to Miami from New York. Today he’s volunteering his services at the Our Lady of Charity free clinic in Little Havana. We caught up with him on a break. Welcome to Miami, Doctor Northrup.”

      “Thank you so much.”

      “Could you tell us a little about the circumstances that brought you here?”

      The only sign of his feelings about that question is in the pulsing tension in his jaw. “I left my previous hospital in New York after a relationship ended in a rather dramatic fashion.”

      “When her husband, the chairman of the board of your hospital, caught you with her. Is that correct?”

      “It is. I didn’t know she was married, let alone to the chairman of the hospital board. That came as a huge shock to me.”

      “Wow, I’d imagine so.”

      “For the record, I would never, ever knowingly get involved with someone who’s married.”

      “As I understand it, the Miami-Dade board has asked for some time to consider whether to extend privileges to you.”

      “That’s correct.”

      “In the meantime, you’re getting to know the local area and volunteering at the Our Lady of Charity clinic in Little Havana.”

      “Yes. I’ve enjoyed seeing patients here today, and I’ll be back again tomorrow for those who don’t get in today. I’ll keep coming until everyone who needs care has been seen.”

      I’m so proud watching and listening to him. He owns what happened in New York and shows his dedication by volunteering for as long as it takes to see all the patients. I like him even more than I did this morning, and I wouldn’t have thought that possible.

      “I should get back to it. We’ve got a big line outside, and it’s broiling out there.”

      “Thanks for taking the time, Dr. Northrup. We wish you well in Miami.”

      “Thank you.” He gets up, removes the mic and hands it to the cameraman. “Appreciate the opportunity,” he says as he shakes Desiree’s hand.

      “Good luck with the board.”

      “Thanks.”

      “This’ll run tonight at eleven and possibly again tomorrow.”

      “Sounds good.” He squeezes my arm as he leaves the room to get back to work.

      “Yum,” Desiree says to me in a low, suggestive tone. “What a nice guy.”

      I want to claw her eyes out. “Yes, he is. Thank you again for doing this.”

      “A pleasure. I hope the good doctor will be sticking around in Miami.” She hands me her card. “Pass that along to him, if you would.”

      I take the card because there’s no way not to without being rude. “Um, sure.”

      Desiree and her crew depart a few minutes later.

      “How’d it go?” Maria asks as she pours water from a gallon jug into paper cups.

      “Good, I think.”

      “I want to get some water to the people waiting outside. Some of them are wilting in the heat.”

      “Let me help.”

      We tuck more release forms under our arms and trays of water cups outside into the damp, sweltering heat. At the end of the line, I encounter a young woman holding a boy of about four or five. He’s draped over her and sound asleep. Sweat rolls down the woman’s face as she struggles to maintain her hold on the child.

      “Maria.” I draw her attention to the woman.

      Maria talks to her in Spanish and then leads her inside, where window units help cool the waiting room. The woman weeps with relief as she takes a seat and resettles her son. I overhear her telling Maria that he’s had a severe headache for days and suddenly stopped talking. When he woke up this morning, he couldn’t walk. She was afraid to call for rescue because she doesn’t have insurance.

      Maria hands her the release form we’ve asked all of today’s patients to sign and other paperwork on a clipboard.

      The woman shifts her child in her arms so she can complete the forms.

      I sense Maria’s alarm as she strides purposefully to the room where Jason is working, knocks on the door and asks him to see the boy next. I hear her use the word “urgent.”

      Jason finishes with his patient and comes out to the waiting room, where I get to see him in action as he quickly evaluates the boy. Turning to Maria, he says, “Call for rescue.”

      While Maria hurries off, the young mother breaks down. “What’s wrong with him?” she asks in halting English.

      “I can’t be sure until we get a full workup, and I don’t want to speculate.”

      Paramedics arrive a few minutes later, and Jason directs them to take the boy to Miami-Dade. Before he follows them to the ambulance, he hands me the keys to Priscilla. Smiling, he says, “Don’t get arrested.”

      “I’ll try not to.”

      “I’ll call you as soon as I can. Tell everyone I’ll be back tomorrow.” He runs outside and jumps into the back of the ambulance.

      I have so many questions. He’s instructed the paramedics to take the child to Miami-Dade, and he’s going with him even though he doesn’t have privileges there. What’s his plan? Since the child’s mother signed the release, I send a text to Desiree, letting her know what just happened. I’m not sure if it’ll impact the news story, but I figure it can’t hurt to tell her about it.

      Maria tells the patients waiting for Jason that he had an emergency and they should come back tomorrow. She hands out numbers on yellow sticky notes to preserve their places in line. Despite having waited, in some cases, for hours in the heat, they understand not getting to see him today.

      “I handed out sixty-three numbers,” she says when she comes back inside, wiping sweat from her face. “It’s good of him to offer to come back.”

      “He’s enjoying it. He said he doesn’t get to do a lot of basic patient care. When people come to him, they’re usually having some sort of crisis, so he doesn’t get  much time with them.”

      “I like him, and from what I can tell, you do, too.”

      “I do. A lot.”

      She offers a big silly grin. “Yeah?”

      I nod.

      “This is big news, prima.”

      “I know. I’m trying not to lose my mind because who knows where he’ll be in a month?”

      “But the fact that you’re even into him is huge.”

      “Yeah.”

      She takes me by the hand and tows me into the break room, which seems much larger with the lights and cameras gone. After closing the door, she turns to me. “You have no idea how much we’ve all wanted this, for you to meet someone who makes you glow the way you do around him.”

      “I do not glow.”

      “Yes, you do, and it’s awesome.”

      “I’m trying not to overthink it.”

      “Don’t do that. Enjoy it. You deserve it. Imagine how hot it’ll be with him. I bet he knows what he’s doing in bed.”

      “Maria! Stop.” The thought of being in bed with Jason makes the blood scorch my veins.

      “Your face is bright red just thinking about it. Have you kissed him yet?”

      “Maybe.”

      “I love this so much.”

      “Don’t make it into a big thing, Mar, please?” I place my hand on my stomach, which suddenly feels unsettled. “I just don’t know…”

      She hugs me. “I understand why this is so difficult for you. I get that better than anyone. But I also know it’s time for you to try again. It’s been five years, C.”

      “Believe me, I know.”

      “You gotta let someone in there before it grows back.”

      I sputter with laughter. “Shut up.”

      “I’m serious! It can grow back.”

      “It cannot. A medical professional shouldn’t lie about such things.”

      “It’s a commonly known fact that the hymen regenerates just like the liver does.”

      I shake my head and roll my eyes as I try not to howl with laughter that would only encourage her outrageousness. “Lies.”

      “You also need to be concerned about dust and cobwebs. Nothing sexy about that.”

      “I’m leaving now.”

      “Hey.”

      I turn back to her.

      “All kidding aside, I’m happy for you. Regardless of what might or might not happen with the good doctor, it’s great to know that you can still feel that way for someone, you know?”

      “Yeah, I do. It’s been fun.”

      “It’s okay to let it happen with him. Tony wouldn’t want you to be alone forever. He loved you, and all he ever wanted was for you to be happy.”

      The reminder of my sweet husband’s devotion brings tears to my eyes. “I know.”

      “I’m here if you need to talk about it.”

      “I know that, too.”

      “Especially if you want to share the dirty details.”

      “I’m out. See you tomorrow.”

      “I bet the details will be extra dirty with him,” she calls after me.
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      Laughing at Maria’s foolishness, I head out to the parking lot, the humidity like a slap to the face as I walk to Priscilla. “You’d better not get me arrested again,” I say to the car as I start her up and crank the AC. I drive back to Jason’s hotel and breathe a sigh of relief when I park the car and turn it off. I debate whether to leave the keys at the front desk, but I don’t trust them not to take it for a ride, so I decide to keep them with me.

      My phone chimes a text from Jason. I’m heading into surgery. It will be 5-7 hrs. I’ll hit you up after to see if you’re still awake.

      I want to ask him if Miami-Dade extended privileges. They must have if he’s operating there. What does this mean for his situation with the board? I’m dying to know, but he has more important things to focus on now. I reply with a thumbs up.

      I head home in my car, my mind racing with questions and excitement to see him again. Now I just have to report to Mr. Augustino about today and get through the next five to seven hours.
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      He texts at ten. Still up?

      Yes.

      Can I come by?

      Please do. I have your keys.

      That’s why I wanted to come by. For the keys. He adds the laughing emoji.

      Do you need a ride?

      Nah, I’m in an Uber. Be there soon. Can’t wait.

      I bolt out of bed and run for the bathroom to brush my hair and teeth. I’m wearing a robe over a long T-shirt, and I consider changing into something sexier.

      Stop. Just stop. Breathe. Relax.

      Easier said than done. When he gets here, I have no doubt we’ll pick up where we left off in the car this morning—and we probably won’t stop with kisses. I’m ready for more. I want more.

      I just hope I can go through with it. I’m reassured by the certainty that Jason will follow my lead, that he won’t push me for more than I can handle. I’m ready for this because it’s him. Because I trust him. And because I want him. It’s that simple.

      By the time he knocks on my door, my heart rate is approaching the danger zone, and I’m lightheaded from failing to breathe. Good thing he’s an accomplished doctor because I might need one.

      When I open the door, he fills the doorway, with his arms are propped over his head, dress shirt sleeves rolled up to reveal muscular arms. The look of blatant desire in his tired eyes makes my knees weak. For the longest time, we simply stare at each other.

      “You going to invite me in, sweetheart?”

      His question startles me out of the trance I slipped into at the sight of him. “Oh, um, yes. Of course. Come in.”

      The door clicks shut, and I turn to him. “How’d it go—”

      He wraps his arm around my waist, pulls me tight against him and kisses me.

      Hours of anticipation and desire come together in the most passionate kiss we’ve shared yet. We’re ravenous for each other, his lips and tongue devouring me with a ferocity that has me clinging to him to remain standing. He presses my back to the wall in the foyer, tips his head and cups my cheek, his fingers sliding gently over my sensitive skin as his lips and tongue continue their sensual torture.

      It’s unbearable and necessary at the same time. Until Jason caressed me with such tenderness, I hadn’t realized how much I’ve missed being touched by a man.

      “Tell me to stop, Carmen,” he whispers gruffly in my ear, setting off a whole new calamity inside me.

      With Tony, our physical relationship had been a slow build as we went from children to adults and learned about love and desire together. This… This is an entirely different experience. I can’t get close enough to Jason. I’m drunk on the way he makes me feel, alive in a way I haven’t been in years, in a way I thought I might never be again.

      I can’t even find the wherewithal to feel guilty or conflicted about having these feelings for someone other than my late husband. The need for Jason is so consuming it drowns out everything else, even Tony. A week ago, I would’ve said that wasn’t possible. Now I know otherwise.

      He shifts his attention to my neck, and I strain to get closer to him, our bodies intimately aligned, the hard ridge of his cock pressed to my belly.

      “Tell me about the boy,” I manage to say as he kisses my neck. “Is he okay?”

      “If you believe in things happening for a reason, I’ve got quite a story for you.”

      I grab his shirt to keep him close to me while he tells me his story.

      “The mother signed the release, right?”

      “She did.”

      “Then I can tell you the boy had a tumor.”

      Gasping, I look up at him. “Oh my God.”

      He continues to kiss my neck and make me crazy. “He had a medulloblastoma, a tumor on the posterior fossa, the most common malignant brain tumor of childhood. It occurs exclusively in the cerebellum. It was a T2, which means it’s greater than three centimeters in diameter, with no evidence of gross subarachnoid or hematogenous metastasis, which is the best news of all.”

      I shiver, as much from what he’s doing to my neck as listening to him and realizing just how brilliant and talented he is. That’s as attractive to me as his handsome face, warm smile and sexy body. “I have no idea what you just said, but it sounds serious.”

      “It’s the exact tumor my team, and I have been studying for the last three years.”

      I pull back again to look up at his face. “Seriously?”

      He nods. “There is, literally, no one in this country better prepared to operate on that particular tumor than I am. What’re the odds that I should encounter a child at your cousin’s free clinic in Little Havana who needed exactly what I’m most uniquely qualified to provide?”

      I’m flabbergasted by this turn of events. “That’s incredible. Will he be all right?”

      “I hope so, but he’s got a long road ahead of him. We got almost all of it. With chemo and radiation, he has an excellent chance of recovering, although he’ll experience some impairments due to the location of the tumor as well as the treatment.”

      “What about the hospital and your privileges?”

      “When I informed the chief of surgery of what was going on, he convinced Mr. Augustino to grant me privileges to perform the surgery. He told him there was no one on the staff better qualified to handle this particular case. Because I’d been brought to Miami-Dade for a similar surgery in the past, he gave the green light.”

      I brush the hair back from his forehead and let the silky strands run through my fingers. “When you think about it, maybe everything that happened in New York was so you could be there today to encounter a boy who needed you.”

      “Or,” he says, nuzzling my neck and rolling my earlobe between his teeth, “it was meant to happen so I could find you.”

      “You’re making my knees weak.”

      “We can’t have that.” He tightens his arm around my waist and lifts me off my feet.

      I hold on to him as he transports us to my sofa, where he gently deposits me before stretching out next to me. His arm encircles me, and I slide my leg between his. We come together effortlessly, as though this is a dance we’ve done together many times before. It feels right to be here with him, to touch him and kiss him, even if so much is still uncertain.

      “What are you thinking?” I ask, noting his pensive expression.

      “So many things, but first and foremost that I want you to be comfortable with whatever happens between us.”

      I press myself tighter against him. “I’m very comfortable.”

      He groans and buries his face in my hair, seeming to breathe me in. “You know what I mean, Carmen.”

      “I do, and because you care about the fact that this is the first time I’ve done anything like this since my husband died makes me far more comfortable than I’d be with anyone else.”

      “The thought of you with someone else makes me a little ragey.”

      I like hearing that he has a possessive side to him, more than I probably should. “Does it?”

      “It does.”

      “Desiree Rivera gave me her card and asked me to pass it along to you.”

      “Did she?”

      “Uh-huh. I ripped it up.”

      Laughing, he smooths his hand up and down my back as he gazes at me with eyes that see me, Carmen, not the sad young woman who lost her husband too soon. That’s what everyone else in my world sees when they look at me.

      I draw him into another kiss, using my lips, tongue and hands to tell him exactly what I want. I don’t want him to have any doubts that I’m right where I want to be.

      One kiss becomes two, and then another. We tug at clothes as desire strikes an urgent need in both of us. He unties my robe and removes it. The T-shirt clears my head as I pull at his shirt, trying to get to his chest without tearing the buttons off. The sensation of my bare breasts pressed against his chest takes my breath away.

      I’d forgotten how it feels to be consumed by desire. I’d forgotten what it’s like to be touched by a man who wants me the way Jason does. He’s bringing the sensual side of me back to life, one kiss and caress at a time. He cups my breasts and runs his thumbs over the tight points of my nipples.

      “You’re so lovely, sweet Carmen. I thought so the first time I saw you looking so prim and proper in your suit as you waited for me to arrive the other day.”

      I arch into him, wanting more of what he’s doing to my breasts. “I wasn’t prim or proper.”

      “You were both those things and so much more. I was immediately intrigued by you. I wanted to know everything about you.”

      “I thought you were with Betty.”

      He shakes his head before lowering it to take my nipple into the heat of his mouth. “I was never with her.”

      I grasp a handful of his hair to keep him from getting away, not that he’s trying to. The rush of emotion is so intense it forms an ache in my heart, which has taken such a beating in the past. Every part of me is engaged in what he’s doing to my nipples, and then he’s kissing his way down the front of me, dipping his tongue into my belly button, making me cry out from the craving need he inspires in me.

      “So sexy,” he whispers, his warm breath against my skin setting off goosebumps that make me shiver with delight.

      Back when I was newly widowed, I used to picture being with someone else this way, and I never could get far enough past the agony to see it happening. I imagined it would be awkward, that I would cry, that I’d regret it afterward. But there’s nothing awkward about being with Jason, and I already know I’m not going to regret it. Whether or not there’ll be tears remains to be seen.

      Jason’s golden eyes go dark with desire when he sees the white-cotton bikini panties I intentionally wore under the T-shirt. “So fucking sexy,” he says in a low growl as he cups me over the panties, pressing his fingers against my clit and making me squirm as I chase an orgasm that feels so close. “I knew you’d be impossibly sexy in white cotton.”

      I release a ragged laugh as the orgasm lingers just out of reach.

      “Easy, love. Don’t worry. I won’t leave you hanging.”

      As the panties slide down my legs, I close my eyes and try to prepare for whatever is about to happen. But nothing could prepare me for the slide of his lips up to my inner leg or the press of his fingers against my sensitive flesh. He’s barely touched me, and I’m about to combust.

      His lips continue their journey up my leg while I hold my breath in anticipation. He arranges me with my legs are splayed open, making me thankful for the time I spent with my razor earlier. And when he opens me to his tongue, I’m completely lost to the dazzling array of sensations that overwhelm me to the point of madness. His fingers are deep inside me as his tongue swirls over my clit.

      Dear God, I can barely breathe, and then he sucks hard on my clit. I scream from the powerful release that rocks me. I’ve barely recovered my senses when he starts the whole thing over again, taking me up so quickly I’m coming a second time before I know what’s hit me. My body is a quivering, trembling collection of nerve endings, every one of them tuned to him. I hear the crinkle of the condom wrapper in the second before he covers me, kisses me with lips that taste of me and pushes into me a little at a time while staring down at my face with sexy golden eyes that ruin me.

      “Christ, Carmen,” he says on a long exhale. “Nothing has ever felt this good. Ever.” He holds me close to him, with his lips pressed to the pressure point in my neck as he works his way inside me. “Talk to me. Tell me how you feel.”

      “I feel… full.”

      He laughs softly while leaving a line of kisses along my collarbone. “Does it hurt?”

      “No.” I raise my legs and wrap them around his hips, which sends him deeper into me. “Feels so good.”

      His low groan makes me shiver as he grips my ass to tilt me for an even better angle. I dig my fingers into the muscles of his back, needing to hold on to him, to keep him close, to ride the waves of this exquisite perfection for as long as I possibly can.

      He tightens his arms around me and picks up the pace. “Carmen.” The face that has become so dear to me in the time we’ve spent together is tight with tension. His eyes are heated as he gazes at me, and his lips are swollen from our frantic kisses.

      I tighten my internal muscles around his cock, and he groans in the second before he pushes deep into me to find his release.

      “Holy shit, woman,” he says, gasping. “You finished me off before I had the chance to tend to you.”

      “You tended to me beforehand.”

      “Still… I don’t want you feeling cheated.”

      “Trust me. That’s the last thing I feel right now.”

      He kisses my cheek and the end of my nose before finding my lips in another soft, sweet, sexy kiss. “What’re you feeling right now?”

      “Wiped out. Exhilarated. Happy. Relieved.”

      His left brow lifts ever so slightly. “You’re relieved?”

      “I didn’t cry.”

      “Did you think you might?”

      “I wasn’t sure what to expect.”

      He brushes a strand of hair back from my face and tucks it behind my ear. “Thank you for choosing me to take this big step forward with you. I’m honored to be the first.”

      My eyes fill, but these aren’t sad tears. They’re “life goes on” tears, and yes, that’s a thing. “I’m glad I waited for you.”

      “I’m so glad you did, too.”

      Thinking about him possibly leaving if the board doesn’t grant privileges leaves me feeling deflated.

      He traces the outline of my mouth with his fingertip. “What caused the frown?”

      “Did I frown?”

      Nodding, he kisses me until I smile again. “What’re you thinking?”

      “About how we’re starting something without knowing where you’ll be in a month.”

      “And that worries you.”

      “Kind of. I don’t go around having sex with random people.”

      He scowls playfully. “I would hope not.”

      “I guess what I’m trying to say is that this, what we did, spending time with you… It means something to me.”

      “It does to me, too. Like I said, from the first minute I saw you waiting for me outside the hospital, I was interested. And then when I had to bail you out of jail—”

      I slap his back lightly. “Stop! Oh my God! You can’t make that part of our story.”

      “Too late. It’s already one of the best parts of our story. I’ll never forget how cute you were in that cell while you tried not to freak the fuck out.”

      “I was freaking the fuck out! From the second the cop stopped me.”

      Laughter lights up his face and makes my mouth water with lust. I already want him again. “Cutest jailbird I ever met.”

      I cover my ears. “Lalalala. I can’t hear you, and if you ever tell my grandmothers or parents that I was in jail, I’ll never speak to you again.”

      “I do so love a juicy bit of blackmail. I suppose you’ll have to continue kissing me, frequently, to ensure my silence.”

      “You wouldn’t dare!”

      He points to his lips. “Better not to risk it.”

      Scowling, I push my lips hard against his.

      Rocking with silent laughter, he wraps an arm around my neck to keep me anchored to him. “Yes,” he says, his words muffled, “like that only sweeter.” He works on me until I yield to his persuasive lips and tongue, lost in a sea of desire that overtakes me once again.

      I can’t get enough of him or the way he makes me feel. I’d forgotten the euphoric high that comes with connecting to someone this way. He withdraws only long enough to roll on a new condom before rejoining our bodies. As he makes love to me again, I surrender completely to the experience and the shuddering orgasm that rocks through both of us at the same time.

      “You’ve bought my silence for another hour, sweet Carmen.” His words, whispered against my neck, make me smile as I run my fingers through his hair.

      I come back to reality slowly, my heart and mind resisting anything that would take me out of the most perfect moment I’ve experienced since I lost Tony. I glance at the clock. It’s ten fifty-five.

      “The news. We have to watch. They’re going to air the interview.”

      He groans. “I don’t want to watch it.”

      I give his shoulder a gentle push. “We have to watch it.”

      “Ugh.” He withdraws from me and sits back against my sofa, blatantly unashamed of his nakedness while I’m hit with a fierce bout of shyness as I grasp my discarded T-shirt from the floor and put it back on. I turn on the TV to NBC6 and go to the bathroom to clean up.

      My hair is a wild nest of curls, mascara is smudged under my eyes, and my lips are red and swollen from desperate kisses. I look as if I’ve been thoroughly ravished, and I decide it’s a good look on me. I clean the makeup off my face, put my wild hair up in a bun and use the toilet before rejoining Jason in the living room.

      I’m praying this interview doesn’t make anything worse.
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      While I was gone, he put on his boxers. He stands to kiss me before taking a turn in the bathroom.

      “Jason, hurry. They just said we’re going to meet Miami’s newest neurosurgeon after the break.”

      When he returns, I notice the tension is back in his shoulders and face. He sits next to me but keeps a bit of distance between us as if steeling himself for whatever he’s about to see and hear.

      I place a hand on his back, wishing there was something more I could do to put him at ease.

      He offers a small smile but keeps his eyes on the TV.

      “Our own Desiree Rivera spent some time today with Dr. Jason Northrup, Miami’s newest pediatric neurosurgeon, and learned that he’s already making an impact in our community. Desiree?”

      “Thank you, Jim, and indeed you’re right about that. I met Dr. Northrup today at the Our Lady of Charity free clinic in Little Havana, where he spent the day volunteering his time and expertise to a wide range of patients. But his day at the clinic took an unexpected turn when Sofia Diaz and her son Mateo arrived, hoping to be seen by the doctor.”

      Desiree’s live shot cuts to the footage she and her team shot earlier at the clinic, which shows Jason with patients and the line outside the door. It then cuts to Miami-Dade and an interview with Sofia Diaz, who’s weeping as she details the surgery Jason performed on her son.

      “He’s been very sick.” Sofia dabs at her eyes with a tissue as she speaks in halting English. “I hoped the doctor would tell me he had a virus, but Dr. Northrup took one look at my Mateo and called for rescue to bring him to Miami-Dade. They did an MRI and found he had a cancerous brain tumor. Dr. Northrup operated on him, and…” Her voice breaks. “He saved his life,” she says in a whisper.

      The video shows Mateo resting in his hospital bed. He looks so tiny and defenseless in the big bed.

      The footage cuts back to Desiree. “Ms. Diaz and her son found themselves in the right place at the right time today, and little Mateo is resting comfortably tonight after surgery to remove the tumor. Dr. Northrup told Ms. Diaz that her son has a good chance of recovering from his ordeal with follow-up treatment. No doubt that chance was made better by Dr. Northrup, a nationally recognized expert in this particular pediatric brain tumor, which makes Miami citizens lucky to have him in our community. This is Desiree Rivera reporting from Miami-Dade General Hospital for NBC6 News.”

      “What an incredible story, Desiree. Thank you for bringing that to us.”

      “Holy crap.” I look at Jason, who seems as stunned as I feel. “She never even mentioned New York! This is the best-case scenario, Jason.” I whip out my phone. “I’ve got to get that story linked to the Instagram account.” It takes a few minutes of clicking around on my phone to locate the video on the NBC6 website and get it loaded to Jason’s Insta account. I make liberal use of hashtags, including Miami, newdoc, pediatric neurosurgeon and lifesaver.

      “How did Desiree know we’d transported him?”

      I can’t tell if he’s happy she knew or pissed. “Um, I might’ve texted her to let her know you’d identified an emergency at the clinic and were taking him to Miami-Dade. I hope that’s okay.”

      “Yeah, of course. The mother signed the release, so it’s fine. And it was good thinking. That story was just…”

      “It was just what we needed.”

      He puts his arm around me and brings me into his warm embrace. “I’ll never be able to thank you for what you’ve done. You’ve brought about a miracle in a few days.”

      “You brought about your own miracle with what you did for that child today.”

      “It’s all you. Without you, I’d be sitting in a hotel room spinning in my misery while people I’ve never met debate whether or not my career should continue. But you… Look what you’ve done, Carmen.”

      I bask in the glow of his praise. That someone as accomplished as he is should think so much of me professionally is a heady moment. “We’ve done it together.”

      He squeezes my shoulder. “Yes, we have, and we’re going to do it again together.”

      I give him my best sexy coy look. “Are we still talking about redeeming your reputation?”

      He runs his hand up and down my arm in a gentle caress I feel everywhere. “Among other things.”

      I’m crazy about him. I’ve lost all perspective where he’s concerned. What took years to happen with Tony has occurred in a matter of days with Jason. Granted, I’m fifteen years older than I was when I met Tony. I was still a child then. Our relationship came from friendship first and grew into much more as we got older and more aware of all the things it could be.

      This, with Jason, is far more immediate and urgent. The more time I spend with him, the more time I want with him. I rest my head against his chest as the TV weatherman drones on about another south Florida scorcher on tap for tomorrow.

      “I should go and let you get some rest,” he says after a long period of quiet.

      I don’t want him to go, but I can’t seem to get the words out. “You… You don’t have to. Go, I mean. If you don’t want to.” I cringe at how silly I must sound to him.

      “I don’t want to be anywhere but with you, but only if that’s what you want, too.”

      I raise my head off his chest to look him in the eyes. “It’s what I want. Stay.”

      He smiles and leans in to kiss me. “Can I borrow your toothbrush?”

      “I can do you one better. I’ve got a brand new one with your name on it.”

      “See? It’s meant to be.”

      I’m beginning to think he might be right about that.

      
        
        JASON

      

      

      Being in bed with Carmen is surreal and exciting, so exciting that sleep is the last thing on my mind while she’s warm and cozy in my arms. I breathe in the fresh, clean scent of her hair and nuzzle her satiny soft skin. Her skin is to die for. My hand slides under her T-shirt to cup a breast that fills my hand to overflowing. I’ve had her twice, and I want more. I’m addicted to her. Carmen has blotted out Ginger, like a total eclipse of the sun, or in this case, a total eclipse of the nightmare I left behind in New York.

      When I pinch her nipple lightly between my fingers, she squirms in my arms and presses her ass against my hard cock. I should be exhausted after the day I put in. I usually crash and burn after a long, intense surgery like the one I performed today, but I’m wide awake, keyed up and incredibly turned on.

      I couldn’t believe that news story she orchestrated or how perfectly it worked out to emphasize my skills rather than the scandal. I’ll send the link to my mom tomorrow. She’ll love it and will be relieved to see things moving in the right direction. It’s all thanks to Carmen. I suppose I need to tell Mom about her, too.

      “Jason!”

      “Si, bebé?”

      She goes still in my arms.

      “I’ve been practicing my Spanish.”

      “When have you been practicing your Spanish? You haven’t had time to breathe.”

      “In between things. Mostly I’m looking for a unique name for you. How do you feel about bebé?”

      “What are the other options?”

      I continue to toy with her nipple while I recall the list of words I committed to memory while I waited for Mateo to stabilize to the point where I felt comfortable leaving him in the capable hands of the surgical nurses. They know to call me if his condition changes.

      “There’s Corazón.” Sweetheart. “Bonita.” Beautiful. “Hermosa.” Gorgeous. “Cariño.” Honey.

      She inhales sharply. “Not that.”

      That must be what Tony called her. Cross that off the list. “Querida.” Darling. “And my personal favorite, Rizitos.”

      She cracks up laughing as I’d hoped she would. Rizitos means curls.

      I twirl a wild curl around my index finger. “I think that might be our winner.” For now, anyway, because it’s probably too soon for mi amor. My love. But I already suspect I could love this extraordinary, courageous, smart, inventive, resilient woman.

      She’s an intriguing mix of innocence and worldly experience. I’ve never met anyone quite like her. I’ve certainly never met anyone I admire as much as I do her. What she survived at such a young age would’ve ruined a lesser person. But not mi tesoro, my treasure. She picked herself up from the ashes of her husband’s tragic, senseless death, finished college and graduate school and has made such a huge difference in my life since we met with her skill and passion for the task at hand.

      I want to do something to show her how thankful I am. No matter what happens with Miami-Dade, the first chance we get, I’ll whisk her away to the Bahamas for a long weekend or something else that will tell her how much her efforts have meant to me.

      One minute I’m caressing her breast and thinking about the Bahamas and the next minute, or so it seems, the alarm on Carmen’s phone is going off. I can’t recall the last time I slept as soundly as I did with her in my arms, steeped in the bewitching scent of her hair.

      “Carmen.” I kiss her shoulder and work my way up to her neck. “Wake up, Sleeping Beauty.”

      “Not yet.”

      “Is my rizitos grumpy in the morning?”

      “Go away.”

      I laugh and kiss her some more until she groans. “Is this an everyday thing or just a workday thing?”

      “Every.”

      “Good to know, but we need to get going. I have to go home and change before the clinic. And I assume you need some of Juanita’s special brew to overcome your morning grumpiness.”

      She grunts out a reply and snuggles in deeper to the covers.

      “Oh no, you don’t. Get that sweet, sexy ass out of this bed.” I pat her on the bum to encourage her to move.

      “Are you always so freaking cheerful in the morning?”

      “If I say yes, is that a deal-breaker?”

      “Potentially.”

      “Then no, I’m not cheerful in the morning. I’m a nasty bastard. Better?”

      “Much.”

      “Get your ass out of bed, so I’m not late for work.”

      Groaning, she does as directed and drags herself into the bathroom, taking her phone with her to silence the alarm.

      When the door slams behind her, I crack up laughing. I love discovering this new side to her, one that no one else has gotten to experience since she lost her husband. I can’t wait to discover every side of her—the good, the bad and the grumpy.

      
        
        CARMEN

      

      

      I’m barely awake when my phone chimes with a text from Mama D, who’s Tony’s mother, Josie. How’s the new job? I hope you love it. Let me know when you can—and let’s do lunch. I’ll come to you!

      Seeing her name on my screen fills me with an overwhelming feeling of guilt after what happened with Jason last night. Of course, I know that Tony’s family will support me in anything I do but are they ready to see me with someone new? Am I prepared for them to see that?

      Yes, damn it. I’m ready, and I want this with Jason, even if he’s relentlessly cheerful in the morning. I shower and dry my hair, once again leaving it curly in deference to his affection for my curls.

      I love that he’s calling me Rizitos, that he took the time to learn terms of endearment in Spanish. I loved having sex with him last night, and I can’t wait to do it again. I find a dress in my closet that’ll allow me to appear professional but won’t cause me to overheat at the clinic.

      I’m about to leave the bathroom when I remember the text from my mother-in-law. I lean against the vanity as I stare down at the screen and think about what I want to say to her.

      The job is great. I’m on a special assignment helping one of the new docs this week. Will call you later!

      Jason is dressed and ready to go when I emerge from the bathroom. The sight of his handsome, smiling face makes my stomach flutter with excitement for another day with him. After he takes a turn in the bathroom, he studies my face as he steps up to me, putting his hands on my hips. “Is it safe to kiss the sleeping dragon?”

      “Yes, she’s fully awake now.” I pucker up to make my point.

      Still smiling, he comes in slowly, letting the anticipation build before he touches his lips lightly to mine and then takes them away before I have a chance to enjoy the kiss.

      “More.”

      “Not now.”

      “Yes, now.”

      “Grumpy and demanding in the morning. I’m learning a lot about you, and it’s only eight o’clock.” He kisses my forehead, the tip of my nose and my lips again quickly—far too quickly for my liking. “If I start kissing you again, I won’t want to stop, and we’ve got somewhere to be.” He releases his hold on me and steps back.

      I’m gratified by the sizeable bulge in his pants.

      “Stop looking at it.”

      “Don’t want to stop.”

      “Gotta stop. Do you know the number for Miami-Dade by any chance? I need to check on Mateo.”

      “I do.” I rattle off the number for him.

      He asks for the surgical ICU. “This is Dr. Northrup checking on Mateo Diaz.”

      I try not to listen too closely as he talks to the nurses, but hearing and seeing him in doctor mode only adds to my interest in him. As he asks complex questions and listens to answers, he’s competent and concerned for his patient. After five minutes on the phone, he thanks the nurse and ends the call.

      “How is he?”

      “Doing great. He had a good night. I’ll swing by later to see him in person.”

      I grab my purse and head for the door, aware of him following me. I can’t be anywhere near him and not be aware of him, even when we’re doing nothing more exciting than walking to the stairs. When we’re on the way down, I hand him my phone to hold while I dig through my purse, looking for his keys.

      “You got a text from Mama D.”

      “Oh. Okay.” I find the keys, take the phone from him and read the text. Can’t wait to catch up. I have to tell her about Jason. Abuela invited him to Sunday brunch, and Tony’s parents always come. I have to tell them about him before Sunday. I can’t believe what’s happened since this past Sunday.

      “Everything okay?” Jason asks when we’re in the garage.

      “Uh-huh.” I feel queasy at the thought of managing Tony’s family in the context of my new relationship. And is this a relationship or a fling? I’m not entirely sure, which has me wondering if I should even be mentioning it to them. Ugh.

      He holds the driver’s side door of my car for me and waits for me to get settled before closing it. After he gets into the passenger seat, he turns to me. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

      “Mama D is Tony’s mother.”

      “Oh.” He takes a minute to process that. “Are you feeling, you know, guilty…”

      “No!” I sigh. “Maybe a little. I don’t know how I’m supposed to feel.”

      He reaches for my hand and cradles it between both of his. “I assume you’re still close to them?”

      “Very.”

      “And is it safe to assume that they love you and want the best for you?”

      “Yes,” I say softly. “They’ve been incredibly supportive of me.”

      “So would it also be safe to assume that they’d be glad to see you happy, even if it’s still a raw wound for all of you and probably always will be?”

      I appreciate that he gets that Tony’s death is still a raw wound for all of us, that it probably always will be. I nod in response to his question. “It’s hard.”

      “I know, sweetheart. Well, I don’t know. Not really. I can’t possibly know what it was like for all of you to lose him the way you did. I only know that I like you. I may even more than like you, and I want to be with you. But I also want to be respectful of how difficult it is for you to take this step with me and for those who love you to see you with someone new.”

      “It means a lot to me that you get it.”

      “I’m trying to get it. Tell me if I screw up?”

      “I’d be happy to.”

      We share a warm smile that leads to another kiss.

      “Are you going to tell her about me?”

      “I want to.”

      “But?”

      “I guess I’m not sure if it’s too soon to be saying anything to anyone. We don’t even know where you’ll be next week, and I just don’t want to get too far ahead of myself.”

      “I suppose that’s fair enough, but you should know… Regardless of what happens with Miami-Dade, I want to be wherever you are.”

      I’m dumbfounded by his honesty. “Oh. Um, you do?”

      “Yeah, I do.” He presses his lips to mine once again, sliding his hand around my neck to kiss me for real. By the time he pulls back, I’m dizzy and drunk on whatever it is that comes over me when he kisses me that way. “I wish we had nowhere to be today so we could go back upstairs to your bed, and I could show you some of the many ways I want to be wherever you are.” More kisses, more dizziness. “This weekend… Can we please spend it together?”

      I’m nodding before he finishes asking the question.

      “Every minute?”

      “Yes, every minute.”

      “Now I have something to look forward to.”

      He resettles himself in the passenger seat, and I somehow manage to start the car. After a quick trip to his hotel, so he could shower and change, we arrive at Juanita’s ventanita in Priscilla. He made a case for driving me since I hadn’t been caffeinated yet, and it might be safer for both of us. He thinks he’s funny after finding out I’m grumpy in the morning.

      When Juanita sees me with Jason for the second morning in a row, she raises a brow. In Spanish, she asks if there’s anything I want to tell her.

      No, I reply, nothing to report.

      She laughs and calls me a liar. “I know something when I see it, amiga, and I see something. And before you can deny it, just know I’m happy for you. No one deserves it more.”

      Jason stands by my side while I shamelessly talk about him in a language he doesn’t understand. He pays for two cortaditos and two dozen pastelitos for the clinic staff.

      “Saw you on the news last night, Doc,” she says to Jason. “Thank God you were able to help that sweet child.”

      “I’m glad I was in the right place at the right time.”

      “We’re all glad for that.”

      Twenty minutes later, we arrive at the clinic to find an even longer line than yesterday.

      “Holy shit,” he whispers.

      “You’re in hot demand, Doc.”

      “I see that.”

      “If it’s too much, you can still say so. No one says you have to be here indefinitely.”

      “I’ll be here until every one of these people is seen.”
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      It takes three full days for Jason to see all the patients who come to the clinic. He treats everything from gout to hemorrhoids to asthma to diabetes complications to scabies. According to Jason, he’s heard from almost everyone he’s ever known since the news segment went live, which he attributes to my posts about it on Instagram as well as his mother posting the link to Facebook.

      We fall into a routine that includes long days at the clinic followed by daily stops at Miami-Dade for him to check on Mateo and for me to brief Mr. Augustino on our progress in person.

      “The coverage on NBC6 was huge,” Mr. Augustino says on Friday evening. “I’ve heard from several members of the board about it. Keep up the good work, Carmen. It seems to be having the desired effect.”

      Jason is thrilled when I tell him that, but he’s not himself after seeing Mateo. He’s met me in my office, where I’ve been killing time looking at emails detailing other projects that’ll require my attention when this one is finished and reading documents the former director of public relations left for me. As I read, it occurs to me that I still haven’t called Tony’s mother, and I’m running out of time before Sunday brunch.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask him.

      “Mateo has an infection. We’re working on it, but it’s worrisome.”

      “Do you need to stick around?”

      “No, they know to call me if anything changes. It’s a waiting game right now. Hopefully, the antibiotics will do the trick.”

      “Is this a common thing?”

      “It happens.” He waits for me to gather my belongings and gestures for me to lead the way to the elevator. In the parking lot, he takes hold of my hand the way he does every chance he gets. “Can we run by my hotel on the way to your place? I want to pick up some clothes and running shoes. I need to get in a run at some point.”

      “I didn’t know you were a runner.”

      “Any chance I get, which isn’t as often as it used to be. Exercise helps me manage stress.”

      “Tony was a gym rat. He was always trying to get me to go with him, but I sucked at it. He would try not to laugh at me, but he sucked at not laughing.”

      Jason laughs as he holds the car door for me. I’ve told him he doesn’t have to do that every time, but he says he does have to. “Now I want to take you to the gym to see this comedy routine for myself.”

      “That’s not happening.”

      When he gets in the car, I turn so I can see him. “Is it okay that I mention Tony and our relationship to you?”

      “Of course it is. He’s part of you, and I want to know every part of you.”

      “I went to this grief group for widows after it happened. I was the youngest one there by decades, but those ladies helped me a lot. They taught me that grief is love with nowhere to go. They helped me accept that I’d never stop loving him. I might love someone else someday, but I’d always love Tony, too, and it’s okay to let that happen.”

      “I’m glad you were able to get that kind of support when you needed it.”

      “They also said that when my Chapter 2 came along, which is what they call the first significant relationship after the loss of a spouse, I’d know he was the right one for me because he’d understand that I’ll always love Tony. That wouldn’t threaten the new guy.”

      “Does this, with me, count as your Chapter 2?”

      “I think it might.” After four nights in bed with him, I’m completely addicted to him and the way he makes me feel.

      “I promise I’ll never be threatened or annoyed by the love you have for Tony, Carmen. I think he must’ve been an extraordinary guy to have a woman as fantastic as you care so much for him.”

      “He was,” I whisper as I blink back tears that are equal parts sadness and joy. I never dared to dream that I’d meet someone like Jason. I thought maybe I’d had my one chance at great love, that it was too much to hope for more.

      “I always want you to feel like you can talk about him with me.”

      Smiling, I decide to lighten the mood. “You can talk about Ginger with me, too.”

      He scowls. “No, thanks. I’m good.”

      I laugh as a lighthearted feeling of pure joy comes over me. That feeling has been close at hand during the week we’ve spent together. I want to hold on to it with everything I’ve got, even with so much still uncertain. I’m confident about one thing: I’m falling hard for my sweet, sexy doctor, and falling has never felt so good.
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      While Jason goes for a run, I decide I have to call Josie. One of the things she and I have in common is our heritage. She, too, is half Cuban and half Italian. Her parents left Cuba around the same time as my grandmother did, and the two families knew each other in Havana. I also have texts from my parents and grandmothers, who’re wondering where I’ve been all week.

      I can’t exactly tell them I’ve been in bed with Jason every chance I’ve gotten.

      Josie picks up on the first ring. “Hi, sweetie. How was your first week?”

      “It was good.”

      “They already gave you a special project with one of the doctors? What’s that about?”

      I tell her about Jason and what happened to him in New York.

      “I saw him on the news! Was that your doing?”

      “Along with my cousin, Maria, who set him up to work at the clinic and suggested we contact Desiree Rivera. Maria gets most of the credit for that.”

      “It was a wonderful story. I’d heard about the fancy doctor helping at the free clinic. Agnes said people were lining the streets.”

      Agnes is her next-door neighbor and source of all information. “He got a good turnout. Over four days at the clinic, he treated more than three hundred patients.”

      “That’s incredible. I’m sure it meant so much to people.”

      “It did.” I told many of their stories on Instagram during the week. “He wants to continue to volunteer there at least one day a week if he’s able to stay in the area.”

      “The Miami-Dade board would be crazy to pass on him.”

      “I agree, but it’s up to them.” I’m suddenly overwhelmed by anxiety as I try to find the words to tell her about my relationship with Jason. “There’s something else I need to tell you.”

      “Is everything all right?”

      The poor thing now expects disaster. “Everything is fine. It’s just that…”

      “What, honey? What is it?”

      “Dr. Northrup… Jason… He and I have been, well… I’m sort of seeing him.” My face burns with mortification over the stumbling words. Profound sadness touches the deepest part of me. It’s been a long time since I’ve experienced that level of despair.

      “Sweetheart, that’s wonderful news. I’ve so hoped you would meet someone special.”

      “Oh. You have?” I’ve never spoken to her about the possibility of me dating again or anything close to that topic.

      “Of course I have. You’ve got so much life left to live and so much love to give. Tony would want you to find someone who makes you happy. He loved you so much.”

      A sob catches me off guard.

      “Carmen, honey… It’s okay. Really.”

      “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be so emotional. It’s just…”

      “It’s hard to talk about moving on from Tony.”

      “Yes.” I’m a sniveling, snotty mess as I reach for a tissue to mop up the damage. “I hope you know that no matter where I go or who I’m with, Tony is always going to be part of me.”

      “I do know that without a doubt. You have a right to be happy after everything you’ve been through. You’ve been so incredibly devoted to Tony’s legacy and his memory.”

      “That won’t change. Ever.”

      “I know that, too. Will I get to meet your Jason at brunch on Sunday?”

      “Yes, he’ll be there.”

      “We’ll look forward to meeting him.”

      “I just want to thank you for always being so supportive of me.”

      “You’re one of my kids, Carmen. I’ll always be supportive of you and whatever you choose to do. Your future children will be my grandchildren.”

      Her sweet kindness sends new tears sliding down my cheeks. “Thank you. I love you.”

      “I love you, too. So very much. I’ll see you Sunday?”

      “See you then.”

      Long after I end the call, tears continue to stream down my cheeks. Telling Josie about Jason has opened the door to so many emotions I locked away long ago to survive the crushing loss. When it first happened, the part I found most challenging was knowing how long I’d have to live without him. It seemed unfathomable then that I would most likely continue to exist for decades while he was gone forever.

      When Jason comes in from his run, I try to clean up the last of the tears. I glance at the clock and am surprised that it’s already after nine. He goes right for water in the kitchen before coming to find me, stopping short at the sight of my tear-swollen face.

      “What happened?”

      He’s sweaty and gorgeous and makes me feel better just by walking in the room. “I talked to Tony’s mother.”

      “You told her about me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did she upset you?”

      “Not the way you think. She was amazing. Super supportive of me, as always.” I wipe new tears that won’t quit as much as I wish they would. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I can’t stop crying.”

      He kneels in front of me and takes hold of my hands, kissing the backs of both of them. “It was a hard conversation. I’m not surprised you’re feeling emotional.”

      “Are you always this amazing or just with damsels in distress?”

      “You’re the only damsel I’m concerned with, and if I didn’t stink so bad, I’d hold you until all the distress was gone.”

      I cup his face and kiss him. “Go take a shower so you can hold me all night.”

      He groans and leans into the kiss. “I’m going.” Another kiss. “In a minute.” Five full minutes of tongue-twisting kisses later, he pushes to his feet. “I’ll be right back. Don’t go anywhere.”

      “Nowhere else I’d rather be than right here with you.” I try to shake off the malaise and focus on the present rather than wallowing in the past. My present is looking rather promising at the moment, and it’s that thought that has me standing and pulling off my clothes as I head for the bathroom to join Jason in the shower.

      He startles with surprise when I step in behind him and wrap my arms around him. “Well, hello there.”

      “Hi.”

      “What’s up?”

      “Nothing much. You?”

      He laughs. “Nothing was up until you pressed your sexy self against me. And now…” He guides my hand to his hard cock.

      “All that for me?”

      “For you and only you.”

      I rest my cheek against his back as the warm water rains down upon us. He moves my hand up and down the long length of his shaft. He’s rougher than I would’ve been without his guidance, but I let him take what he wants and needs while I run my free hand over the dips and cuts of his muscular abdomen. I’m obsessed with his six-pack and the ropy V of muscles over his hips. He’s much more cut than Tony was, not that I’m comparing. That’s a rabbit hole I refuse to fall into because if I were to go there, I’d also have to acknowledge the difference of being in bed with a man who has much more experience than my husband had.

      I am not going there. Uh-uh. No way.

      Jason’s muscles tighten, and his breathing quickens. “Carmen.”

      “Hmm?”

      “Let’s do this together.”

      “Next time. Take one just for you.”

      His deep groan makes me smile and has me deciding to sweeten the pot. I release my hold on his cock and turn him to face me, glancing up at him as I drop to my knees to take him into my mouth.

      I love the shock that registers in his eyes, his sharp intake of breath, the rough grip on my hair and the way his entire body goes tense as I take him as deep as I can. The head of his cock nudges against my throat, and I swallow convulsively, drawing a shout of pleasure from him.

      “Carmen,” he says, sounding desperate. “Babe… Fuck.”

      Despite the warning I hear in his voice, I lick and suck gently and focus entirely on him and his pleasure.

      In the second before he comes, his cock gets harder and bigger, which fascinates me. After years of not giving sex a thought, it’s all I seem to think about since he came into my life.

      “Jesus,” he whispers as he sags against the wall.

      I lick my lips and stand on shaky legs.

      He wraps his arms around me as his chest rises and falls rapidly.

      “Was that okay?”

      He laughs as he seems to fight for breath. “Ah yeah, you could say that. You wrecked me.”

      As we stand there under the warm water, clinging to each other, I’m content in a way I haven’t been in years. It’s a feeling I want to hold onto with everything I’ve got, as I know now how fleeting such things can be. And when I feel his reawakened cock pressing against my belly, I laugh. “That didn’t take long.”

      “He’s under your spell.” Jason shuts off the water, steps out of the shower and has a towel waiting for me when I follow him. He wraps it around me and nuzzles my neck, giving a gentle bite that electrifies me.

      “Don’t leave any marks.” I can just imagine what my grandmothers would say if I showed up with love bites on my neck.

      “I won’t. Don’t worry.” With his hands on my hips, he directs me toward the bedroom. On the way, the towel falls to the floor, and I find myself face down on the bed. “Like this.” His hand slides from my back to my ass, which he says is the finest ass he’s ever seen. Any inhibitions I might’ve had about being naked in front of him quickly disappeared in the face of his desire for me.

      I’ve always been conscious of what Tony once referred to as my extravagant curves. I’m not fat so much as “lush,” as Maria describes us both. I could stand to lose some weight, but I try to eat healthily, exercise when I feel like it and maintain a healthy body image. Although, this week, the only exercise I’ve gotten is in bed with Jason.

      Next week, I tell myself, as I wait to see what he has planned, I’ll get back on the treadmill, which is the one machine at the gym I can handle.

      His lips land on the center of my back and work their way down. It takes him seconds to have me quivering with desire and anticipation. He raises me to my knees and uses his tongue to intensify the quivering and the desire. I’m a trembling orgasmic mess of nerve endings on fire for him by the time he pushes into me from behind. Grasping my hips, he thrusts in deep before retreating almost entirely and then repeating the whole thing again and again until I’m desperate to let go of the intense pressure that’s building like a steam engine about to burst from internal combustion.

      When he grazes a fingertip over my clit, I explode, screaming from the release that rocks through me.

      He’s right there with me, coming with a grunt and a moan that vibrates through the lips he presses against my back.

      We tumble onto the mattress, still joined as we ride the waves that follow the epic release.

      He mumbles all the Spanish words he practiced on me the other day, calling me every term of endearment he can think of as he caresses my breasts and belly.

      I break out into goosebumps that make me shiver as much from the words as his tender touch.

      Jason withdraws from me, disposes of the condom in a tissue and grabs the throw blanket from the end of my bed to cover us, keeping his body curved tightly around mine. “How are you doing over there?”

      “Very, very good. You?”

      “Same. Very, very, very good.”

      I reach for his hand, which is flat against my abdomen and hold on tight to him, overwhelmed by everything that’s already happened while wondering where we’ll go from here.
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      The news from the nurses on Saturday is good—Mateo is responding well to the antibiotics and doing much better.

      Jason is visibly relieved after he gets that update.

      We spend much of Saturday working on the PowerPoint presentation for the Miami-Dade board of directors, including testimonials from former patients and Jason’s colleagues in New York. His assistant came through with plenty of both, so we’ve got a lot to work with in addition to what we’ve done together here.

      We include the NBC6 story along with the photos I took of him with patients at the clinic, playing dominoes in the park and sitting at the bar at Giordino’s.

      “It’s excellent, Carmen,” he says when we review it from the beginning.

      “We had lots of good stuff to work with.” I glance at him, leaning over my shoulder to view the laptop screen. “I hope this helps you see that the scandal is only a tiny part of your story.”

      “It does. I just hope the board sees that, too.”

      “They will. How could they not?” I get up and stretch, my muscles protesting from spending hours at the computer, not to mention the hours in bed with him. “How do you feel about cigars?”

      “Medical school ruined my enjoyment of many things, including cigars. We learn all about how unhealthy most of the best things are.”

      “That’s a drag.”

      He smiles at my pun. “A huge drag. I’ll never look at cigars, booze, fried food or red meat the same way again. Why do you ask about cigars?”

      “I want to take you to the Little Havana Cigar Factory. I thought you might find it fun to check out how they’re made.”

      “That does sound fun. Can we have dinner at the restaurant after?”

      “We’re going there for brunch tomorrow.”

      “Is there a limit on the number of times we’re allowed to go there? I want to see your family again. I liked them.”

      “They liked you, too. I’ve been getting texts from them asking when you’re coming back.”

      He puts his arms around me and kisses me. “Are you ashamed of me, Rizitos?”

      “Of course not. Don’t be silly.”

      “Then what’re you thinking?”

      “I’m getting attached to you.” The words are out before I can take even a second to decide whether I should say them.

      “I’m getting attached to you, too.”

      “Are we setting ourselves up for disaster here?”

      “Maybe, but disaster has never felt so good.” He kisses me again, and like always, the second his lips connect with mine, I lose myself in the magic we create together.

      By the time we finally come up for air, I’ve forgotten what we were talking about. Oh. Right. Attachment…

      Jason’s phone rings and he reluctantly releases me to check it. “It’s Terri, the nurse administrator from New York.”

      She’s the one who sent us the testimonials from former patients and colleagues.

      He takes the call. “Hey, Terri.” As he listens to what she has to say, he walks toward the window in my living room, which looks down on the pool at the complex next door. “When did this happen?”

      My stomach tightens with nerves when I wonder what new disaster might have occurred. As I watch Jason, I realize it’s far too late to be worried about anything as simple as an attachment. I’m falling in love with him. If I haven’t already completely fallen. Our fates are now intertwined, and whatever has happened now, I only hope it doesn’t make anything worse for him.

      After a tense ten-minute conversation in which he does more listening than talking, he thanks Terri for calling and asks her to keep him posted. Long after he stashes the phone in the pocket of his basketball shorts, he continues to stare out the window.

      “What’s going on?” I ask him when I can’t wait for another second to know.

      “Howard resigned as chairman of the board in New York to, and I quote, ‘spend more time with his family’. Ginger wrote a letter to the remaining board members, telling them I had no idea who she was or that she was married with children. The new board chair, a woman named Dr. Linda Adams, wants to talk to me on Monday. Terri thinks she’s going to ask me to come back.”

      The news hits me like a punch to the gut. “Oh. Wow. That’s a lot.”

      “I know.” Sensing my immediate dismay at this turn of events, he comes to me and puts his hands on my shoulders. “Take a breath. Nothing is decided.”

      I didn’t yet know he existed six days ago, and now I wonder if I can ever again be truly happy if this man isn’t in my life. That’s a lot for six days, especially considering the five years that preceded those six days. “Maybe we should, you know…”

      His brows furrow with concern that’s adorable on him, but then again, everything about him is adorable. “What?”

      I lick my dry lips and force myself to look at him while trying to remain unemotional. “Take a step back until we know what’s going to happen?”

      He shakes his head. “I don’t want to take a step back from you.”

      “I don’t want that, either, but I also don’t want to be left crushed or heartbroken when you resume your old life in New York.”

      “Do you honestly think I’d just walk away like you never happened?”

      “I don’t know what to think.”

      “Let me put your mind at ease. I won’t decide anything without your input.”

      “You have to do what’s best for your career, Jason. Your entire life is in New York—”

      “Not anymore, it isn’t.”

      “You’ve known me for six days! You can’t make huge career decisions based on six days.”

      “Yes, I can.”

      “No, you can’t.”

      He nods in the second before he kisses me and once again wipes my brain clear of any thoughts that don’t involve more of him and the way I feel when he kisses me so passionately. With his arms tight around me, he walks me backward to my bedroom, where he comes down on top of me on the bed without missing a beat in the kiss.

      I know I should stop kissing him and go back to discussing the fact that he can’t make a career decision based on a woman he’s known for six days. But since that woman is me and I’m crazy about him, I decide to keep kissing him while I can, even if I already feel heartbroken at the thought of him going back to New York.

      He shifts from my lips to my neck, leaving a trail of hot kisses that have me shivering and dying for more. “How can you think you won’t factor into whatever happens next? Of course, you will.”

      “It’s been six days, Jason.”

      “I knew in six minutes that you were special, that I wanted to know you and be with you. Every minute I’ve spent with you since then has only made me want more of you. So, yes, six days later, it does matter what you think about whatever happens next.”

      I’m ridiculously moved, as much by the words as the kisses that set my body on fire.

      He pulls back from me only to grab a condom, and then he’s back to remove my T-shirt and panties. “This,” he says as he enters me slowly and carefully, “is everything.”

      “Not everything.”

      “Every fucking thing.” He’s fierce and sexy and everything to me, too. Even as I tell myself to hold something back so there’ll be something left just in case this goes bad, I can’t do it. I give him everything I have as he makes love to me. And that’s what this is.

      I know what love feels like, and it’s this all-consuming, must-be-with-him-or-I’ll-die feeling that overtakes common sense and every other kind of sense as it invades with the power of a tsunami, overtaking your life and reshaping it to fit his presence.

      He feels it, too. I know he does. I can tell by the way he looks at me, by the way he kisses and touches me with so much reverence. I can tell by how he values my opinions and listens to me when I talk to him. I can tell by the way he respects and welcomes Tony’s presence in my life. I can tell by the way he can’t be near me without touching me in some way.

      Yes, it happened fast, but the result is very similar to what took years in the past.

      Love is love and this… This is love.

      
        
        JASON

      

      

      We end up spending the rest of Saturday in her bed. We talk about getting up to do something or to have dinner at the restaurant, but in the end, we order takeout, eat in bed, watch movies and make love. It’s the most perfect day and night I’ve ever had with anyone.

      Carmen has been quieter than usual since the call from Terri reopened the possibility of me returning, eventually, to New York. That news would’ve thrilled me a week ago, but now the thought of leaving Carmen has become unimaginable. The genuine possibility exists that New York will ask me to come back, and Miami-Dade will deny privileges in deference to its sister facility.

      If that happens, I’ll have little choice but to return to New York to pick up my career and research already in progress. After spending time with Carmen’s parents, her grandmothers, her cousin, and seeing her life here and how close she is to her family, how tied she is to her community, I can’t picture her anywhere but here, not that I’d presume to make that choice for her. I just wonder if she could be truly happy living a thousand miles from her family and home.

      These are the thoughts that run through my mind Sunday at noon as I drive us to her family’s restaurant. As always, the scent of Carmen’s hair and skin make me crazy for more of her even after the decadence of the last twenty-four hours.

      I downshift, slowing the car to a stop at a red light. As soon as the light changes and we’re moving again, I reach for her hand.

      She looks over at me, a small smile curving her sexy lips. It’s not the usual smile that lights up her entire face. I haven’t seen that one since Terri called yesterday and gave Carmen reason to worry about where this relationship might lead.

      I want to reassure her, to tell her she has nothing to worry about, but I won’t do that until I know it’s true. If I end up going back to New York, I’ll ask her to come with me, even if I know that’s a long shot. She just landed her dream job at Miami-Dade.

      Ugh, I wish it didn’t all seem so hopelessly complicated. All I want to do is celebrate the fact that I’ve found Carmen and fallen for her. I want to say fuck it to everything that isn’t her, even if I know I can’t do that with all the time and energy I’ve invested in my career. It was a huge deal for Carmen to get involved with me in the first place, and the last fucking thing I want to do is make her sorry she took a chance on me.

      That’s my greatest fear—that I’ll make her sorry, and this interlude with me will turn out to be a setback for her.

      I can’t let that happen, no matter what else might transpire.

      We park in the lot outside the restaurant, which is currently closed to the public. Carmen told me that Sunday brunch is for family and friends, the only time Vincent and Vivian reserve for themselves in the hectic running of the restaurant. Carmen also prepared me for a curious crowd who’ll ask inappropriate questions about our relationship as well as their medical issues.

      I’m ready for whatever they’re dishing up. Her family is important to her, so they’re important to me. I’ll also be meeting Tony’s parents, Len and Josie, which makes this brunch an even bigger deal for all of us. It’s a good thing I don’t have issues with my stomach because if I did, I’m sure it would be acting up as I follow Carmen in through the backdoor.

      She’s wearing another of those wrap dresses, this one red with flowers on it, that accentuate her curves to delicious perfection. Her long hair is down and curly, and sky-high sexy-as-fuck black heels click on the terracotta tile floor. She’s dazzling, and I can’t keep my eyes off her. I’m wearing a pinstriped dress shirt and navy dress pants, even though she said I could wear jeans if I wanted to. Somehow jeans didn’t feel appropriate for this occasion. I feel like a boring accessory next to the magnificence that is Carmen.

      Her Abuela is the first one we see. She’s coming out of the kitchen carrying a platter bigger than she is laden with food that has my mouth watering.

      I step up to help her. “Let me take that for you.”

      She hands it over to me and kisses Carmen and then me on the cheek I lower so she can reach me. “Thank you, honey. Take it into the dining room if you would.”

      “Follow me.” Carmen leads the way into the cavernous dining room on the Cuban side of the house, which I didn’t get a good look at the last time I was here. It’s much bigger than I expected.

      “How do you decide which side brunch is on?”

      “We rotate each week. Abuela and Nona decide on the menu and supervise everything.”

      “I love that.” Their traditions are charming and endearing and make me wish I was part of a family like theirs.

      With Carmen directing me, I put the massive platter on a table in the middle of the big room. The second the food is out, people migrate toward us. I receive kisses from Vivian and Nona. I meet Vivian’s sisters, Vincent’s brother, Navarro cousins and Giordino cousins. I meet so many people I can’t possibly remember all their names.

      Vincent presses a glass of red wine into my hand as the women buzz around Carmen and me like flies on fresh game. I suppose that’s what I am—the fresh game, a thought that makes me smile.

      Carmen looks at me, raises a brow in question.

      “This must be what fresh game feels like.”

      She laughs at that, her hand on my back letting me know she’s right there, by my side as her family members swarm us.

      I can tell something significant is happening when the buzzing dies down and the sea of women parts to admit newcomers.

      Carmen’s hand leaves my back as she goes to greet the couple with hugs and kisses. The woman says something to Carmen that has her nodding and reaching for the older woman’s hand. She leads them to me.

      “Jason, these are my in-laws. Josie, Len, meet my friend, Jason Northrup.”

      I shake hands with both of them. Carmen told me they’re younger than her parents, but they look at least ten years older. They have gray hair, and their eyes—blue for her and brown for him—carry the weight of their tragic loss. “It’s so nice to meet you both.”

      Josie cradles my hand between both of hers. “Likewise.”

      Unlike his wife, Len doesn’t seem all that pleased to meet me, but he’s polite for the sake of his wife and Carmen. I try to put myself in his place, to be meeting the man his son’s widow is now seeing and decide he can think whatever he wants to about me. My heart goes out to him. No one should have to go through what he and his family have endured. “I’m very sorry for the loss of your son.”

      “That’s very kind of you,” Josie says softly. “Thank you. We enjoyed the story on the news about you. It was nice of you to give your time to the clinic.”

      “It was a pleasure. I enjoyed it very much.” Which is true. I’d forgotten what it was like to deal with easily solved medical concerns. I’ve become accustomed to the more complex cases, the ones that are never easily solved and often have less-than-ideal outcomes.

      After Len and Josie wander off to talk to other people, Maria approaches me, bloody Mary in hand. She nods toward Tony’s parents. “How’d that go?”

      “Okay, I guess.”

      “They’re good people. If Carmen is happy, they’re happy. Don’t worry.”

      “That’s good to know.”

      “All these people… These are her people. We love her.”

      “I know.”

      “You aren’t going to hurt her, are you?”

      “I’m going to try like hell not to.”

      She nods, seeming pleased with my response. “It’s a huge deal that she brought you to brunch. I hope you realize that.”

      “I do.”

      Carmen joins us, and I put my arm around her, aware of everyone in the room watching us, getting a sense of how we are together. I want them to know I care about her.

      “Everything all right?” she asks, her gaze encompassing Maria and me.

      I give her a reassuring smile. “It is with me.”

      “Me, too,” Maria says. “The board of the clinic wanted me to pass along their thanks for what you did for us this week. They said you’re welcome to come back any time you’d like.”

      “I’ve got most of another week to kill before my meeting with the Miami-Dade board on Friday. I’m all yours if you’ll have me.”

      “Yes, we’ll have you,” she says, laughing. “I’ll let them know, and I’ll see you in the morning.” She starts to walk away but turns back. “For what it’s worth, I think it’s amazing that you’re continuing to volunteer at the clinic when you had what you needed from us the first day.”

      “I genuinely enjoy it.”

      “I know you do, and that makes you truly awesome.” To Carmen, she adds, “He’s a keeper, prima.”

      Carmen curls her hands around my arm. “I agree.”

      A powerful feeling of yearning comes over me, to be kept by her, to attend brunch at Giordino’s every Sunday, to be part of this amazing, loud, boisterous family. I can picture myself with Carmen, years from now, still going strong with a couple of adorable, rambunctious curly-haired kids who look like their mother along for the ride as we join her family for Sunday brunch. Seven days after meeting her, I can see all that and so much more.

      However, I need to figure out my own life before I disrupt hers any more than I already have. So I tamp back the yearning and focus on today and the coming week when I’ll know more about where I stand in New York and Miami.

      I try not to think about that as I enjoy the Cuban-themed feast, featuring many of the dishes I had the first time I was here and a few new things. Carmen explains everything to me, and I try it all. I’ve yet to have anything here that isn’t delicious. We’re seated at a big horseshoe-shaped table next to Carmen’s parents and her Nona. Abuela relishes her role as the hostess.

      Between courses, Carmen reaches for my hand under the table. The sense of connection I feel with her is powerful, so powerful in fact that only a few weeks after another woman upended my life in the worst possible way, I’m prepared to allow that to happen again.

      Carmen is more than welcome to upend my life in any way she sees fit.

      Everything would be different this time. I know that with a certainty I’ve never felt with anyone else.

      “Are you okay?” Carmen asks.

      “I’m great. You?”

      “It’s nice to have you here.”

      “Thanks for inviting me.”

      “I know we can be a lot.”

      “I was thinking how lucky you are to have such a great family. They must’ve been an enormous comfort to you.” I don’t have to say when. She knows what I mean.

      “They were. They surrounded me and held me up in every possible way. My mami slept in bed with me for the first month. Maria took the second month. My cousin Delores, who we call Dee, took the third month. She’s one of the cousins that live in New York now. I was never alone unless I wanted to be. I’ve always been thankful for them, but never more so than I was then.”

      “I can’t imagine what it would be like to have people like that, who swoop in and try to make it all better.”

      “You didn’t have that in New York?”

      I shake my head. “I had friends, most of them colleagues who thought I’d gotten a raw deal, but no one who swooped in the way your family would have.”

      “You haven’t seen true support until you’ve seen it from this clan.”

      “I’m sure it’s formidable.”

      “They saved my life. Without them around to remind me of my many blessings, I’m not sure I would’ve survived losing Tony.”

      “I’m very glad they saved your life so I would get to meet you and spend this time with you.”

      “Me, too.” Her wary smile reminds me of how worried she is about what might happen. I wish I could fix that for her. However, until I know where I’m going to end up and whether we’re going to be able to make something of this, she’ll remain wary and guarded, and I can’t blame her for that.

      After brunch, we go grocery shopping. As I watch how Carmen carefully chooses produce, I discover another layer to this woman who has me completely fascinated.

      “Why’re you staring at me?”

      “I’m not staring so much as ogling you as you ogle the avocados.”

      “Choosing avocados is serious business.”

      “So I’m learning.”

      “They can’t be too firm, and you don’t want them too soft. There’s a sweet spot right in the middle.” She hands one to me. “Feel that? It’s perfect.”

      While trying not to let my mind wander in lascivious directions, I take it from her and give it a gentle squeeze. “I’ll never look at avocados the same way again.”

      “Have you ever actually bought one before?”

      “I can’t say that have.”

      “Savage.”

      I crack up laughing. “What are you going to make with those avocados anyway?”

      “I put them on salads mostly. Avocado is an excellent source of ‘good fat.’”

      “Is it now?”

      “It is. And good fat helps to get rid of the bad fat.” She pulls a face. “I like to think of it like a PacMan, in there gobbling up all the fat I don’t need.” She puts a bag containing four avocados in her basket.

      “You don’t think you’re fat, do you?” I’m not at all sure if I should ask that, but curiosity wins out.

      “I think I’m curvier than I should be.”

      “I completely and adamantly disagree.”

      She rolls her eyes at me. “Stop.”

      “I will not stop. I think your curves are luscious, delicious, sexy, perfection, and you’ll never convince me otherwise.”

      “You’re good for a girl’s ego.”

      “Your ego should be very, very healthy.”

      I love the way she smiles at me and continues on her way, list in hand like the well-organized woman she is.

      We return to her place, and when I tell her I want to check out the gym in her building, she frowns. “Enjoy that.”

      “Come with me.”

      “No way. I’ve already told you I suck at the gym. I don’t need you to see that for yourself.”

      “Then let’s go for a walk or something.”

      “It’s too hot.” She looks up at me. “You go. I have some things I need to do around here, such as laundry. I can toss yours in, too, if you want.”

      “I don’t expect you to do my laundry.”

      “I know you don’t. I offered. Put it in the bathroom if you want me to do it, and go have your run.”

      “I’d rather hang with you than go run.”

      “You can do both. I’ll still be here when you get back.”

      “You promise?”

      She kisses me. “I promise.”

      I gather my laundry and put it in the bathroom, as directed, before changing into running shorts and a tank top. This run will be quick because I don't want to waste whatever time I have with Carmen doing something as mundane as running.

      I want to be with her every minute that I can for as long as I can. Who knows where I’ll be a week from now? The thought of being anywhere but with her is suddenly unfathomable to me.
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      In the morning, Jason and I take two cars to get cortaditos from Juanita before parting company to spend the day apart for the first time in a week. He’s heading to the clinic, and I’m going to my office at the hospital to fine-tune his presentation to the board, set for Friday at four.

      I show it to Mr. Augustino that afternoon, and he agrees it’s excellent.

      “Can you think of anything else we need to include?” I ask him.

      “Perhaps more about the details of his research and how that would bring national and international prestige to our hospital.”

      “Good point.” I make a note to ask Jason about that to get more information about the specifics of his research.

      “This is very well done, Carmen. I’m pleased with your efforts.”

      “Thank you. Dr. Northrup made it easy by giving me so much to work with.”

      “Is it true that he’s back at the free clinic in Little Havana this week?”

      “He is.”

      “Well, that’s good of him to do.”

      “He enjoys working there. If he’s granted privileges here, I think he’ll continue to volunteer there as often as he can.”

      “I received an interesting email today.”

      I experience a twinge of anxiety from the way he says that.

      “It was from the woman Dr. Northrup was involved with in New York. She explained the circumstances of their relationship and confirmed that he had no idea who she was or that she was married with children. She took the blame for the entire mess.”

      “Oh. Well, that’s good news.”

      “She also sent the letter to the board of the hospital in New York.”

      Even though I already know this, hearing it from Mr. Augustino makes it more official. Of course, he’ll go back to New York. I’ve been such a fool to think he’d do anything but that if offered the opportunity.

      “Are you all right, Carmen?”

      I look up at Mr. Augustino, my boss, the hospital president, the man who must never know that I’ve fallen hard for the doctor he assigned me to work with. I clear the emotion from my throat and keep my face expressionless when I look at him. “Yes, of course.”

      But one thing is abundantly clear to me in light of this development. I have to take a step back from Jason, and I have to do it now while I still can.
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        * * *

      

      I’m on my way home from the hospital when he calls. I think about letting it go to voicemail, but after spending almost every minute of the last week with him, I at least owe him an explanation.

      “Hi.”

      “Hey. How was your day?”

      “Good. You?”

      “Busy. We saw fifty-two patients.”

      “Wow. That is busy.”

      “I’m starving. What do you feel like for dinner?”

      “I, ah, did you talk to the new board chair from New York?”

      “I did. I was going to tell you about it when I see you. Is everything okay?”

      I pull into a parking lot in front of a coffee shop and a thrift store because I don’t trust myself to have this conversation while I’m driving.

      “Carmen? Are you still there?”

      “I’m here.”

      “What’s wrong, Rizitos?”

      Hearing that nickname brings tears to my eyes that I try—unsuccessfully—to contain. “What did the new board chair in New York say? Did you get your job back?”

      “She offered me the opportunity to come back if I want to.”

      That news strikes like a knife to my heart. I want to ask if he still plans to meet with the Miami-Dade board, but why would he? He got back the job he wanted in the first place. “That’s wonderful news, Jason. You must be thrilled.”

      “A week ago, I would’ve been thrilled, but now, not so much.”

      “You have a chance to get your career back on track. That’s what you said you wanted.”

      “It was what I wanted. Before.”

      “Before what?”

      “Before you.”

      My heart does a little happy dance at hearing that, but then reality smacks it down. “You cannot make major life decisions based on someone you’ve known for a week.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because! People don’t do that!”

      “Some people do.”

      “I don’t. I can’t. You can’t.”

      “May I please see you so we can talk about this face to face?”

      “I can’t do that either.”

      “Why?”

      “Because if I see your face, I’ll forget about protecting myself in this situation, and that has to be my top priority. It just has to be, Jason.”

      “So that’s it? We’re over, just like that?”

      “I… I don’t know.”

      “Do you think I’d just go back to New York and not at least ask you if you’d like to come with me or figure out some way to make this work between us?”

      “As much as I love being with you, and I really do, I’m not moving to New York. I just got my dream job. My whole life is here. I couldn’t do that to my parents or Tony’s parents, or my grandmothers. I can’t move. I won’t move.”

      Tears run down my face, and the pain in my chest reminds me far too much of how I felt after losing Tony. Not that this is anything like that. Jason is still alive and well, but his life is going to happen far away from mine. And that hurts. It hurts bad. As bad as anything has hurt in a very long time.

      “I have to go.”

      “Please don’t go. Let’s talk about it.”

      “There’s nothing left to talk about. My life is here. Yours is going to be somewhere else. I had so much fun with you, but I have to stop this now before it leaves me in ruins.” I’ll probably be in ruins anyway, but he doesn’t need to know that.

      “I never intended for that to happen.”

      “I know.”

      “Carmen—”

      “I have to go now. I’ll hope for all good things for you, Jason. You deserve the best of everything.” I end the call before he hears me break down into heartbroken sobs. My body shakes with the force of my despair. I’m sure it’s the right thing to stop this now because it’s not going to be any easier in a week.

      But good God, it hurts now, too. It hurts so bad.

      My phone rings, and my heart lurches with the hope that it might be him calling me back. I tell my lurching heart to knock it off, wipe my face and take the call from my mother, who’ll keep calling until I answer. Such is life for the only child of a woman who suffered nine miscarriages. “Hey.”

      “Hey, yourself. What’s wrong?” She probably got a readout on her ESP-o-meter that tells her whenever I’m in distress.

      “Nothing is wrong. I said one word.”

      “That’s all it takes for me to know something is wrong.”

      I should’ve let the call go to voicemail and texted her. “I’m fine. What’s up with you?”

      “Where are you?”

      I look around, trying to figure out where exactly I am. “On the way home.”

      “Come by for dinner. We’ll talk.”

      The last thing I feel like doing is talking about it or explaining to my family why I’m heartbroken once again. “Mami, I—”

      “I’ll see you when you get here.”

      The line goes dead.

      I could text her and tell her I’m simply not up for dinner at the restaurant, but she would leave work and come to my place to check on me, and I don’t want her doing that, either. “Ugh.” I start the car, back out of the parking space and head toward the restaurant, feeling dead inside. Devastation overshadows the joy of the last week.

      I wouldn’t have missed spending the time I did with Jason for anything. He made me feel alive again and showed me that I can still have strong feelings for a man. That’s all good news. But the thought of never seeing him again makes me sick.

      My eyes flood with more tears that make it hard for me to see where I’m going. I fumble around in the console and find a pack of tissues. At a red light, I mop up the tears and give myself a stern talking-to about getting it together so I won’t have to explain red, puffy eyes to my family.

      I take a deep, shuddering breath, hold it and then release it slowly, repeating the process several times until I feel calmer. The light changes and I accelerate through the intersection, intent on keeping my focus on the traffic while trying to ignore the dull, throbbing ache in my chest.

      The last place I feel like being is at the restaurant where I’ll be the center of attention, but if I don’t go to them, they’ll come to me. They’re too busy at this hour to leave work, so I go to them. This feeling reminds me of being summoned to appear every night at dinnertime as a teenager so we could pretend to be a typical family that ate dinner together.

      I used to hate that I had to go there every night at six o’clock or run the risk of being tracked down by one or both of them. Rather than risk their wrath, I’d showed up on time, especially after they got me a car and told me I was to use it to get to dinner on time or lose the privilege of having the car.

      Now that I’m older, I realize the value of what they’d done by making sure I wasn’t home alone every night while they were at work. I’d done most of my high school homework while sitting at the bar at Giordino’s, which was as much my home as our house was.

      I did most of my college and grad school homework there, too, more out of habit than anything. I discovered I wasn’t as efficient at home alone, so I found myself right back there long after the choice was mine to make. Not to mention, my parents kept me in food and drink while I worked, so there was that. That’s why they joke that they got me through college and grad school, which isn’t far from the truth.

      They’ve gotten me through everything, and as I pull into the parking lot behind the restaurant, I’m comforted to know they’ll get me through this new heartache, too.

      I pull down the visor to view the damage in the mirror. My eyes are a little red and watery, but overall, it’s not as bad as I expected. However, my appearance doesn't matter much because the people closest to me will take one look and know that something has happened.

      Resigned to my fate, I grab my purse and head inside through the back door that takes me past the bustling kitchen. The smells coming from there make my mouth water, reminding me that my appetite is always robust, even in the worst of times. That became a joke of sorts after Tony died, and I ate as if nothing had happened. Food has always been my friend that way.

      My stomach rumbles in anticipation of dinner as I make my way to the bar where my dad is holding court, as usual. He leans across the bar to kiss my cheek. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Don’t lie to your old man.”

      “There’s nothing old about you.”

      He raises an eyebrow, letting me know he’s not letting me off the hook.

      I take a seat at the bar. “Bump in the road with Jason. Nothing to worry about. What’re the specials tonight?”

      He puts a glass of chardonnay in front of me and hands me the printout of specials.

      I appreciate that he doesn’t immediately start peppering me with questions the way my mother and grandmothers would. “Where are the ladies?”

      “Tending to a private party upstairs, which buys you a little time.”

      I share a smile with him, appreciating that he gets that I need that bit of time before the inquisition begins.

      “It’s not terminal, I hope.” He speaks quietly so the other patrons won’t overhear him. “I like him.”

      “I do, too, and I’m not sure if it’s terminal. Jason might be going back to New York.” I shrug as if that’s not the worst possible outcome—for me. “It’s the best thing for him. That’s where his life is.”

      “Nothing says your life couldn’t be there, too.”

      I glance at him and catch the hint of sadness in warm eyes the same shade of brown as mine. “You trying to get rid of me, Pops?”

      He leans his elbows on the bar. “Not even kinda, but it was nice to see you sparkle again.”

      “It was nice to feel that way, but nothing says he’s the only one who can make me happy.” The words are no sooner out of my mouth when I call myself a liar. I don’t want anyone else but him.

      “True.”

      I can tell my dad wants to say more but is hesitant to say too much. I nudge his hand. “What?”

      “It’s just that it took five years for you to meet someone who made you want to try again.”

      “And look at what happened when I took that chance.”

      “If you don't mind me saying, you seem to be giving up rather easily, sweetheart.”

      That has me sitting straighter. “I’m not giving up so much as taking a step back out of self-preservation. I don’t want to live in New York, especially after I just got this job and finally started my career.”

      “Jobs are replaceable. People aren’t. You know that better than anyone.”

      “Jeez, Dad, go for the jugular, why don’t you?”

      He shrugs. “Just speaking the truth. If you care about this guy, and I think you do, don’t let him go without a fight. Tell him what you want. You might be surprised to discover he wants the same thing you do.”

      “As I said to him, we can’t make huge life and career decisions based on someone we’ve known a week. That’s insane.”

      “I knew two days after I met your mother that I’d never have been happy without her in my life. Did I know for sure that I’d marry her and have this amazing life with her? Nope, not yet, but I knew I could not and would not be happy without her.”

      Of course, I know that my parents were instantly attracted and smitten with each other, but their story takes on new meaning for me in light of current events.

      Dad wipes down glasses coming out of the steaming dishwasher. “I’m just saying, if he’s the one for you, you’ll figure it out. Don’t give up on him, sweetheart. He’s a good guy.”

      “I know he is, and that makes everything so much harder. I’d love the chance to get to know him better and to spend more time with him, but I’m not willing to move to New York for a guy I just met.”

      “So do the long-distance thing for a while and see what happens.”

      “And how will that go when he works eighty hours a week?”

      “I have a feeling he’d make time for you. The man never takes his eyes off you.”

      “That is not true!”

      “It’s absolutely true.” He tosses the dishtowel over his shoulder. “What do you want for dinner? Dante’s marsala is outstanding tonight. Had some earlier myself.”

      “That sounds good.”

      “House salad, too?”

      “You know me.” I love our house salad with its crispy romaine, tasty Roma tomatoes, cucumbers, carrots, black olives, house-made croutons and shredded parmesan cheese. I get it without the red onion.

      “I know you as well as I know myself, and seeing you with him… I liked the look of that. Be right back with your salad, love.”

      His sweet words bring new tears to my eyes. While he’s gone, I take the time to check my phone and find a text from Jason that I devour.

      I’m so sorry this has gotten complicated, but one thing isn’t complicated. I like you. A LOT. A LOT, A LOT. I think about you all the time. In one week, you’ve made yourself essential to me in every way, most having nothing at all to do with our “project.” I’ve got a lot to figure out, and I completely understand your need to protect yourself during my madness. I get it, even if I already miss you like crazy.

      “I miss you, too,” I whisper, rereading his message at least ten times before my dad returns, bringing my salad with the Italian house dressing on the side, just the way I like it.

      Dad lifts his chin to ask what’s up.

      I hand over my phone to show him the text.

      He scans it and hands the phone back to me. “Have I mentioned I like this guy?”

      “You might’ve said something about that.”

      “Sometimes, it’s hard to be patient and wait to see what’ll happen. I have a good feeling that having some patience in this situation might serve you well.”

      “Maybe.”

      He goes off to tend to other customers while I eat my salad and think about Jason’s text and what my dad said. I was doing okay before I met Jason, and I have to believe I’ll be fine if he goes back to New York. But nothing will be as bright or as enjoyable as it was with him around. It’ll be challenging to go on knowing he’s out there somewhere, too far away to be part of my daily life.

      For once, my formidable appetite is letting me down as I pick at the salad and try to work up interest in anything.

      My mother slides onto the stool next to me. “What’s going on?”

      Since there’s no point in trying to dodge her, I give her the summary. “Jason may be getting his old job back in New York.”

      “Oh crap. Well, good for him, but not so good for you, huh?”

      “Something like that.”

      Abuela and Nona are right behind her, and my mother fills them in, which saves me the trouble of explaining it yet again.

      “Ay, Mija, that boy is loco for you,” Abuela says. “He’s not going anywhere.”

      “It’s not that simple, Abuela. His whole life, his research, everything is in New York. He only came here because he didn’t have any choice. Or he thought he didn’t.”

      “That’s nonsense,” Nona says. “His work isn’t his whole life, and he’s smart enough to know that.”

      I should’ve known they’d make me feel better. They usually do. And Dad was right about Dante’s marsala. It’s delicious. I box up half of it to take for lunch tomorrow.

      “My boss wants to bring his wife in for their anniversary. He asked if I could pull some strings for him.”

      “Eh,” Nona says with a wink. “We’ll see what we can do.”

      I smile at her and lean into her when she holds out her arms to me. “After brunch, I said our little girl is falling in love with that handsome doctor.”

      I start to protest, but she hushes me.

      “I said she’s falling in love, and so is he. I only hope they can figure it out, so no one gets hurt.” She runs her hand over my hair the way she used to when I was little. “I also said if he hurts you, I might have him killed, but I didn’t mean that. Well, not really…”

      I’m laughing even as tears roll down my cheeks.

      “If it’s meant to be with him, my sweet girl, it will be. But no matter what happens with your Jason, you’re a strong, capable woman, a survivor of much more difficult things than this will ever be. You, my love, will be fine, no matter what.”

      “What she said.” Abuela uses her thumb to point to Nona in a rare moment of total agreement.

      I want to luxuriate in the warm embrace of my grandmothers and parents, but I need to go home and get ready for work and prepare to move on with my life. My grandmother is right—if it’s meant to be, it will be. “Thank you, Nona. I needed to hear that tonight, and you’re right. It’ll work out the way it’s meant to.”

      “And you will be fine,” Abuela says emphatically, “because we say so.”

      I hug her and my mother—and my dad when he comes around the bar to get his share. “Love you guys. Don’t know what I’d do without you, which is why I can’t even think about living somewhere else.”

      “We love you, too, but you’re not to make decisions based on us.” Dad gives Mami a quelling look that has her thinking better of what she was going to say. “You would be fine without us, and we would be fine without you—if we have to be. We want you to be happy, Carmen. That is all we want for you.”

      I appreciate that he’s given me the freedom to do what’s best for me, even if it wouldn’t be what’s best for my parents and family. I’ve got a lot to consider. That’s for sure.
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      I stop for dinner at an Italian place that has nothing on Giordino’s. I may be ruined forever for Cuban and Italian food after eating there. I may be ruined for everything if I’ve lost Carmen, which is a profoundly depressing thought that sucks the life out of me as I drive back to the hotel where I haven’t slept in days.

      A lot of my stuff is at Carmen’s, which means I’ll have to see her at some point. Out of respect for her wishes, I buy a toothbrush, toothpaste, a razor, a comb and a bottle of water in the hotel gift shop. I pay for the items and turn to head toward the elevator when I see her.

      Ginger.

      She was sitting in my hotel lobby waiting for me, looking as always as if she just stepped off a runway in Milan. She once told me that her color palette was autumn, which is why she wears tans, oranges and browns exclusively. I should’ve taken one thing from that information—that’s she’s shallow and concerned with all the wrong things. Hindsight is indeed twenty-twenty. Today she’s wearing orange, but all I see is red.

      For a second, I’m so surprised to see her that I’m speechless. But then the rage comes rushing in, making me thankful for the items in my hands that make it impossible for me to strike a woman for the first time in my life. I like to think I’d never do that, but with her looking at me with those big green eyes that used to move me, I can’t be sure I’d be able to hold back if my hands were free. “What do you want?”

      “Can we talk? Please?”

      “Absolutely not.” I wonder how she found me, but that’s secondary to getting rid of her. “Go home. There’s nothing for you here.”

      “Jason, I want to apologize.”

      “Good, thanks. All set. Go away.” I head for the elevators, hoping she got the message.

      She didn’t. She grabs my arm to stop me, and since I’m not up for a nasty public scene, I glare at her until she releases me.

      “I have less than nothing to say to you.”

      “I have things I need to tell you. Give me five minutes, please?”

      “I’m not giving you thirty seconds. Go back under the rock you crawled out from under, and leave me alone. Your scheme was a roaring success. I hear Howard quit the board. Congratulations on ruining the lives of two men. You should be very pleased with yourself.”

      To my great horror, she begins to cry. “I’m so, so sorry. I never intended—”

      “What didn’t you intend? For the whole sordid mess to get plastered all over the New York media or for me to lose my job or your kids to find out what a shameless bitch their mother is?” I purposely use bitch instead of whore, but only because we’re in public, not because I don’t think it.

      “Any of it. I didn’t intend for it to go as far as it did.”

      I stare at her, incredulous. “What did you think would happen when your husband, who runs the hospital where I work, walked in on us when my dick was down your throat?”

      A guy from the hotel approaches us, his expression stormy. “That’s enough, folks. Take it upstairs or outside unless you want me to call the cops.”

      “I apologize.” I notice there’re kids in the bar area, too far to have heard what I said, but close enough that I shouldn’t have said it. Why am I even talking to her? “I’m going upstairs. Alone.”

      “Jason…”

      “I really ought to thank you, Ginger.” I’ve turned down the volume considerably, but I hope the glare I direct her way is as frosty as I intend it to be. “If you hadn’t blown up my life, I never would’ve come here and met the most extraordinary woman I’ve ever known. So thanks for that, for leading me to her. She makes this entire nightmare worth every bit of hell and heartache you put me through.” The elevator dings when it arrives. “Have a nice life.”

      Her tear-stained face is the last thing I see before the doors close, and the elevator gets me the hell away from her. As the car ascends, I realize my hands are shaking, and every muscle in my body is tight with fury. How dare she come here to find me, hoping to do what? Reconcile? As if that’s ever going to happen.

      My heart is beating so fast I fear it’s reaching the danger zone. Naturally, the fucking keycard picks that moment not to work, but there’s no way I’m going back to the lobby while she might still be lurking. I slide down to the floor and bust out a beer from the six-pack of Sam Adams I bought on the way home, realizing it’s not a twist-off and I don’t have a bottle opener.

      “Motherfucker. This day just keeps getting better and better.”

      Remember a month ago when your life wasn’t a complete disaster? I pull out my phone to check what I was doing a month ago today. I scroll through the calendar app and find the late May date in which I had three back-to-back surgeries, a two-hour meeting with my research team and a late dinner with Ginger at my place. I remember that particular night. I tried to get her to tell me more about herself, but she dodged the questions the way she always did.

      I was too tired to care. All I wanted was to eat, have sex and sleep. Looking back, picking apart every minute I spent with her, I can see the signs were there. I just chose to ignore them. For the first time in years, I was in an actual relationship, having regular sex with someone who seemed to like being with me as much as I enjoyed being with her. Why would I blow that up by making an issue over her not wanting to talk about herself? Wasn’t that a refreshing change of pace? I’d found a hot, sexy woman who preferred to talk about me rather than herself. She was an actual unicorn. What more could I possibly want?

      So much more, as it turns out. She might’ve played me for a fool, but I was easily played. I’ve never been one to be led around by my dick, but that’s what she did, and I let it happen. With ninety percent of my mental energy expended at work on any given day, the ten percent I had left wasn’t enough to delve deeper into the inner workings of my relationship with her or to come up with questions I should’ve been asking.

      That’s my bad. Not that I’ll ever think I deserved what Ginger did to me, but for someone who’s always been told he’s freakishly intelligent, I was anything but when it came to her. I was a typical dude who didn’t care about the details as long as he was getting laid regularly.

      In my heart of hearts, I knew something about us wasn’t quite right, and I didn’t care enough to figure out what.

      My phone chimes with a text. I pull it out of my pocket and experience a moment of pure joy when I see it’s from Carmen. Mr. Augustino reviewed the PP presentation today and said we need more about your research. Not sure if you still plan to meet with the M-D board, but if you do, send me more on that.

      I read the message three times, looking for something extra that isn’t there. She’s all business, and I can hardly blame her for that. Since she can tell I read the message, I respond with Will do.

      Do I still plan to meet with the Miami-Dade board of directors? I turn it over and over in my mind. It would be so much easier to go back to New York to pick up where I left off as if none of this ever happened. Before I met Carmen, that’s what I would’ve done. I would’ve been on a plane within hours of hearing from the new board chair.

      But here I am, still in Miami, and why is that exactly?

      I think about the first time I saw Carmen standing in the blazing sun waiting for me outside the hospital. I think about going to get her out of jail and how adorably undone she’d been by the time she’d spent in that cell. I smile, recalling how her hair had gone from ruthlessly straight to wildly curly in the two hours since I’d last seen her, thanks to my convertible and the south Florida humidity. I thought she was stunning the first time I saw her, but even more so the second time when her prim, perfect veneer had been upset by her time in jail.

      I remember her telling me she’d never even been to detention before she met me and landed in jail less than an hour later. God, she’d been adorable that day, so frazzled and worried about her parents finding out about her stint in jail. What a refreshing change of pace she’d been from the start, unlike anyone I’ve ever met.

      I recall finding out she is a widow and wanting to know everything about what she’d been through and discovering, one detail at a time, how she’d survived it with her particular brand of strength, courage and determination. In many ways, she reminds me of my mother. She would love Carmen. Almost as much as I do.

      That thought stops me short.

      Hell, I love her. Is it too soon? Absolutely. Does that matter? Absolutely not. I love her, and I think, maybe, she might love me, too. Why else would she feel it was so vital to take a step back, to protect herself from whatever damage I might inflict on her with my ongoing turmoil? If she didn’t care, she wouldn’t have done that. She would’ve stuck around, enjoyed the time we had left and walked away unscathed when I go.

      After the fantastic time we’ve spent together, neither of us will walk away from this unscathed. The thought of never seeing Carmen again is unimaginable to me, and the possibility of that fills me with panic. I pick myself up off the floor and, hoping Ginger has taken off by now, go downstairs to get a new key.

      I’ve got a lot to do and not much time left to do it.
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        CARMEN

      

      

      I hardly sleep, tossing and turning and thinking of Jason and Tony and dreading having to put my life back together once again. I hate being back in this place of grief and loss. No, it’s not the same as when I lost Tony, but the ache is all too familiar and unwelcome.

      I try to shake it off as I go through my morning routine, which includes a stop at Juanita’s.

      She immediately senses something is up. “Oh, no. What happened? Where’s your sexy doctor?”

      “I… Um…”

      Juanita surprises me when she shuts her window, flips the Open sign to Closed, comes outside to take hold of my hand and marches me inside. In all the years I’ve been buying coffee from her, I’ve never been in here.

      “What’re you doing? This is the busiest time of day for you.”

      “They’ll wait. What’s wrong?”

      “He’s probably going back to New York.”

      “Que lastima.” She hugs me tightly. “Lo siento, mi vida.”

      I’m determined not to break down, to soldier through this and get to the other side of it as quickly as possible. Two weeks ago today, I didn’t even know he existed. I refuse to allow him to ruin the life I worked so hard to put together for myself after the last time my heart shattered. “I’ll be okay. I promise.”

      Angry customers knock on the window, but Juanita doesn’t seem to care in the least as she hugs me long and hard. “So many people admire you, mi amiga—the way you’ve carried on after losing your sweet husband. Everyone wants to see you happy and smiling the way you’ve been with that hot doctor. It was a sight for sore eyes.”

      I frantically blink back tears, determined to get through this day without them. “Thank you, Juanita. I truly appreciate the support.”

      “If it doesn’t work out with him, you’re going to find someone else. I know it. A heart like yours is too big to hold all that love you have inside you. You gotta give it away, amiga.”

      I never knew she felt that way about me. “Thank you. That means so much to me.” I hug her again. “Now, get back to work before you have a riot on your hands.”

      “Eh.” She waves a hand at the window as she hands me my cortadito. “They’ll wait. They’re addicted.”

      I laugh because that’s the God’s honest truth. Like me, they can’t get through the day without a shot of Juanita’s magic. When I try to pay her, she scowls fiercely at me. I send her a grateful smile and emerge from the shop, feeling the glare from everyone in the long line directed at me as I make my way to my car.

      “Don’t you be looking at her that way,” Juanita says. “I brought her in here, and if you want your fix, you’d better be nice to my girl. Now, who’s next?”

      I smile at her sauciness as I get into the car, perching my coffee carefully in the cupholder because God forbid I should spill it. Juanita’s cortadito is liquid gold deliciousness.

      I’m about to pull out of my parking space when Priscilla roars into the lot, stopping next to my car. I’m frozen in place, unable to move or think or breathe or do anything other than drink in the sight of Jason’s gorgeous face. I’d have to be blind to miss the yearning in the lovely eyes that always look at me with affection and desire. Now is no different. He conveys so much with just a look.

      He gets out of his car and comes around to mine, knocking on the passenger window. I eye the unlock button warily. It took every ounce of grit I could summon last night to take a step back from him. If I let him into my car, I’ll be right back to square one.

      I glance at the passenger window. He’s bent at the knees, staring at me imploringly through the glass. Every part of me wants every part of him. Even as I curse my lack of willpower, I unlock the door.

      He gets in, closes the door and turns to face me.

      I crank the AC so we won’t roast to death.

      A quick glance tells me he’s tired—as tired as I am. He didn’t shave, and his hair looks like he “brushed” it with an impatient sweep of his fingers.

      “Are you okay?” he asks.

      “Sure. Never better.” I take a sip of my coffee so I’ll have something to do with my hands besides reach for him and beg him to stay with me forever.

      “You willing to share your fix?” Offering a small smile, he tips his chin toward the cup.

      I hand it over to him and try not to react to the moan that’s become far too familiar to me for reasons that have nothing to do with cortadito.

      He gives the cup back to me. “Ginger was at my hotel last night.”

      I gasp, nearly spill the coffee all over myself and realize my efforts to remain detached from him are for naught. I can no more remain detached from him than I can suddenly decide to quit breathing. “What did she want?”

      “Who knows? I told her to get lost.”

      “How’d she find you?”

      “That’s an excellent question, but I didn’t care enough to ask. I just wanted her gone.”

      “Wow, she came down here to find you. That’s pretty crazy.” Suddenly, I’m chilled to the bone and not just because of the AC that I turn down to low.

      “She’s nothing to me, Carmen. Surely you have to believe me when I tell you that.”

      I tell myself it doesn’t matter. He’s leaving. I’m not. What do I care if he feels something for his ex? Except I do care. I care more than I’ve cared about anything in years, despite my futile effort to stay removed from him and this crazy situation. With him sitting next to me, his familiar scent filling my senses and reminding me of so many intimate moments with him, remaining removed is all but impossible. “I do. I believe you.”

      “I miss you.”

      “You saw me yesterday.”

      “I missed sleeping with you last night. I slept like shit.”

      “I did, too.”

      “I know it’s a lot to ask of you, but will you please give me a couple of days to figure out my life before you write me off forever?”

      “I haven’t written you off forever. I’m just trying to avoid, you know…”

      “Heartbreak?”

      “Yeah,” I reply, sighing. “I’ve had enough of that for one lifetime.”

      “The very last thing I want to do is cause you more. I hope you believe that as well.”

      “I do.”

      “The offer from New York was unexpected. It’s thrown a wrench into things, and I’m trying to figure out how to proceed. You’re very much a factor in my decision-making process.”

      “Which I absolutely should not be. Eight days, Jason. You’ve known me for eight days.”

      As if he can’t resist the need to touch me for another second, he takes my hand and brings it to his lips, kissing my palm and the inside of my wrist where he has to feel the thundering beat of my heart in the throbbing pulse point. “The best eight days of my whole life, Carmen. Hands down.”

      “Really?” My voice sounds high and squeaky.

      “Really. I need you to have some faith in me and us. We’re going to figure something out, okay?”

      Hope swells within me, a wave of happiness so big, I can’t hold it back even if I wanted to, which I don’t. I nod because what else can I do but put my faith in him?

      He leans across the center console but can only go so far.

      I have to meet him halfway, so the choice is mine to make. As if there’s any choice at all. I lean in.

      His hand curls around my neck as his lips meet mine in a kiss that starts sweet but quickly becomes about the frenzied need and intense desire.

      We resurface many minutes later, hands buried in hair, lips tingling and other parts on fire for more.

      “Whoa.”

      His single word sums it up rather well.

      “I have to go to work.” I glance at the clock. I have fifteen minutes to get there on time and will need every one of them at this hour.

      “Me, too.” He kisses the back of my hand and lets it go, seeming reluctant. “Can I call you later?”

      I think about that before shaking my head. “Call me when you figure out what you’re doing. We’ll go from there.”

      He groans dramatically and drops his head back against the seat. “You drive a hard bargain, Ms. Giordino, but okay. We’ll do this your way.” He rolls his head my way and looks at me with those beautiful eyes. “Don’t fall for someone else before you hear from me, okay?”

      My lips quiver from the effort not to laugh. I sense he wouldn’t appreciate that right now. “I’ll try not to.”

      “You do that.” He reaches for the door handle but looks at me one more time, seeming to take visual inventory, before he gets out of the car and closes the door behind him.

      I watch him walk over to join Juanita’s line, noting the subtle hunch of his shoulders as he goes. While I hate to see him hurting, it helps to know we’re both unsettled. I’m thankful for that as I leave the parking lot and head for work, running frightfully late.
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        CARMEN

      

      

      Traffic is more of a beast than usual, and I end up jogging on heels from the parking lot, juggling my cortadito, my work bag and my purse. The effort is worth it when I roll into the executive suite five minutes after nine.

      Fortunately, only Mona sees me come in late, and I doubt she’ll tell anyone.

      “Good morning,” she says, apparently chipper in the morning, which is super annoying to a non-morning person.

      “Morning.”

      “Did Dr. Northrup’s sister find him last night?”

      That stops me dead in my tracks. “His sister?”

      “She’s very pretty. I could see the resemblance.”

      “That’s interesting because Dr. Northrup doesn’t have a sister.”

      Mona stares at me, her eyes wide. “He doesn’t?”

      “He only has a brother, so it seems you gave his location to someone who isn’t a family member, Mona. That could’ve been very dangerous if she’d been looking to harm him.”

      I feel like shit when her eyes fill with tears, but it’s true. She can’t just give out a colleague’s personal information without their permission.

      “Is he… He’s all right?”

      “He’s fine, but he was not at all pleased to be confronted by the woman who caused the scandal in New York.”

      “That’s who she was?”

      “That’s who she was.”

      “Oh, my goodness. I’m so sorry. I feel terrible.” She looks up at me with eyes gone shiny with tears. “You won’t tell Mr. Augustino, will you?”

      I offer a smile and a wink. “You kept my secret, and I’ll keep yours.”

      “Oh, thank you, Carmen. You’re the best. I’m so glad you’ve joined our team.”

      “Me, too.” I go into my office and get settled for the day. I send Jason a quick text to tell him that Mona was the one who gave his “sister” the address of his hotel.

      Well, that’s one mystery solved. Leave it to Ginger to lie about everything.

      I told Mona she shouldn’t be giving out that info without permission. She’s very sorry.

      Tell her no worries.

      I put down my phone and get started with my email, where I find a message from Terri, the nurse administrator friend of Jason’s from New York.

      
        
        Hi Carmen,

        Here are some more testimonials that came in from former patients and colleagues of Dr. Northrup’s. I heard the board here offered him his job back. Tell him we’re all delighted to hear that and can’t wait to have him back where he belongs. I texted him but haven’t heard from him. I hope he’s holding up all right amid all this nonsense. Anyway, I’m not sure if you still need the testimonials, but I figured I’d send them along anyway. Thanks for all you’ve done to help Dr. Northrup.

        All best,

        Terri

      

      

      I feel dead inside reading that message, hearing how excited his former colleagues are to have him back where he belongs. I read through the testimonials from thankful patients, family members of patients who died despite Jason’s heroic efforts and colleagues who sing his praises as a physician and human being.

      I add each one of them to the PowerPoint presentation, which includes a cascading array of testimonials. I realize there are probably too many of them, but I included them all in light of what we’re trying to accomplish.

      I add the bullet points Jason emails me about his research, save the file on our internal server and share a link to the latest version with Mr. Augustino.

      An hour later, he comes to my office, knocking on my open door before he steps inside. “Good morning.”

      “Morning.”

      “I saw the latest version of the presentation. It’s very well done. Kudos, Ms. Giordino.”

      “Thank you. I’m glad you’re happy with it.”

      He sits in my visitor chair, seeming morose. “It may all be for nothing. Did you hear that New York invited him to return?”

      “I did hear that.”

      “I spoke with the chair of our board earlier, and she feels it would be inappropriate for us to proceed with him in light of this development.”

      My heart sinks. “So that’s it? It’s over then?”

      “I believe it is.”

      “Oh, well.” I can’t break down in front of my boss. I won’t cry at work. But I want to. I really, really want to.

      “You did great work on this project, and I’m pleased to offer you the director’s position if you’re still interested. You’d be in charge of hiring an assistant to replace yourself.”

      Crushing lows, soaring highs. I can’t keep up with this rollercoaster ride I’m on. “I… Yes, that would be wonderful. Thank you for the confidence you’ve placed in me.”

      “The board is interested in doing more of the kind of community outreach you coordinated for Dr. Northrup. I’d like you to oversee that as part of your new duties.”

      “I can do that.”

      “Excellent.” He leans across my desk to shake my hand. “Congratulations, Ms. Giordino.”

      “Please, call me Carmen.”

      “I’d be happy to. I’m Roy.”

      I should be thrilled. I’ve received a huge promotion in my second week. I get to hire my assistant, and I’m on a first-name basis with the hospital president. But I’m not thrilled. I’m heartbroken for myself while happy for Jason. The wide array of emotions is almost too much to process.

      A terrible wrong has been righted. That’s what matters here, or so I tell myself.

      I force myself to keep my emotions locked away until I can fully wallow in them later. “I talked to my parents, and they said to let them know when you and Mrs. Augustino would like to come in for dinner. They’d be delighted to have you.”

      “That’s wonderful. My wife will be so excited. She loves the Cuban food at Giordino’s. I’m partial to the Italian myself. Our anniversary is on July 12th.”

      “I’ll get you a reservation for seven?”

      “That’s perfect. Thanks again.”

      “Any time.”

      Mr. Augustino—Roy—leaves my office. I try to refocus on the notes the former director left me about ongoing projects, upcoming events and other things that’ll require my attention as the new director.

      I can’t concentrate on anything, so I decide to take a walk to clear my mind. I wander through the hospital, getting to know the place as I go. In the elevator, I randomly choose the fourth floor, which is labor and delivery. I pass the closed doors to the neo-natal intensive care unit where premature babies fight for life. I watch as nurses escort a happy couple to the elevator from the other side of the long hallway. The woman is in a wheelchair with a baby in her arms as the man follows behind her, carrying the baby’s car seat.

      I wonder what it would be like to be that woman on my way home to start the next phase in my life with my child and the man who loves me. If Tony had lived, that would’ve been us, at least twice by now, if not three times. We’d debated how many children we wanted. Two for sure, with more open for negotiation we never got to have.

      On the sixth floor, home of the oncology department, I encounter a young male patient attached to a rolling IV stand, walking with a nurse, who encourages him to take a few more steps as he grimaces in pain. I say a silent prayer for his full recovery.

      In the seventh floor pediatric ICU, I ask for Mateo Diaz at the nurses’ station. They direct me to room 718. I knock on the door, and Sofia jumps up to greet me with a hug. She speaks to me in Spanish, thanking me for coming by and singing the praises of Dr. Northrup, who saved her little boy’s life.

      Mateo, dwarfed by the big hospital bed, is awake and alert.

      “How’s he doing?” I ask her in Spanish.

      “So much better. Thank God.”

      “That’s wonderful news. And how are you?”

      She hesitates before answering. “All that matters is that my baby is alive.”

      “What do you need, Sofia? What can we do to help?”

      With tears in her eyes, she leads me to the doorway so her son won’t overhear us. “I lost my job because I was absent, my rent is due, and I have no idea what to do.”

      I pull out my phone. “Give me your number. I’ll talk to some people and see what we can do to help.”

      “You’ve already done so much. I heard you’re the one who arranged for Dr. Northrup to come to the clinic. Without him…” She glances at Mateo. “I don’t know what we would’ve done. He donated his services and paid for the hospital costs out of his pocket. Did you know that?”

      “I didn’t, but I’m not surprised.” If I hadn’t already been most of the way in love with Jason Northrup, I would be now.

      “It’s enough, Carmen. I’ll figure out the rest.”

      “Give me your number anyway. People will want to help.”

      Reluctantly, she gives me her number, which I type into my contacts. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “God bless you.”

      I hug her, and when I pull back, Jason is standing there.

      “Morning,” he says to Sofia. “How’s my friend Mateo doing?”

      “He’s so much better.”

      “I heard that. I’m so glad. I’ll be in to see him in just a minute. Carmen, may I have a word, please?”

      “Sure.” I squeeze Sofia’s arm as I follow Jason into the hallway.

      I want to hug him and kiss him, and thank him for what he’s done for Mateo. I want to ask him if he’s heard that the Miami-Dade board has deferred to New York’s wishes to have their star pediatric neurosurgeon back. But I don’t do any of those things. Instead, I wait to hear what he has to say.

      “I’ve got to go to New York.”

      My heart sinks like a lead sinker in a murky pond. “Okay.”

      “They’ve got a three-year-old girl with the same tumor Mateo had. I’m flying up to operate on her, but I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      I bite my lip and nod, intent on getting through this without becoming emotional. “I hope it goes well.”

      “I do, too. Her situation is a bit more complex than Mateo’s was.”

      His golden eyes gleam with anticipation of a complicated new case. He’s clearly in his element.

      “Mr. Augustino offered me the PR director’s job this morning.”

      “Seriously? Carmen, that’s amazing. Congratulations.” I can tell he wants to kiss me but restrains himself out of deference to where we are. “One week on the job, and you’re already getting promoted.”

      “I think it’s more because the director decided not to come back after her maternity leave.”

      “That’s not why. It’s because Mr. Augustino knows what an asset you are to his team. He never would’ve offered it to you if he wasn’t pleased with your work.”

      “I suppose that’s true.”

      “It’s entirely true. I’m happy for you and super proud.”

      “Thanks.” I bask in the glow of his approval for a few final seconds while wondering if I’ll ever see him again. When he gets back to New York, where his old job is waiting for him, what reason will he have to come back here? I can send him the stuff he left at my place in the mail, I guess. “Good luck with the surgery.”

      “Thanks. I’ll text you when I can.”

      “Okay.” I start to walk away, determined to hold my head up and soldier on even if my heart is breaking.

      “Hey, Carmen?”

      I turn back to him, raising a brow while drinking in the sight of him and trying to commit him to memory. As if I could ever forget.

      “I will be back.”

      I nod and continue on my way, clinging to my composure as I go. I can do this. I’ve been through worse. I’ll get through this, too. When I return to my office, I text Abuela and Nona, telling them about Sofia’s situation and asking what we can do to help.

      Abuela responds first. We’re on it, querida.”

      Thanks for letting us know, Nona adds.

      The next question, Abuela says, is how are YOU?

      I’m ok. Jason is going back to NY to do a surgery, but he said he’ll be back. I guess we’ll see.

      Ay, Mija, Abuela says, I know this is so hard, but that boy is falling for you. We all saw that. He’ll be back.

      I hope you’re right.

      When have you ever known me not to be?

      You had to toss her a softball, Nona says in her usual dry way.

      I laugh out loud, delighted as always by them. Love you guys. Thanks for always being there for me—and everyone else, too. I want to be you two when I grow up.

      You’re already the best part of us, Nona says. We love you too. We’ll get something going for Sofia.

      I reply with the kiss-face emoji. Sofia won’t know what hit her when the two of them mobilize on her behalf.

      I force myself to focus on work, to push everything else to the side and give my all to my job. I want to make Mr. Augustino glad he asked me to be the director. I work with HR to start the recruiting process for an assistant. I write a press release about one of our cardiologists winning a prestigious award and another for a nurse supervisor who’s retiring after forty years at the hospital. I interview them both and pour my heart and soul into telling their stories.

      Local media outlets report on both releases, which is a win for me—and the hospital.

      Days pass in which I do little more than go through the motions—get up, get ready for work, stop at Juanita’s, go to the office, chat with Mona, devote all my attention to my work, sit through meetings, rinse and repeat. Several days after Jason left, I have dinner at the restaurant where my grandmothers detail the full rundown of fundraisers and efforts they’ve put together to help Sofia, who is overwhelmed by their generosity. All the while, I try not to think about Jason, which is easier said than done.

      I got one brief text from him the day he left—letting me know he arrived safely in New York and was heading into surgery. Since then? Nothing.

      I tell myself he’s busy saving lives, doing what he was born to do. It’s the way things should be, even if I miss him more than I ever thought possible.

      On Friday, the board meets for the day as scheduled. According to Mona, who helped prepare for the meeting, the matter of Dr. Jason Northrup is not on their agenda. I process that information with the sinking feeling inside that’s become all-too-familiar to me during this seemingly endless week.

      The one bright spot is that I get my first real paycheck and stare at the details with a sense of disbelief. I always did well at the restaurant, but this is even better, especially after working hard to get through school. I pay my rent, pay down a chunk of my credit card balance and wallow in the sense of accomplishment that comes with ridding myself of debt.

      I spend the weekend alone, holed up in my apartment, licking my wounds and wondering if Jason meant it when he said he’d be back. I relive every minute we spent together, reveling in details I never want to forget. I watch Desiree’s interview with him a hundred times. I scroll through the photos I took of him playing dominoes with the older men, eating at Giordino’s, drinking at the Fountainbleu bar and sitting on Miami Beach.

      When I realize I don’t have a single photo of the two of us together, the feeling of loss is so intense it takes me back to the darkest days of my life. I hate returning to that place, even if I continue to tell myself that this is nothing like that. I’m learning that heartbreak is heartbreak, regardless of what causes it. With all the photos I took of him for Instagram, how could I not have thought to take a selfie of us together? I call in “sick” to Sunday brunch because I just don’t have it in me to answer questions from each of my overly concerned family members.

      It doesn’t surprise me at all when my parents and grandmothers arrive at my door bearing brunch leftovers, enough food to get me through the week without having to hit the grocery store. That’s a welcome relief as I don’t feel like doing anything.

      I appreciate that they only stay for half an hour, during which we talk about everything other than the elephant sitting on my chest before they depart to open for dinner at the restaurant. Once again, they give me a reason to thank my lucky stars to have been born into a family that cares the way they do, even if there are times I wish they cared a tiny bit less.

      By the following Wednesday, I’ve come to believe my relationship with Jason was nothing more than a figment of my overactive imagination. If it hadn’t been for the clothing and personal items he left at my apartment, I’d think I dreamt the entire thing. I’ve taken to sleeping in one of his dress shirts that still bears the faint scent of his cologne. Don’t judge me. I’m trying to be strong, but I miss him, even if my rational self believes it’s crazy to feel this way about someone I knew for one week.

      It was a really, really good week.

      I’m at my desk on Thursday when Mona comes into my office and closes the door. I can tell with one look at her that she’s bringing me a scoop.

      “What’s up?”

      “The board is meeting in executive session.”

      “About what?”

      “Mr. Augustino said it’s a personnel matter and couldn’t say anything else.”

      “Okay…”

      “Debby in the cafeteria said she heard it’s about Dr. Northrup.”

      My heart stops. “Really?”

      Mona nods. “She heard he requested the meeting.”

      I can’t. I just can’t. If I allow myself to go there… “Thanks for letting me know.”

      “Have you heard anything?”

      “I haven’t.” Mona is dying to know what went down between Jason and me. I’m not telling her or anyone about that. It’s our business, and it’s in the past now, anyway.

      Her cherubic face falls with disappointment. “Oh. Ok.” She clears her throat. “I’ll, ah, let you get back to work.”

      “Thanks, Mona. Close the door when you leave?”

      “Of course.”

      When the door clicks shut, I release a long exhale. My skin feels hot and tight, my heart is beating fast, and my mouth is dry. I want to text Jason and ask if the rumors are true, but if he wanted me to know, he would’ve told me. I haven’t heard anything from him since that one text more than a week ago.

      I stand and stretch, walking over to the window that looks down upon the circular driveway where we first met. I think about Priscilla and Betty and my trip to jail, about Jason bailing me out and asking for my help in restoring his damaged reputation. I dream about kissing him and touching him and making love with him, of sleeping in his arms and waking to his handsome face on the pillow next to mine.

      I blink back tears and give myself yet another pep talk, the hundredth one in the last week. I was fine before Jason. I am fine after him. It was fun, and I’m glad I met him. I’m relieved to know I can have feelings for a man other than my late husband. These are all good things, and maybe if I keep reminding myself about them, I might just survive this.
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      This has been a week straight from hell. The surgery was a nightmare that included two follow-up surgeries, and we still didn’t get it all, which complicates the child’s prospects for recovery. Sometimes it comes down to a choice between getting all of the tumor but leaving the patient with no quality of life. I did the very best I could for her, but sometimes my best isn’t good enough. At those times, this job can be tough to take.

      I met with the new chair of the New York hospital’s board of directors, who issued a formal apology for the way they treated me and offered my job back. They also promised that I’d be appointed head of neurosurgery when the current chief retires late next year.

      It’s a good offer, and I promised to give it careful consideration. I think she expected me to jump at the opportunity to come back. She has no idea that my heart now lives in the Miami sunshine. I miss Carmen so much. More than I’ve ever missed anyone. I think about her all day, every day. I dream about her at night, and I marvel at the way she came stampeding into my life and wiped just about every other thought out of my head that doesn’t involve her.

      If I’m not working, I’m thinking about her. I wanted to reach out to her and let her know I’m thinking of her, missing her and dying for her. However, I can’t do that until I’ve made some decisions about where I’m going to work and live. More than anything, I want to be fair to her.

      When I learned that the Miami-Dade board took my petition for privileges off their agenda last Friday after hearing that New York wanted me back, I panicked that Miami was no longer an option. What did Carmen think when she heard that? Does she even know? Of course, she does. Mona knows, so she would’ve told Carmen if Mr. Augustino didn’t.

      And then, it occurred to me that I needed to take control of this situation and stop letting others make decisions about my career for me. I reached out to Mr. Augustino, told him what I wanted and asked if he could help make it happen. He said he’d do his best, which is why I’m back in Miami in an Uber on my way to the hospital to meet with the board.

      My driver, a young man named Carlo, has the radio cranked to a light rock station and is singing rather loudly in broken English. What he lacks in talent he more than makes up for in enthusiasm.

      The traffic is as bad as usual. Thanks to Carmen, I know what normal looks like around here, and as we make the slow crawl toward the hospital exit, all I can think about is seeing her again, holding her and hoping she still wants me as much as I want her. And more than anything, I hope the presentation she put together on my behalf will sway the Miami-Dade board and convince them to allow me to join their team so I can live and work in her town—the only place in the world where she can be happy.

      That’s what I want for her—happiness. She deserves it more than anyone I’ve ever met, and I want to be the one to give that to her for the rest of our lives. Of course, I can’t tell her that. Not yet anyway. But that’s what I want, and if things go well today, I may be able to offer her the first steps toward forever.

      I just hope she still wants me after the turmoil of the last few weeks.

      A new song comes on the radio, something familiar, but I can’t quite place where I’ve heard it before. Probably in my mom’s minivan back when she was driving my brother and me to school and practices and everywhere else. We used to make such fun of the “dorky light rock” she made us listen to in the car. “My car, my music,” she used to say, telling us that we could pick the songs when we had our own cars.

      The song tells the story of a guy whose girl left him because she thought he’d been untrue to her, how she haunts him, and he would give anything to be with her. Riveted, I listen to Carlo sing the chorus, “that's how much I feel.” But it’s the last verse that really gets to me, the part where we find out the guy is married now, has been for years, but sometimes when he makes love to his wife, he still sees the face of the one who got away.

      I’m struck by complete and utter panic, knowing that’ll be me if I lose Carmen. I’ll be haunted by her forever.

      No matter what happens today with the board, I have to find a way to work it out with her. After spending this last week without her, I have no doubt that what I feel for her is a forever kind of love.

      “Sir?”

      I snap out of my thoughts to realize Carlo has been trying to get my attention.

      “We’re here. Miami-Dade General Hospital.”

      “Thanks, Carlo.”

      “My pleasure.”

      I grab my backpack and get out of the air-conditioned car into the oppressive heat that I’ll forever associate with Carmen and my first week in Miami. I’m wearing a light-blue dress shirt with a navy tie and khakis. Inside, I find the first men’s room where I pull the white coat I brought from New York from my backpack. It has Jason Northrup, MD embroidered on it. I put it on and check my reflection in the mirror. If I’m going to meet with the board and ask for a job on their neurosurgery team, I will do it looking like the highly qualified physician that I am.

      I want to go straight to Carmen’s office to tell her what’s going on, but I recall my vow to stay away until I have something definite to report. I take the elevator to the executive offices on the fifth floor and take a right toward the boardroom when everything in me wants to go left to her.

      First things first.

      With my hand on the board room door handle, I take a deep breath and release it before entering the room where Mr. Augustino asked me to meet him ahead of the board members joining us.

      He shakes my hand. “Good to see you again, Dr. Northrup.”

      “You as well. Thank you for seeing me and arranging the meeting.”

      “I’ll confess to being surprised to hear that you still wanted to meet with our board. I was under the impression that you’d be resuming your duties in New York.”

      “They’ve offered me my old job back and promised a promotion to department head when the current chief retires at the end of next year.”

      “That’s a pretty sweet offer. Our department head is around your age, so I’m afraid she’s probably here to stay for a while.”

      “I understand.”

      “You have the chance to be the department head next year in New York.”

      “Yes.”

      “And you still want to meet with our board?”

      “Yes, sir. Very much so.” I suppose he’ll find out soon enough why I want to work here so badly.

      He gives me a curious look before nodding. “All right then. Have a seat. The board will be joining us in thirty minutes.”

      “And the presentation Ms. Giordino put together?”

      He points to the spot above us. A camera points toward the screen at the other end of the long table. “It’s set to go.”

      “Thank you again.”

      “My pleasure. Make yourself comfortable. I’ll be back shortly.”

      While I wait, I pace the length of the long room, thinking about what I want to say to the board and wondering if I’ll have something to report to Carmen as soon as today. I sure as hell hope so. I can’t wait another day to see her.

      I stand at the window, looking out at the driveway where I first laid eyes on her, and think about the conversation I had with my mom last night. I told her about Carmen, caught her up on the goings-on in New York and told her of my plan to ask the Miami-Dade board to consider hiring me after all.

      “You’re making an awfully big decision based on a woman you’ve known a very short time. After what happened with Ginger, I just hope you know what you’re doing.”

      I smile, recalling her concern and how I’d set her mind at ease. “Carmen is nothing like Ginger,” I told her. “You’re going to love her. This feels right to me, Mom. Nothing has ever felt as right as being with her does. That’s all I can tell you.” I can’t wait to introduce the two most important women in my life to each other.

      The minutes go by slowly as if the clock is moving in the opposite direction. Twenty-five minutes after Mr. Augustino left the room, the door opens, and Mona comes in carrying a tray of cookies and other snacks for the meeting. She lets out a gasp when she sees me there.

      “Debby in the cafeteria was right! The meeting is about you!”

      I’m not sure how I feel about being the source of cafeteria gossip, but after withstanding the New York tabloids, that’s nothing. “It’s good to see you, Mona. Do me a favor?”

      “Anything.”

      “Don’t tell Carmen I’m here. I want to surprise her.”

      “Of course. My lips are sealed.” She leans in to whisper. “Good luck, Doc. I hope you get whatever it is you want.”

      “Thank you.”

      A short time later, Mr. Augustino returns, and the board members begin filing into the room, a mix of races, genders and ages. I’ve done my research and know that half of them are physicians, the other half prominent members of the community.

      The board chair, a Black woman named Dr. Felicia Rider, calls the meeting to order after everyone is seated. “Dr. Northrup, welcome.”

      “Thank you, Dr. Rider. I appreciate the opportunity to meet with you all.”

      “You asked for this meeting, so the floor is yours.”

      Well, here goes nothing. Or everything… “Just over two weeks ago, I arrived at Miami-Dade after leaving behind a bit of a mess in New York. You know the details of what happened there. Since that time, the other party involved has reached out to the boards here and in New York and provided updated information about what transpired. Upon my arrival at Miami-Dade, the board asked for time to consider my application for privileges. Mr. Augustino assigned the supremely competent new director of public relations, Carmen Giordino, to assist in helping me to acclimate to the local community and make a case for my employment at your hospital. What follows is the presentation Ms. Giordino prepared for that meeting.”

      Mr. Augustino signals the person in the AV room. The lights go dark, and the screen comes to life with the presentation, which now includes music to accompany the photographs, testimonials, NBC6 footage and details about my research project.

      Then, in a segment I haven’t seen before, Carmen’s voice accompanies the following few slides. “The American Board of Neurological Surgery defines neurological surgery as constituting ‘a medical discipline and surgical specialty that provides care for adult and pediatric patients in the treatment of pain or pathological processes that may modify the function or activity of the central nervous system.’

      “Certification requirements by the ABNS include eighty-four months of neurosurgical residency, two years as chief resident during the last two years, as well as training in a wide variety of disciplines, such as neuropathology, neuroradiology, endovascular or pediatric neurosurgery, to name a few. Neurosurgeons undergo months of training in general patient care areas, including trauma surgery, orthopedic surgery, otolaryngology and plastic surgery. To achieve board certification, a neurosurgeon undergoes written and oral exams. In preparation for the oral exam, a neurosurgeon has to log one-hundred and twenty-five cases. After successfully completing the exam, must embark on a quest for lifelong learning and continuous certification.

      “Dr. Jason Northrup became board-certified two years after completing his residency, is considered one of the nation’s foremost experts in the area of pediatric medulloblastoma, overseeing cutting-edge research into the cause and treatment to combat these common pediatric tumors.”

      The presentation ends with a photo of me smiling at the group of men at the dominoes table in Little Havana, the picture taking me right back to that beautiful day with Carmen. As the lights come back on, I hold my breath, waiting to hear what their reaction will be.

      “Thank you for that outstanding presentation, Mr. Augustino, and pass along our compliments to Ms. Giordino,” Dr. Rider says. “Dr. Northrup, I have one remaining question for you, one that I’m sure must be on the minds of my fellow board members. With an offer on the table to return to your previous position, why is it that you’re still interested in working here?”

      I anticipated this question and thought about how I might reply on the two-hour and twenty-minute flight from LaGuardia to Miami. I go with the answer that occurred to me then. “My reasons for wanting to live and work in Miami are personal.”

      “Fair enough. We appreciate the information as well as your interest in joining the team at Miami-Dade. We’ll discuss your application in an executive session. Mr. Augustino will notify you of our decision. Thank you, Dr. Northrup.”

      “Thank you all for your time today.”

      With Carmen’s incredible help, I’ve done what I can. It’s out of my hands now.
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      Concentration is nonexistent when your whole life and any chance at true happiness are on the line. I’m dying to know what’s happening in that boardroom, and I’m getting less than nothing done while I wait. Surrendering to the reality that I’m utterly useless today, I’ve turned my desk chair toward the window where I can see the parking lot and the activity at the main entrance.

      I stare out that window for what has to be an hour as I try to remain calm while waiting to hear something.

      “Do you even know what otolaryngology is?”

      The sound of his voice electrifies me. My mood swings from the lowest of lows to the highest of highs in a whiplashing second. Smiling, I say, “It’s a medical specialty focused on the ears, nose and throat, or as it applies to you, head and neck surgery.” I turn my chair to find him leaning against the doorframe, looking handsome, relaxed and, dare I say, happy.

      His smile lights up my world. “Hi.”

      “Hi there.”

      “How’s it going?” he asks.

      “Oh, you know, just another day in paradise. You?”

      “Eh,” he says with a shrug. “Nothing special except for right now.”

      “Are you going to tell me how it went with the board, or are you going to make me suffer?”

      He raises a brow. “How do you know about the board? I told Mona not to say anything.”

      “She didn’t. Turns out Debby in the cafeteria is an excellent source of information around here.”

      “So I’ve heard.” He pushes off the doorframe, closes my office door and comes over to sit on my desk, facing me. “It went well with the board, thanks to you and that incredible presentation you put together.”

      “You gave me a lot to work with.” I bite my lip as I stare at him greedily and contemplate the question I most want to ask.

      “What?” he asks, giving me a curious look.

      “I was just wondering…” I clear my throat and force myself to look directly at him, which for me is akin to looking directly into the sun. He makes everything brighter in my world just by walking into the room.

      “What are you wondering, Rizitos?”

      As always, the nickname he gave me makes me swoon. “You were offered your job back in New York. Why did you meet with the board here?”

      “You really have to ask that question?”

      “Well, yes, I guess I do.”

      He pushes himself off the desk and surprises the living crap out of me when he drops to his knees in front of me and wraps his arms around me, resting his forehead against my chest.

      For a second, I’m too stunned to move, but then my fingers find their way to his hair, and my heart starts beating so fast I fear I might need medical attention. Good thing I’m in a hospital.

      After a long moment in which we simply coexist in the relief of being back together, he pulls back to look up at me. “I met with the Miami-Dade board because I want to work here. I want to live here.”

      I know the answer to my question, but I ask it anyway. I want to hear him say it. “Why?”

      “Because you’re here.”

      My heart skips a happy beat, and the surge of joy that floods through me leaves me breathless. “You can’t make major career decisions based on someone you’ve known less than a month.”

      “Too late. I already have.”

      “Jason…”

      “Carmen…”

      I can’t believe this is happening, that he’s in my office telling me he’s rearranged his career and life for me. “This is insanity.”

      He shakes his head. “No, it’s not. It’s love. I love you. I want to be with you. I want to be part of your big, fabulous Cuban-Italian family. I want to burn my ass with you on Priscilla’s leather seats in the hot south Florida sunshine. I want to be wherever you are.”

      Overwhelmed by everything he said, I cup his face and stare into the golden-brown eyes that’ve dazzled me from the start.

      “You know what would make this moment perfect?” he asks with a teasing grin.

      “What?”

      “If you were to tell me you love me, too, so I’ll know I didn’t just make a complete fool of myself in front of the Miami-Dade board.”

      I kiss him with all the love I feel for him, with days’ worth of pent-up desire and the joy that comes with seeing a once hopeless situation become the promise of a future I never dared to dream possible. “I love you, too. I think I have from almost the first second I ever saw you.”

      “I fell for you when I saw you in that jail cell.”

      I play-punch his shoulder. “I’m going to murder you if you tell people that.”

      His laughter is everything. It’s my favorite sound. “No, you won’t. You love me too much to murder me.”

      “If you tell my parents I was in jail, I will murder you.”

      “Your secret is safe with me, mi amor. You are safe with me, siempre.” Always.

      I hug him as tightly as I can from my desk chair.

      That’s not good enough for him. With his arms wrapped around me, he stands and brings me with him, leaning back against my desk and holding me close to him as he seems to breathe me in. “I told myself I wouldn’t come to you until I knew for sure I was going to be able to work and live here, but I lacked the willpower to stay away after missing you so much.”

      “I’m glad you didn’t stay away. I missed you, too. So, so much.”

      “I don’t know what’s going to happen with the board. They might say no out of deference to New York. I honestly have no idea how it’s going to play out. All I know is I want to be with you, and if I can’t work here, I’ll find something else.”

      “But your research…”

      “I’ll start over if I have to.”

      “I can’t believe you’re doing all this for me.”

      “Really? You can’t? Do you not have any idea how awesome you are? How smart and funny and sexy and courageous? If you could see yourself through my eyes, you’d have no doubt whatsoever as to why I’m willing to chuck it all so I can be with you.”

      “That makes me feel very lucky.”

      “We both got lucky the day Mr. Augustino sent you out to babysit me.”

      “God, I was so mad that he made me do that. The last thing I wanted to do on the first day of my first real job after years of school was to babysit the new neurosurgeon. And then when you showed up in Priscilla, with Betty riding shotgun and slipped me a fifty to make her go away, you’re lucky I didn’t stab you right then and there.”

      He rocks with silent laughter. “I had no idea my life was in danger that morning.”

      “Be glad I didn’t have a knife with me.”

      “My little hellcat. Just when I think I’ve seen all sides to you, here comes another one.”

      “Don’t mess with me.”

      “Duly noted. Besides, I’d much rather kiss you.”

      I know I should stop this since I’m at work after all, but I don’t stop it. Instead, I fully participate, wrapping my arms around his neck, opening my mouth to his tongue and rubbing shamelessly against his erection. It’s the best kiss with him yet because it’s laced with the promise of forever.

      “We need to stop before this gets out of hand,” he whispers against my lips.

      “It got out of hand about ten minutes ago.”

      His low chuckle rumbles against my kiss-swollen lips. “How do you feel about taking sick at work?”

      “In general or today?”

      “Today in particular.”

      “I’m feeling rather lightheaded, short of breath and feverish. My heart is acting up a bit, too.”

      He affects a solemn expression as he places one hand on my forehead and the other against the throbbing pulse point in my throat. “I prescribe an afternoon in bed to deal with these worrisome symptoms. Doctor’s orders.”

      “If we do this, Mona will never let us forget it.”

      “I have a feeling Mona loves a good happy ending as much as the next gal.”

      “You want to find out?”

      “More than I’ve ever wanted anything.”

      “Let’s do it.”

      “Oh, we’re going to do it, all right.”

      “Jason! Stop. Let me get out of here with a shred of dignity, will you?”

      “You might have to go ahead of me. You’ve got me all worked up.”

      “I’ve got you worked up. I was in here minding my own business before you showed up.”

      “You, ah, might want to fix your hair, and your blouse is all…” He rolls his hand as he points to my top, which is indeed askew.

      I do the best I can to put myself back together, tucking my black-and-white polka-dotted blouse back into black dress pants and running my fingers through my hair to restore order. “Better.”

      “Well, no. I like you better when you’re all messed up. But it’ll do to get you out of here with your dignity intact.”

      I grab my purse, keys and phone. “Let’s go.”

      He follows me out of my office. We catch a lucky break that Mona is away from her desk when we reach the outer lobby.

      “How much you wanna bet she’s in the cafeteria telling Debby that you’re in my office?” I ask him.

      “You’d win that bet.”

      We’re in the elevator on the way to the lobby before I release the breath I held while we made our escape. On the walk to the parking lot, I send an email to Mona, letting her know I’ve left for the day because I’m not feeling well.

      “It’s the only time I’ll ever ask you to lie for me,” Jason says, tuning into my discomfort.

      “This is what happens when I get in bed with the devil. I do time in jail and lie to my employer.”

      “Admit it. Life is more interesting with me around.”

      “I’ll admit no such thing so as not to encourage you to lead me even further astray.”

      “Oh, baby, the places I want to lead you.” He takes my hand and walks toward Priscilla. Before I can ask about my car, he says, “I’ll bring you back in the morning.”

      With an entire afternoon and evening to spend with him, work is the last thing I care about. When we’re in the car, I text my mother to tell her that Jason is back in Miami and angling for a job at Miami-Dade because “he wants to be wherever I am.” I send that text and smile at the thought of the news ripping through my family.

      They’ll be as thrilled as I am, which makes me even happier than I already am.

      “What’re you doing over there?” he asks at a red light.

      “Telling my family you’re back so they’ll leave me alone.”

      “Good thinking because we’re not going to want to be disturbed for a couple of days.”

      “A couple of days? I have to work tomorrow!”

      “You’re very sick. You need rest and fluids. Lots of fluids.”

      I lose it laughing. “That is so disgusting!”

      “Nothing disgusting about it, baby.”

      He gets us back to my place as fast as he possibly can and parks in my space. Then he looks over at me. “You haven’t had anyone else parking in my visitor spot while I was gone, have you?”

      I roll my eyes. “Please. It took me five years to find you. It would’ve taken me longer than a week to replace you.”

      “You’re never replacing me.”

      As we get out of the car and go upstairs, we manage to keep our hands to ourselves. But once that door clicks shut behind us, all bets are off. We’re like a couple of octopuses as we pull at clothes and yank on buttons and zippers and swear like sailors with frustration when the clothes fight back against our clumsy attack.

      I laugh when my head and right arm get stuck inside my blouse.

      “It’s not funny! Do something!”

      “You’re the surgeon. Figure it out.”

      He gets me free of the fabric and makes love to me the first time right there in the foyer, with me pressed against the wall, still wearing my bra and his pants around his ankles.

      “Oh God, Carmen.” He releases a deep breath. “I’ve been a fucking mess thinking I’d blown it with you.”

      “I’m still here, and I love you. I love you, Jason.”

      Now that I can tell him that, I want to say it so often he won’t ever forget it.

      The second time we make it to my bed. We’re napping after the third time when Jason hears his cell phone is ringing in the other room. He disentangles from me and runs naked from the bedroom as I laugh at him from the bed.

      He brings the phone back to bed. “Three-oh-five area code.”

      My heart stops.

      He puts the call on speaker. “Dr. Northrup.”

      “I’m so glad I caught you. This is Roy Augustino.”

      Jason sits on the bed and takes hold of my hand. “Hi, Mr. Augustino.”

      I close my eyes and hope for the best.

      “The board has asked me to extend an offer of employment to you. I’ve emailed a formal offer to you that I hope will meet with your approval.”

      I open my eyes to look into his.

      “Thank you. I’ll take a look and let you know.”

      “Outstanding. Assuming the offer is sufficient, we set your official start date for next Monday to give you time to work out housing.”

      “Perfect. Thank you very much.”

      “My pleasure. I hope I’ll soon be saying welcome aboard, Dr. Northrup.”

      “I’ll be in touch and hopefully see you Monday.”

      “Sounds good.”

      He puts the phone on the bedside table and slides into my outstretched arms.

      “Congratulations.”

      “There’s no way this would’ve happened without you and everything you did.”

      “I don’t believe that.”

      “It’s one hundred percent true. You make the difference in every possible way.”

      We kiss like two people who just got the keys to forever.

      “I love you, Carmen.”

      “I love you, too, Jason.”

      “That’s the best news I’ve had all day.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        JASON

      

      

      On the one year anniversary of the day I met Carmen, I wake up in bed with her like I do every day now that she’s unofficially officially moved in with me. Since her grandmothers would, in her words, “have a brain hemorrhage that you’d have to operate on” if they knew we were living together, we haven’t actually told them she’s moved in with me.

      Carmen thinks we’re fooling them, which is what she needs to believe in order to actually live with me. I’m under no such illusions where her grandmothers are concerned. From what I’ve observed, they know everything before it happens, but far be it from me to say or do anything that would make Carmen uncomfortable in our new home.

      I fought one hell of a battle to convince her to make the move in the first place. After I bought the condo we both loved in Brickell, I asked her to move in with me almost right away. She turned me down repeatedly, even as we spent every night together, either at her place or mine. We kept clothes, toothbrushes and personal items at both places, and as I told her, we were wasting money by paying for two homes when we only needed one.

      On the six-month anniversary of the day we met, I took her to the Bahamas for a long weekend, during which I presented her with her own set of keys to my condo over a candlelight dinner on the beach. “Move in with me. Please.”

      I could tell from the way she looked at me that she was wavering, so I went all in.

      “I love you more than Priscilla. I want us to have every minute we can together.”

      “You really love me more than Priscilla?”

      “I’ve told you that before.”

      “No, you haven’t.”

      “Well, I do. You should know that.”

      “We don’t already spend every minute we can together?”

      “It could be more.” I stuck my lip out. “Don’t you want to live with me?”

      “Of course I do, but…”

      I groaned dramatically. “Ugh, the worst word ever invented. But.”

      She laughs at my agony. She does that a lot, but that’s okay. She can do whatever she wants as far as I’m concerned. I reach across the table for her hand. “Talk to me, Rizitos. Tell me what’s on your mind.”

      “It’s really important to me that I pay my own way. If I move in with you, you’ll want to pay for everything, and I don’t want that.”

      “Fine. Negotiate.” At this point, I’d sign the deed to the place over to her if it would mean we’d share an address.

      “You paid for the condo. I pay for everything else.”

      “No.”

      “Just no?”

      “I’m not letting you pay when we go out for dinner or when I take you away to the Bahamas or anywhere else for that matter.”

      “I pay for utilities, cable, WiFi, groceries. Nonnegotiable.”

      “Do I get to pay for my own dry-cleaning?”

      She raises the eyebrow that cuts me down to size every time. “You aren’t making fun of me by any chance, are you?”

      “Never.”

      “Sure you aren’t... You can pay for all the dry-cleaning since your guy got that veneer stain off my navy suit. Clearly you’re better at picking dry cleaners than I am.”

      “All right, but I’m allowed to pay for surprise extras any time I want. Nonnegotiable.” Have I ever had more fun in my life than I do with her? Nope. Never.

      “Fine.”

      “Fine.” And then the sand beneath me seems to shift. “Wait… Did you just agree to move in with me?”

      “I think I did.”

      I let out a whoop that has other beachfront diners looking at us.

      “Sit down, Jason.”

      I didn’t realize I’d jumped out of my seat. “Yes, dear.”

      “One more thing.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You cannot, under any circumstances, tell my grandmothers.”

      “They won’t hear it from me.”

      “And you can be the one to tell my father.”

      “Wait, what?”

      She’d lost it laughing, and sure enough, she made me tell Vincent we were moving in together.

      “What took you so long to convince her?” Vincent had asked, shocking me. I’d been prepared for anger and outrage, but I suppose when you’ve watched your only child go through the pits of despair, seeing her happy again mellows a guy.

      “She drives a very hard bargain.”

      “That’s my girl,” Vincent had said, glowing with paternal pride.

      I love him and Viv as well as Nona and Abuela as if they were my own family. Vincent has been giving me bartending lessons so I can “make myself useful” around the place. It’s nice to have a father again after so many years mostly estranged from my own.

      I hear from Terri, my former colleague in New York, that Howard and Ginger are “working on their marriage.” I give the guy credit. He’s far more forgiving than I would’ve been in his position, but I’m not one to judge. Besides, I’ve got far bigger things to think about today than people who no longer matter to me. I’ve got so many new people in my life, I can hardly keep them all straight. But I do make the effort, which Carmen appreciates.

      I’ve asked the entire family to come to brunch today, even the cousins who live in New York. I think they know why I asked, but the one person who hasn’t got the faintest clue is my beloved. Carmen thinks they’re all here on a routine visit. She even organized an outing with her cousins last night to the iconic Ball & Chain nightclub on Calle Ocho and actually made it to midnight before telling me I had twenty minutes to get her to bed before she fell over.

      My girl can’t hang late at night, which is fine with me. There’s nowhere I’d rather be than in bed with her.

      Today I’m wearing one of the four-pocket Guayabera shirts she bought me for Christmas, but she’s had no luck convincing me to try Cuban cigars. You can take the doctor out of New York, but he’s still a doctor and a nonsmoker. My Spanish has gotten much better and my comprehension improves with every month I spend living in Miami. The more I hear, the more I understand, and Carmen enjoys teaching me.

      My mom and brother are in town, too, but I wisely keep them hidden until it’s showtime. Carmen met them when we went home to Wisconsin for an after-Christmas visit last winter, and just as I’d predicted, my mom adores her—and vice versa. Having them here would be a dead giveaway that something’s up, and I want Carmen to be completely surprised.

      I’m quite sure she’s actually forgotten that today is our one-year meet-iversary, but I’m used to her forgetting. I’m the one who’s reminded her the other eleven months. My plan is actually contingent on her not remembering what today is.

      I also invited Mateo and his mother, Sofia, who now works as a waitress at Giordino’s, to join us for brunch. Carmen’s family has fully embraced the single mother and her son, who’s doing so much better. In consultation with his oncological team, I keep a close eye on him with regular exams and scans. So far, so good.

      It’s Nona’s turn to host, and she’s gone all out with the eggplant parm that I’m addicted to, along with Carmen’s favorite, chicken marsala, as well as a massive antipasto that everyone attacks before we’re seated for the main courses.

      Somehow, I manage to actually eat, but only so Carmen won’t be suspicious. I’ve become well known around here for my ravenous appetite. I think that’s the thing her grandmothers love best about me, that I’m always hungry for whatever they’re dishing up. I’ve become a complete snob when it comes to Cuban and Italian food. Nothing ever measures up to Giordino’s.

      I spend more time than ever in the gym to offset the uptick in delicious food I’m consuming these days at the restaurant and at home. Carmen is an amazing cook, and long before she officially moved in, she said my kitchen inspired her, which was fine with me.

      She loves to cook. I love to eat. Win-win.

      I look over at her, talking in her animated way with her cousin Dee, who I first met when we went up to New York for a long weekend in the spring so I could officially move out of my apartment there. We also had dinner with many of my former colleagues who wanted to meet the woman who lured me to Miami.

      She says I was easily led, which is true. I had a choice between being happy with her or miserable without her. In the end, it was a no-brainer.

      I’m so glad Miami-Dade came through with privileges, because commuting to Ft. Lauderdale or Palm Beach would’ve been a bitch. I would’ve done it if I’d had to. We’re both thankful I don't have to, and that we can grab lunch together a couple times a week in the hospital cafeteria where we’re careful not to give Debby anything new to talk about.

      She’s a good egg, who’s become a friend to both of us, as has Mona and many other people we work with.

      Apparently, Mr. Augustino had suspected that Carmen was the reason I wanted to relocate, but we had no idea until Carmen finally worked up the nerve to tell him we were involved, and he said he’d known that for months. He’d congratulated her on finding new love after everything she’d been through in the past.

      It’s going to have to be one hell of a wedding to accommodate Carmen’s massive family and all the friends we’ve made together and separately.

      Yesterday afternoon, I took care of one last thing that had to be done before today. I went to see Tony’s parents. I’ve gotten to know them fairly well over the last year as they are very much in Carmen’s life. I wouldn’t have it any other way, and I want them to know they’ll always be important to both of us.

      I thought about calling first, but decided to just drop by the way Carmen does any time we’re in the neighborhood.

      When she came to the door, Josie seemed surprised to see me there alone. “Come in.” She kissed my cheek and took me by the hand to lead me into the cool comfort of her home. “This is a nice surprise.”

      “Is Len home?”

      “He is. Let me get him.”

      She tells me to have a seat in the family room where I’m hit by a flurry of nerves as I take in the handsome, smiling face of Carmen’s first husband. They have Tony’s official police photo and a shadowbox containing his awards on display on the mantel over the fireplace. I study the man whose likeness has become so familiar to me and hope he’d approve of me being in his parents’ home to talk about my plans to propose to his beloved wife.

      “Hey, Doc,” Len says when he comes in from the pool area.

      I stand to shake his hand. A lot of the people in Carmen’s life call me Doc, which is fine with me. I like that they’ve given me a nickname. That means they like me. After some initial hesitation on his part, Len has come around to being happy for Carmen—and for me. At least I think he is. “Good to see you.”

      “You, too. How about a cold one?”

      “I won’t say no to that.”

      He gets beers for the two of us and brings an ice water for his wife. “Is everything all right with Carmen?”

      “She’s great. Maria and Dee have her out shopping this afternoon, so I figured I’d come by.”

      “We’re so glad you did,” Josie says.

      “I want you both to know how much I appreciate how welcome you’ve made me feel since Carmen and I have been together. That means so much to me, and I know it does to her, too.”

      “She means everything to us, and you make her happy,” Len says. “That’s obvious to everyone who knows her.”

      “She’s the best thing to ever happen to me.” I pause before I add, “I’m painfully aware that the only reason I get to be happy with her is because of the worst thing to ever happen to you.”

      “Life goes on,” Josie says softly. “Somehow the sun keeps rising and setting and the years go by and you keep breathing. Our Tony loved Carmen with his whole heart. The only thing he’d care about is her safety and happiness. We both think he’d like you.”

      “I’m glad you think so.” I rub my damp palms on my shorts. “I wanted you to know that I’m going to propose to her during brunch tomorrow.”

      Josie gasps, and at first I’m not sure if it’s a happy gasp. “That’s so wonderful, Jason. I told Len after brunch last week that it was only a matter of time before you two tied the knot.”

      “Congratulations, son,” Len says. “That’s great news.”

      “Thank you for coming here to see us first,” Josie says. “It means so much to us.”

      “Carmen loves you. You’ll always be part of us. I give you my word on that. Our future children will be very lucky to have you as grandparents.”

      Josie wipes away tears and comes over to me.

      I stand to hug her.

      “Take good care of our beloved daughter.”

      “I will. Always.”

      Now the big moment is upon me, and I’m hit with a crisis of confidence. Is proposing to her in front of everyone really the right thing to do? I debated this for months and decided she’d want the people we love to be part of this moment. I just hope I’m right about that.

      Nona crooks her finger at me, in on the surprise since I spoke to her, Abuela, Viv and Vin two weeks ago to ask for their permission to propose. They were so excited that I’m not sure how the four of them managed to keep the secret for so long.

      “I need to help Nona with something,” I tell Carmen.

      “Okay.”

      She’s so happy to have Dee in town that I’ve hardly gotten a word in with her since we sat down to eat. Dee looks like her sister, Maria, and Carmen, but I see Nona in Dee, as well.

      “You ready?” Nona asks me.

      “I think so.”

      “Why do you look like you might be having a stroke?”

      “Um, because I’ve never done this before, and I’m rethinking whether I should do it here.”

      “Pashaw. She’ll love it.”

      “You’re sure about that?”

      “Hundred percent.”

      “Well, it doesn’t get any more reassuring than that.”

      “What really matters is that you’re sure about her.”

      “One million bazillion percent.”

      She kisses my cheek. “Then go get your girl.”

      Fortified by Nona’s encouragement, I step into the open part of the horseshoe of tables that’s become a familiar part of my weekly routine. I’m at home in this place with these people, and more than anything, I’m at home with the extraordinary woman I met a year ago today.

      “If I could have your attention please.”

      Getting this group to shut up is not a simple task, but since I’ve never asked for their attention before, they go silent far quicker than expected.

      “Carmen, could you come here for a second, please?”

      She glances at Maria and at Dee, both of whom shrug. They have no idea what I’m up to. It was a big enough risk to tell her parents and grandmothers. I didn’t dare tell her closest cousins.

      Carmen gets up and comes around the long table to join me in the middle.

      I offer her my hand, and after giving me a confused look, she takes it.

      Over my shoulder, I look toward the kitchen where my mom and brother are hiding. “Hey Mom, Benny, you can come out now.”

      “What’s going on?” Carmen asks, seeming shocked as my mother and brother join the party.

      “Everyone, this is my mom, Donna, and my brother, Ben. Mom, Ben, meet Carmen’s family—and this isn’t even all of them.”

      Carmen looks up at me, a baffled expression on her gorgeous face. “Jason, why didn’t you tell me your mother and brother were in town?”

      “Because I wanted to surprise you.”

      “Well, you have.”

      “Good, because they’re not the only surprise I have for you today.” Here we go. As I look at her, at that one-in-a-million face I saw for the first time one year ago today, all the nerves fade away. The only thing that matters is telling her what she means to me and asking her to be mine forever.

      I drop to one knee.

      She lets out an inelegant squeak and then covers her mouth as tears fill her eyes.

      “We met one year ago today.”

      She shakes her head. “No, it’s next week.”

      I shake my head. “One year ago today, a momentous day in many ways.”

      She gives me a stern look, putting me on notice that I’ll blow the most important moment of my life if I mention the word “jail.”

      “Since that first day when you made me a prisoner to your love…”

      Of course she gets my joke, and gasps at how close I came to spilling secrets she’s locked into the vault. “You’ve changed my life in every possible way in the last year. You turned my nightmare into a fairy tale so beautiful I still can’t believe this is my life, that you are my life. I love you more than Priscilla, and you know that’s a very high honor that only you will ever achieve.

      Carmen is laughing even as tears spill down her cheeks.

      “I promise to always accommodate your morning crankiness and to the fetch the cortadito on the weekends.”

      As planned, Juanita comes out of the kitchen bearing a steaming cup of her wonder brew. Juanita leans in to kiss Carmen’s cheek. “You go, amiga!”

      “I can’t believe you’re here!” Carmen says.

      “I wouldn’t have missed this for anything.”

      I give Carmen’s hand a squeeze to remind her of what we’re in the middle of here. “Will you marry me and allow me to spend the rest of my life with you, which is the only place in this world I want to be?”

      She’s crying and nodding before I’m even done asking. “Yes. Yes.”

      I slide the two-carat stunner I’ve had for months on her left hand and stand to hug and kiss her as the family goes crazy clapping, cheering and whistling.

      Nona wipes away tears and gives the waitstaff a signal. They come out carrying trays full of champagne flutes that are distributed to the family.

      Vincent and Vivian stand next to us and raise their glasses.

      “To our beautiful daughter and future son-in-law, Carmen and Jason. Congratulations.” Vincent’s eyes are bright with unshed tears. “We love you both so very much. May you share a long and happy life together.”

      “Hear, hear,” Len says, raising his glass to us in a toast that means everything to Carmen and to me.

      The celebration goes on so long we have to scramble to clean up and get the restaurant ready to open to the public at four. Everyone pitches in, and we make it just in time to admit the first customers.

      Carmen and I have barely had a second alone since the big moment, but she’s been right by my side as we accepted congratulations and wallow in the excitement of our loved ones. My mom and Ben left at three to catch a flight home, but promised to be back for a longer visit soon.

      “Second best day of my life,” I tell her when we’re finally on our way home in Priscilla, laden with leftovers that make it so we don’t have to grocery shop. We have much better things to do today than squeeze avocados, which has become part of our Sunday ritual.

      Her left hand is flat on my leg, the ring sparkling in the late afternoon sun. In another few weeks, it’ll be too hot for the convertible. “What’s the number one best day?”

      “A year ago today.”

      “That was better than today?”

      “Hell yes. Will we ever forget your two trips to jail in the same day?”

      “I would love to forget it. I just need to do something about you.”

      “Mmm, I have a few ideas of what you can do about me.”

      “Believe me, I know all about your ideas.”

      “You’ve only seen the start of them. Wait until we’re married.” I glance over at her. “Today was good?”

      She gives my leg a squeeze. “Today was beyond amazing. Thank you for all you did to make it happen.”

      “I was hoping it’d be okay to do it there.”

      “It was perfect.”

      “I wanted it to be perfect for you.”

      “You did good.” I feel her gaze on me as I drive. “When I lost Tony, one of the things that made me the saddest was having lost the person who knew me better than anyone else. Today, when you asked me to marry you in front of all the people I love the most, you showed me that I can be known that way again, and that means so much to me.”

      I bring the car to a stop at a red light and lean across the console to kiss her. “I’m glad to know you in every way.” I waggle my brows playfully, because today is not the day for sadness of any kind. “The ring is okay?”

      “The ring is exceptional. I love it.”

      “Good,” I say, releasing a deep breath. “I’m glad you love it.”

      “I can’t believe you were worried about any of it. You knew I was sure a thing.”

      “No way! You’ve made me work for it every step of the way. I was afraid you’d turn me down in front of everyone.”

      “You were not!”

      “Nah,” I say, laughing, “not really. But I’m glad the deed is done, that ring is on your finger and you’ve agreed to spend forever with me.”

      “I can’t wait to spend forever with you.” She looks over at me. “I heard you went to see Len and Josie yesterday.”

      “Of course I did. They deserved to know what I had planned, and I wanted their support. I knew it would matter to you.”

      “You got it just right, Jason. Thank you for doing that.”

      Her approval means everything to me. “I want to get married soon.”

      “How soon?”

      “This fall?”

      “That’s in like three months!”

      “Sounds about right.”

      “You want to get married in three months.”

      “I’d do it tomorrow, but something tells me you won’t go for that.”

      “You’re correct about that.”

      “So three months?”

      “You really can’t wait any longer?”

      “I really can’t.”

      “Then I guess it’s a good thing my parents own a restaurant.”
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        Turn the page to read Austin and Maria’s story in book 2, How Much I Care.
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        AUSTIN

      

      

      I’m dead asleep after pitching a shutout against the Mariners when my phone rings with the tone I assigned to my parents. They’d never call me at this hour unless something was up with Everly, so I pull myself out of a deep sleep to reach for the phone on my bedside table.

      “Hey.” As I move to get more comfortable, the ice pack on my shoulder falls off, making a squishing sound as it lands on the bed. My arm aches like it always does after I pitch.

      “I’m so sorry to wake you, Austin.” Mom sounds frazzled. “But Ev has a fever. We’re at urgent care now, and I thought you’d want to know.”

      I sit up, now wide awake. “What’s her temp?”

      “One-oh-three.”

      “Seriously? How long has she had it?”

      “About eight hours now.” Which means they waited to call until after my start, knowing worries about Everly would mess with my concentration. “We were giving her medicine, but nothing was working, so we brought her in.”

      “I’ll come home.” I’m required to travel with the team, even between starts, but exceptions can be made. The team’s management knows I’m a single father and are accommodating—to a point. Since I have four days until my next start, it shouldn’t be a problem to fly back to Baltimore.

      “We’re so sorry to have to call with this news, but we thought you’d want to know.”

      “You did the right thing. I’ll be there as soon as I can.” I end the call with my mom and place another to my manager, Mick Danvers.

      “Why aren’t you asleep?” he asks, his voice gravelly with sleep.

      “Sorry to bother you, Coach, but I’ve got a situation at home. My little girl has a high fever and is in the ER. I need to go home, and I’m hoping you won’t mind if I catch up to you in Oakland.” It’ll be a bitch to add two cross-country flights to my week, but I don’t care about that. Not when Ev is sick and needs me.

      “Of course. Do what you’ve got to do. Let us know how she is.”

      “I will.” I release a deep sigh of relief. Mick is fair but tough, so I wasn’t sure if he’d let me go.

      “Hell of a start tonight, AJ. Everyone is very pleased.”

      “Thanks, Coach.”

      “Keep me posted.”

      “I will.” My next call is to book a flight home as quickly as possible.

      Seven of the longest hours of my life later, my flight—on a plane without freaking WiFi— touches down at BWI. I fire up my phone to a string of new messages from my mother, each more frantic than the last. They’ve admitted Everly. Something isn’t right with her blood.

      My chest is so tight, I wonder if I’m having a heart attack as I run through the airport and grab the first cab I see, completely jumping the line. I don’t care. I need to get to my baby girl. She’s my whole world, and the possibility of anything being wrong with my angel is too horrifying to bear.

      The thirty-minute ride to the hospital feels almost as endless as the flight did. By the time I join my parents in the pediatric ICU waiting room, I’m fairly certain I’m on the verge of a medical crisis of my own. How did she go from a fever to the pediatric ICU at Hopkins in the span of a few hours? My mother bursts into tears when I walk in. I drop my bag inside the door so I can hug her and my dad, who seems equally undone.

      “Thank God you’re here, son,” Dad says.

      As I look at them, I realize they know something I don’t, and judging by their expressions, whatever it is will rock my world.

      “Austin,” Mom says tearfully, “Everly has leukemia.”

      
        
        MARIA

      

      

      Fifteen months later…

      I force myself to endure Sunday brunch with my boisterous extended family without checking my phone. I grocery-shop afterward and do a number of other necessary workweek preparation errands, while still ignoring my phone. Never has avoiding my phone been more painful than it is today, as months of anticipation have led to this day. I’m elated, excited, nervous and worried that the connection between myself and Mr. A, as I know him, won’t be the same once we’re no longer anonymous.

      Just over a year ago, I donated bone marrow to save the life of a two-year-old girl who was battling leukemia in Baltimore. At the time, I knew nothing else about her or her father, except that my transplant saved her life.

      As of six months ago, I know he loves her more than anything in his world, the child’s mother isn’t in the picture, and he’s thankful to me for giving his little girl a second chance. The child has since turned three, and her remission is holding, which is the most important part of this story.

      But that’s not the whole story.

      It began with a call on a Tuesday night from Be the Match, an organization that’d done a registry drive at the clinic where I work in Little Havana more than three years earlier. Honestly, I’d forgotten all about having my cheek swabbed until I got the call that I was a match for a child battling leukemia. Would I be willing to undergo further testing?

      Of course I was willing, and the testing was scheduled.

      That call from Be the Match turned my life upside down for a few weeks. My parents had freaked out about me going under general anesthesia to donate bone marrow to a stranger. What if something goes wrong? they’d asked. Thankfully, Nona intervened with them, after seeing how hell-bent I was on saving the life of a child I’d never met.

      “Maria is a nurse,” Nona said. “This is what she does. You must trust her and have faith in her judgment.”

      I’ve always adored my Nona, but never more so than I did then. She dealt with my parents, which gave me the space I needed to mentally and physically prepare for the procedure. After we attended information sessions and my parents learned there was very little risk to the donor, they came around to supporting my determination to donate.

      My cousin Carmen, who along with my sister, Dee, is my closest friend, accompanied me to the hospital and kept the rest of the family informed throughout the day.

      Nona and Abuela, Carmen’s grandmother and a third grandmother to me, cooked enough food to feed ten people and delivered it when we got home from the hospital. Really, it was more about confirming for themselves that I was truly fine than it was about food, but I appreciated their concern. Carmen spent two nights at my place, making sure I was okay before she went home.

      I was stiff and sore for a couple of weeks after but went back to work a week later. I considered the entire thing a small price to pay to save a child’s life.

      Six months after the procedure, I received an anonymous email from the child’s grateful father, through channels provided by Be the Match.

      
        
        Dear Ms. M,

        You saved my daughter’s life. There’s no way I can possibly tell you in mere words what you mean to my family and me or how much we appreciate what you did for us. I want to tell you about my daughter, E. She’s a little spitfire with blond curls and big blue eyes. She loves to dance and play dress-up. I’m a single dad, and she’s my whole world. When the doctors first told us she had leukemia, I thought I’d die myself from the idea of my precious love suffering in any way.

        The next few months were pure hell. That’s the only word I can think of to describe it. They tried everything but couldn’t get her into remission. That’s when they decided she needed a bone marrow transplant.

        I’m going to be honest with you—the whole thing was terrifying. Thank God I had my parents with me through it all, or I might not have survived watching my baby go through hell. And E, she was such a trouper, so brave and strong. She kept trying to comfort me. Imagine that—a two-year-old comforting a twenty-eight-year-old man. But that’s my girl. She’s amazing and full of love, and now, thanks to you, she’s in full remission and back to singing her nonsensical songs in her own particular language and dancing and playing and laughing. Her hair has grown back—curlier than ever—and her cheeks are pink again. Because of you.

        I’ve never met you, and I love you like a member of my family. You are a member of my family. And when the required one-year waiting period is up, I hope we can meet and talk and share pictures, and you can see the life you saved for yourself.

        Thank you. From the bottom of my grateful heart. Thank you. We love you.

        Mr. A

      

      

      I must’ve read that email a thousand times after I first received it and sobbed my way through the first, second and third reading of it. I was so moved by how his love for his child poured off the page. I’m going to be brutally honest here. I fell a little bit in love with him based on how he talked about his daughter. How could I not?

      When I showed the email to Carmen and Dee, they had the same reaction. Dee said she actually swooned a little. Both of them cried.

      Carmen, who’s madly in love with her pediatric neurosurgeon fiancé, Jason, didn’t completely freak out the way Dee did, but even Carmen agreed that Mr. A sounds dreamy.

      It took me a couple of days, and several hundred more rereadings of his message, to settle myself enough to write back to him.

      
        
        Dear Mr. A,

        Your email touched me deeply.

        No, you can’t say that! Why not? It did touch me deeply, and he should know that.

      

      

      Ignoring my own internal dialogue, I poured my heart onto the page, refusing to give him anything less than he had given me. Until the one-year mark, we aren’t allowed to speak of anything more than the transplant and updates about the recipient’s condition. I can’t tell him, for example, that I’m from Miami with a large extended family or that I work at a free clinic in Little Havana. I checked, and I can tell him I’m a nurse, since it’s relevant to the transplant.

      
        
        Your email touched me deeply. Hearing about your wonderful E reduced me to tears. I’m so, so glad to hear she’s doing well and is in remission. I’m a nurse, so I know what that means, and I share your elation that “our project” led to such happy results. I’m sure you’re being very careful with her in this first tender year, when you have to limit her exposure to others, but when you’re able to be out and about again, I’d love nothing more than to meet her and hug her and celebrate her return to good health. Thank you so much for sharing your joyful news with me, and I’ll look forward to hearing more from you when the time comes.

        Sincerely,

        Ms. M

      

      

      I debated whether I should sign it Love, Ms. M, but in the end, I went with Sincerely.

      Two days later, he wrote to me again.

      
        
        Ms. M,

        I forgot to ask if you suffered any ill effects from donating. I really hope not. Please let me know that when you get the chance, and I will definitely reach out with more as soon as I’m allowed to.

        Love,

        Mr. A

      

      

      
        
        Dear Mr. A,

        Other than a few bruises and some stiffness for a week or two, the procedure was relatively painless for me. It was a small price to pay to help save your little girl. I’d do it again in a second. Thank you for checking on me.

        Love,

        Ms. M

      

      

      Yep, you read that right. The second time I went with Love. Because I already love this father and daughter I’ve never met. I love the way he talks about her and how grateful he is for what I did for them. I’ve read the emails we exchanged so many times, I have them memorized.

      His last email was short and sweet.

      
        
        Ms. M,

        I’m so glad to hear the procedure was almost painless for you. I’ll definitely write more to you the minute I can. Promise.

        Love,

        Mr. A

      

      

      The transplant was one year ago today. For six months, I’ve been telling myself it’s not possible to fall in love with someone because of a few emails. But try telling that to my overly involved heart. All I can think about is Mr. A and Miss E. My active imagination has spent hours wondering about them as I counted down to today. I’ve tried to keep as busy as I could, volunteering for extra shifts at the clinic and helping Carmen with her wedding plans, but there are still far too many hours in the day for my liking.

      And yes, I’m fully aware of how ridiculous it is to get all spun up over a guy I’ve never even met. I don’t even know his actual name, only his first initial. Is his name Alex or Anthony or Andrew? Is it possibly Asher, Adrian or Aidan? And little E, is she Emma or Emily or Emerson or Ellen?

      I’m going to drive myself mad with the speculation. I want to know everything about both of them, and even realizing I might be setting myself up for a huge disappointment, I can’t stop myself from wondering if A is really as wonderful as he seems in his emails. Does he drink or party or chase women or—

      “Stop it, Maria,” I tell myself as I drive home from the grocery store. I live in a garage apartment that belongs to Aunt Francesca and Uncle Domenic, my dad’s sister and brother-in-law. Thankfully, my aunt and uncle also rent out the main house, so they aren’t around to clock my comings and goings.

      I never would’ve lived here if they were right next door. Not that I don’t adore them. I absolutely do, but I don’t want anyone keeping tabs on me—or reporting to my parents about what time I get home or who I go out with. No, thanks. I love my cozy little place, but more than anything, I love the privacy. A couple of years ago, Dee moved to New York City with our cousin Domenic Junior, both of them eager to leave the clutches of the tight-knit family that spends far too much time minding each other’s business.

      I can’t wait to see them both at Carmen’s wedding, which is now just over a month away. It’s been very difficult to stay focused on work and the wedding or anything other than hearing more from Mr. A as I counted down to the one-year mark.

      It feels like ten years have passed since that first email from Mr. A, six months ago today. When I get home, I put my groceries away and fix myself a cup of tea before I allow myself to sit at my desk and fire up my laptop to check my email. Mixed into junk mail and a note from my sister with a link to an article on home decorating she thought I’d enjoy is a message from a name that’s familiar to me, but I can’t say why.

      Austin Jacobs.

      I click to open the message and gasp as I read the opening.

      
        
        Dear Maria,

        I thought today would never arrive.
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        MARIA

      

      

      Holy shit. His name is Austin. Austin Jacobs. Why do I know that name? It nags at me that I recognize his name, but I can’t take the time to figure that out now when there’s a whole email from him to be devoured.

      
        
        I’m not sure why I’ve been so unreasonably excited to share more of our story with you, but over the last six months, I’ve thought of you every day, counting down until we could talk again, this time without limits. Bizarre, I know, but you saved my daughter’s life, and I’m dying to get to know you better. I was so excited to get your actual first name and direct email, and I swear I’m not a creeper! LOL. Although, I wouldn’t blame you for thinking that I am. This situation with Everly has taken over my life in every possible way, up to and including my obsession with her bone marrow donor.

      

      

      His daughter’s name is Everly! He’s as obsessed with me as I am with him! Now I’m swooning.

      
        
        I guess maybe my unreasonable excitement has to do with the bond we now share in the form of a wild little three-year-old who’s still here because of you. She’s thriving because of you. She has a chance to grow up and fall in love and have a life because of you. I get very emotional when I think about what you did and what it’s meant to us. I’m just so freaking grateful. I enclosed some recent photos of her so you can see her adorableness for yourself.

        Okay, enough about me being a weird, creepy, grateful, stalker dad…

      

      

      I laugh at his summary, loving him more with every word I read. I scroll down to look at the pictures because I’ve been dying to see the face of the child I helped to save. And oh, my heart. She’s absolutely perfect.

      
        
        About me—I’m a pitcher for the Baltimore Orioles.

      

      

      That’s it! That’s how I know him! He’s not just a pitcher, though. He’s a Cy Young Award-winning pitcher who won twenty-one games two years ago, including a near-perfect game that was scuttled in the ninth inning when one of his teammates fumbled a routine grounder. I know this because I’m a huge baseball fan. My dad and I have been following the Miami Marlins since I was a little kid, back when they were known as the Florida Marlins.

      
        
        My life is pretty crazy, and it became more so when my ex-girlfriend and I had Ev. That turned into a bit of a nightmare when I found out she was partying with other guys while I was on the road. The wife of one of my best friends on the team was able to prove that she was leaving baby Ev alone, sometimes for a couple of hours, while she went out. I can’t even think about that without losing my mind. That led to me getting sole custody of my daughter just as my career was really taking off. Good times, those were. Fortunately, my parents decided to retire early and move to live next door to us. They help me with Ev while I’m on the road. I don’t know what I’d do without them, especially since she got sick.

        I lost almost all of last season due to her illness. My team was amazingly supportive, and I’m super thankful to them, too. Not only did they continue to pay me while I wasn’t able to play, they made sure Ev had the best of everything—from doctors to private nurses and every form of support they could think to throw my way. It’s funny how your priorities change when the person you love most is sick. Before her illness, I couldn’t imagine missing a start, let alone most of a season.

        I have a whole new relationship with gratitude after what we’ve been through. My mom thinks I have a form of PTSD since Ev’s illness because I’m constantly worried about her relapsing or some other disaster striking. I hover over her to a ridiculous degree and overreact to every sneeze, sniffle and bruise. The team doctor hooked me up with a therapist, who’s been a big help to me as we adjust to life after crisis. As you mentioned in your last email, we were VERY careful this year. No one outside our family was allowed to be with Ev, and yes, today is also the day when we can lift those restrictions and get back to living. We’ll do so cautiously at first, of course, but we’re both ready to get back to “normal,” whatever that is. She can’t wait to go to the playground and to eat out in a restaurant, which is one of her favorite things to do.

        I’m not sure why I’m telling you all this. I guess it’s because I feel such a connection to you, and not only because of what you did for Everly (and me), but because of our earlier emails.

        Okay, I’ve probably said enough. Too much, actually. Haha. I won’t be offended if you decide to never respond to me again, but I’ll be sad to not have the chance to get to know you.

        I’ll stop now. Please write back.

        Love,

        Austin

      

      

      I devour his every word and am smiling like a loon by the time I get to the end. I look at the photos of Everly again, and then I google him because I can’t remember what he looks like.

      When his picture pops up, I go stupid in the head as my eyes bug and my mouth hangs open. Thank God no one is there to witness my reaction to hot male perfection.

      He has brown hair shot through with natural blond highlights, gorgeous blue eyes, a great smile and a body to die for, with sleeve tattoos on his arms and diamond studs in both ears. I can’t. I just can’t. Look away, that is. I stare at pictures of him in and out of uniform, with and without shirts. He has intricate tattoos on his chest that stop just short of the base of his neck and cover most of the available skin on his torso. I’ve never been a big fan of that much ink, but on him it’s just… Wow. My heart beats in a wild rhythm that has to be unhealthy.

      Who cares about what’s healthy at a moment like this?

      I call Carmen and put her on speaker.

      “Did he write to you?” She and Dee are the only ones who know today is the day I might hear from him.

      “He sure did.”

      “What did he say?”

      “Google Austin Jacobs, the baseball player.”

      I hear her clicking away on her laptop. “Shut. The. Fuck. Up!”

      “Right?” I’m screeching, but I can’t seem to stop any of this. It’s complete madness, and I don’t care. This is so not me. I’m always careful and reserved, especially since Scott, and here I am losing my mind over a man I’ve never met.

      “He’s the father of the child she donated to,” Carmen says. “I’m filling in Jason.”

      “He’s a superstar,” I hear Jason say. “I saw him pitch against the Yankees, and he was lights out.”

      “Mari? Are you still there?” Carmen asks.

      “I’m here.”

      “What did he say in his email?”

      I read it to her, absorbing every delicious word all over again, and copy the pictures of Everly to text to her.

      “Oh, wow,” Carmen says on a long breath. “That’s amazing! And Everly is so cute!”

      “What do I do?”

      “Write him back!” Carmen says, laughing. “You know you’re dying to!”

      “Ugh, I’m dying all right.”

      “Do it, Mari. You have nothing to lose. The man adores you. How could he not after what you did for him and his daughter?”

      “I’m all… invested. At an unhealthy level.”

      “Of course you are! You saved his child’s life. Before you exchanged a single word with him, you were at a whole other level with this guy.”

      How can I explain how his words have slayed me, the way he talks about his daughter, how big his love is for her… That’s what’s gotten to me the most.

      “Are you going to write back?”

      “Yeah, as soon as I calm the hell down and figure out what I want to say.”

      “Say this. Are you listening?”

      “Yes, I’m listening,” I say with a laugh.

      “Dear Austin, I love you. I want to marry you and have more beautiful babies with you.”

      “That’s not helpful, Car.”

      She loses it laughing. “Think of all the time it’ll save you to cut straight through the bullshit.”

      “I’m ending this call.” Mostly because my ovaries stood up to take a look around at her mention of having beautiful babies with him.

      “I’m here if you need me.”

      “Thanks, but I think I’ll be okay.”

      “This is so cool, Mari. Imagine if it turns into something, and you met him by saving his kid’s life. God, that’s so romantic! It’s even more romantic than me falling for Jason when I helped to save his reputation.”

      “Hey,” Jason says, “there’s nothing more romantic than that.”

      “Will you guys please stop? It’s not going to turn into anything. He’s a nice guy who appreciates what I did for his child. That’s all this is.”

      “Uh-huh. Okay.”

      “Gotta go.”

      “Invite him to the wedding!”

      “Bye, Carmen.” I press the End button and stare at my laptop screen, where the photos of Austin are in the background with his email front and center.

      I read it again.

      
        
        Dear Maria,

        I thought today would never arrive.

      

      

      Releasing a deep breath full of swoon, I click on the reply button and stare at the blank screen for a long moment before I begin to type, the words pouring straight from my heart.

      
        
        Dear Austin,

        I’m thrilled to know your name is Austin and that Miss E is Everly! I love that name. After seeing her pictures, I’ve decided her cute name suits her perfectly. She’s beautiful. Thank you so much for sending the pictures. I appreciate them so much and am so happy to see her sweet, smiling, HEALTHY face. I’ve thought of you two every day over the last six months, and I, too, was counting down to today when we could finally talk freely. I’m so happy to hear that Everly’s remission is holding and that she’s bounced back from her ordeal.

        Of course it’ll take a while longer for you. There’s nothing more difficult than seeing someone you love go through a serious illness. I can’t begin to imagine what it must’ve been like for you to have to face such a frightening diagnosis and treatment with your precious little girl. It had to be terrifying, and I think you’re wise to be in therapy to help you deal with the aftermath of that trauma. Everly is lucky that she probably won’t remember any of it. Whereas you’ll never forget it.

        You asked about me… I mentioned I’m a nurse, but now I can tell you I work at a free clinic in Little Havana, which is the area of Miami where I grew up in a huge, loving, overly INVOLVED (haha) family. My parents, Lorenzo and Elena, own a firm that does accounting and legal work for tons of local businesses. My dad is an accountant, and my mom is a lawyer, so they make for a good team at home and at work.

        My aunt Vivian and uncle Vincent (my dad’s brother) own a famous restaurant called Giordino’s, which is my last name (without the ’s). It’s a hot spot in Little Havana, and everyone who is anyone has stopped in there at one point or another. I waitress at the restaurant on Saturday nights because it’s fun, and it’s a nice supplement to my salary at the clinic. My aunt and uncle host family brunch every Sunday at the restaurant, which features Italian and Cuban menus, and separate sides of the house for each. My Nona oversees the Italian side, and my cousin Carmen’s Abuela is in charge of the Cuban side. They fight like cats and dogs, but Nona and Abuela are really the best of friends and would do anything for anyone. I refer to Abuela as my third grandmother.

      

      

      I stop myself when I feel like maybe I’m rambling on with stuff that won’t interest him. But he did say he wanted to know me, and to know me, you have to know my family.

      
        
        I have a sister we call Dee. Her real name is Delores, but don’t call her that unless you want her to punch you. She lives in New York City with our cousin Domenic Junior, and yes, he’s always called the full name “Domenic Junior,” to differentiate him from his father, Domenic Senior. His mother is my father’s sister, Francesca, and they have three other kids besides Dom Jr. I also have two brothers—Nico and Milo. Nico is older than me, and Milo is younger. You following this? Haha! Carmen is my best friend (and Dee’s), and the three of us have always run around together. Carmen is an only child, so she calls us her sisters, and we love that. She’s getting married next month to a pediatric neurosurgeon named Jason, who we all ADORE. He’s such a good guy. I really got to know him when he volunteered at the clinic, and I totally approve of him for my sweet cousin. This is her second marriage, after Tony, her first husband who was a police officer, was shot and killed on the job when they were twenty-four. That was such a tough loss for all of us, and to see her smiling again is just about the best thing ever.

        I feel like I’m going on and on here, but hey, you asked…

        True confession: I’m a huge baseball fan. My dad and I have season tickets to the Miami Marlins, and I’ve definitely heard of you. I think I might’ve seen you pitch a couple of years ago when the O’s played the Marlins in interleague play. Is that possible? I’ll ask my dad. He’ll remember for sure.

        Well, you asked for more about me, and I wrote a book! I guess I’ll just end by saying I’m so, so happy to hear from you, to know your names and more about you both. Mostly, I’m so relieved to know that Everly continues to do well. I have prayed for her—and you—every night since the last time we talked.

        Love,

        Maria

      

      

      I send the email before I can second-guess every word of it. I no sooner send it than I realize I didn’t tell him to write back. I really want him to write back.

      I open a new email to him with the subject line: PS

      The message reads: Please write back.

      I press Send before I lose my nerve. And then I try to figure out what the hell to do with myself while I wait to hear from him. I could reread his email again. I do that. Four times, actually, before I make myself get up, take a shower, finish my laundry, make my lunch for tomorrow, set up my coffee for the morning and stop obsessing about Austin Jacobs.

      My phone chimes with a text from Carmen. Did you write back?

      
        
        I did. I regurgitated my whole life story to him.

      

      

      
        
        All of it?

      

      

      
        
        Most of it about the family and the restaurant and you and Dee and the others. It was probably too much.

      

      

      
        
        I’m sure it was fine. He said he wanted to know about you. Are you ok??

      

      

      
        
        Yes, of course I am. I’m trying not to go crazy over a guy I barely know.

      

      

      
        
        How’s that going!?!?! You already know him better than you knew Scott after a year.

      

      

      Jeez, if that isn’t the truth. Austin showed me who he really is with the first message he sent. I saw his heart, and that’s all I’ve been able to think about for six freaking months. And what I got from him today only confirmed my first impression.

      I go to bed early and keep my phone handy. I try to only check my email for new messages every fifteen minutes, but in reality, it’s more like once a minute. Okay, it’s really every ten seconds, but don’t judge me. You’d be checking, too. Who am I even talking to right now?

      “You need to chill the hell out, girl. You’re getting way down the road with this guy you’ve never met.” Staring up at the ceiling I painted a pale pink, I try to talk myself down off the high I’ve been on since receiving the new message from him.

      I force myself to close my eyes and breathe for five full minutes.

      When I open them, I see it’s actually only one minute later. Naturally, I check my email again.

      Speaking of creepers.

      A new message pops up from Austin, making me gasp as I give new meaning to the term all thumbs. I fumble to open the message without accidentally deleting it. Because that would be tragic.

      
        
        Dear Maria,

        I loved your message and hearing about your family. Is there a diagram you use to help new people keep them all straight?! If there is, I need it! Your family sounds amazing, and I love that you work in a free clinic. I imagine your work is essential to so many people in your community, and the restaurant looks awesome. (Is it weird that I checked out the menu online, and I want a Cuban sandwich like right now!?) I have two brothers as well—Asher and Carter. Ash plays for the Iowa Cubs, a farm team for the Chicago Cubs, and Carter is in college at Florida State, but he plays, too, and is hoping to go pro when he graduates next year. We grew up in Green Bay, Wisconsin, and as you might be able to tell, baseball was a big part of our lives. (Duh—haha.) My dad was our coach, and his goal is to see all three of us in the majors. So far, he’s one for three, but my brothers have all the talent. Sometimes it’s more about luck and being in the right place at the right time than it is about talent. I’m so hopeful they’ll both get there eventually. And yes, I pitched in Miami three years ago. Were you there?! How cool would that be?

        I’m really close to my brothers, and they, too, were a huge source of support when Ev was sick. We’ve also got an amazing group on the O’s. Many of them—and their wives—have become like family to us since Ev was sick. They stepped up for me and her in so many ways, big and small.

        Anyway, see how it always comes back to Ev being sick with me? That’s the stuff I’m working through with the therapist. She says it’ll take time, and after a while, every road won’t automatically lead me back to the trauma anymore. As you can tell, I’m not there yet. I keep telling myself how lucky I am, and believe me, those aren’t just words. I’m incredibly lucky, most particularly because a wonderful woman named Maria Giordino in Miami was a perfect match for my baby. I’m thankful for that—and for you—every day. And I appreciate that you prayed for us. That’s so amazing to hear.

        Couple of things you didn’t tell me—are you married? Do you have kids? Can you send me a picture of you since you can google me? Did you google me? Tell me the truth. LOL.

        Well, I need to hit the hay, as my coach says. We’ve got an early flight to Detroit in the morning for a four-game series with the Tigers, followed by three games with KC and four with Seattle. I’ll do the math for you—that’s eleven days away from my baby. My parents stay with her while I’m away, but I miss her so much when I’m gone. Thank GOD for FaceTime!

        Oh, and one more thing—if you write to me, I’ll always write back. Remember what I said the first time we “talked”? You’re family now. If you’d rather text me, that’s cool. See my phone number below. Feel free to use it.

        Love,

        Austin

      

      

      Oh my God, he gave me his phone number, which I promptly program into my phone. I find the picture Carmen took of me when we were out shopping the other day. I don’t always like pictures of myself, but I don’t hate that one. My curly dark hair isn’t huge from the South Florida humidity like it so often is, and we’d had our makeup done as a trial run for the wedding. I look as good as I ever do, so I set up a text with the photo before I can talk myself out of it.

      Will write back more tomorrow, but this is me. Not married, no kids, and yes, I googled the hell out of you. I enclose the laughing and kissy-face emojis and send the message. I’m giddy off the high of talking to him.

      He writes right back with the eyes-bugging emoji on its own, followed by another text:

      
        
        WOW. You’re BEAUTIFUL. But I already knew that. Write back to me tomorrow. I’ll be waiting. Love, Austin

      

      

      Drop the mic. I’m dead. How will I survive until I can talk to him again? Better yet, how will I sleep?
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        AUSTIN

      

      

      I’m glued to my phone from the second I take my seat on the ass-crack-of-dawn flight to Detroit. I’m pitching the third game of our series with the Tigers, so I’ve got a couple of days to chill and prep for my next start. In other words, I have time to obsess over that picture Maria sent me. I can’t stop staring at her gorgeous face and sexy smile.

      She said she’s not married, but she didn’t mention whether she’s single.

      I hope she is, because my obsession with her grows with every message we exchange.

      Trust me, I know this whole thing is nuts. I can’t fall for the woman who donated bone marrow to save my kid’s life. Can I? No, I can’t, but that’s kind of what’s happening, if I’m being honest.

      The one good thing about an early-morning flight is no one is in the mood to chat, which is fine by me. I spend the first hour rereading the messages she and I have exchanged so far, getting the same high off the rereads that I got the first time around. She’s a warm, sweet, beautiful woman, and the fact that I’m developing a world-class crush on her shouldn’t come as any surprise to me.

      She saved my child’s life. How could I not love her? But aside from that momentous fact, I’m crushing on her, Maria, not my child’s donor. It’s almost like she’s become two separate people to me. Sure, I met her because she donated, but after getting to know her a bit, I like her for a million other reasons.

      I wonder what time she gets up and how soon I might hear from her, seeing as this is a workday for her. The ball is in her court, so to speak, but that doesn’t mean I can’t message her again in the meantime, does it?

      No, it doesn’t, and yes, I know this is starting to resemble middle school when the “should I or shouldn’t I” debate over girls occupied ninety percent of my brain cells, thus my lousy grades.

      I want to talk to her some more, so I call up the last message I got from her last night and hit Reply.

      
        
        Hi there,

        I know it’s your turn, but I didn’t want to wait to talk to you some more. I’m on the flight to Detroit, and rereading our messages. I gotta be honest—waiting to hear from you is a bit torturous.

        I sound like such a pussy, and I don’t even care. What does that tell you?

        What time do you have to be at work? What are your days like at the clinic? Oh, and one more question… You said you’re not married, but you didn’t say whether you’re single. Are you? Just in case you were wondering the same thing about me, I am. No girlfriend, no friends with benefits, no nothing since I broke up with Ev’s mother. She kind of turned me off anything to do with women and dating.

        I’m going to send this before I can talk myself out of asking whether you’re single. <grimace emoji>

        Love,

        Austin

      

      

      I press Send on the message and realize my palms are suddenly sweaty, which happens only right before a start, when my nerves kick in. Ugh, does that mean I’m nervous about asking Maria if she’s seeing anyone?

      Well, yeah, kinda.

      I put down my phone and rest my head against the back of the seat, closing my eyes and trying to chill the fuck out. I’ve let this thing with her become bigger than it should be, which is probably due to how completely fucked up I’ve been since Ev got sick. I cringe when I recall telling Maria about the therapy and the PTSD and all that.

      It’s not like it’s a big secret, but did I really have to dump all that on her the first day I got to talk freely with her?

      Like always lately, my own thoughts drive me crazy. I never used to be an anxiety-ridden disaster area, but seeing your child through a life-threatening illness has a way of turning even the most laid-back kind of guy into someone totally different than he used to be. And if I’ve learned anything in therapy, it’s that I can’t hide from the feelings Ev’s illness has left me with. I can only try to cope with them.

      Post-trauma, it would be impossible for me to get to know Maria, or anyone else, for that matter, without making that part of the equation. It’s who I am now, for better or worse. And I can’t hide from it, as much as I wish I could forget what we went through.

      Sometimes it irks me that my parents have picked up and gone on like nothing ever happened. I’m aware that my hovering annoys them, but damned if I can help it. The fear of that beast of a disease coming back hangs over me like a dark cloud I can’t shake no matter how hard I try.

      I think that’s why this flirtation or whatever it is with Maria is so exciting. For the first time since Ev got sick, I have something else to think about besides doom and gloom.

      Writing to her and reading her responses have given me something I haven’t had in far too long: hope. Of course I realize it’s silly to be finding hope in someone I barely know. I’ve never even actually spoken to her, and yet, that doesn’t change how she makes me feel. It’s such a fucking relief to have something to think about besides baseball and health disasters.

      I probably ought to refrain from sharing that thought with her, since I don’t want her to think that’s what she’s become to me—something to relieve my anxiety—even if that’s what she does for me.

      My phone vibrates in my lap, and I grab it, fully aware that I’m worse than a fifteen-year-old girl in the throes of her first crush.

      
        
        Morning!

        Hope you’re having a smooth flight. I hate to fly, and I could never have a job that required me to fly as much as yours does. They couldn’t pay me enough! What do you do when you arrive in Detroit?

        I get to work around eight thirty, and we open at nine. We try to close by four or four thirty if we can see everyone who’s come in that day. Some days we’re so busy, we have to give out numbers so people can take their place in line the next day. I check people in and record their vitals (height/weight, temperature, blood pressure and pulse). I handle all our patient charts and do a million other things to keep this place running smoothly. I’m at the clinic now, but this morning has been slow so far. I’m in the office sneaking this message to you. Not that anyone would care what I’m doing. It’s a pretty cool place to work.

        We have a nurse practitioner named Miranda (she and her husband founded the clinic thirty years ago) who sees all the patients, except for the days when Jason (my cousin Carmen’s fiancé) comes in. He’s been filling in while our regular doctor is recovering from injuries he sustained in a car accident, and Miranda was part-time for months while she recovered from knee surgery. We’ve been so slammed, and Jason has been a godsend to us over the last couple of months. He’s arranged his schedule at Miami-Dade General Hospital, where he and Carmen both work, to be here on Thursday afternoons.

        A lot of the people we see don’t have insurance, so the clinic is truly a lifesaver for them. In fact, it’s because of the clinic that I was in the Be the Match database. We did a registry drive here about four years ago, which is when I was swabbed. It’s one of those things you do and then never give another thought to until you get a call that you’re a match for someone.

        About your questions… I’m also twenty-eight, completely single after a bad breakup a couple of years ago (although I think your breakup takes the prize for worst ever), and in case you’re wondering, waiting to hear from you is torturous for me, too!

        Well, I’d better get back to work. If you think of it, text me when you land, so I won’t be worried about you flying.

        Love,

        Maria

      

      

      My heart does this weird fluttering thing when I read that last sentence and see that she’s included her number. How long has it been since anyone other than my parents cared about whether I’d landed safely somewhere? Kasey never gave a shit where I was. Unfortunately, I didn’t realize how little she cared until my teammate’s wife told me what was going on while I was away.

      I think it’s cute that Maria says they couldn’t pay her enough to fly the way I do. Would ten million a year get her on a plane every week or so for six months? I wonder, but I’d never ask her such a douchey question.

      
        
        Hi again,

        Flying isn’t my favorite thing, either, but it’s a necessary part of the job for half the year. I’ve gotten used to it, but I can think of a million other things I’d rather do.

      

      

      Today, for instance, I’d much prefer to be visiting a free clinic in Little Havana… I’d love to have her check my vitals. I bet my blood pressure is up a little since I received that sexy-as-fuck photo of her last night. I’ve looked at it a hundred times, easily.

      
        
        When we land in Detroit, a bus will take us to a hotel near the ballpark. We get to chill until about three, when we go to the park for batting practice and warmups. Sometimes a group of us will go get lunch, but most of the time, we take the downtime when we can get it. On game days, I usually sleep in, get room service, watch TV and take it easy, especially the days when I’m pitching. The season is a grind, and by the time September rolls around, we’ve been battling annoying injuries and trying to play through them for months. We’re not in the running for the post-season this year, so this is our second-to-last road trip. Guess where we’re going on the last one? Tampa and Miami! That’s the week after next, and the three games in Miami will end the season for us. Maybe we can meet up while I’m in town?

      

      

      I toss that out there casually, as if the possibility of actually meeting her isn’t the most exciting thing to happen in a really long time.

      
        
        Your clinic really sounds like an amazing place. It’s nice of your cousin’s fiancé to volunteer at the clinic. I know way more about doctors and specialties than I ever thought I would. (And we’re back to the trauma! See why I can barely stand myself? Not sure how anyone else can.) Anyhow, I’m glad to hear you’re single. That matters to me more than it probably should, if I’m being honest. I’m almost twenty-nine, which makes me practically a senior citizen in this game.

        Between everything with my ex and Ev’s illness, I’m not the same guy I was a few years ago. My dad likes to say that life changes you, and that’s certainly true in my case. It never occurred to me that Kasey would be unfaithful or that she’d leave our BABY home alone to party. You don’t even want to know how ballistic I went when that happened. At first I didn’t believe it, but there was video. The other wives suspected she was leaving the baby, and they set out to prove it. That video is the reason I was able to get sole custody of Ev. I told her if she fought me on that, I’d turn the video over to the cops. Not that I would’ve done that, because Ev would’ve ended up in foster care while they investigated us, but Kasey barely hesitated in signing away her rights. The whole thing was disgusting and upsetting and terrifying. When I think about what could’ve happened when my BABY was home ALONE… It boggles the mind. I knew it was over with her when I didn’t even care if she was fucking other guys. She left my daughter home alone. Nothing says OVER like that!

      

      

      “Who you texting, AJ?”

      Startled out of my grim memories of Kasey, I glance across the aisle at Santiago, our starting catcher and my closest friend on the team. “No one.” The last thing I need is for the guys to catch wind of the fact that I’m “talking” to someone. They’ll turn it into a BFD, and I don’t want them getting ahold of something that’s become so important to me.

      “Awful lot of words for no one,” Santiago mutters.

      I turn my back to him and continue typing. I wish I had my laptop with me. It’s easier than typing on my phone.

      
        
        Anyway, I was just starting to bounce back from that disaster when the next one hit with Ev. I told you about my epic breakup, so now you have to tell me about yours… If you want to, that is. No obligation. True confession? I’ve looked at your photo a hundred times since last night, and I’m really, really, REALLY glad you’re single. Did I mention that?!

        Love,

        Austin

      

      

      I send it before I can talk myself out of the super suggestive last bit. What am I doing exactly? She lives in Miami. I’m in Baltimore when I’m not in some other far-flung city. What do I think can become of this “friendship,” anyway?

      If I were to tell the team’s media liaison that Everly’s bone marrow donor lives in Miami, they’d want to do something with her when we play there in two weeks. Would she be up for that? Would I?

      God, I’d love to meet her and to see if the attraction I’ve felt for her through pictures and words carries over in person.

      And if it does? What then?

      After this season, I’m a free agent, which means I can go anywhere I want—and more or less name my price. It’s an exciting time that I’ve been looking forward to for a while now, except for the part about moving again. I love the O’s. I love my teammates and their wives and kids. I love the management and the ownership, but playing in the AL East is tough if you’re not the Sox or the Yankees. The thought of leaving the O’s is heartbreaking, but there’s almost no chance I’ll sign with the O’s again.

      I haven’t seriously considered any other team because my agent has advised me to play it cool and do everything I can to finish this season strong. The goal is to ink a big deal that’ll set me up for life and allow me to finish my career in the next city I end up in. The more wins I notch in these last few games, the higher my free agency price goes. After losing most of last season to Ev’s illness, this season matters more than ever. I’m at nineteen wins, four losses and two no-decisions with three starts left.

      This road trip is critical to finishing strong. It’s not the time for distractions, even beautiful distractions like Maria.

      I can tell myself that a thousand times, but I already know I won’t stop talking to her regardless of what’s at stake. Talking to her has made me feel better than I have in years, and I won’t give that up for anything.

      When we land, I send her a quick text. On the ground in Detroit.

      We’re on the bus, heading to the hotel when she responds.

      
        
        Glad you arrived safely. Have a good game. I’ll be watching.

      

      

      I have butterflies in my stomach knowing she’ll be watching, and I’m not even playing in tonight’s game. Maybe we can FaceTime later. We just got here, and I’m already counting the hours until after the game when I can talk to her some more.

      I can’t wait.
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        MARIA

      

      

      I use my lunch break to write back to Austin on the computer in the office, because I hate typing on my phone. Hearing he’s been staring at my photo since last night has made me super distracted. I’ve had to take more than one blood pressure twice this morning because I forgot the readings before I could record them, which is not like me at all.

      
        
        Hi again,

        How’s Detroit? The story of how Jason came to volunteer here is a long one. I’ll tell you that when I have more time.

        Besides the added anxiety, which is totally understandable, by the way, how have you changed from before the breakup with Kasey and Everly’s illness? And also by the way, anyone who’d leave an infant home alone so she can party is a MONSTER who doesn’t deserve a child! I can’t imagine how you must’ve felt to realize that was happening while you were away for work. I assume they pay you pretty well to play baseball. Why didn’t she hire a babysitter if she needed to go out so badly?!? I feel bad judging someone I don’t even know, but that’s just unforgivable. I’m SO GLAD you have sole custody of Everly now.

        I just looked at the schedule for the Marlins, and I can’t believe I’d forgotten that their last home stretch is against the O’s! My dad and I share our tickets with other family members, but I already told him to save those three games for me. Are you starting while you’re here? And yes, we should get together while you’re in town. Is Everly coming with you, by any chance? I’d love to meet her, too.

        You said the guys are nursing lots of injuries by this point in the season. Does that include you?

        So my epic breakup was nowhere near the thermonuclear level of yours, but it was still pretty bad. I’d been with Scott since we were twenty-one. We met at the restaurant, actually, when he worked as a prep cook while he was finishing college. We moved in together after we graduated from college, and for a few years, things were good. I got the job at the clinic, and he was with a marketing company downtown. I wanted to get married, but he dodged the subject every time it came up (which I realized with hindsight—always 20/20, right?). I was completely oblivious to any problems between us. I thought his distance was just what happened when you’d been with someone for a long time.

        Then my sister, Dee, was home for a weekend and ran into him in the grocery store with another woman. He introduced her as a friend from work, but Dee said he acted super freaked out about seeing her, which tipped her off there was more to the story. So she told me what happened, I confronted him, and he admitted he was in love with his coworker and had been for a while. While I’d been talking about getting married, apparently he’d been trying to find a way out of our relationship. I remember being completely shocked. There were no signs he was seeing someone else, at least not that I picked up on, and that made me feel stupid as well as heartbroken. I kicked him out of our place that day, and I’ve never seen him again. We’d been together five years by then, so it left me sort of reeling. The betrayal was the hard part, not to mention having to get tested for STDs in case he’d brought something home to me (he hadn’t, but still…). That the person I trusted the most could do something like that was hard to take. Since then, everyone wants to fix me up with someone, but I’ve avoided that nonsense. I just do NOT want to deal with it, you know?

        Ugh, people suck sometimes, don’t they?

        You asked about what happened when I got the call from Be the Match, and I never answered your question. They asked me to come to some information sessions about what was involved with donating. I’ll admit I was scared it would hurt, and they made me feel more confident about it. My parents freaked out when I told them what I was going to do, but my Nona was really great and convinced them to trust my judgment as a nurse. They came to one of the info sessions with me, and they felt better about it after they knew more. It was all fine. No big deal in light of what it meant for you and Everly.

        Well, I’d better get back to work. Have a great game! I’m going to say something I’ve never said for any team other than the Marlins: Go O’s!

        Love,

        Maria

      

      

      I force myself to concentrate on work during a busy afternoon. After work, I’m meeting Carmen for a final fitting for my bridesmaid dress. Dee and I are her maids of honor and their friend Betty, who played a big role the day they met, is the only other attendant. In our family, it’s hard to limit anything to just “a few” people, so she decided to have only the two of us and one special friend so she wouldn’t end up with twelve bridesmaids.

      When I leave work, I’m rather proud of myself to realize I went three whole hours without checking my phone. Before I start my car, I check it and find a new message from Austin. Just seeing his name on my list of messages makes my whole system go batshit crazy.

      Ugh. This is bad and getting worse by the minute, and I couldn’t care in the least that I might be setting myself up for a huge disappointment by becoming so invested in a man I’ve never actually met. What if he smells or has bad breath or is rude to waitresses or—

      “Stop, Maria. Just stop.” Before I read the message from him, I close my eyes, take a deep breath and release it slowly. “Calm the hell down and stop being a crazy nutcase.”

      When I’ve managed to get things somewhat under control, for the moment, anyway, I read his new message.

      
        
        Hi there,

        I only have a couple of minutes before I have to be on the bus to the ballpark, but I just wanted to write back to say SCOTT IS A FOOL! You’re better off without him. You know that, right? It took me a while to realize that about Kasey, but who needs someone in your life who’d do what he did to you or what she did to me? And yes, people do suck a lot of the time, but sometimes they don’t. For example, I’d never do to someone what Scott did to you or what Kasey did to me. (I’d also NEVER leave my kid at home ALONE! In case you were wondering…) After having been through that crap, we both know what it’s like to be treated that way, and it’s not something I want in my life.

        As for injuries, I’ve had some stiffness in the elbow of my throwing arm. I’ve been working with the team trainers to manage it, but my arm is ready for some rest.

        Thank you for telling me about how it went after Be the Match reached out to you. I have so many other questions, but I can’t ask now. Any chance you might want to FaceTime after the game? Oh, and thanks for rooting for the O’s for the first time ever. I’m honored. So FaceTime… Yes? No? Please say yes…

        Love,

        Austin

      

      

      I write back with one word: YES!

      

      And then I have to get my shit together so I can drive to meet Carmen at the bridal shop in Coral Gables. Traffic is its usual bitchy self, and I’m ten minutes late for our appointment. I rush into the shop to find Carmen standing on the little stage in the back of the store, wearing her wedding gown as the seamstress examines her from every angle.

      It’s the first time I’ve seen it on her since the day she chose it, and I’m surprised by the huge lump that suddenly lodges in my throat.

      She catches me looking at her in the mirror, her pretty face lighting up with a smile. “There you are. What do you think?”

      It takes me a second to fight back the wave of emotion that comes from seeing her as a happy bride once again. “It’s absolutely perfect.”

      “I’m so glad you think so. I love it even more than I did the first time I tried it on.”

      The dress is a creamy off-white silk that manages to be sexy and classy at the same time, just like Carmen. Her back is almost entirely bare, and the front forms a snug V over her full breasts. It’s beaded and sleeveless and clingy. She decided to go without a train, she said, because this is her second wedding, and trains are for first-time brides.

      I know how she’s grappled with guilt about remarrying after losing her first husband so tragically, but she seems to be excited and looking forward rather than backward.

      “What did you decide about a veil?”

      “No veil,” she says. “I’m doing a tiara that Tony’s mother gave me.”

      “I like that.” Carmen is like a daughter to her first husband’s parents, who’ve been fully supportive of her in the years since they lost Tony. I loved Jason from the start, but when I heard he went to see Tony’s parents before he proposed to Carmen, he earned the eternal love of our entire family. He’s a class act.

      “Josie wanted to do something, and when she offered her mother’s tiara, I was happy to accept. She’s been so amazing about everything.”

      “I’m so glad about that. Imagine if she hadn’t been?”

      Carmen cringes. “I can’t even think about that.” She rests her hands on her abdomen. “I get so nervous when I think about Jason seeing me in this dress.”

      “He’s going to lose his shit.”

      “I think you’re probably right,” she says with a giggle. “Will you take some pictures for me? I had to threaten my mom, your mom, Nona and Abuela with restraining orders to keep them from coming tonight. I want the dress to be a surprise to everyone.”

      I laugh as I picture Nona and Abuela being told they couldn’t come to the dress fitting. “You made a critical error making the appointment for the one night they’re all off.” Monday is the only day they occasionally turn the restaurant over to their competent staff so they can take a break.

      “Believe me, I realized that. I told them they’ll see it soon enough.”

      When the seamstress is finished, I take photos from every angle while Carmen vamps for the camera. I love seeing her smiling and happy after the grim years following Tony’s tragic, senseless death. For a time, I wondered if she’d ever bounce back from that shock, but she rallied, putting herself through college and grad school, landing an awesome new job at the hospital and then falling in love with Jason. No one in this world is happier for her than I am.

      “Your turn,” she says, sending me off to the changing room to put my dress on.

      I love the dress she chose for us to wear. It’s dark navy silk and simple, which appeals to me. No crazy bridesmaid embellishments, just straight lines and a sexy, plunging neckline that does great things for my breasts, if I do say so myself.

      “I love that on you,” Carmen says as she has every time I’ve had it on since the day we chose it. Dee is having hers altered in New York.

      I step up onto the pedestal, and the seamstress goes to work with her pins.

      As we leave the bridal shop twenty minutes later, Carmen hooks her arm through mine. “Let’s get a drink.”

      I’d planned to go straight home to find Austin’s game on the MLB Network, but I never say no to time alone with my favorite cousin. We’re both so busy and often surrounded by family members that time to ourselves can be hard to come by.

      We find a table at a sidewalk café that’s hosting happy hour and order drinks—vodka and soda for me and a gin and tonic for her. We’ll each have only one because we’re driving, so we sip them slowly to make them last. I show her the pictures I took at the shop, and she sends them to herself so she’ll have them.

      “I can’t wait for the big day,” she says with a dreamy smile. “I also can’t believe Jason convinced me to pull off a wedding in three months.”

      “The man can’t wait to be married to you.”

      “I feel the same way. Tell me the truth, Mari. Is it okay for me to be so crazy-happy again after losing T? Thinking about him, about how he’ll never be anything but twenty-four… It just makes me feel so sad.”

      “It’s okay for you to be happy again. It’s what he’d want for you.”

      “I’ve been thinking about him a lot lately, more than usual.”

      “Which is only natural when you’re about to marry someone else. There was a time when the idea of a second marriage would’ve been preposterous.”

      She nods. “We would’ve made it, Tony and me. We would’ve been together forever.”

      “No question. I have no doubt he’s watching over you and fully supports you in everything you do. He’d love Jason.”

      “I think so, too. They would’ve been friends.”

      “Absolutely.”

      She shakes off the grief and makes an effort to rally. I’ve seen it happen so many times, I recognize the signs by now. “So, how’s your baseball player?”

      I sputter with laughter. “You’re worse than Nona and Abuela.”

      “Why, thank you. I learned everything I know about prying from them.”

      “Including how to be subtle.”

      “Why bother being subtle when you’re dying to talk about it?”

      She’s right about that. “He’s awesome. We’ve been talking nonstop since yesterday.” Has it been only since yesterday? It seems longer after six long months of waiting for the chance to have more of him.

      “Really? That’s fabulous. What’ve you been talking about?”

      “Life and betrayal and trauma and baseball and life in Miami. That kind of stuff.”

      “Whoa, that’s some heavy business. Did you tell him about Scott?”

      I nod as I stir my drink. “And he told me about his ex, Kasey, who left their baby at home alone to go out and party while he was on the road with the team.”

      Carmen’s expression goes completely blank. “Are you kidding me right now?”

      “Nope.”

      “How did he find out?”

      “Some of the other wives and girlfriends suspected she was leaving the baby alone, and they brought it to his attention—and they took video of her leaving the house without the baby. I’m not really sure of all the details, but the video was enough to convince her to give him full custody.”

      “Wow. That’s horrible.”

      “I know. I couldn’t believe it. Like I said to him, I assume he’s paid well to play baseball. Why didn’t she get a babysitter?”

      “What did he say to that?”

      “We haven’t gotten back to that topic yet. We’re going to FaceTime after his game tonight.”

      “Wow! I’m so excited about this guy!”

      “Don’t go all crazy. We’re just talking.” I venture a tentative glance at her. “But he’s playing here in a couple of weeks.”

      “Oh my God! Are you going to see him?”

      “I think so.”

      “I’m dying! This is so awesome.”

      “I don’t want to get ahead of myself.”

      “But you like him?”

      “Uh, yeah, I like him.” That may be the understatement of my entire life.

      Carmen lets out a squeal that has people at other tables looking at us.

      “Shut up, will you?”

      “I can’t contain my excitement! Ever since you gave Scott the scumbag the boot, I’ve been wanting you to meet someone new. We all have. Imagine if something comes of this with Austin, the sexy baseball player!”

      “Car, please… Don’t go there. I just… I can’t.”

      She shakes her head. “I hate that Scott did this to you.”

      “Did what?”

      “Made you so cautious and afraid to risk anything out of fear of getting hurt again. Before him, you weren’t like that.”

      “It’s not just that. It’s this whole thing… From the second I got the call about the transplant, to hearing from him for the first time, to the last two days. It’s so…”

      “What?”

      “Big,” I say softly. “It’s so big. Like, how can I be halfway in love with a guy I’ve never even met?”

      “Would meeting him change anything about what you already know about him?”

      “No, but—”

      “No buts. It’s absolutely possible to connect with someone one email or text at a time. That happens all the time when people meet online. Why can’t it happen for you, too?”

      She makes a good point about online dating.

      Carmen leans in so I won’t miss a word. “Remember Becky, who I went to college with? She met her husband online and refused to meet him in person until her semester was over. They talked for months before they ever actually met, and by the time they finally hooked up, they both knew they wanted to be together forever. So don’t tell me it can’t happen.”

      I cover my belly, which is suddenly full of butterflies flapping their wings. I can’t very well tell her that I’ve never felt a connection like I do with Austin to anyone, even Scott when things were good between us. This is so much more than that ever was. And that’s what makes me so nervous. I’m already way too invested.

      Carmen checks the time on her phone. “I’d better get home. Jason was in charge of making dinner, and by now, I’m sure my kitchen is a certifiable disaster area.”

      “It’s cute that he tries, though.”

      “Everything about him is cute, except for the horrific mess he makes when he cooks. That is not cute.”

      She insists on paying for our drinks, and we part company with a hug on the sidewalk.

      “I’m here if you need to talk about any of this, and I promise not to get ahead of where you are with him.”

      “Thank you.”

      “For what it’s worth, though, I think it’s okay to be a little bit excited about this guy.”

      “I’ll take that under advisement.”

      Laughing, she waves as she walks away. I head toward my car, thinking about what she said about her friend Becky and how she fell in love with her husband before she ever met him in person. Knowing that’s possible doesn’t do much to calm the butterflies in my belly.
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      When I get home, the first thing I do is flip on the TV and find Austin’s game. I keep half an eye on the game, which the O’s are leading two to nothing in the third, as I make pasta and pour a glass of wine. I bring dinner to the sofa for a better view of the game. I’ve finished my dinner and most of the wine when the camera finds Austin in the dugout, watching the action on the field as the Tigers bring in a relief pitcher.

      “All eyes are on Austin Jacobs as this season comes to a close and he enters the free agency market,” the broadcaster says. “He came back strong this year after losing most of last season while his daughter battled leukemia. She’s in remission and doing well now, thank goodness. What do you think, Tom? Is there any chance he stays with the O’s after this season?”

      “No chance at all,” Tom says.

      They go on to discuss the business of baseball and which teams will be able to come up with the money Austin will command.

      “Bottom line,” Tom says, “look for Jacobs to go somewhere that can a) afford him and b) has a chance at contending in the post-season.”

      “Would you call him the number one free agent prospect for this coming off-season?”

      “Without a doubt. And he should command top dollar. He’s that rare pitcher with more than one deadly weapon in his arsenal. His fastball is fire, and his cutter is almost unhittable.”

      “Not to mention, he can actually hit, too, which makes him attractive to National League teams.”

      “For sure. I’m looking forward to seeing where he ends up.”

      “Wherever it is, look for him to ink a deal that’ll allow him to finish his career with the next team he plays for. He gave an interview a few months back, indicating that whatever happens after this season, he’d like it to be somewhere permanent for his daughter’s sake.”

      I hang on every word, hearing some of this for the first time, especially the part about how he wants to finish his career with whatever team he signs with next. It’s a testament to what kind of father he is that he’s thinking of Everly and wanting to put down roots somewhere for her sake. The more I hear about him, even from broadcasters on TV, the more I like him.

      He’s hot as fuck in his uniform, and when he smiles while talking to his teammates, I freeze the frame for a closer look. I rewind and rewatch the part about him fifteen times, at least. And he thinks he’s a creeper!

      The game ends in an eight-to-four win for the O’s. I wonder how long it’ll take him to get back to the hotel and what time he’ll call.

      I rush through a shower, reapply a small amount of makeup while hoping it won’t look like I tried too hard, put on pajamas and the pink robe my mom got me for Christmas. I make my lunch for tomorrow and fold a basket of clothes while becoming more nervous by the second. I’m rethinking the pajamas when my phone sounds with the FaceTime ringtone.

      I grab the phone and take the call, holding my breath until he comes up on the screen, smiling as he reclines against a pile of pillows.

      “Hi,” he says.

      “Hi.”

      For the longest time, we simply stare at each other. I don’t blink for a full minute.

      “Did you catch the game?” he asks.

      “I did. Congrats on the win.”

      “Thanks, not that I had anything to do with it.”

      “The broadcasters were talking about you.”

      “They were? What did they say?”

      “Speculation about free agency and your next move.”

      “Ah, yes, the big story in the off-season. I’m getting a lot of interview requests from baseball reporters, but I’m not saying anything until the time comes.”

      “Do you have any idea where you might end up yet?”

      “Not really. Supposedly, there’s interest from San Francisco, Seattle and Anaheim, as well as the Cubs and possibly the Red Sox. I’m staying out of it until after the World Series, when we can start to talk turkey.”

      My heart sinks as he lists all the faraway places where he might end up.

      “How was the rest of your day?” he asks.

      “It was good. I met my cousin Carmen after work for another fitting for her dress and mine for the wedding. We grabbed a drink after. Then I came home to watch the end of the game.”

      “When is Carmen’s wedding?”

      “Second weekend in October.”

      “Ah, not long, then.”

      “Nope. They’ll have had a three-month engagement.”

      “Wow, that is quick. And you said this is her second marriage?”

      “Right. Her first husband, Tony, was a police officer and was killed in a convenience store robbery when he and Carmen were twenty-four. They’d been married less than a year.”

      “Oh, God, that’s terrible.”

      “It was. He was the best guy, and they were so happy together from the time they were in, like, ninth grade. The whole thing sucked so bad.”

      “I can only imagine.”

      “I’m so happy for her and Jason. They’re great together.”

      “That’s good.”

      I hate that it feels awkward to actually talk to him face-to-face. I hadn’t expected that, and it’s a little disappointing.

      “Does this feel weird to you?” he asks, grinning.

      “Yes,” I reply on a sigh of relief that he feels the same way. “I was just thinking that I didn’t expect it to be awkward after the way we’ve talked about everything by email.”

      “I couldn’t wait to actually talk to you. I walked back to the hotel because I didn’t feel like waiting for everyone else to get their shit together and get on the bus.”

      Hearing that, I relax a bit. “I couldn’t wait, either.”

      “I was hoping the game wouldn’t end up in extra innings.”

      “That would’ve sucked.”

      “Yep.”

      “What would you normally be doing after a game?”

      “Maybe go out for a beer with the guys.”

      “Will they wonder why you didn’t go tonight?”

      “I don’t think so. I don’t always go.”

      “Did you get to talk to Everly?”

      “Before the game. I tucked her in. That’s our tradition when I’m on the road.”

      Swoon! “That’s very sweet.”

      “I miss her so much when I’m away on these long stretches. It sucks.”

      “That’s got to be so hard.”

      “It is. Eleven days without my baby girl is brutal.”

      “Could you bring her with you if you wanted to now that she’s out of quarantine?”

      “Sure, but that would be so disruptive for her. We’ve got her on a good schedule, and according to my mom, kids thrive off routine. Life on the road would mess that up, so for now, she’s better off at home. Plus, I’m still super freaked out about exposing her to germs. It’s not like something magical happens at the one-year mark. Her immune system is still compromised.”

      “You’re a wonderful dad, Austin.”

      “Thanks. I try to be. She’s my whole world. But enough about me. Tell me more about you. I want to know everything.”

      I laugh at the intense way he says that, in a gruff, sexy voice that sends shivers down my spine. “I’ve told you more than most people ever know about me.”

      “Same. Tell me something else.”

      “Let’s see… I won the spelling bee when I was in eighth grade.”

      “That’s so hot.”

      I lose it laughing. “Can I tell you a secret?”

      “Please do.”

      “I wouldn’t still be talking to you if your emails hadn’t included proper spelling, grammar and punctuation.”

      He shivers and fans his face dramatically. “You’re a stickler for proper grammar, then?”

      “Not always, but people who don’t know the difference between ‘your’ and ‘you’re’ or ‘there’ and ‘their’ shouldn’t be let out of school.”

      “I had no idea that ninth-grade grammar would one day be so important.”

      “Did you get good grades?”

      “Hell no,” he says, laughing. “I did the bare minimum to get the F out of there in both high school and college. I made it through two years of college and entered the draft. Best day of my life. No more school. What about you?”

      “I did very well.”

      “Why am I not surprised?”

      “I loved school. I still think about going back to get a master’s in public health.”

      “Do you think you will?”

      “I don’t know. It is sort of nice to be able to do whatever I want when I’m not working. If I went back to school, all my off time would be about studying and homework.”

      “What do you do for fun?”

      “I go to the beach every chance I get. I love to shop and have lunch with my cousin and sister when she’s in town. We do that on a lot of Saturdays. I like to spend time with my family and go out dancing.”

      “Are you a good dancer?”

      “I danced with a local studio from the time I was four until I was twenty-two.”

      “So that’s a yes, then.”

      “I do okay. What about you?”

      “Um, well… I’ve never broken anyone’s foot, but I’m a bit of a hack when it comes to dancing.”

      “So proceed with caution?”

      “Something like that,” he says, laughing.

      He’s sexy and sweet and everything perfect. But he lives hundreds of miles from me and could end up thousands of miles away if free agency goes well for him, which it will. My sense of self-preservation overrules my desire to spend more time with him.

      “I should probably get to bed. I’m working in the morning.”

      “I wish we could talk all night. I like talking to you.”

      “I like it, too.”

      “Will you email me from work tomorrow?”

      “Do you want me to?”

      “Hell yes, I want you to. I love your emails. I’ve read them so many times.”

      I love that he’s not shy about admitting that he’s reread my emails. A lot of guys wouldn’t confess to that. “If I get a quiet minute, I will.”

      “I hope you do. Sleep tight.”

      “You, too.”

      “Night, Maria.”

      “Night, Austin.” I hit the red button to end the FaceTime call. For a long time after I get in bed, I stare up at my pink ceiling, processing everything I know now. Anaheim, Seattle, San Francisco, Chicago and Boston are all a very long way from Miami. I’ve never had any desire to live anywhere but right here. Dee couldn’t wait to go somewhere else. She moved to New York for college and never came back. Domenic Junior was the same way. They both wanted out of here as soon as they could. Not me. I love my hometown and don’t want to move, even for a guy as great as Austin seems to be.

      I feel deflated after our FaceTime call. It was a big heads-up that getting wildly excited about a man I barely know could turn out to be a huge mistake. I need to take a step back from him and find some perspective.

      Knowing there’s no way I’ll sleep for a while yet, I scroll through our messages again, starting with the first one six months ago, through the ones from yesterday and earlier today, experiencing the same magic I felt the first time I read them.

      The next day, I force myself to resist all temptation. I don’t write an email to Austin, and I don’t check my personal account to see if he’s hit me up. I spend the whole day trying to get my head on straight where he’s concerned, but by the following morning, I’m no closer than I was the day before.

      While I’m eating lunch with my coworkers, my phone dings with a text from him. I’m pitching tonight, and all I can think about is you and why I haven’t heard from you since the other night. I’m not trying to be a creeper. I swear. But I’m worried about you, and there’s no one else I can ask if you’re okay. I need to get my head in the game, but first I need to know you’re all right. So can you tell me that much?

      I melt reading that text, and all the resolve I’ve built up over the last two days disappears in a matter of seconds. I write back to him right away, because he has other things to be focused on today, and I don’t want him to worry. I’m sorry. I needed to take a breather and get my head on straight about you.

      
        
        Did you?

      

      

      
        
        Not really.

      

      

      Me, either. Call me after the game if you want to talk. In the meantime, I’ll just say this: I miss you. He includes the heart and kissy-face emojis.

      I stare at his message thinking the same thing. I miss you, too.

      
        
        AUSTIN

      

      

      I’m so relieved to hear from Maria. I was beginning to worry that something awful had happened to her, which is part of the legacy of Ev’s illness. I’m always anticipating worst-case scenarios.

      “Did you hear from your friend?” Larry, the pitching coach, asks. I told him I was worried about a friend who went silent.

      “Yeah, I did. All good.” I stash my phone in the locker, still thinking about what she said. She tried and failed to get her head on straight about me. I need to hear more about that, but it has to wait until later.

      “Great, now maybe we can talk about this game you’re starting in an hour?”

      “Let’s do it.”

      By the time we take the field in the bottom of the first, I’m in my zone, laser-focused on the task at hand. I’ve pushed everything else to the back of my mind so I can do my job. That’s how I’ve managed to get back to playing after Ev’s illness, by visualizing everything else in the far back corners of my mind when I’m pitching. My therapist has really helped with that. She’s taught me about visualizing the immediate goal and focusing only on that so I can function when necessary.

      Since focus and concentration are so critical to successfully doing my job, the visualizations have been extremely helpful. This is the first time I take the mound with Maria stuffed into one of those corners along with Ev and my career and free agency and all the other things occupying my attention between games lately.

      I wonder if Maria is watching the game, or if getting her head on straight means she’s avoiding anything to do with me.

      I pitch four three-up-three-down innings and take the mound in the fifth, with a perfect game going more than halfway through. That means we’ve retired every batter we’ve faced. Speaking of things that need to be stuffed into the back corners… Pitchers never allow themselves to think about throwing perfect games, especially in the midst of such a possibility. I’ve come really close in the past and have learned not to get excited about the possibility, especially after the near-miss two seasons ago that was scuttled by a routine grounder gone wrong in the ninth.

      No one says a word about it, and I certainly don’t think about it as I stare down the top of the Tigers’ order. The lead-off batter smokes one to center field, and I hold my breath waiting for Donny to grab it, which he does. I retire the next batter on strikes, and the third one pops up to the infield. I wave everyone off and dispose of him on my own before trotting back to the dugout.

      Everyone leaves me alone between innings, which is how I want it. It’s chilly in Detroit, so I put on a jacket to keep my arm warm while our guys put three runs on the boards. More than forty minutes later, I return to the mound for the sixth. My pitch count is still low, so there’s no talk of taking me out, especially since I’ve got a perfect game going in the seventh.

      I glance behind me and note the fierce concentration on the faces of my beloved teammates. They know what it would mean to me—and my free agency bid—to pull off a perfect game, and none of them wants to be the one to mess it up. Knowing they’ve got my back, I square off with the batter, who connects with my first pitch, sending a grounder to short, which Jose handles smoothly, throwing the batter out at first.

      One down.

      An hour later, we enter the bottom of the ninth with three batters between me and my first career perfect game. The tension in the dugout and the ballpark has risen with every inning, making it a huge effort to stay cool and focused and not get ahead of myself. I take one second to again wonder if Maria is watching. I really hope she is and that she knows what’s happening. The thought of her cheering me on makes me happy for reasons I can’t begin to think about right now.

      Three more outs. You’ve got this.

      I bring everything I’ve got to those first two batters, putting them away with fastballs they never see coming. Six strikes in a row. Lights out.

      With one batter standing between me and a perfect game, my palms are sweaty. How many times have I seen a pitcher blow it on the last batter? Too many to count. Don’t be that guy, AJ. Get it done. Make the close.

      I shake off the signal from Santiago. He wants another fastball. By now, the batters will be expecting that. I go with the cutter. The batter swings and misses. I need two more strikes.

      Santiago again calls for the heat.

      I shake my head and throw a curve ball that lands outside the strike zone for a ball. I regroup and throw another slider, which the hitter fouls off into the third-base seats. Two strikes.

      Santiago calls for a time-out and approaches the mound. The infielders join him in a circle around me. We hold our gloves over our mouths so the other team can’t read our lips. “Send the heat, man,” my catcher says. “They can’t touch you tonight.”

      “Go for it,” Carlo, the first baseman, says. “You’re on fire with that fastball. That’s what I’d do.”

      “All right.” They’re right. I’d be crazy not to use the pitch that’s gotten me this far to get the last strike.

      One strike away from adding my name to a short list of pitchers who’ve thrown perfect games. I’ve got this. I hope…
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        AUSTIN

      

      

      With everyone back in place, I stare down the target Santiago’s catcher’s mitt provides, take a deep breath and release it as I go into my rotation and fire off my signature pitch. The sound of the bat connecting stops my heart as the ball sails toward the left-field wall. I’m almost sure it’s going to be a single until Rodrigo launches and grabs that fly ball right out of the air—and manages to hold on to it when he lands hard.

      My teammates go wild, surrounding me and freaking out.

      Grinning widely, Rodrigo jogs in from the outfield and hands me the ball he caught.

      I hug him. “Thanks, man.”

      “I was shitting my pants when that ball headed my way.”

      Laughing, I smack him on the back and hug him again. I’ll get credit for the perfect game, but I couldn’t have done it without him and my other teammates backing me up with offense and defense.

      Even the Tigers’ fans give me a warm round of applause, which I acknowledge with a tip of my cap as we finally head toward the dugout.

      “Holy shit, AJ,” Mick says when he hugs me. “That was fucking awesome.”

      “Thanks, Coach.”

      While the others celebrate, Larry straps an ice pack to my arm that encompasses my shoulder and elbow. It’s almost unheard of these days for a starter to throw a complete game, and I’ll pay for it later. But for right now, all I feel is elated. Throwing a perfect game is a rare feat and one that’s always been a goal of mine.

      I want to find my phone, call my folks and see if Maria texted, but right now, I need to give my full attention to the teammates who helped make it happen.

      The Tigers send over champagne, which is a classy move. We celebrate for at least an hour before they let in the media. Reporters swarm me. I answer all their questions while trying to be patient with them. Baseball reporters were so good to me when Ev was sick, and I keep that in mind when it starts to feel like they’re going to trap me all night.

      “That’s enough, people,” Mick says. “The trainers are waiting for AJ.”

      “Thanks, everyone,” I tell them as Mick extracts me from the scrum and leads me into the training room, where Mary Ellen, the trainer assigned to pitchers, will rub down my arm.

      “How’re you feeling?” Mick asks.

      “Pretty good right now.” We both know that won’t last. “What was the final pitch count?”

      “Ninety-two. Eleven strikeouts.”

      “Haven’t thrown that many in a while.”

      “I was gonna pull you at a hundred.”

      “You’d a had to take me kicking and screaming.”

      “Whatever it took,” Mick said, grinning. “Glad you got it done before it came to that.”

      “Me, too.” We both know I just made myself even more valuable in the free agency market with that performance, but we don’t talk about it. Everyone involved with the O’s is aware that I’ll be hitting the road after the season, and there’re no hard feelings that I know of. Any of them would do the same thing in my shoes.

      Mary Ellen’s rubdown feels damned good on my tired arm and shoulder. She uses what I refer to as her magic balm as she also works on the tense muscles in my neck until I’m limber and feeling no pain. “Ice it periodically for the next twenty-four hours,” she reminds me.

      “Will do. You’re the best, ME.”

      “Congrats. It was thrilling to watch.”

      “Thanks.” I head for the shower and let the hot water rain down on my arm and shoulder before I wash up and head for my locker, a towel knotted around my waist. I reach for my phone and take a quick look to find hundreds of texts from friends, family, former teammates and coaches sending their congrats. I scroll through the long list, looking for one name in the sea of texts.

      Maria.

      I’m almost through them all when her name pops up. Her text is the only one I read now. That was AWESOME! I’m so happy for you! I was afraid to breathe in the 9th. I can’t imagine how you felt. Amazing. CONGRATS!!

      I respond to her right away. Thanks! Surreal. You going to be up for a while? I feel a little guilty asking her to wait up when she has to work in the morning, but after the biggest night of my life, she’s the only one I want to talk to.

      It’s crazy. I know it is, and yet… There you have it. I should be on the phone with my dad, who made me the pitcher I am today, and I will call him. But she’s the one I most want to talk to.

      I get dressed and give a quick call to my parents, who’ll be waiting to hear from me.

      “Austin,” my dad says when he answers on the first ring. “That was fucking fantastic!”

      His enthusiasm is always entertaining. “Thanks, Pops. It was a good night.”

      “You were on fire, son. I was beside myself.”

      “He was,” Mom says. “He drove me crazy with his pacing and his swearing and his praying.”

      I laugh, picturing the scene. “I can only imagine.”

      “Congratulations, son,” Mom says. “We’re so proud.”

      “Thank you.” Making them proud has always been important to me.

      “How’s the arm?” Dad asks.

      “Good right now. We’ll see what later brings. I gotta run. The guys want to celebrate.” The last thing I feel like doing is going out drinking, but I’d never deny my teammates the celebration after a frustrating season in which not much of anything went our way. If nothing else, we’ve got this perfect night that none of us will soon forget. “How’s Ev?”

      “She’s wonderful,” Mom says. “Dad only had to read four books before bedtime tonight.”

      I hate that I’m not the one reading to her, but my dad is the next best thing. “Thanks, guys. You know… For everything.” I have no idea what would’ve become of me after Kasey if they hadn’t rearranged their lives to be there for me and Ev.

      “We love you, Austin,” Mom says.

      “Love you, too.” I end the call and check to see if Maria responded to my text—she hasn’t—and then stash the phone in my back pocket. I’m the last one on the bus back to the hotel, and when I board, everyone goes crazy cheering and whistling and high-fiving as I make my way to the seat in the back they saved for me. We end up at a pub down the street from the hotel. I start a tab and insist on buying for everyone.

      An hour later, I check my phone to find the text I’ve been waiting for.

      
        
        I’ll be up for a bit.

      

      

      “I’ve got to make a quick call,” I tell Santiago. “Be right back.”

      “Are you calling the one you’ve been writing to every chance you get?”

      “Blow me.”

      “Say that to her,” he says as I start to walk away. “It might move things along.”

      While he laughs at his own joke, I flip him the bird and push through the crowded bar, stepping into the cool September evening to call Maria.

      “Hi there,” she says when she picks up. “Is this Mr. Perfect?”

      “It is.”

      “How you feeling?”

      “Thrilled and relieved. The last couple of innings were tense.”

      “You’d never know it. You were so cool and composed.”

      “On the outside, maybe. Inside, I was saying to myself, ‘Don’t fuck it up.’”

      Her warm, rich laughter makes me shiver as I look up at the sky, wishing she was here to help me celebrate. Maybe it’s the beer and champagne that loosens my tongue and my inhibitions, but I want to share that thought with her. “I wish you were here.”

      “You do? Really?”

      “Yeah, I really do.”

      “Austin…”

      “I know.” I close my eyes, tip my head back against the brick exterior of the pub and sigh. My arm is beginning to ache, but there’s a new ache in my chest that has nothing to do with baseball. “Believe me. I get it. I’ve got my own list of reasons why this is a bad idea for both of us, but you want to know what?”

      “What?” she asks, sounding breathless, or maybe that’s just wishful thinking on my part. “You were the only one I wanted to hear from after the game. I got, like, two-hundred-something texts, and yours was the only one I read.”

      “I don’t know what to say to that.”

      “I’m sorry to put you on the spot.”

      “You didn’t. This has been so…”

      “What?”

      “Exciting, thrilling, fun…”

      “But?” Why do I ask questions I don’t want the answers to?

      “You’re looking at San Fran, Seattle, Anaheim, Chicago, Boston… I live in Miami. I’m happy here. My life and my family are here. I really like you. I’ve loved our emails and everything we’ve talked about, but I can’t set myself up to be hurt again. I just can’t. And I don’t want that for you, either.”

      “In four days, talking to you has become the best part of my day.”

      “Same here, and that’s why I have to stop it while I still can. Tell me you understand.”

      Now she sounds tearful, and I hate that. “I do, but, Maria… Please, tell me we can still meet while I’m in Miami. If I were to mention to the team that Ev’s bone marrow donor lives in Miami, they’d want to do something… I’d only arrange that if you were up for it. I want the whole world to know what you did for us.”

      “I’d be happy to meet you both and do something at the game, but that’s it, Austin.”

      “Fair enough.” The pain in my chest intensifies as I realize I’m not going to be talking to her anymore. “I just want you to know that you’ve done way more than save my daughter’s life. You’ve also restored my faith in humanity. Knowing there’re people like you out there… You’re the best, Maria. Don’t let anyone ever make you feel otherwise. You hear me?”

      A sound that might be a sob comes through the phone. “Yes. I hear you.”

      I don’t want to end the call or sever the connection to her when all I want is more with her.

      “I’m sorry, Austin.”

      “I’m not. I’m so glad we got to know each other, and I’ll always, always love you for what you did for Ev. Call me any time. I’ll always want to hear from you.”

      “I’m… I’m going to go now.”

      I can hear that she’s crying, and I hate this. “Bye, Maria.”

      The line goes dead, and my chest hurts so bad, I have to rub the ache. I feel like I’ve lost one of the most precious things in my life, which is a ridiculous way to feel about someone I’ve never actually met. I’m out there a long time, breathing the cool air and trying to get myself together.

      It quickly becomes clear to me that I can’t go back inside. I’ve lost the desire to celebrate and party. I text Santiago, telling him to sign the tab and grab my card. I’m going back to the hotel.

      
        
        What’s up?

      

      

      
        
        My arm is hurting. I need to get some ice on it.

      

      

      
        
        Everything else ok?

      

      

      
        
        Yeah.

      

      

      It will be. I’ve certainly survived worse than losing someone I never had in the first place. I walk back to the hotel and accept the congratulations of the man working the main door.

      “That was some kind of amazing to watch,” he says.

      “Thank you so much.”

      When he asks for an autograph, I give it to him, even though I desperately want to be alone. I take the elevator to my floor and go to my room to grab the refillable ice bag I use after games. Following the signs to the ice machine, I fill the bag and screw on the cap. I should be on top of the fucking world tonight, but the game feels like a distant memory after the conversation with Maria.

      I return to my room, lock the door and sit on the bed staring at my phone, which is still racking up the congratulatory texts hours after the game ended.

      I open a new text to my agent, who sent his congrats earlier. I look at the screen for a long time before I start typing.

      
        
        Put Miami in the mix for next season.

      

      

      I look at it for a long time before I press Send.

      
        
        MARIA

      

      

      The day after Austin pitches a perfect game and we agree it’d be best if we didn’t continue talking every day, I do something I’ve never done in all my years of working at the clinic. I call out sick.

      “Are you okay?” the receptionist, Angie, asks.

      “I will be. I woke with a fever and headache, though.”

      “Take it easy, and let me know how you are tomorrow.”

      “Thanks, Ang. Sorry to leave you shorthanded.”

      “We’ll be fine. Feel better.”

      I feel so guilty for not going to work, but my eyes and face are swollen from crying, and I feel like complete shit. The part about the headache wasn’t a lie, and I feel as if I might have a heartache-induced fever. I just want to burrow into my bed and never come out. That’s exactly what I would’ve done if it weren’t for my family showing up later that afternoon with enough food to feed an army.

      My mom, Aunt Vivian, Nona and Abuela have come to find out “what’s wrong with Maria.”

      And how do they know I’m “sick”? If I had to guess, Jason arrived for his regular Thursday shift, told Carmen I called out, and she filled in the others. I’ll get her for that when I see her. For now, I’ve got to contend with four very savvy women who can take one look at me and see all the way through me, or at least that’s how it always feels to me.

      “What’s wrong?” Mom asks as she leads the parade into my apartment, bringing an array of mouthwatering smells that have my stomach growling to remind me I haven’t eaten all day. I even skipped coffee, which hasn’t helped my headache. Mom takes me by the chin and examines me closely.

      She’s a tiny dynamo with hair kept dark thanks to the magic of color, and shrewd brown eyes. I’m about six inches taller than her, but that doesn’t stop her from overpowering me the way she always does. “Did you get a strep test?”

      “I don’t have a sore throat.”

      “It might be strep,” Viv says. “One of the prep cooks had it last week.” Carmen’s mom lays her hand flat against my forehead. “You’re a little warm. Did you take your temp?”

      “I did earlier, and it was normal. It’s just a bad headache. I’m fine.” I catch Nona studying me, and I know she can tell I’m lying. “What’s up with you guys?”

      I’m treated to all the gossip from the restaurant and the neighborhood, as well as a plate of chicken marsala that makes my taste buds go crazy no matter how many times I have it. They sit with me while I eat, which I know is critical to getting them to move along. I want to tell them there’s nothing to see here, but I keep that thought to myself.

      “Thanks, guys,” I say when they finally make the move to leave, probably when they realize I’m not going to tell them anything more. “I appreciate the house call.”

      Nona is the last one to go. She hugs me and whispers in my ear, “I’m a phone call away if you want to talk about it.”

      I squeeze her tighter. “Thanks.”

      She kisses the top of my head. “Love you, sweet girl.”

      I blink back new tears, refusing to give in to them until I’m alone. “Love you, too.” I close and lock the door, lean my head against it and let the tears roll down my face. How can I miss a man I’ve never met? How can I want more of someone I barely know? How can I be heartbroken when nothing even happened?

      If it feels this bad after four days of talking to him, I did the right thing pulling the plug when I did. It’s not going to get better from here. That much is certain.

      Since I’ve given myself this day to wallow in the sadness, I devour everything written online about his perfect game. I give my iPad a workout as I scroll through every story about his amazing accomplishment. It’s easy to tell that the baseball reporters like him, because of the glowing way they talk about him.

      One of the Baltimore Sun baseball reporters wrote an opinion piece about how Austin has sealed his one-way ticket out of town with the amazing performance in Detroit. “O’s fans knew this day was coming, but it won’t make it any easier to say goodbye to a player who’s worked his way into our hearts, on the field and off. We won’t soon forget the epic battle he and his family waged to save the life of his little girl or the sense of victory we all felt at hearing she was in remission.

      “Bad things happen to good people all the time. Austin Jacobs would tell you that. But sometimes, the good guys finish first, and I, for one, will continue to root for our ‘AJ’ no matter where he lands next season.

      “Well done, No. 10. Very well done.”

      I collapse into tears and body-jarring sobs. I hate this so much. It’s the worst feeling ever, even worse, somehow, than after Scott cheated on me. Maybe because I never got to have anything with Austin, and yet somehow, I know it would’ve been everything.
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        MARIA

      

      

      I cry myself to sleep and wake quite a bit later to someone knocking at my door. Moaning, I drag myself out of bed, run my fingers through my rat’s nest hair and open the door to Carmen and Jason.

      “Oh, Lord,” Carmen says as she brushes past me on her way in. “It’s worse than I thought.”

      “I only came because she made me,” Jason says. “I can wait in the car if you want.”

      “It’s fine. Come in.” What does it say about my mental state that I could care less if my cousin’s smoking-hot fiancé sees me looking like shit? He’s blond, handsome and sweet. I adore him for her, and he’s been a damned good friend to me, too.

      “Nona called me. She said you’re heartsick.”

      “A little maybe.” I sit on the sofa and curl my legs under me, hugging a pillow that Dee gave me with a Marilyn Monroe quote embroidered on it: “Sisters make the best friends in the world.”

      “What happened?”

      “Nothing happened.”

      “And yet you look like death warmed over.”

      She’s one person I can’t avoid, no matter how much I might wish I could. “We decided it would be better to put the brakes on before we get more involved.”

      “Didn’t you just really get to talk to him for the first time on Sunday?”

      “Yeah, but it got intense very quickly, and we were…” I shake my head. “Doesn’t matter. It’s the best thing to stop it before it gets worse.”

      “Hmmm,” Carmen says, making her contemplative face.

      “What?”

      “I’m just wondering why you’d stop something that makes you happy.”

      “Because! He’s looking at teams nowhere near here for next season, and I don’t want to move somewhere else and… It’s just not what I want.”

      “But you really like him.”

      “Yes, I do,” I say, sighing, “but what good is it if we live thousands of miles from each other? That’s not what I want.”

      “I understand that,” Jason says. “I didn’t want to live thousands of miles from Carmen, so I changed my life for her.”

      “And I appreciate that more than you could ever know,” Carmen says with a smile for her fiancé. “But are you saying Maria should change her life for Austin?”

      I have to stop this train before it leaves the station. “I’ve never even met him! I can’t be thinking about things like changing my life for someone I’ve never met just because I like talking to him. I’d feel the same way if this was you, Car. I wouldn’t let you lose it over a guy you’ve never met in person.”

      “Thank you for that,” Jason says.

      I smile for the first time since Austin pitched his perfect game. “I’ve got you covered, Jay. Don’t worry.”

      Carmen seems to sag at the realization that I’ve done the right thing by putting some distance between myself and Austin. “I hate this,” she says.

      “I hate it, too, but reality is what it is, and I refuse to set myself up for a disaster by becoming more involved with a man who doesn’t live here. Remember how it was for Dee when she and Marcus tried to do long-distance? How long did that last?”

      “Six months,” Carmen says, “before they realized it wasn’t feasible.”

      “Exactly, and remember how crushed she was when they finally broke up? Why would I put myself through that knowing how it’s going to end?”

      “I hear you,” she says, her expression as dejected as I feel. “But it sucks.”

      “It totally sucks.”

      “What can we do for you?” Carmen asks.

      “Nothing. I’m okay. Really. I just needed a day.” To Jason, I add, “But we need to train you on gossip containment within this family.” I smile so he knows I’m joking. Kinda.

      “Sorry, but in my defense, I only told Carmen you’d called out sick. What happened after that was out of my control.”

      “My bad,” she says. “I was straight out at work and knew I couldn’t get here until tonight, so I asked Nona to check on you.” She doesn’t have to spell out how it spiraled from there.

      “It’s fine. I got some awesome marsala out of it and enough other stuff to last me the rest of the week.”

      “Was your mom extra?” Carmen asks tentatively.

      We love my mom, but she can be, as Carmen says, extra at times.

      “Not too bad. She thinks I have strep because one of the prep cooks at the restaurant had it last week.”

      “Good,” Carmen says. “Let’s run with that. They don’t need to know the truth.”

      “Nona knows it’s not strep.”

      “She won’t say anything. She’s a vault with stuff like this.”

      That is certainly true. Nona is awesome that way.

      “There’s nothing to tell. It was a thing, and now it’s not.” As I say those words, the ache inside me intensifies once again. I figure that’s going to be with me for a while as I go back to the life I was leading before Sunday. I can do that. I will do that. After Scott, I promised myself I’d never let another man become so important to me that he had the power to crush me the way Scott did. I was doing pretty well with that vow until Austin came along.

      Jason glances at me. “If I can just say one thing… That was one hell of a game he pitched last night.”

      “Wasn’t it awesome?” And then I’m crying again, sobbing all over Carmen when she wraps her arms around me.

      “I’m sorry,” Jason says. “I didn’t mean…”

      “It’s not you.” I wipe away tears with the sleeve of my sweatshirt. “That’s been happening a lot since last night. Why couldn’t he have just turned out to be an asshole?”

      Carmen nods, in sync with me as always. “Right? That would’ve been so much better.”

      “I’ll never understand women,” Jason says, making me laugh for the first time all day.

      “We could’ve hated him that way,” Carmen explains. “This sucks more because Mari knows he’s a good guy and she can’t have him.”

      I use my thumb to point at Carmen. “What she said.”

      “Ah,” Jason says. “Strangely enough, that actually makes sense to me.”

      “There may be hope for you yet,” Carmen says, smiling at him.

      “We should go and let Maria get some rest,” he says.

      “I’m glad you guys came over. It helped to see you.”

      Carmen hugs me tightly. “We’re here if you need anything.”

      “I know. Thanks.” I walk them to the door, hug them both and see them out.

      “Call me tomorrow,” Carmen says.

      “I will.” I close and lock the door, shut off the lights and take myself off to bed without doing any of the stuff I normally do on work nights. Maybe I’ll take one more day to myself tomorrow before rejoining my life to work Saturday night at the restaurant. I can’t afford to miss a waitressing shift.

      Before I can guilt myself out of it, I text Angie. Still feeling shitty. I’m going to take tomorrow, too, but I’ll be back Monday. Sorry about this.

      No worries. Feel better.

      I shut off the alarm on my phone and snuggle into bed, wishing I could shut off my brain as easily as I turned off the alarm. Wouldn’t that be awesome? To be able to slide something on a screen to shut off any thoughts you no longer wish to have. I’d pay good money for that ability right now. But since that’s not possible, I wallow in my thoughts of Austin, the confidences we shared, the love he showered me with and the happy feeling I got every time I read one of his heartfelt messages.

      It’ll be a very long time before I stop thinking about any of it, and I’ll never forget him or Everly.

      
        
        AUSTIN

      

      

      Everything goes to shit after Maria and I decide to quit while we’re ahead. We haven’t won a game since Detroit, and I got shellacked on my next start in Seattle. Mick pulled me in the fourth after I gave up five fucking runs. I couldn’t find the strike zone to save my life, and everything I threw was pure shit. I’m one hundred percent certain it’s Maria’s fault. She’s all I think about, even when I should absolutely be thinking about other things, such as why I suddenly can’t throw a strike.

      It’s always been this way for me. When my personal life is in an uproar, I suck on the mound. That’s why I didn’t even try to come back last year after Ev’s diagnosis. I knew there’d be no point.

      “I don’t know what the fuck has happened to you,” Mick rants at me at a meeting he requested on our first day back in Baltimore. “But whatever it is, work it out. You haven’t gotten this far to fuck up your chances now.”

      That’s the first time he’s so much as hinted at what’s ahead for me in the off-season. Since the O’s aren’t really in the running to keep me on their roster, he and I have gone out of our way to avoid discussing the elephant in the room.

      “I hear you, Coach.”

      “You’re a good guy, AJ. One of the best pitchers I’ve ever seen come through this game. The sky’s the limit for you, and you fucking know it. Get your head out of your ass and finish this goddamned season, will you, please?”

      “I will.”

      “Good. Now get the fuck out of here.”

      I leave Mick’s office and nearly run into Santiago outside the door.

      “Ouch,” he whispers.

      “Nothing I didn’t already know.”

      “What gives with you, anyhow? You were on fire in Detroit and then shit in Seattle. How does that happen practically overnight?”

      I know exactly how it happened, but I’ll be damned if I can figure out a way to fix it in time to pitch once more here in Baltimore and then for the last time in an O’s uniform in Miami, Maria’s hometown, where I’ll get to meet her in person.

      That ought to make everything better. Not.

      “I’m working it out,” I tell Santiago. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Later.”

      I head home after practice and the meeting with Mick, eager to see my baby girl. She always makes me feel better, no matter what’s getting me down. On the drive across the city to my condo in Fells Point, I realize I totally lied to Santiago. I’m not working out shit, because I can’t talk to the one person who could fix what’s wrong with me. She’s off-limits, and I miss her something fierce.

      Trust me, I know it’s insane to be grieving the loss of something I never really had. I feel worse about losing Maria after four days than I did about breaking up with Kasey, who I was with for three years and is the mother of my child. This hurts in a way that never did, probably because I connected more with Maria without ever having touched her.

      It wasn’t like that with Kasey, who was fun and funny and sexy and all about having a good time.

      Maria is all substance and depth, which is just what I needed after the ordeal with Everly’s illness.

      There’s really no comparing the two women, except to note that Maria filled a need in me I didn’t realize I had until her. And now she’s gone, and I ache for her. I’d give anything to be able to pick up the phone and hear her voice and listen to her laugh and be able to tell her all my first-world problems.

      I park in the garage under the building and take the elevator to the fifth floor, where my parents and I have side-by-side units I bought after the breakup with Kasey forced me to reengineer my entire life. Having my folks next door has been a lifesaver in every possible way. I knock on their door and wait, even though I have a key. We’re considerate of each other that way, which is critical to the success of our arrangement.

      Mom comes to the door with Ev in her arms.

      Everly lets out a screech when she sees me, launching herself in my direction.

      I grab her before Mom can drop her.

      “Honestly, Ev,” Mom says. “I’ve told you not to do that.” To me, she adds, “I’m afraid I’m going to drop her.”

      I should chastise her for misbehaving for Mom, but I can’t do that, having just gotten home after eleven endless days. I’m so damned glad to see her. When I got home from the airport late last night, I crawled into bed with Ev at Mom and Dad’s and slept next to her all night. I woke up when she plugged my nose and startled me awake, which is one of her favorite tricks. She laughs and laughs and laughs, which of course makes me laugh, too.

      I follow Mom into their condo, which looks out on Baltimore’s scenic Inner Harbor, like mine does, too. My mom has short blond hair and a trim, athletic figure she maintains through regular tennis matches at a local club. I’m the one who looks the most like her, and I joke about being her favorite, but duh, I am. I tell my brothers all the time that she loves me so much, she needed to move in next door to me. They know I’m full of shit, that without my parents to help with Ev, I’d be totally fucked.

      Everly has wrapped herself around me, clinging to me the way she always does for days after I get home from a road trip. While I love the way she welcomes me home, I hate being away from her in the first place.

      “How’s my baby girl?”

      She squeezes my neck with her chubby arms.

      “Did she nap?” I ask Mom.

      “Briefly.”

      Lovely. That means she’ll be a bear by bedtime.

      “I’m making spaghetti and meatballs for dinner if you guys want to join us.”

      “Sure, thanks. That sounds good—and it smells good, too. Where’s Dad?”

      “In the study.”

      “Let’s go say hi to Papa, Ev.”

      “Papa,” she says, which is one of her favorite words, along with Dada, Gamma and no. That last one is her most favorite. She’s a late talker, and the doctors have said to relax and let it happen when she’s ready. They say the delay isn’t due to her illness, but I suspect it’s directly related since she went mostly silent during the worst of it.

      I walk into the study where my dad is seated at his desk, poring over the day’s papers while he puffs on one of the cigars my mom has been trying to get him to give up. He’s allowed to smoke only in the study because she hates the smell. When he sees Everly is with me, he extinguishes the cigar. He never smokes when she’s in the room. His wiry gray hair is standing on end, and he hasn’t shaved in a couple of days, which is something that never would’ve happened before he retired.

      My brother Ash looks just like him, only he has the dark hair my dad had as a younger man. Dad’s hair turned gray while Ev was sick. He can be tough as nails, but when it comes to Everly, he’s like pudding. Her illness took it out of all of us.

      “How was the meeting with Mick?” Dad asks, cutting straight to the day’s headline.

      “He ripped me a new one, which I expected.” I take a seat in one of the plush leather chairs Mom picked out, rubbing Everly’s back as she snuggles me. She’s always so relieved to see me that I feel guilty for days after I get home. I give her as much of me as she wants while I’m here.

      “What the hell happened in Seattle?”

      My parents don’t know that I’ve been in touch with Ev’s donor or that I fell halfway in love with her over four unbelievably awesome days. “I’m not sure. It was just an off night.”

      “Tell that to someone who doesn’t know you as well as you know yourself. What the hell happened?”

      I should’ve known Dad wouldn’t buy my shit. I never have been able to pull one over on my first coach and the man whose voice is always in my head. “I’ve been dealing with some stuff… It’s nothing to worry about. I’m working it out.”

      “You’ve got two more games to seal the deal with your next team. You gotta get your head on straight. Don’t give them any reason to hesitate pulling the trigger on signing you.”

      “I know. I get it. I’m working on it. Had a good practice today. Seattle was a fluke.”

      “I sure as hell hope so.”

      As we talk, I rub circles on Ev’s back until I realize she’s fallen asleep in my arms. “She’s out. I’m going to take her in to rest for a bit before dinner.”

      I carry her into the room my parents put together for her so she’d feel at home in either condo. I stretch out on her bed, keeping her on my chest while she sleeps. I love the feel of her warm, sturdy body in my arms, and the fragrant scent of her baby shampoo. There’s no question that the crap start in Seattle rattled me, but after what I’ve been through, I keep it in perspective. The only freaking thing that truly matters is that Everly is healthy and thriving.

      I doze off, too, waking when Mom comes in to let me know dinner is ready.

      I kiss Everly awake, knowing that if she sleeps too long at this hour, bedtime will be a nightmare. Like always, she’s cranky when she first wakes up, but she’s so happy to have me there that she rallies for dinner. Afterward, we go home to our place, where I give her a bath and read five stories at bedtime.

      I stay long after she’s asleep for the night, because I love being with her again after the days apart. I finally drag myself out of her bed and go in to take a shower, standing under the rainforest showerhead for a long time, letting the hot water work out the tension I’ve been carrying with me for a week now.

      I haven’t felt this shitty since Ev was diagnosed, even though that was way worse than anything else has ever been. I keep telling myself I can’t let four days of correspondence and conversation with a woman fuck me up this badly, but really, it was much more than four days. It was six months of thinking about her after that initial exchange and counting down to the day when I could contact her under my real name and share my real self with her.

      I ended up sharing more with her than I have with anyone other than my family. The connection we built through words was among the most powerful things I’ve ever experienced, and I’m lost without it now that I don’t have it any longer.

      But my dad and Mick are right. I have to get my head on straight before my last start in Baltimore two days from now. I want to give the fans my very best after the way they’ve supported me over the last six years, especially when Ev was sick. When I returned to start on opening day this year, they gave me a ten-minute standing ovation that reduced me to tears. I want to leave on the best possible note, which means I have to bring my A game.

      I change into sweats and a T-shirt and grab a beer from the fridge before making my way to the sofa to watch SportsCenter. I check my phone for the first time in hours and see that Aaron, my agent, has responded to an earlier text. He doesn’t agree that Miami ought to be in the mix and has been giving me all the reasons why for days now.

      
        
        I still want to give them a look.

      

      

      He writes me right back, which is rare for him. So you said. What you haven’t said is WHY.

      
        
        Personal reasons.

      

      

      
        
        Let’s talk on the phone tomorrow.

      

      

      He’ll call and try to talk me out of Miami, but I’m serious about considering the Marlins. They’re a young, dynamic team with a real chance of being competitive. They check most of my boxes, except for one. I’d be the number two starter there, behind their ace, Joaquin Garcia, the Dominican phenom who’s in the running for the National League Cy Young Award.

      I’d be the ace with any of the other teams we’re considering, and that’s why Aaron is freaking out about me adding the Marlins to our list.

      It’s funny how things that would’ve mattered a few weeks ago don’t now. I call up my email and scroll through the messages until I find the stream from Maria. I go all the way back to the first messages and read them all again, like I have every night since the last time I talked to her. I’m not sure why I keep torturing myself this way, but I can’t seem to break the habit where she’s concerned.

      My phone chimes with a text from Erica, the team’s promotions manager, about the event we’re going to do before the first game in Miami. Hey AJ, I talked to Maria tonight, and we’re set for a brief ceremony at 12:50 on the field before the 1 p.m. start of the first game in Miami. Can you please confirm that Everly and your parents will be available to attend as well? This will be AMAZING. We’re all excited about it.

      I write back to confirm the time is good and everyone will be there. Thanks for arranging it.

      
        
        My pleasure!

      

      

      My heart is all fired up at the reminder that I’m going to see Maria, in person, in just over a week. I feel better in that minute than I have since the last time I talked to her. But another thought occurs to me that stops me short. I’m going to meet Maria, for the first time, in front of thousands of people, my whole team, my family and probably hers, too. That feels wrong on every level to me.

      I don’t like it at all. Long after I turn in, I stew about that, tossing and turning and trying to figure out what to do. I’m no closer to a solution in the morning when Ev crawls into bed with me and goes back to sleep for a while as I stare out at the Inner Harbor, trying to decide whether it would be okay to ask Maria if we could meet privately the night before the ceremony.

      I hate the idea of meeting her for the first time in front of all those people, and by the end of that day—a game day—I’ve convinced myself that I have to reach out to her and at least ask if we can get together on our own before then.

      We win the game in extra innings, but I don’t get home until after midnight, so I wait to text her until the next morning.

      Ev eats her cereal while I stare at my phone, hoping I’m doing the right thing as I type a text to Maria. Hi there, Erica let me know we’re set for the ceremony before the game, but I was wondering if it might be okay if we meet up the night before? I hate the idea of having thousands of people watching the first time we meet in person…

      And I hate this message almost as much. I have so much I want to say to her, that the words on the screen just look stupid and inadequate to me. Before I can talk myself out of it, I send the message.

      Everly and I spend the next hour playing in her room, which basically consists of her dressing me up in her princess attire and putting pretend lipstick on me. We have a tea party, and I sit still while she pretends to paint my nails the way my mother does for her. “Dada pwitty.”

      That’s a new word I welcome with nearly painful relief. “Not as pretty as Everly.”

      “Dada silly.”

      Make that two new words. I hug her and kiss her and annoy the hell out of her with my effusive response.

      “No, Dada.” She pushes me back and grabs my hand to finish the manicure.

      My phone chimes with a text, and though I’m dying to check it, I give Ev my full attention until she tires of playing manicure. Then I lunge for the phone and see the message is from Maria.

      I devour her words. I’d really like that, too. I was sort of worried about what it would be like to meet in front of all those people.

      She has no idea that she’s given me a new lease on life with that message.

      I respond right away. We land around four on Friday. We’re playing Saturday, Sunday and Monday in Miami, which is an odd configuration, but that happens at the end of the season sometimes. Could I take you to dinner?

      I stare at the phone for what feels like an hour, waiting for her to reply. It’s really only five minutes, but they seem like forever.

      
        
        Sure, we can do that. Or I can cook at my place.

      

      

      That sounds good, too. I like the idea of meeting her in private and having the chance to spend time alone with her. Ever since I threw the perfect game, I’ve been getting a lot of national press, and there’s a possibility of someone recognizing me if we go out in public. I’d hate that, and I’m almost sure she would, too.

      
        
        Everly is coming, right?

      

      

      
        
        I’m coming with the team from Tampa. She and my parents are flying in on Saturday morning.

      

      

      
        
        Ah, I see. So just us, then.

      

      

      
        
        Is that ok?

      

      

      
        
        Yes, of course. Looking forward to seeing you.

      

      

      Same. I want to tell her I miss her so much, but I don’t say that. I can’t say that, even if it’s true. Maybe I’ll tell her when I see her next Friday night.

      God, how will I stand to wait another week?
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        MARIA

      

      

      After a torturously slow week, I leave work on the Friday of Austin’s arrival and drive to the restaurant to pick up the takeout meal I ordered earlier. I’m an okay cook, but there’s no way I’m risking disaster tonight, even if it means answering a million questions from my family about who I’m having over.

      It’s bad enough that everyone is coming to the game tomorrow, after my dad spilled the beans about the team’s plans to honor me.

      “As if we’d ever miss it,” Abuela said when I told them they didn’t have to come.

      Even though Dee, Nico, Milo and I aren’t technically her grandchildren, Abuela has never missed an important event in our lives. Why would I expect her to start now?

      I park in the back of Giordino’s and duck in through the back door, going directly to the kitchen, where I find my uncle Vincent packing up a to-go order.

      “Hi there.”

      “Oh, hi, honey. This is yours. Just waiting on some fresh bread out of the oven for you.”

      “Thank you so much.” I pull out my wallet.

      “This one’s on me, sweetie.”

      “You don’t have to do that!”

      “I know I don’t, but I want to, so you have to let me.”

      “Thank you, but next time, I’m paying.”

      “We’ll fight about that then.”

      I go up on tiptoes to kiss his cheek. “You’re the best.”

      “How you feeling?”

      I’ve been asked that question a hundred times by every member of my family since I took two days out of work last week. “I’m fine. Back to normal.” That isn’t true, but it’s what he needs to hear.

      “That’s good news. We were worried about you.” One of the prep cooks brings over the bread wrapped in foil. Uncle Vin adds it to the brown bag. “And with that, my dear, you’re all set.”

      “Thanks again, Uncle V.”

      “I hope you have a lovely evening, honey. I’ll see you at the game tomorrow.”

      I grimace at the reminder of what I agreed to do, questioning the wisdom of that for the nine hundredth time since Austin first asked me if I’d be willing. “I’ll be there.”

      I’m on my way to a clean getaway when Abuela comes in the back door, eyes my takeout bag and lifts her gaze to my face. “Who you buying dinner for?”

      “A friend from out of town.”

      “What friends do you have from out of town?”

      Amused, I kiss her cheek as I breeze by her. “No one you know. See you tomorrow!”

      Hurrying, I stash the food in the back seat and get in my car, eager to get out of there before anyone else can try to figure out my plans. Yes, I could’ve ordered from somewhere else, but I wanted the best for Austin, and to get the best, I had to come to Giordino’s. I pull out of the parking lot and breathe a sigh of relief that the inquisition wasn’t worse.

      My phone rings, and I take the call from Carmen on my Bluetooth. She’s the only one I’ve told about my plans for tonight. I assume Jason knows, too, but he didn’t say anything when I saw him at the clinic yesterday.

      “How you holding up?” she asks.

      “I’m doing all right. Just picked up dinner from your dad, and I’m headed home now.”

      “Did you decide what to wear?”

      “I’m doing jeans with the black off-the-shoulder shirt.”

      “I like that shirt. You look hot in it.”

      “I’m not trying to look hot.”

      “Why the hell not? You’re having dinner with a hot guy who you really like.”

      “Do we need to go through this again?”

      “No, we don’t,” she says, sounding defeated. I know how she feels. “What time does he land?”

      “Around four.”

      “What time is he coming over?”

      “We haven’t set a time yet. He said he’d text when they land.”

      “I want you to know that I heard what you said about all the reasons this can’t happen. I heard you, and I understand why you feel the way you do. It’s just that if this guy is ‘the one,’ Mari, do whatever it takes to make it work. Just go for it.”

      Her sweet words go straight to my overcommitted heart. “Easier said than done.”

      “Of course it is, but what’s worse? Taking a gigantic risk or spending the rest of your life wishing you’d had the balls to try?”

      The question cuts straight to the crux of the torturous dilemma that’s grown and multiplied with every passing day since I cut things off with him. It hasn’t gotten easier with time. It’s gotten much, much worse, and I’m actually terrified about what’ll happen when I meet him in person.

      “I hear you, and I appreciate what you’re saying.”

      “Good luck tonight. Text me later if you need me.”

      “You guys have the thing at the hospital tonight.” Carmen and Jason are attending a black-tie benefit that Carmen has been working on for weeks.

      “I’ll have my phone close by. If you need me, text. I mean it.”

      “I will. Thanks. Love you.”

      “Love you, too.”

      I disconnect the call and pull into my driveway a few minutes later. When I get inside, I transfer dinner to casserole dishes and put them in the oven on warm. Then I hit the shower and redo my makeup, using waterproof mascara because I expect this could be an emotional evening.

      Austin texts me at four fifty. Just landed and headed to the hotel. What time do you want to get together and where am I going?

      
        
        Do you want me to pick you up?

      

      

      
        
        No need. I can grab a car.

      

      

      I send him my address. I’m in the garage apartment in the back. Come whenever you want. I’m home.

      
        
        Sounds good. I’ll text when I’m on the way.

      

      

      I send a thumbs-up emoji, but only because they haven’t yet created the combo swoon, top of head blowing off, blushing, bug-eyed emoji to sum up how I’m feeling right now. I finish getting ready and strap on chunky-heeled, open-toed black sandals and check myself in the full-length mirror on the back of my bedroom door. If you ask me, I have way too much ass and a cup size more boob than I’d prefer, but guys seem to like what I’ve got going on. And besides, this night isn’t about impressing anyone.

      “You’re so full of shit, it’s not even funny,” I tell my reflection.

      Disgusted with myself and sick of my own thoughts, I go into the kitchen and pour a glass of Chardonnay. If there was ever a time for liquid courage, this is it.

      An hour later, Austin texts that he’s on his way, and Uber is saying he’s twenty minutes away.

      It’s a good thing he’ll be here soon, because I’m almost through my second glass of wine. I turn on the outside light and go to the bathroom to pee and brush my teeth so I don’t get him drunk with my wine breath.

      I wish I could calm the hell down, but every part of me is on full alert as twenty minutes becomes ten and then five, and then I see headlights in the driveway, and he’s here. I go to the door to wait for him and watch him come up the stairs. He looks up, sees me waiting for him and smiles. In the two seconds before he reaches the top step, I realize I’ve made a huge mistake allowing myself to meet him.

      
        
        AUSTIN

      

      

      This has been the longest day. Hell, it’s been the longest week I’ve had since Ev got sick and time seemed to stand still for months on end. Counting down the days until I could see Maria reminded me of being a kid waiting for Christmas. Only, finally seeing her is way, way, way more exciting than any Christmas I’ve ever had.

      Of course I already knew she was beautiful, but she’s even more so in person. She opens the door and greets me with a shy, tentative smile that tells me I’m not the only one who’s nervous about tonight.

      On the short flight to Miami from Tampa, I gave myself a talking-to about staying cool when I meet the woman who saved my daughter’s life. But all that is forgotten when the moment is upon me, and all I can think about is the amazing gift she gave me—and Everly.

      “Could I, um, hug you?”

      Again with that shy smile that does wonderous things to her gorgeous face. “Sure.”

      We come together in a hug for the ages. It’s smooth and easy, as if we’ve been hugging for years, and she fits in my arms like she belongs there. Everything about her appeals to me, but the physical attraction is secondary to what I know about who she is on the inside.

      Neither of us is in any hurry to let go.

      “I know I’ve said it a hundred times already, but thank you. Thank you, thank you, thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Such simple words to represent the greatest gift anyone has ever given me.

      When we finally pull back, we both have tears in our eyes.

      She laughs as she contends with hers. “We’re a mess.”

      “You could never be a mess.” I can’t stop staring at her. I’m so damned happy to finally see her, to be with her. I want to bury my face in that mane of dark curls and just breathe in the rich scent of her until I satisfy my craving. I suspect that’ll take a while.

      “Come in,” she says.

      That’s when I realize I made it a foot inside her door before hugging her. Way to play it cool, AJ. I follow her into the big, open room that serves as a combined living room and kitchen. “Something smells good.”

      “I cheated and picked up dinner from the restaurant. I wasn’t sure what you liked, so I ordered a few things to share if that’s okay.”

      “Of course. I hope you didn’t go to too much trouble.”

      She glances at me, still seeming adorably shy. “I made a phone call to my uncle.”

      I laugh, and she seems to relax a little. At least I hope so. I don’t want her to be nervous around me.

      “What can I get you to drink? I have beer, wine, soda, water.”

      “I’ll have a beer, please.”

      She gets a bottle of Sam Adams out of the fridge and opens it for me. “Glass?”

      “Nah, it comes in one.”

      “True.”

      Maria refills the wineglass she already had going and sits next to me at the bar, where she’s put out some crackers and dip. “Giordino’s famous spinach and artichoke dip,” she says. “You have to try it.”

      “Don’t mind if I do.” I dip a cracker into the dip and take a bite. The rich flavor explodes on my tongue. “Holy crap, that’s good.”

      “Right?”

      I have another cracker full of the amazing dip. “Did you take one for the team by going to the restaurant to pick up dinner for two?”

      “How’d you guess?”

      “I’m honored that you took such a big risk for me.”

      “I wanted you to have the best of Miami, and to do that, I had to go home to Giordino’s. But it wasn’t too bad. I only saw Uncle Vin and Abuela.”

      “That’s Carmen’s dad and her grandmother, right?”

      “Yes,” she says, seeming impressed.

      “I’ve reread our emails a thousand times. I think I have them memorized by now.”

      “Me, too,” she says softly.

      I’m not sure what compels me to reach for her hand, to link my fingers with hers, but the need to touch her is overwhelming.

      She looks down at our joined hands, her face flushing with color that only makes her more adorable—and sexy. She’s curvy and sweet and beautiful and…

      Slow your roll, AJ. She put a stop to this for reasons that still exist.

      “Is this okay?” I ask.

      “It’s okay, but I have to be honest that I’m a little freaked out by all this.”

      I turn on my stool to fully face her. “All what?”

      “You. This.” She squeezes my hand, and that’s all it takes to make me hard for her. “It’s a bit overwhelming.”

      “For me, too. I don’t want you to think this is something I do all the time. It isn’t. I’ve never talked to anyone the way I’ve talked to you.”

      “Me, either.”

      Hearing that settles something in me, and I begin to relax.

      “You can’t eat the dip if you’re holding my hand,” she says.

      “Watch this.” I put down my beer and use my right hand to take another cracker full of the delicious dip and then chase it with a sip of beer before waggling my brows at her suggestively. “I’m good with my hands.”

      The comment succeeds in making her laugh and blush again, both of which are quickly becoming my favorite things to do.

      “What happened in Seattle?”

      I wince. “You saw that, huh?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You happened.”

      “What? What does that mean?”

      “After we talked that night when I was in Detroit and agreed we shouldn’t continue this, I was really screwed up.”

      “I was, too.” She looks up at me with beautiful brown eyes. “I called out sick to work the next two days. I’ve never done that before.”

      With my free hand, I reach out to cup her face. Her skin is silky soft, and I want so badly to kiss her, I burn from the need that overtakes me in a tsunami of emotions I’ve never experienced before. Not like this. “Maria…”

      “I, um, I should check on dinner.”

      I pull back from her and release her hand, even though it’s the last thing in the world I want to do. But more than anything, I don’t want to hurt this sweet, precious woman who did such a big thing for my daughter. So I let her go, take a deep breath and try to get myself settled. I have to follow her lead. She’s the one who said this couldn’t happen, and I have to respect her wishes.

      Even if I want her with every fiber of my being.

      
        
        MARIA

      

      

      I’m dying. He was going to kiss me just now, and I wanted him to. I wanted it more than I’ve ever wanted anything in my life. So much for calling a halt to this thing between us. Ten minutes in his presence, and I’m holding his hand and trying not to kiss him.

      I can’t kiss him. Hugging him was bad enough—in the best possible way.

      When I open the oven, a blast of heat hits me in the face and forces me to think about something other than how much I want to kiss Austin Jacobs. And you know what’s really not fair? That he’s even hotter in person than he is on TV. I thought he couldn’t get any hotter than he is in his uniform, but wearing an untucked dress shirt with sleeves rolled up over muscular forearms and jeans that hug all the right places, he’s a thousand times sexier in person.

      Not to mention the groove that appears in his right cheek when he smiles or the subtle hint of cologne that makes me want to get closer so I can further investigate the appealing scent or the tattoos that cover his forearms. The whole package—from how he looks, to how he dresses, to how he smells, added to what I already know about him—is almost more than I can handle.

      The cheese on the lasagna and chicken Parm is bubbling, which means it’s ready. I grab pot holders and hot pads and remove the dishes from the oven, placing them on the bar. My place is too small for a table and chairs, so the bar is my table. Serving dinner gives me something to do besides want to kiss Austin.

      You can’t kiss him, no matter what, because if you do that, this is going to get worse than it already is. Remember those two days you were in bed crying because you couldn’t talk to him? How will you feel when you can’t kiss him anymore because he’s gone home to Baltimore, which is hundreds of miles from here?

      I grab the bread, salad and another beer for Austin and bring everything to the counter.

      That’s when I realize I forgot plates and silverware. Some kind of waitress I am. I fetch what we need and join him at the bar.

      Serving spoons. We need them, too. I jump back up to get them. “You’d think I’ve never done this before.”

      “I’m not thinking anything but how good that looks—and smells.”

      “I should warn you that this meal will ruin you for Italian anywhere else. People come from all over for this.”

      “Wow, now I really can’t wait.”

      I serve him some of both dishes and divide the salad into bowls. “The house Italian dressing is my favorite.”

      When he takes a bite of the lasagna, his moan travels all the way through me to land in a throb between my legs.

      Awesome, I think as I cross my legs. Now I’m getting turned on by him eating. Think of something else to focus on, will you, please? My better judgment is turning out to be a huge pain in my ass. “Is Everly excited about her trip to Miami?”

      “So excited.”

      “Does she know why you guys are coming?”

      He takes a sip of beer, wipes his mouth and nods. “I told her we’re going to meet the wonderful lady who helped her get better. And that we’re very happy to meet her because she did such a nice thing for us.”

      “Do you think she understands?”

      “Not really. She’s been on airplanes before and loves to fly, so that’s the headline in her world. But I hope you know—”

      I put my hand on his arm. “I know. I get it. She’s three. Thankfully, she’ll never remember any of it.”

      “I’m grateful for that every day, among many other things.”

      I know he means me and what I did for them. “Try the chicken. It’s even better than the lasagna.”

      “I’m not sure that’s possible.”

      “Trust me on this.”

      He cuts a bite of the chicken, and again with the moan.

      Jesus, Mary and Joseph. I can’t handle that moan. “Told ya. I think half my ass is accountable to the chicken Parm at Giordino’s.” And I can’t believe I said that out loud. Have some more wine, Maria.

      Austin chokes out a laugh. “Is that so?”

      I’m mortified. “Uh-huh.”

      “And you’re thinking you shouldn’t have said that, am I right?”

      “You’re right.”

      “If you ask me, your family’s chicken Parm has helped to build a rather spectacular ass.”
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        MARIA

      

      

      I choke on the sip of wine that was halfway down when he said that.

      Austin pats me on the back. “You okay?”

      “Yeah, sorry.”

      “You’re so cute, you know that?”

      “When I’m blowing wine out my nose?”

      “All the time. It’s all I can do not to completely stare at you now that you’re sitting right next to me. So if I’m staring, let me know, and I’ll try not to. But I won’t try too hard.”

      “I’ll do that. If you promise to do the same.”

      His face lifts into a small smile. “Deal.”

      We eat in silence while I try to nurse my third glass of wine. Based on the ass comment, I’ve already got more than enough liquid courage on board. It wouldn’t take much for me to throw caution to the wind and forget why kissing this man is a very bad idea. I put down the wine and focus on eating, but that’s not easy, either, with my whole system in an Austin Jacobs-induced uproar.

      “You were right,” he says after polishing off most of the lasagna and a good portion of chicken.

      “About what?”

      “I’m ruined for any other Italian after this.”

      “Told ya.” I’m always so proud of how much people love the Cuban and Italian food at Giordino’s. “My aunt and uncle have worked so hard and made their restaurant into such an institution around here. Lots of famous people come in whenever they’re in town.”

      “Like who?”

      “Justin Bieber, Gloria Estefan, Taylor Swift, George Clooney, to name a few.”

      “No way. That’s awesome.”

      “You should bring your family in tomorrow night. They’ll love it.”

      “Isn’t it hard to get reservations?”

      “It can be, but I know people.” I lean in closer to him. “I can hook you up.”

      “I won’t say no to hooking up with you.”

      I sputter with laughter. “That’s not what I said.”

      “Can you blame a guy for trying?”

      “Yes, I can.” I try to hide my over-the-top reaction to everything he says and does. I’ve never been so attracted to a man in my life. Figures it would happen with someone who doesn’t live anywhere near me, not to mention he’s looking at moving even farther from me than he is now. It’s rather depressing, actually.

      “What’s wrong?”

      And that he sees me so clearly doesn’t help anything. I could be in a full-on rage for days and Scott wouldn’t even notice. I already know Austin wouldn’t let me get away with that. “Nothing’s wrong.”

      “Something is. I can tell by that little frown you do when you’re bothered or upset. I noticed it on FaceTime.”

      “You’re too much for me. That’s the problem.”

      He draws back as if I slapped him. “What do you mean?”

      “I keep telling myself I can’t do this. I can’t see you and talk to you and be with you, because of all the reasons we’ve already discussed.”

      “Do you want me to go?”

      “No, I don’t want you to go, and that’s also a problem.”

      “You’re going to have to help me out here,” he says, looking as confused as I feel.

      I push my barely touched plate aside and look down at my hands, trying to find the words I need to tell him how I feel. Since I can barely explain it to myself, that’s harder than it should be. “When I told you we couldn’t talk anymore, it wasn’t because I don’t like talking to you. I like it too much.”

      “I feel the same way.”

      “Being with you in person…”

      “Is amazing.”

      “Yes.” I force myself to look at him, and what I see coming from him is everything I could ever want in one sweet, sexy package. I’m drawn to him by something more powerful than anything I’ve ever felt, and my resistance crumbles like a sandcastle taken down by an incoming tide.

      He raises his hand to cup my face as he stares at me intently. “I heard what you said when you called it off while I was in Detroit. Hell, I even agreed with you that it was the right thing to do. But ever since then, I’ve felt like complete and absolute crap because I can’t talk to you anymore. I kept asking myself how I could feel so bad about losing something I’d never had in the first place. But what I realized is I’ve had more with you in emails and phone calls and FaceTime chats than I’ve ever had with anyone else, and all I want is more of that. More of you.”

      Now, you tell me how I’m supposed to remember all the reasons this is a bad idea when the hottest, sweetest guy I’ve ever met is saying those words to me. I can’t resist him, and in the second before I do something that can’t be undone, I recall what Carmen said: If this guy is “the one,” Mari, do whatever it takes to make it work.

      In what will surely go down as the most perfect moment of my entire life, we both lean in at the same instant, our lips coming together in a needy, hungry kiss unlike any other first kiss in the history of first kisses. There’s nothing awkward or fumbling about it. Like everything with him, it’s utter perfection.

      Without missing a beat in the best kiss ever, he puts his arms around me, compels me to stand and brings me in tight against his muscular body. He makes no effort to hide the fact that he’s hard for me, which only makes me want him more. Is that even possible? I wind my arms around his neck and moan when he rubs his tongue against mine. All thoughts of self-preservation are gone. I don’t care about anything other than more of this, more of him. Even though I’m one hundred percent certain this is still a bad idea, I don’t care anymore.

      “Tell me to stop,” he says.

      For all I know, days, weeks and years have passed since we started kissing. I’ve lost track of everything that isn’t him. I can barely form thoughts, let alone words. And stop is the last word on my mind.

      He leans his forehead against mine, his breathing uneven and his face flushed.

      I love that he seems as undone as I feel after the best first kiss ever.

      “You’re not telling me to stop.”

      “You noticed that, huh?”

      “Mmm. I told myself this wasn’t going to happen when I came here.”

      “I told myself the same thing.”

      “Is lying to ourselves a bad thing?”

      “Not if it feels this good.”

      “Maria?”

      “Yes, Austin?”

      “I want to kiss you some more.”

      “I want that, too.”

      “You’re supposed to say no and tell me to go and remind me of all the reasons why we’re not doing this.”

      “I can’t remember any of those reasons.” I move my hands from his shoulders and slide them down his arms to take hold of his hands. Giving him a gentle pull, I walk backward toward my bedroom.

      “Where’re you taking me?”

      “Somewhere more comfortable.”

      “You should be kicking me out.”

      “Believe me, I know.”

      “I’m really glad you’re not.”

      “I am, too.” I release my hold on his hands and remove my shoes before stretching out on my bed and inviting him to join me.

      He kicks off his shoes and stretches out next to me, turning on his side to face me. “Hi.”

      “How’s it going?”

      “Best first date of my whole life.”

      “Mine, too. Except this wasn’t supposed to be a date, remember?”

      “I remember everything.” He twirls a length of my curly hair around his finger. “Except I can’t seem to remember why this is a bad idea.”

      “Me, either. I can’t recall a single reason.”

      I love his smile, the groove that appears in his cheek and the way his eyes sparkle with silent laughter. “That’s not what you said a couple of weeks ago.”

      “I know, but that was then, and now… Now, I just don’t care. From the first time you ever contacted me, I’ve felt a connection to you that goes so far beyond me donating to Everly. I can’t explain it.”

      He continues to play with my hair. “I’ve felt more connected to you than I have to almost anyone I’ve ever known. I’d ask myself how that was possible when we’d never met, but it’s the truth. And now that I’ve met you…”

      “What?”

      “I want more.” He reaches for me, and I go willingly because I want the same thing.

      I wouldn’t have thought it possible to top that first kiss, but the second, third and fourth ones get progressively hotter, sexier and needier. My world is reduced to this room, his lips and tongue and the tight press of his body against mine. I can’t get enough, and even knowing this road could be paved with ruin, I simply don’t care.

      
        
        AUSTIN

      

      

      Her kisses destroy the resolve I brought with me when I came to her house. I was determined to keep things platonic, like she wanted, and to go on with my life after having met the woman who saved my daughter’s life. Even if I knew that would be one of the hardest things I’ve ever done, I was willing to do it for her. But then I kissed her, and all bets were off. After the way we connected through words, it’s no wonder our physical connection is so hot.

      I want her so much, but not just like this. I want her in every way I can have her, and after being so badly burned by Kasey, I honestly thought I’d never want that with anyone again. But Maria has been different from the first time I ever talked to her through anonymous emails when I barely knew her. How else to explain why I couldn’t wait for the one-year mark when we could finally talk freely?

      Only when I need to breathe more than I need to kiss her do I shift my interest to her neck, leaving kisses all the way down to the deep neckline of the sexy-as-fuck shirt she’s wearing. “You’re still not telling me to stop.”

      “What’s that? Can’t hear you.”

      Laughing at her witty reply, I kiss the plump slopes of her full breasts while working a hand under the hem of her top.

      Her fingers slide through my hair, sending a shiver of need straight to my balls. Christ have mercy, I’m on fire for her. “Tell me what you want.”

      “I want you. I’ve wanted you from the first time you emailed me, before I even knew your name.”

      Her direct response is a refreshing change of pace. “I want the same thing.”

      I feel her hand on my chest and look down to see that she’s unbuttoning my shirt. “I, uh, I’m kinda unprepared for this.”

      She offers me a smile that manages to be sexy and shy at the same time, a combination I didn’t know I loved until her. “I’m not.”

      Okay, then, so this is going to happen, and… Ugh. “I can’t.” I place my hand on top of hers. “But it’s not because I don’t want to.” I look down at her and try to find the words I need to share something with her that I’ve never told anyone. “I didn’t bring condoms because I didn’t want you to think I was planning something like this. I wasn’t.”

      “Neither was I. But I have them.”

      “Which is awesome, but the thing is… When I was with Kasey…” God, there’s no way to say this without making it seem like I don’t trust Maria, when that’s not the case at all. And Kasey is the last freaking thing I want to talk about right now, but I have rules for these things thanks to her, rules I can’t break no matter how much I might want to with Maria.

      She massages my back with a gentle touch that makes me want to wallow in her sweetness. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

      “I think she might’ve messed with the condoms, and that’s where Everly came from.”

      “Oh God, Austin. Really?”

      I give a short nod, and my whole body goes tense the way it does any time I think about that time in my life. “I’ve never said that out loud to anyone before.”

      “I promise no one will ever hear it from me.”

      I believe her, and I already trust her more than I’ve ever trusted any woman I dated. “We passed it off as an oops to everyone else, but I was always careful. I didn’t make those sorts of mistakes. I already knew that things with Kasey were tentative at best, and there was no way I was looking to have a child with her. So imagine my surprise when she tells me she’s pregnant.”

      “It must’ve been shocking.”

      “It was. I know it takes two to make a baby, and I have no regrets about having Ev. But there’s always been something kind of fishy about how it happened, especially since she was the one who bought the condoms. Ever since then, the only condoms I use are the ones I buy. Which is a shit thing to say to you, because it makes it seem like I don’t trust you, when that isn’t the case at all.”

      “I get it. I’d feel the same way if I were you.”

      I appreciate that she understands, even if I’m disappointed. “I’m sorry.”

      “I appreciate that you came here intending to honor my wishes.”

      “I did. I swear I did. Even if I wanted to kiss you from the first second I walked in the door.”

      “I wanted that, too,” she says with a reassuring smile. “And there’s lots of other stuff we can do that doesn’t require condoms. If you want to, that is…”

      “Uh, yeah, I want to.”

      Laughing at my hasty reply, Maria goes back to what she was doing, unbuttoning my shirt and pushing it off my shoulders.

      I help her by removing it and tossing it aside. Then I tug on her top. “Fair is fair.”

      Without hesitation, she sits up and removes her shirt, revealing a sexy black bra that barely contains spectacular breasts.

      When she reclines on the pillow, I cup her cheek, running my thumb over the softest skin I’ve ever felt. “I’ll never forget the first time I saw your face in that picture you sent me. I thought you were stunning, and now… Now I know that’s not a big enough word. You’re beautiful.”

      She reaches for me, and we come together in a frenzy of lips and tongues and hands moving over bare skin.

      Her touch sets me on fire.

      We kiss for hours, or so it seems. I have no idea what time it is, and I couldn’t care less. The team has curfew on game nights, but with three games remaining in the season, no one is enforcing it. Just as well, because I’d take the fine before I’d leave her right when things are getting even more interesting.

      “I want to touch you everywhere,” I whisper against her lips.

      “I want you to.”

      With every kiss and stroke of her tongue against mine, I fall deeper into this thing with her. Soon I won’t be able to find my way out, and that’s completely fine with me. I release the front clasp of her bra and feast my eyes on full, gorgeous breasts with sweet pink nipples that require my immediate attention. I look down at her face, flushed with color, as I cup her breasts and run my thumbs over the tight tips. “You’re still not telling me to stop.”

      “What? Still can’t hear you.”

      I love this woman. I know it’s ridiculous to feel that way about someone I just met in person a couple of hours ago, but I loved her before I ever knew her name. And everything I’ve learned about her since we were able to communicate freely has only added to the huge feeling I have for her. This, however, has nothing to do with the amazing gift she gave my daughter and everything to do with what she’s come to mean to me separate from that.

      Dipping my head, I take her left nipple into my mouth and tug gently. As I move from one side to the other, I could spend days right here and never get bored. She’s so sweet and responsive and sexy. So fucking sexy, I almost can’t bear it.

      This night will go down as one of the best of my entire life, and all we did was kiss and touch and hold each other until we finally fell asleep sometime long after midnight. I have no idea what time it is when I wake up with her in my arms, her breasts pressed against my chest and her hair wild on the pillow. I check my watch and see that it’s nine o’clock. I’ve missed curfew by nine hours. Ask me if I care.

      I kiss her forehead.

      She stirs, and the heat of her body against my hard cock is a torturous reminder of how badly I want her.

      “I have to go.”

      “I’ll take you to the hotel.”

      “I can get a car.”

      “No need. I don’t mind. Just give me a minute to get ready.”

      When I release her, I notice how she covers her bare breasts with her arm as she gets out of bed and ducks into the bathroom wearing only the underwear we both ended up in when our jeans came off. We were in silent agreement that if we went any further, we wouldn’t stop.

      I sit up, run my fingers through my hair and reach for my jeans and shirt, both of which are on the floor where they landed last night.

      I want to ask her—what now? What happens after the best night ever? I’m afraid to ask, because I don’t want to hear her say this was a one-time thing that can’t happen again.

      She comes out of the bathroom wearing a robe. “I left you a new toothbrush if you want it.”

      “I want it. Thank you.” I take my turn in the bathroom, hoping I’m giving her enough time to get dressed. As I splash cold water on my face and brush my teeth, I’m full of questions. My plan is to take this day a minute at a time and follow her lead.

      When I emerge from the bathroom, she’s dressed in leggings that hug her sexy ass and a tank that showcases her gorgeous breasts. I wish I had time to coax her back into bed, but I don’t. I need to get my ass back to the hotel before someone figures out that I never came back last night.

      The dishes still sitting on her bar are a reminder of how fast the game changed last night.

      “I feel bad leaving you with a mess to clean up.”

      “It’s no problem.”

      I follow her out, closing the door behind me while wondering if I’ll ever be at her home again. The not knowing is a little crazy-making, if I’m being honest. I get in the passenger seat of her silver Honda Civic and tell her which downtown Miami hotel the team is staying in.

      Neither of us says much on the fifteen-minute ride into town, and the quiet only makes me feel more desperate to know what happens next.

      “Do you want me to see about getting you a reservation for dinner tonight?” she asks as she takes a downtown exit.

      “If it’s not a problem, that’d be great,” I tell her, relieved to know there’ll be more.

      “My uncle always holds a few tables for friends. It’s no problem.”

      “Can you join us?”

      “I’m working, but I’ll ask for your table.”

      I’m not sure how I feel about her waiting on us, but I keep that thought to myself. If it’s that or nothing, I’ll take it.

      She pulls up to the main door of the hotel a few minutes later. “I guess I’ll see you at the game,” she says with a comical grimace.

      “It’ll be great. Thanks for doing it.”

      “No problem. I can’t wait to meet Everly.”

      “I can’t, either. My mom is apt to cry when she meets you…”

      “That’s fine. I understand.”

      “I, um… Last night was awesome.” I reach for her hand because I need to touch her. Bringing it to my lips, I kiss the back of it. “Thank you.”

      “You’d better get in there before you get in trouble.”

      “I won’t get in trouble, and if I do, it was one hundred percent worth it.” I lean across the center console, hoping she’ll meet me halfway.

      She does, giving me a quick kiss that’s nowhere near enough.

      When I pull back, I notice her cheeks are flushed. “I’ll see you in a couple of hours.”

      “See you then.”

      I get out of the car and watch her drive off, wishing I had nowhere to be today so I could’ve spent the day with her. I check my phone on the way into the hotel and see a text from my mom, letting me know their flight is on time, and they’ll land around eleven.

      I can’t wait to see Ev, and I’m counting the hours until I can see Maria again.
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        MARIA

      

      

      As I drive away from Austin’s hotel, I call Carmen on the Bluetooth.

      “What happened?”

      “Good morning to you, too.”

      “Come on! I’ve been dying waiting to hear from you. How was it?”

      “It was… Car…”

      “Bad? Was it bad?”

      I’m so emotional, I can barely speak. “No. It was so good.”

      “Oh my God! This is awesome!” When I don’t reply, she says, “Isn’t it?”

      “It sure as hell felt good in the moment.”

      “Did you, you know…”

      “No, but he spent the night, and it was… everything.”

      “Where are you now?”

      “I just dropped him back at the hotel in town.”

      “Come over. Jason isn’t here. He’s on a ride with his cycling club this morning.”

      Since the last thing I want to do is be alone right now, I find myself agreeing. “You want coffee?”

      “When do I say no to that?”

      “I’ll be there soon.” After a brief detour to pick up cortaditos from Carmen’s favorite ventanita, I head to her place in Brickell and park in one of the visitor spaces. She buzzes me in, and I take the elevator to the seventh floor. Carmen is standing in the open doorway to the incredible condo that looks down on Biscayne Bay. I’d be green with envy if I didn’t know how much Carmen deserves every good thing she’s found with Jason.

      She hugs me, ushers me into their sleek, spacious, modern home and closes the door. “Let’s sit outside. It’s so nice.”

      We take our coffees to the huge deck and take seats on the double lounge chair that Jason bought her for Christmas.

      “Tell me everything. Leave nothing out.” She leans in for a closer look at me. “Um, is that a hickey?”

      My hand flies up to cover my neck. “What? No.”

      Her raised brow tells me otherwise.

      “No way.”

      “Way.”

      I close my eyes and lean my head against the back of the lounge.

      “That good, huh?”

      “Better.”

      She lets out a squeal that probably wakes every dog in a one-mile radius. “This is so, so cool!”

      “It’s all your fault that it got so out of control.”

      Her brows furrow with confusion. “How is it my fault?”

      “You told me to throw caution to the wind and go for it, so I did.”

      “And now you regret it?”

      “No, not at all, but I will… When he goes back to Baltimore, and I’m stuck here with memories of an amazing guy I can’t have.”

      “Maria, you can have him. You absolutely can. Will you have to make some changes? Probably, but maybe that wouldn’t be so bad.”

      “How can you say that when you were no more willing to move for Jason than I am for Austin?” Just saying his name out loud gives me a thrill. That’s how far gone I am over him.

      “I’ve thought a lot about that since Jay and I figured things out. I think if he’d been forced to go back to work in New York, I probably would’ve ended up there. Maybe not right away, but eventually.”

      “And you think you could’ve been happy there?”

      “I think,” she says in a measured tone, “I would’ve been happier there with him than here without him.”

      “I’m getting so far ahead of myself even talking about this. It was one night.”

      “Why’re you downplaying it?”

      “Because! I’m freaking out! The only reason we didn’t have sex is because he has a thing about condoms—”

      “What kind of thing does he have about condoms?”

      “If I tell you this, you seriously can’t tell anyone else. It’s a big deal.”

      “I swear.”

      Because we’ve kept each other’s secrets all our lives, I tell her what he suspects about Everly’s mother and how she ended up pregnant.

      “Wow.” Carmen blinks. “Can you imagine doing that to someone?”

      “No, I can’t, but she was probably hoping to trap the rich baseball player, and now he’s super cautious.”

      “I think it’s pretty great that he didn’t come there last night prepared for that possibility. It says a lot about how he heard what you said and respected your wishes.”

      “Yeah, I thought so, too.”

      “What’s the plan for tonight, after the game?”

      “He’s bringing his family into the restaurant.” Which reminds me, I need to text my uncle to ask if he can get them a table. I take care of that before I forget.

      He writes right back. Consider it done, honey.

      Thanks, Uncle V! xo

      “Aren’t you working?”

      “Yeah, but I’ll wait on them so I can spend some time with them.”

      “That’s not happening. I’ll take your shift and give you the money.”

      “Stop it. You’re not doing that.”

      “Why not? You’d do it for me. He’s only in town for this weekend, Mari. I’m more than happy to work for you, and I don’t need the money. Let me do this for you.”

      “You guys must have plans.”

      “We don’t. We had the hospital thing last night, and we purposely didn’t plan anything for tonight.”

      “I don’t feel right about it.”

      “Too bad. It’s happening. Tell my dad to make your reservation for one more.”

      “You’re a bossy pain in the ass.”

      “Yep, but you love me. Now, do what you’re told.”

      I text her dad and then glance at her, by my side where she’s been all my life. “Thanks, Car.”

      “Anything for you.”
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        * * *

      

      I arrive at the ballpark at twelve thirty and park in the VIP lot where I’m greeted as if I am, in fact, a VIP. It’s so weird to be coming here under these circumstances, when I’m at the park at least once a week for six months a year. I’ve never been a VIP, however, and the treatment is a bit heady.

      Valentina, a perky young woman from the Marlins promotions department, meets me and walks me in through a special entrance where we meet up with Erica from the Orioles.

      “It’s great to meet you,” Erica says when she shakes my hand. “We’re so happy to have the chance to thank you for what you did for AJ’s daughter.”

      As I follow them deeper into the stadium, I hope I’ve done enough to hide the hickey “AJ” left on my neck last night. I covered the mark with foundation and left my hair down. I’m wearing a V-neck Marlins shirt with black shorts and the same shoes I had on last night.

      Ah, last night… I’ve relived the hours with Austin a thousand times today, and I already know I’ll never forget a minute of it. I can’t wait to see him, to meet Everly and his parents, and…

      Judging by the way my heart goes into a crazy gallop, I’m getting way ahead of myself again. I’m apt to hyperventilate, or something equally embarrassing, in front of thousands of people if I don’t get things under control—and fast.

      “Have you met either of them yet?” Valentina asks.

      “Only Austin.” I’ve definitely met him, I think, resisting the urge to descend into nervous hysteria. “I’ll meet Everly for the first time today.”

      “Aw, that’s so sweet. It’s amazing what you did for her.”

      “I did what anyone would do.”

      “I don’t think that’s true,” Erica says. “A lot of people wouldn’t inconvenience themselves for someone they’ve never met, let alone undergo a scary medical procedure. What you did is pretty damned heroic. Everyone thinks so.”

      “Oh, well, thanks.” It still seems weird to me to be treated like a hero for something that was a no-brainer to me. Of course I’d try to save an innocent child’s life if I could.

      The Marlins offered seats to whoever I wanted to invite to the game. My parents, brothers, aunts, uncles, cousins and grandmothers are planning to be there. My sister, Dee, had to work in New York, so she couldn’t come home for the weekend. I’ll join my family in the stands after the pregame ceremony.

      I stand with Valentina and Erica in one of the stairways that leads onto the field and listen to the announcer talk about the special treat they have in store for today’s attendees.

      “Fifteen months ago, Miami’s own Maria Giordino donated bone marrow to save the life of a child she’d never met. That child is the daughter of Orioles pitcher Austin Jacobs, and today, we’re so pleased to bring Maria and the child whose life she saved together for the first time. Please help us give a warm Marlins welcome to Maria Giordino, Austin Jacobs, his daughter, Everly Jacobs, and his parents, Jeff and Deidre Jacobs!”

      Valentina and Erica walk with me onto the field, where I’m due to meet up with Austin and his family in the infield. The crowd provides thunderous applause.

      As they approach the infield, Austin leans down to say something to Everly.

      She pulls her hand free of his and runs to me.

      I scoop her up and hug her, amazed that she came to me, a perfect stranger, without hesitation. Closing my eyes against a rush of tears, I hold the child whose life I saved and absorb the thrill of this amazing moment. Her sweet little body against mine, the scent of her baby shampoo and her soft arms around my neck fill me with gratitude for her good health.

      The applause goes on for a long time.

      Austin joins us and hugs us both. “There you are,” he whispers in my ear. “I’ve been missing you.”

      His words fill me with unreasonable elation.

      The three of us hug as if we’re alone and not in the middle of a crowded baseball stadium.

      Eventually, he takes Everly from me so I can receive hugs from his tearful parents.

      “Thank you so much, Maria,” his mom says. “We’ll never have the words…”

      His dad hugs me next while Austin holds Everly.

      “Thank you for saving our little girl,” his dad says.

      We’re all a mess by the time the announcer asks for one more round of applause for “our own local hero, Maria Giordino.”

      We pose for the team photographer, who wants pictures of the group, one of me with Austin and Everly and then just me and Everly.

      The whole thing is surreal, to say the least.

      “I’ll text you after the game,” Austin says when we have no choice but to go our separate ways for now.

      I nod to let him know I heard him and walk with Valentina and Erica back the way we came.

      “Thank you so much for that,” Valentina says, wiping up tears of her own. “That was one of the coolest things we’ve ever gotten to do.”

      “Thanks for having me.”

      “Let me get you to your family in the VIP section.”

      She walks me through more winding tunnels to an elevator that takes us to the top of the stadium, where I’m shown to one of the deluxe boxes that I’ve certainly heard about but never experienced for myself.

      “I hope you and your family enjoy the game,” Valentina says.

      “Thank you for everything.”

      “Our pleasure.”

      The box is full of family members who hug me and congratulate me and thank me for inviting them to partake of the VIP suite, which includes a buffet and open bar.

      “So proud of you, honey,” my dad says when he hugs me.

      “Thank you, Dad.”

      “It’s gonna be tough to go back to the cheap seats after this,” he adds.

      We love those cheap seats, as well as the people we see at every game. The season ticket holders are like a family after years of sitting near each other.

      “Pretty cool, sis,” my brother Nico says. “This is the life.”

      It’s not easy to impress my brothers, and it gives me pleasure to see them enjoying something I made possible.

      Jason and Carmen hug me next.

      “You looked good out there,” Carmen says. “I loved the way Everly ran to you.”

      “I know! That was amazing.”

      “Well done, kid,” Jason says when he hugs me. He was the first person I reached out to after I got the call from Be the Match, and his support was instrumental to me as I navigated the sea of information and questions. I didn’t know him all that well yet, but he jumped right in and helped to put my mind at ease about the whole thing.

      “Thanks for all you did for me during that time.”

      “My pleasure.”

      The game is a blur of people and food and beer as the home team runs away with the lead in the fourth and holds on to win, six to three. My dad is bitter that he has a birthday party for a close friend and can’t come back tomorrow to see Austin pitch his final game as an Oriole. We’re reluctant to leave the fancy box, but as we file out, I end up between Nona and Abuela.

      “Thank you for a lovely day, honey,” Nona says. “We’re so very proud of you.”

      “Thank you guys for coming.”

      “We wouldn’t have missed it,” Abuela says. “Cried my eyes out when that little girl ran to you.”

      “I know! Me, too. She’s so cute.”

      “The dad’s not exactly hard on the eyes, either,” Abuela adds.

      “He isn’t? I didn’t notice.”

      She pokes me in the ribs. “Liar.”

      “I hear you’re bringing them in tonight,” Nona says.

      “I am.”

      “We can’t wait to meet them.”

      I hope I’m not making a huge mistake by bringing Austin and his family to the restaurant, where my eagle-eyed grandmothers are going to take one look at us and see everything I’d like to keep private. But it’s too late to change our plans now.

      I head home to shower and change and end up taking a nap that leaves me feeling refreshed and ready to see him again. At least I hope I’m ready. After I got home from Carmen’s earlier, I finally cleaned up after our dinner from the night before. It was funny to realize how things went from hot to bothered in a matter of minutes, and how dishes and cleaning up became the least of my concerns. I even forgot to worry about having almost-sex with him and then possibly never seeing him again.

      I emerge from the shower to find a text from Austin. Today was incredible. Thank you again for letting us celebrate you. Today has gone by SLOWLY since you dropped me off earlier. Can’t wait to see you.

      
        
        Can’t wait to see you, either. Guess what? Carmen heard you were coming in and insisted on covering my shift, so I can eat with you guys.

      

      

      
        
        That’s great news. I didn’t like having to share you with others. Is it seven yet?

      

      

      
        
        Almost.

      

      

      
        
        Did I mention I can’t wait to see you?!?!

      

      

      I love that he’s as excited about this as I am and doesn’t even try to hide it. I drive to the restaurant where we’re due to meet, again thinking about his texts and last night and wondering how it’ll go with his parents and Everly with us. Will it be awkward or weird or… Once again, my nerves have gotten the better of me, and I’m a bit of a wreck by the time I arrive at Giordino’s. I park in the back lot and go in the back door. Aunt Viv is the first one I see, and she greets me with a hug.

      “There’s the star of the day. Thank you for such a fun afternoon.”

      “Thanks for coming.”

      “We wouldn’t have missed it. We’re so, so proud of you. I’ve got your table ready.” She leads me to the Cuban side of the house, to a table that’s set back from the action in the main part of the dining room. “Is this okay?”

      “It’s perfect, Auntie V. Thanks.”

      “I wanted you to be able to talk and hear yourselves think.”

      Carmen joins us, wearing the waitstaff uniform of white dress shirt, black skirt and black apron that I haven’t seen very often on her since she moved in with Jason. Other than occasionally filling in for a sick waitress or waiter, she hasn’t worked at the restaurant for a while now.

      “Thanks again for this,” I tell her.

      “I’m happy to do it, and Jason is glad to have an excuse to come in for dinner. Dad’s going to give him more bartending lessons.”

      “In case neurosurgery doesn’t work out for him?” I ask, amused.

      “Dad tells him it’s good to have a backup plan.”

      My witty retort dies on my tongue when I see Austin coming toward me, tall, impossibly handsome, smiling at me and carrying Everly, who has her curly blond hair in pigtails. She’s wearing a pretty yellow dress, and the sight of her backpack dangling from Austin’s fingers is just so sweet. His parents are behind him as Abuela leads them to the table.

      Somehow, I manage to introduce them to Viv, Carmen and Abuela without tripping over my words or making a fool of myself.

      I can feel Austin’s eyes on me the whole time we’re talking to the others. Viv and Carmen make a big fuss over Everly, who seems to eat up the attention. And when it’s time to be seated, I love that Austin arranges things so he’s next to me in the booth, his leg pressed against mine.

      And when I feel the heat of his hand on my leg, it’s all I can do to hide my reaction from the others.

      This is going to be a very long dinner.
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        AUSTIN

      

      

      My parents adore her. I can tell by the way they’re completely themselves around her, but that’s Maria for you. It’s impossible to be anything other than genuine with her. Ev likes her, too, and sits with Maria for a long time, coloring with the placemat and crayons Maria’s Nona brought over.

      Everly loves to color, and Maria is super patient with her, giving her undivided attention that impresses my parents—and me. Who am I kidding? Anyone who is all about my daughter has my attention, but Maria already had it. Seeing her with Ev only makes me like her more than I already do.

      After a delicious meal, Everly curls up in Maria’s lap with her thumb in her mouth, a sure sign that she’s winding down for the day. I desperately want some time alone with Maria, but I’m not sure that’s going to happen tonight.

      I’m pitching the one o’clock game tomorrow, and I need to sleep, especially after hardly sleeping last night. But I’m wired from sitting next to her for hours and having to behave myself. I’m pretty sure my parents are on to me, though. I’ve gotten a couple of looks from each of them that lets me know I’m doing a shit job of hiding my over-the-top attraction to the woman who saved my daughter’s life.

      “We can take Ev back to the hotel if you want to hang out for a bit, Austin,” Mom says.

      Have I mentioned that my mom is the best?

      “Um, sure, that’d be great, if you don’t mind.”

      “We don’t mind,” Dad says. “It’s been a long day with the early flight.”

      “Thanks again for being here,” I tell them.

      “We wouldn’t have missed it for anything,” Mom says as she reloads the backpack we brought with a few toys and books to keep Everly entertained during dinner. Turns out we didn’t need most of what we brought because Everly has been entertained mostly by Maria. “This has been a lovely evening, Maria. Your family is delightful, and the food was outstanding.”

      “I’m so glad you enjoyed it.”

      Her uncle wanted to treat us, but I insisted on paying—and I leave Carmen a huge tip.

      I take Everly from Maria and follow her out of the booth, my daughter snuggled into me the way she does when she’s ready to sleep. She’ll go down easy tonight after the long busy day with no nap.

      My mom orders up an Uber with a car seat, and while we wait, we chat with Nona, Abuela, Vincent and Vivian.

      Carmen comes over with a man she introduces to us as her fiancé, Jason Northrup. “My dad would love a picture with you for the wall, Austin, but he won’t ask, so I’m asking for him,” Carmen says.

      “Of course. I’d be happy to.” I transfer Everly to my dad and pose for the picture with Vincent and Vivian.

      “Thanks so much.” Vincent shakes my hand. “Let us know any time you’re back in town. I’ll always have a table for you.”

      “I’ll definitely be back. You’ve ruined me for anywhere else.”

      When the car my mom ordered arrives, Maria and I walk them out. I load Everly into the car seat, making sure she’s securely belted in. I kiss her forehead and hug both my parents.

      “Thank you for such a wonderful day, Austin,” Mom says. Then she hugs Maria for a long time. “You’re family to us. Forever.”

      I can see that Maria is overwhelmed by what my mom said. “It was such a pleasure to meet you both.”

      She hugs Dad, too.

      “We’ll see you at the game tomorrow,” Dad says.

      “See you then.”

      I’ve arranged for them to sit together tomorrow. My parents and Everly will be flying back to Baltimore tomorrow night while I stay for Monday’s final game of the season.

      We wave as they drive off in the Uber.

      “They’re great,” Maria says.

      “They are. I got very lucky, especially when they ditched their whole lives to move to Baltimore after everything went down with Kasey. I don’t know what I’d do without them.”

      I take a step toward her, needing to hold her after this endless day. As I put my arms around her, the tension I’ve carried with me since I left her earlier disappears, and there’s only her. “They loved you.”

      “I saved their granddaughter’s life. They have to love me.”

      “Not just because of that. They loved you.”

      We stand on the sidewalk, hugging each other for a long time.

      “You want to get out of here?”

      “And do what?” she asks.

      “Anything you want.”

      “Don’t you have to pitch tomorrow?”

      “Yep.”

      “So you have to be back at the hotel pretty soon, then, right?”

      “Not until midnight. So we’ve got two and a half hours.”

      “Are you allowed to have guests at the hotel?”

      “Not really, but I don’t think anyone will hold me to it at this point.”

      “You need to win tomorrow, so we probably shouldn’t do anything to mess with that.”

      “Being with you will ensure a win.”

      She pulls back, her expression skeptical. “How do you figure?”

      “I get a natural high from being with you, and I’ll take that with me to the mound tomorrow. I’ll be on fire after spending this time with you.”

      “That’s a lot of pressure to put on me.”

      I shrug, feeling shameless. “If you want me to win tomorrow, you need to come with me and do all you can to make it happen.”

      She smiles as she rolls her eyes. “Does that actually work for you?”

      With my hands on her shoulders, I look her dead in the eye. “I’ve never used that line before.”

      “If you say so.”

      “I swear! Come with me. I need more time with you.”

      “All right. As long as you promise you’ll sleep when I tell you to.”

      “I’ll do whatever you tell me to. I promise.”

      She takes my hand and gives a subtle tug, and I follow her to her car in the back lot. As she drives me to the downtown hotel, I hold her hand between both of mine.

      “You were great with Ev at dinner.”

      “She’s sweet and so well behaved. A lot of times, kids want to run around in restaurants, which is tough on the waitstaff. I’m always afraid I’m going to drop scalding-hot food on them.”

      “We’ve been taking her out to eat since she was a baby. She knows the rules by now.”

      “You’d never know she’d been sick to look at her now.”

      “I try not to think of the images of her bald and sick and bruised from all the needles. It was a horror show.”

      “I can’t imagine what you all went through.”

      “It’s in the past now, or so I hope. We still have to do blood work every three months for the next few years. I try not to think about the possibility that it could come back.”

      “I’m sure that’s the worst kind of fear.”

      “It’s horrible. They say she won’t be officially cured for five years. That’s a long-ass time to worry about it coming back.”

      “I’m sorry you have to worry about that.”

      “It’s a small price to pay to have her healthy again. Her being sick changed me in every possible way. Everything is different now.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “Before, I felt like I was sort of bulletproof, you know? Other than the thing with Kasey, I’d had a pretty easy go of it. Things tended to work out for me. All I ever wanted to do was play baseball, and that happened—and it was even better than I ever could’ve hoped for. Even if the team wasn’t winning, I was kicking ass. I won the Cy Young three times, was American League MVP a couple of times… And then it all went to shit when Ev got sick and I was forced to confront the fact that none of that other stuff matters at all. The only thing that matters is that the people we love are healthy and safe.”

      “The other stuff matters, too, Austin. It’s okay to be proud of your career.”

      “I am, but I don’t care about it the same way I used to. Everly’s illness was a huge wake-up call, and it realigned my priorities. I know what’s really important now, and in case you’re wondering, you’re at the very top of the list.”

      “I’m not sure what to think of that.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, this weekend has been incredible, but nothing has really changed since the night we talked when you were in Detroit.”

      “Everything has changed.”

      “How so?”

      “I met you, I kissed you, I slept with you in my arms. You’re all I can think about.”

      “Austin…”

      “I know what you’re thinking, and trust me, I’m thinking all the same things. But I want you in my life, Maria, and I refuse to believe that two reasonably intelligent people can’t figure out a way to make this work, if it’s what we both want.”

      She has no reply to that, but I can tell by the set of her jaw that she’s thinking about what I said.

      At the hotel, we valet-park her car and walk inside together. I really, really don’t want to run into anyone from my team when I have so little time with her. We get lucky in the lobby and in the elevator. But when the doors open on the sixth floor, Santiago is standing there. He takes one look at me and Maria, and in a matter of seconds, he puts together what’s been going on with me.

      “Maria, this is Dante Santiago. Dante, this is Maria.”

      “So nice to meet the woman who saved little Everly’s life,” he says when he shakes her hand.

      “Thank you. Nice to meet you, too.”

      “I, ah, was just going to get a beer.” Santiago steps onto the elevator. “I’ll see you in the morning, AJ.”

      “Later.”

      I walk with her to my room at the end of the hallway and send her in ahead of me, thankful we didn’t encounter anyone else on the way in.

      “Will he tell everyone you brought me here?”

      “No, he won’t. He’s my best friend on the team.”

      She walks over to look out the window. “Oh, well, I guess that’s good.”

      I follow her, placing my hands on her shoulders, which feel tense. “I don’t care if anyone knows you’re here, Maria.” I kiss the top of her head. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”

      “My thoughts are all over the place.”

      “I can help you organize them.”

      She laughs. “No, you can’t. You’re the reason they’re jumbled in the first place.”

      I gently turn her to face me. “We’re going to figure this out. Maybe not today or tomorrow, but we will figure it out. If you want to be with me the way I want to be with you, then we will find a way.”

      “I do want to be with you—”

      Before she can qualify that statement or add a but, I kiss her the way I’ve been dying to since I left her this morning.

      It takes a second, but she kisses me back, and the same intense desire that erupted between us last night is back again, burning even brighter than it did then, if that’s possible. I want this woman in a way I’ve never wanted anyone before, with every part of me. Mind, body and soul. She can have it all.

      We end up on the bed, arms and legs intertwined, our kisses as hot and crazed as they were last night and into this morning. My lips actually hurt from last night, and I wonder if hers do, too. Easing back from the kiss, I gaze down at her gorgeous face and kiss-swollen lips.

      “Do your lips hurt from last night?”

      “A little. Do yours?”

      “Uh-huh.” I kiss her more gently this time, sliding my lips over hers in the sweetest, softest of caresses. It sends a shiver through me as I try to contain my desperate need for her. “I have to pitch tomorrow, so I need to take it easy tonight,” I tell her between kisses. “But tomorrow night… Tomorrow, I want to see you after the game and be with you. Can we do that?”

      She nods, but I still see the hint of hesitancy in her eyes.

      “I promise you, we’ll work this out, and everything will be okay.” As I hold her close to me and breathe in the scent that drives me so crazy, I really hope that’s a promise I can keep.

      
        
        MARIA

      

      

      I didn’t intend to spend the night with Austin, but we fell asleep at some point, and when I woke up, it was morning and he was gone.

      I find a note on his pillow. Morning, beautiful. I had to leave early, but feel free to stay as long as you like, have room service, relax and enjoy. I’ll see you after the game. Love, Austin.

      Usually, I’d be getting ready to head for Sunday brunch at the restaurant, but I’m going to skip it this week so I can go home, shower and change before the game. I text Carmen to let her know I won’t be there.

      
        
        I’ll make excuses for you, she replies. Did you hang out with Austin again last night?

      

      

      
        
        Yeah, I ended up sleeping at his hotel.

      

      

      
        
        And???

      

      

      
        
        Kissing and snuggling and other good stuff, but he’s pitching today, so we crashed early.

      

      

      
        
        And he has one more night in town?

      

      

      
        
        Two.

      

      

      My phone rings, and I take the call from my cousin.

      “How’re you doing?”

      “I have no idea. I’ve been acting all weekend like I have nothing to worry about, and he’s so sure we’ll figure something out, but I just don’t know what the hell I’m doing in his hotel room.”

      “You like him, Mari, and he’s crazy about you. We all saw that last night.”

      “What did you see?”

      “Everything you see. He’s fantastic, a wonderful father and not exactly hard on the eyes. And speaking of eyes, he never takes his off you.”

      “You noticed all that, huh?”

      “Yep.”

      “I like him more than I ever liked Scott.”

      “Of course you do. He’s a million times the man Scott was, and you’re smart enough to realize that.”

      “I just wish it wasn’t so complicated.”

      “I hate to tell you, pal, but stuff like this is always complicated because it matters. He matters to you, or you wouldn’t be so undone by the complications.”

      “I try to picture myself chucking my whole life for a man, even one I like as much as I like Austin, and I just don’t see it.”

      “That’s because the one time you took a chance on a guy, he let you down big-time. Austin isn’t like that. He’s been screwed over by a woman. He knows what that feels like, and he’s not about to do something like that to you, especially in light of what you did for his daughter. I think you’re safe with this guy, Mari.”

      “I’m starting to think so, too.”

      “Then you just have to relax and let it happen.”

      “I want to.”

      “Do it. You won’t regret it.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Well, I don’t know for sure, but I have a good feeling about you two. And so do you. From the first time you ever talked to him, you said it was different with him. You should put some faith in that. You connected with him long before you ever met him. What does that tell you?”

      “It tells me he’s special, and I’m being silly for being worried about things that don’t matter.”

      “That’s my girl. Enjoy the ride. Let it take you where you’re meant to go. I think all the time about what I would’ve missed if I hadn’t taken a chance on Jason, even when everything was a mess in his life. Look at what I would’ve missed.”

      She makes a good point. “I never expected any of this.”

      “Do you think I expected to meet my second chance at love when he pulled up to the hospital in a black Porsche with a bottle blonde riding shotgun?”

      I laugh at the way she describes her first meeting with Jason. “Nope.”

      “You never know how it’s going to happen. The secret to success is being smart enough to know a good thing when you have it.”

      “I hear you, oh wise one. I’m trying to chill and enjoy it and not think about him leaving.”

      “He’s no fool. He’ll be back.”

      “I guess we’ll see.”

      “When I look back at everything with Jason, I wish I’d been more able to enjoy the ride rather than worrying about all the obstacles. They work themselves out when something is meant to be. Remember that.”

      “I will. Thanks for this, Car. It helps.”

      “Have fun at the game.”

      “I’m looking forward to watching him pitch.”

      “I’ll be watching on TV after brunch. Text me if you need me.”

      “I will.”

      “Oh, and I’m sending you last night’s take by Venmo. We had a good night.”

      “Thank you again for doing that. I really appreciate it.”

      “It was fun to see everyone. I’ll talk to you later.”

      As my phone chimes with a payment for three hundred and twenty dollars from Carmen, I realize I also need to update my sister on everything that’s happened this weekend so she won’t feel left out. I decide to call her when I’m in the car. As I leave Austin’s room, I check the corridor and don’t see anyone out there—thankfully. I don’t want his teammates to catch me leaving his room after having spent the night.

      I make a clean escape and am waiting for my car at the valet stand when my mom calls.

      “Maria! You’re on national TV!”

      “What?”

      “The ceremony at the game! They showed it on the Sunday Today show!”

      “Oh. Wow.” I’m not sure how I’m supposed to feel about our story going national.

      “You look good on TV, sweetheart. And that Austin Jacobs is one handsome man.”

      I couldn’t agree more.

      “His little girl is so cute,” Mom says without taking a breath. “I heard you were at the restaurant with him and his parents last night. How was that?”

      “We had a nice time.”

      “You can tell me all about it at brunch.”

      “I’m skipping brunch today. I’m going to the game.”

      “Oh, all right. Well, I’m sorry I won’t get to see you today.”

      “Dee is calling. I’m going to grab it. Talk to you later.”

      “Love you.”

      “You, too.” I take the call from Dee, who’s screaming.

      “You’re on the Today show!”

      “I heard. Mom just called me.”

      “Holy smoking-hot baseball player, Batman!”

      I smile at my sister’s description of Austin. “You noticed that, huh?”

      “You’d better start talking right now. I talked to Car yesterday, and she deflected, which means there’s stuff to tell.”

      I spend the first part of my ride home filling my sister in on what’s transpired since Austin arrived in Miami.

      “Whoa,” she says when I finish with the note he left me this morning, which is now tucked into my purse. “I love this so hard.”

      “Easy, cowgirl. It’s early days yet.”

      “No, it isn’t. You’ve been crazy about this guy from the first time you ever heard from him.”

      I can’t deny that, so I don’t bother to try. “I’m just trying to maintain a semblance of sanity while Car is telling me to go all in.”

      “I can see both sides of that, for sure. But damn, it’s got to be exciting.”

      “It is.”

      “Speaking of excitement, Marcus’s sister called me yesterday. Apparently, the skank left him.” We have no idea if Marcus’s ex is a skank or not. We only call her that because she’s not Dee. And yes, we know that’s wildly unfair, but the name has stuck.

      “No way! When did that happen?”

      “A week or so ago. Bianca said he hasn’t left his house since. He’s been calling out to work and is a hot mess. She asked me to talk to him.”

      “Come on. No way. How is that your problem?”

      “I think she’s feeling desperate since she’s never seen him go off the deep end this way.”

      “It’s not your problem, Dee. Tell me you know that.”

      “I do,” she says with a sigh. “What does it say about me that I still love him so much that I hurt because he does?”

      “I’m sorry you’re hurting for him. Text him if you must, but don’t get sucked in. It took you so long to get over him. I don’t want you going backward.”

      “I hear you.”

      “I’ve got to run. I’m going to the game today. Austin is starting for the O’s for the last time. He’s a free agent after this season.”

      “That’s exciting. He’s going to cash in.”

      “I suppose so.” Of course, I already know he’s got to be worth millions after six years in the majors, but free agency is next-level money. I can’t think about that. It’s too much on top of a lot. “Talk to you later? And keep me posted on what’s up with Marcus.”

      “I will. Love you.”

      “Love you, too.” The reminder of Dee’s situation with Marcus is a cold dose of reality for me as I get more involved with Austin. Long-distance relationships are almost always a difficult mess, and that’s exactly what I’m setting myself up for with him. Even knowing the potential for disaster, I can’t seem to stop myself where he’s concerned.

      I pull into my driveway and dash up the stairs to my place, where I rush through a shower and blow dry. I can’t wait to watch Austin pitch, and I’m excited to see Everly and his parents again, too.

      If I’ve lost all perspective in this out-of-control situation, well, I’ll have plenty of time to rediscover my perspective after he’s gone.
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        AUSTIN

      

      

      I hated leaving Maria sleeping in my bed, but my agent, Aaron, flew in last night to take this highly unofficial meeting with the Marlins ownership and management. We’re at the palatial home of one of the team’s owners for a friendly breakfast meeting before today’s game.

      There are all kinds of rules about how and when we can talk to the teams who’ve shown an interest in me, and this conversation is so far “off the record” as to have not happened. I’m sitting back and letting Aaron do the talking, which gives me the chance to think about Maria and our night together.

      It’s crazy how much of my awake time lately is devoted to thoughts of her, and how badly I want to spend more time with her. After today, my season is over. The team has one more game in Miami tomorrow, but I’m done, and I have the next few months “off.” Other than daily workouts and pitching practice, I can do whatever I want.

      And what I want is to be with Maria—and my daughter.

      How can I make that happen? Adrenaline speeds through my system as the idea takes shape.

      “AJ,” the team owner says, “we were surprised but happy to hear of your potential interest in playing in Miami, and we’re looking forward to talking to you boys this winter.”

      “Thanks for considering me.”

      “I gotta be honest,” the manager says. “I was surprised to hear we were in the running.”

      “The climate here agrees with me.” We can’t talk details or specifics or anything other than things like the weather, which is spectacular. It’s getting chilly in Baltimore, but not here in Miami, where the sun is bright and warm for most of the year. I could get used to that.

      Aaron still isn’t sure what the hell we’re even doing at this meeting, but that’s okay. He doesn’t need to know why I’m considering Miami. Besides, it’s a long shot at best. A lot of things have to fall into place for me to end up here, and I don’t want to get up my hopes—or Maria’s—until we’re able to talk specifics with the various teams in the running. I’d be an absolute fool to accept a less-than-ideal contract so I can be closer to her.

      Things are a very long way from settled, but for the immediate future, I can do whatever the hell I want. And what I want is her.

      After the meeting, Aaron drives me to the ballpark. “I wish you’d tell me what the fuck this is all about with Miami.”

      “It’s about covering all the bases.”

      “That’s bullshit. Tell me the fucking truth, will you?”

      Because he’s always been straight with me, I decide to give him the same courtesy. “There’s a woman. She lives here.”

      “The bone marrow donor?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Dead seriously.”

      “Didn’t you just meet her this weekend?”

      “In person, but we’ve been talking for weeks.”

      Aaron doesn’t say anything as he processes that information. At nearly forty, my agent is one of the sharpest people I know. He’s been my friend, advocate and sometimes my savior during my MLB career. When Ev was sick, he called in his considerable army of contacts to connect me with some of the best doctors in the world and was tireless in his efforts to help me in any way he could.

      He’s got dark hair going gray around the edges and is wearing aviator sunglasses over shrewd dark eyes that don’t miss a trick.

      I have no doubt he’s got something to say, and when we park in the players’ lot at the ballfield, he shuts off the engine of his rental car and turns to me. “I want you to know… Everly’s illness was a fucking nightmare for me, and she’s not even my kid. I can’t imagine what it was like for you. I admire the hell out of the way you handled it, on and off the field.”

      He’s never said any of this to me before. “Thanks, man. You were a rock for me through it all.”

      “I also understand completely why you’d feel an attachment to the woman who saved your child’s life.”

      What I feel for Maria goes so far beyond the word attachment, but I don’t share that with him. He needs to have his say, and I need to listen. I pay him to oversee my career, and he’s only doing his job, which is to keep me from doing something epically stupid.

      “Of course you feel something for her. Anyone would after what she did for you and your daughter. But, AJ, this is your moment. This is what you’ve worked so hard for. You can’t let the deal of a lifetime slip away because of a woman. I like the Marlins. They’re a first-class organization. But you, Austin Jacobs, don’t need to be second to anyone. You’re an ace.”

      “I hear you.”

      “But?”

      “But nothing. I hear what you’re saying, and I don’t disagree.”

      He pulls off his sunglasses and turns his formidable stare on me. That stare has helped him make a shit-ton of money for his clients, including me. “What aren’t you saying?”

      “Nothing. I hear you, I agree with you, and my mind is wide open to all the many possibilities that we’ll encounter this off-season. I simply want to consider Miami as one of the possibilities. That’s all.”

      “That’s not all. What are you up to?”

      “Honestly, Aaron,” I say, laughing. “You’re far too suspicious. I’m not up to anything.”

      “I understand why your head is turned around by her, AJ. She’s a beautiful woman who did the most incredible thing for you and Everly.”

      You don’t know the half of who she is.

      “Tell me you aren’t going to base the most important decision of your life on a woman you barely know.”

      I stare out the window at the players’ entrance to the ballpark.

      “AJ.”

      Glancing at him, I smile. “I’m keeping all my options wide open. Including Miami.” I reach over to shake his hand. “Thanks for coming down for the meeting.”

      He shakes my hand, but I can tell he’s got more he wants to say. A lot more. But I get out of the car and head inside to prepare for my start. That’s what I need to be focused on today. I’ll have time after the game to figure out what’s next.

      
        
        MARIA

      

      

      Austin’s parents greet me warmly when I join them in yet another VIP section near the third-base line. We have a perfect view of the mound, which is the only thing any of us want to see today. Everly lets out a happy squeal when she sees me, and Austin’s dad hands her over to me.

      I’m moved by the greeting as I take her into my arms and kiss her chubby cheek. “Hi, pumpkin. How’re you today?”

      “Dada play.”

      “That’s right. Dada’s pitching today. Are you excited to watch him?”

      Everly nods, making her blond curls bob adorably. She’s wearing a Baltimore Orioles sun hat and a tiny jersey with Jacobs on the back. She settles on my lap and stays there through the top of the first while the Orioles are at bat.

      She lets out a squeal when Austin takes the field for the bottom of the first. “Dada!”

      “There he is,” Deidre says, standing to clap for her son.

      He finds us in the stands and blows a kiss to Everly.

      She blows one back, and I’m slayed by their cuteness.

      Everly wants to sit on her grandpa’s shoulders to watch Austin pitch, so I pass her back to him and give Austin my full attention. I love watching his intense concentration, the silent communication with his teammates and the way he uses his entire body to power his fastball. Even though I’m a huge Marlins fan, I find his domination over the Marlins hitters sexy as hell.

      In the seventh inning, the O’s are up five to two, when the manager comes to the mound to pull Austin from the game.

      As he leaves the field, probably for the last time in a Baltimore uniform, the Orioles fans in the crowd give him a warm ovation that he acknowledges with a tip of his cap and a smile that seems directed right at me.

      On the way into the dugout, he blows a kiss to Everly.

      “Dada!”

      “He’s working for a little while longer,” Deidre tells her granddaughter. “And then we can see him.”

      That seems to pacify Everly, who decides she wants to sit with me again. First, her grandmother insists on applying more sunscreen, and then she can come sit with me. As I hold Everly in my arms, it occurs to me all over again that this child is alive today because of me and the miracles of modern medicine.

      To look at her now, you’d never know that she was so terribly ill just over a year ago. As I hold her sturdy little body in my arms, I pray that she’ll continue to grow and thrive and that her remission will hold indefinitely. The thought of the disease coming back is terrifying to me, and I only just met her. How in the world do Austin and his family cope with that possibility?

      “Tomorrow’s supposed to be a total rainout,” Jeff says after scrolling through his phone. “The game’s canceled, and this’ll be the season ender for both teams.” A groan goes through the crowd as the news hits about tomorrow’s game being canceled.

      I immediately wonder if that means Austin will leave tonight rather than Tuesday morning. And why does the thought of him going sooner make me feel me so flattened? Because you knew he was here for only the weekend, and you let yourself get caught up in the craziness. And now you’re going to pay for that when he leaves and you’re right back where you started—alone and falling for a man who doesn’t live here and probably never will.

      I watch the last two innings of the game, making conversation with Deidre and Jeff and helping to keep Everly entertained, while trying to hide my turmoil from them. All Everly wants is to see Dada, and we must explain to her a hundred times that Dada is still working. She can’t see him on the field, so she doesn’t like that explanation.

      By the time the game ends with a win for Austin and the O’s, we’re all ready to get out of there.

      “We’re going to get this cranky girl back to the hotel to finish packing before our flight,” Deidre says. “It’s been so lovely to meet you and spend this time with you, Maria. I hope we’ll see you again sometime.”

      I hug her. “I hope so, too.”

      Jeff is holding Everly, so I give her a kiss on the cheek. “Be a good girl for Gamma and Papa,” I tell her.

      She reaches for me, so I take her from Jeff and give her a hug. “Take care, sweet girl.”

      I hand her back to her grandfather, wondering if I’ll ever see any of them again. We walk out of the stadium together and go our separate ways. Everly waves to me until I’m out of sight. I navigate post-game traffic on the way home, my emotions all over the place. I haven’t done any of my Sunday stuff, so I take a detour and hit the grocery store to get what I need for lunches this week. When I return home, I change into a T-shirt and leggings and curl up on the sofa to watch the SportsCenter breakdown of Austin’s last outing in an O’s uniform, all the while wondering why I feel so heartbroken.

      Nothing has really changed, I tell myself, even as I know that everything changed when he came to my home on Friday night and turned my world upside down even more than he already had prior to that.

      I can’t help but wonder what happens now.

      
        
        AUSTIN

      

      

      After the game, we’re told that tomorrow’s game is canceled. My high from notching a final win for the season quickly becomes a low when I realize the team will be flying back to Baltimore tonight rather than Tuesday morning.

      Just that quickly, I make a decision. “Guys, could I have a minute?”

      The usual uproar in the locker room that follows a win takes a second to die down. One of the other guys whistles sharply to get the attention of those who didn’t hear me.

      “Shut up,” Santiago says to two of the younger guys. “AJ wants to say something.”

      I smile at my friend, who rolls his eyes. “Listen, I just wanted to say thank you for six great years in Baltimore. I have no idea what this off-season holds for me, but we all know I probably won’t be back with you next year. Even though this is the end of the road for us as a team, I hope you’ll all keep in touch. I’ll be rooting for you guys from wherever I end up.”

      I see Mick, the rest of the coaching staff, the trainers, front office people and one of the owners have stepped into the room. I nod at them as I look around at the others, allowing my gaze to land on each of my teammates. “For the rest of my life, I’ll never forget the way all of you, your significant others and this organization stepped up for me and my family when my daughter was sick.” My voice wavers on the word daughter. I need to quit while I’m ahead. “Thank you seems so insignificant, but it’s all I’ve got. That’s it. That’s what I wanted to say.”

      After a rousing round of applause, each of the guys hugs me, slaps me on the back, wishes me good luck with free agency and promises to keep in touch. I hug the coaches, trainers, Erica and others from the front office. Mick is the last one left, and he gives me a gruff one-armed pat on the back.

      “Thanks for everything, Coach.”

      “Been a pleasure, AJ.”

      “I’m gonna hang here for a couple of days, so I won’t be on the flight.”

      “Thanks for letting me know. Talk to Erica if you need the hotel room extended.”

      “I will. Thanks again, Coach.”

      “Take care of yourself and your little girl, AJ. We’re all pulling for her.”

      “Means the world to me. I’ll definitely be in touch.”

      The guys file out of the locker room, headed to catch the bus to the hotel, where they’ll grab their stuff before continuing to the airport to go home early. By the end of the season, we’re all ready to get home to our families and be off the travel grind. Under normal circumstances, I’d be the first one on the bus, ready to get home.

      However, nothing about my circumstances is normal right now. I huff out a laugh at how quickly everything has changed. It took one hour in Maria’s presence the other night to upend my plan for the off-season. I toss my equipment bag in the pile to go back to Baltimore and head out to get on the bus for the ride to the hotel. I take the elevator to the suite I reserved for my parents and Everly after it was decided we’d be doing something with Maria at yesterday’s game.

      Everly lets out a scream when I walk in. “Dada!” She runs across the room and launches herself into my arms, knowing I’ll always catch her.

      The greeting I get from her every time I come home to wherever she is makes me feel ten feet tall. I scoop her up and lift her over my head, her smile revealing sweet baby teeth. I never gave much thought to how cute baby teeth are until she had them. Every part of her is perfect to me. I give her a squeeze that has her wrapping those pudgy arms around my neck in the stranglehold that tells me I’m home. I love her unreasonably.

      “Miss Cranky Pants is all smiles now that Dada is here,” Mom says. “She’s been a bear since they took you out of the game. She put on quite a show for Maria.”

      My heart skips a happy beat at the mention of Maria. “My baby isn’t a bear.” I make a face that has Everly giggling. “Are you a bear, Pooh?”

      “No bear.”

      “The words are coming fast and furious all of a sudden,” Mom says.

      “Thank goodness for that.” Her developmental delays have been a source of grave concern to me and my parents. The doctors haven’t been as worried, so we’ve tried to chill and let her come around to talking on her own time, but we’re all thankful that time seems to have finally arrived.

      “Is the team heading back to Baltimore tonight, son?” Dad asks.

      “Yep.”

      “What time do you guys fly out?” Mom asks.

      “They’re leaving around seven thirty.”

      “You’re not going with them?”

      “I was thinking Ev and I might hang out here for a few more days.”

      “And do what?” Mom asks.

      “Enjoy the pool and the beach and the time together.”

      Mom raises a brow the way only a professional mother can do. “And that’s all?”

      As the son of a professional mother, I’m wise enough to know when I’m cornered by the expert. “I’d also like to spend some more time with Maria.”

      Mom claps her hands and then fist-pumps the air. “Yes! I knew it!”

      I glance at Dad, who shrugs. “You know how your lovely mother can be when she catches the scent of romance with any of her sons.”

      “I know all too well.” Mom despised Kasey and never tried to hide it, and that was some kind of fun, let me tell you. That she’s so happy I’m staying to spend more time with Maria is a good sign, and one I don’t take lightly. It was horrible being involved with someone my mom actively disliked, and that she turned out to be so right about Kasey is another thing that still rankles all these years later. I should’ve listened to her concerns, but if I had, I wouldn’t have Everly. So there is that…

      “She’s absolutely lovely,” Mom says of Maria.

      “Is she? I haven’t noticed.”

      “Oh, please, Austin, tell that to someone who doesn’t know you the way I do. I told your father last night after dinner that there’s something brewing between you two, and you know how much I love to be right.”

      Dad and I share a long-suffering eye roll. My mom had to become scrappy, being the only woman in a family full of men, and she more than holds her own with us.

      “Why don’t you let us take Everly home with us so you two can have some time alone together?” Mom says.

      As much as I’d love to be alone with Maria, I can’t do that to Ev after all the time we’ve spent apart during the season. “Thanks for the offer, but I want to be with Ev, too.”

      Everly squeezes my neck, which is her way of voicing her approval. “Dada.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I can’t bear the thought of being separated from her so soon after the last road trip. “Yeah, I am.”

      Mom pats my face the way she used to when I was little. “You’re a wonderful father, Austin. You make me so proud—on and off the field.”

      “I love her.”

      “I know, son.”

      “Let me ask you this…” I take a deep breath and let it out, hoping they’re going to go for my other idea. After all they’ve done for me and Ev, I’d never remove her from their daily lives for months on end if I can avoid that.

      “What’s up?” Dad asks.

      “What would you guys think of spending the winter here in Miami?”

      Mom looks at Dad and then back at me. “Like move here?”

      “Temporarily. We’re going to be moving somewhere by spring. Why not spend the winter in the warm sunshine?”

      “Everly’s doctors are in Baltimore,” Mom reminds me, as if I need the reminder.

      “I’m aware of that, but she could have checkups here in consultation with them. We could work something out.”

      “Is this because of Maria?” Mom asks.

      Though my inclination is to keep my private life private, this involves them, too, so I look her in the eye and tell her the truth. “Yes.”

      She does the clapping thing again, and while I want to be exasperated with her, I feel the same way she does. “I love this so much.”

      “So you’ll think about winter in Miami?”

      “How do you see this working?” Dad asks.

      “I find a house to rent with room for all of us, we drive down and spend the winter.” Could it really be that simple? I’ve got a few months off, they’re retired, so why not?

      “When did you decide to do this?” Mom asks.

      “Uh, over the last couple of days?”

      “Since you met Maria in person,” Mom says with a knowing nod.

      “Something like that.” I’m amused by her when I’m normally super resistant to anything that smacks of maternal prying into my love life. But I can’t deny that Maria is the reason I’m making a whole new plan for the off-season from the one we had a few short weeks ago. We’d talked about spending part of the winter with my brother Asher in Arizona.

      “We promised Ash we’d spend a few weeks with him,” Dad reminds Mom.

      “We can still do that,” Mom says. “It’d help Austin to have us here with him so he can spend time with Maria when Everly is in bed at night.”

      “I like how you think, Mom.”

      “Whatever we can do to help you spend more time with that wonderful girl. Have I mentioned that I absolutely love her?”

      “You might’ve said something to that effect.”

      “Dad and I will go home and start packing.”

      “Just like that?” Dad asks, seeming amused. I knew I wouldn’t have to try hard to convince him. He’d love nothing more than to spend the winter playing golf, and he doesn’t care where that happens. As long as Everly is part of the package, I figured he’d be on board.

      “Just like that,” Mom says.

      When she makes up her mind about something, there’s no point in arguing with her. I love when that works to my advantage. “I know I say it all the time, but you guys really are the best.”

      “Are you kidding? Our friends back in Wisconsin will be green with envy that we’re spending the winter in Miami while they’re buried under two feet of snow. We appreciate that you made it possible for us to retire early and enjoy this ride with you and Ev.” Mom goes up on tiptoes to kiss my cheek. “Does Maria know you’re staying or thinking about spending the winter here?”

      “Nope.” I can’t wait to surprise her.

      Mom smiles. “I love this. I can’t wait to hear how she reacts.”

      “You and me both.”
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        MARIA

      

      

      I don’t hear from Austin after the game, but I watch the extensive coverage of his twenty-second and final win for the season, including the perfect game in Detroit. I absorb the speculation about where he might end up next year like a crazy stalker.

      “My money’s on Seattle.” The commentator goes into a lengthy explanation about why he feels the Mariners would be the best fit for Austin and how they’re likely to make the most lucrative offer. “I’ll tell you one thing, Mike. It’s a very good time to be Austin Jacobs.”

      “For sure. I hear Vegas is taking odds on where he’ll end up in what’s sure to be the big story of this off-season.”

      I’m stunned to see footage of myself on the field from yesterday’s ceremony.

      “This time last year, things were anything but certain for the ace pitcher. His little girl was battling a life-threatening illness, his career was on hold, and it was anyone’s guess as to whether we’d ever see Austin Jacobs take the mound again. Thanks to Maria Giordino in Miami, Everly Jacobs received a life-saving bone marrow transplant and achieved full remission. Her dad was back to work with a vengeance this season and is a shoo-in for another American League Cy Young Award. We’ll be following AJ’s story this off-season, and we’ll be sure to keep you posted.”

      I hang on their every word. It’s surreal to me that I could have any stake in where he ends up playing next season.

      I check my phone, surprised there’s still nothing from him.

      I think about texting him, but I don’t want to bother him while he’s with his teammates, preparing to return to Baltimore.

      Knowing he’s on his way out of town leaves me feeling empty and depleted. It’s the lowest of lows after the highest of highs. “This is what you get for allowing yourself to be carried away by a man who doesn’t live here.” I get out the leftover salad from Friday night, add some grilled chicken and use the last of the house Italian dressing from my takeout order. Sitting at the counter, I try not to relive the momentous kiss that occurred right here about forty-eight hours ago, but that proves impossible.

      I relive that stupendous kiss a thousand times while forcing myself to eat food I don’t really want, pushing lettuce around on my plate until it’s wilted and inedible. I wash the small amount left down the garage disposal, put the plate in the dishwasher and tear up at the sight of our plates from Friday night still waiting to be run through.

      “Now you’re going to cry over dirty plates? I’m starting to actively hate you.” I turn on the dishwasher, angry-clean the kitchen until it’s sparkling and make my lunch for tomorrow. It’s time to get my shit together and return to my workweek routine.

      I’m on my way to an early bedtime when someone knocks at my door. Figuring it’s Carmen coming with wine therapy, I throw open the door and blink a couple of times before my brain catches up with the fact that Austin is there with Everly on his shoulders.

      “We were wondering if you know where we can get some ice cream around here.”

      “Wh-what’re you doing here? I thought you were gone.”

      “Nope.” He’s smiling and clearly pleased with himself because he can tell he’s completely shocked me by showing up at my door.

      “Rie!” Everly says.

      “That’s her name for you,” he says. “The words are starting to come. Ev, tell Rie what we want for dessert.”

      “Scream!”

      “That’s right. What do you say, Rie?”

      Could they be any cuter? “I say scream sounds good, and I know just the place.” I step back from the doorway. “Come in. I need to change.”

      “Hey,” he says.

      I glance at him, trying to ignore the light-headed, breathless way I feel when he’s around—and even when he isn’t.

      “This is okay, right?”

      “Of course. I’m thrilled to see you guys. I just thought…”

      “I know, and we’ll talk about that. After scream.”

      “Make yourselves at home. I’ll be quick.” I run into my bedroom and try to figure out what to wear for scream with Austin and Everly. I’ve got folded laundry in the basket that I rifle through, finding shorts, bra and a T-shirt. Once I’m dressed, I go into the bathroom to brush my hair and teeth, put on mascara and lip gloss.

      I wish I had another hour to prepare, but they’re waiting for me, so I put on flip-flops and rejoin them in the living room.

      Austin is wearing a Nike T-shirt and shorts, and to look at him, you’d never know he’s an award-winning professional baseball player. Right in this moment, he’s just a dad with a little girl who wants scream.

      “Ready when you are.”

      He picks up Everly and leads the way out of my place.

      I’m so rattled, I nearly forget my keys. The last thing I want to do tonight is call my uncle to come let me into my place. I grab the keys, go down the stairs and find Austin buckling Everly into a car seat.

      “Where’d you get the car?”

      “Rented it earlier.”

      “Where’re your parents?”

      He checks his watch. “About to take off for Baltimore.”

      “So wait… They left, and you…”

      After closing Everly’s door, he leans in to kiss me. “We stayed.”

      “Oh.”

      Grinning, he opens the passenger door and holds it for me. “Madam.”

      Completely frazzled by this unexpected bonus time with them, I get in the car and put on my seat belt.

      He gets in and does the same. “Where to?”

      I direct him to Azúcar on 8th Street, which is only a few blocks from my house. We actually could’ve walked, but I’m so rattled that I never thought to suggest it. “We can park at the restaurant lot and walk from there.”

      A few minutes later, he pulls in behind Giordino’s, and we walk the short distance from there.

      “Cute place,” he says when he sees Azúcar.

      “They have the best scream in Miami.”

      “You’re the boss.” Austin, who’s got Everly in one arm, places his free hand on my lower back to guide me inside.

      “What’s your favorite?” he asks when we contemplate the menu.

      “Café con leche, which is their Cuban coffee and Oreo flavor.”

      “Yum. That sounds good to me. Ev, what do you feel like? You want to try the s’mores or the birthday cake?”

      “Cake!”

      “Cake it is.” Austin orders for all of us, and when he reaches for his wallet, I take Everly from him as if it’s the most natural thing in the world to hold her while he pays.

      She comes to me, but she keeps her gaze fixed on him as if she’s concerned he might get away.

      With cones for us and a cup for Everly, we make our way to a table on the sidewalk. It’s a warm early-autumn night, and I’m thrilled to be spending it with them.

      Everly is focused on her ice cream as Austin keeps a close eye on her to make sure it doesn’t end up all over her.

      “I thought you guys were going back to Baltimore tonight.”

      “The team took off an hour ago, but I decided to hang out here for a bit.”

      “For how long?”

      He shrugs. “Haven’t decided yet.” Nodding at my melting cone, he says, “Eat your scream.”

      Everly pipes up. “Rie! Scream!”

      I love the name she’s given me and how cute she is in a pink-and-yellow-striped shirt with pink shorts and her blond curls in a ponytail.

      “Do what the lady tells you, Rie, and eat your scream!”

      Everly giggles at the way he mimics her.

      I’m captivated by how cute they are together, by the way he mops up the ice cream on her face without missing a beat and by the obvious love they have for each other. They make me want to be part of them, part of what they have with each other. So much for protecting my heart in the face of their crazy cuteness.

      “So…” I raise a brow, hoping he will fill in the blanks for me.

      “So… I decided to hang in Miami for a while since the season is over, and I can do what I want.”

      “How long is a while?”

      He shrugs as if he hasn’t a care in the world, which he probably doesn’t since he’s on vacation for the next few months. “We haven’t decided yet.”

      Is he being intentionally vague, or is it just my imagination? “What do you guys have planned for your time in Miami?”

      “Lots of hotel pool time, right, Ev?”

      “Rie! Pool!”

      His smile lights up his handsome face and makes him even dreamier than he is when he’s not smiling. He is inordinately blessed when it comes to sexiness. And watching him lick that cone is making me wonder what it would be like…

      Stop! There’s a child present!

      “We’ve been a little concerned about her speech delays,” Austin says softly while Everly is fixated on her ice cream. “All of a sudden, it’s like a door opened, and the words are coming fast. Pool makes ten new ones today alone.”

      “That’s wonderful.”

      “Pool, Dada.”

      “Tomorrow, pumpkin. First we sleep, then we swim.”

      Everly isn’t sure she likes that answer.

      “I have a feeling I’m in for some early morning swimming tomorrow. What else should we do while we’re here?”

      “You should check out the zoo, the Seaquarium, Jungle Island, the children’s museum and the Venetian Pool in Coral Gables, which is the pool of pools. You could take a picnic to Crandon Park in Key Biscayne, and of course, I’m partial to Little Havana, but I’m not sure that would hold Everly’s attention. Oh, and don't forget the beach.”

      “That all sounds fun. I wish you could join us.”

      “Me, too, but alas, some of us still have to work.”

      “Maybe we could save the picnic and the beach for the weekend if you’re free?”

      “I’m free other than work on Saturday night and brunch on Sunday, but you guys could come to brunch if you’d like to.”

      “We’d love to.”

      “Except…”

      “What?”

      “My whole family comes to brunch, and if I bring you guys, that’s kind of a big ‘statement.’”

      He looks me in the eye. “I’m fine with that statement if you are.”

      “I, uh, well…”

      Laughter on Austin is the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen, hands down.

      “Dada funny,” Everly says.

      “Make that eleven words, and it’s Rie who’s funny, baby.”

      “Rie funny.”

      It’s official. I’m on cuteness overload. And then Austin tugs a pack of wipes from his pocket and efficiently cleans Everly’s hands and face, and I’m just sunk. He’s just…

      Ugh. I can’t. I just can’t.

      As we walk back to the car, I fall deep into my thoughts, wondering what he’s doing here and trying to make sense of him staying after the team left. It’s because of me, right? Duh, of course it is, but what does it mean?

      While he buckles Everly in, I get in the passenger seat and put on my seat belt for the short ride home. What happens now?

      Austin drives us back to my place, and far too quickly, we’re pulling into my driveway.

      I turn to look at Everly. “Thanks for taking me out for scream, Everly.”

      “Scream! Rie!”

      I smile at her. “That’s right. Rie loved the scream. Have fun swimming tomorrow.”

      “Pool!”

      I love how every word she says has an exclamation mark at the end. Who am I kidding? I love everything about her. “Sleep tight, sweetie.”

      Leaving the car running and the AC on low, Austin comes around to open my door and waits for me to get out. He keeps the door open a crack so he can hear Everly.

      “Thanks for the scream.”

      “You’re welcome. Any chance you can come to the hotel to hang out for a little while?”

      “I have to work in the morning.”

      “I won’t keep you too late. I promise.”

      I’m so torn. On the one hand, I want every second I can get with him. On the other, I worry what’ll happen when he leaves, which he’ll do eventually. I’m setting myself up for disaster with every second I spend with him, knowing everything about this is temporary.

      Then he tips his head and flashes that irresistible grin that creates the groove in his cheek, and I’m dead. “Please? Just come for a short time so we can talk?”

      “Okay.”

      “Give me an hour to get Ev down, and then I’m all yours.”

      I’ll be a wreck tomorrow, but I guess I’ll worry about that then.

      “Valet-park and give them my room number. I moved to my parents’ suite, so it’s seven twelve.” He kisses my cheek. “I’ll see you in a bit.”

      He waits until I’m inside before he drives off.

      I pull out my phone and call Carmen.

      “Hey,” she says, “what’s up?”

      “So, um, well… Austin didn’t go back to Baltimore with the team.”

      “What? Shut up! How’d you find out?”

      “When he and Everly showed up at my door and asked me to go out for ice cream.”

      “Oh my God! This is huge!”

      “Calm down, will you?”

      I hear her catching Jason up on what’s happened. “He stayed in town for her.”

      “Carmen! Stop. He’s only here for a little while longer. Nothing has changed.”

      “When are you going to see him again?”

      “He asked me to come to their hotel after he gets Everly down.”

      “And you’re going, right?”

      “For a little while. I have to work in the morning.”

      “Pack a bag so you can go right to work from there.”

      “I’m not doing that.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because!”

      “You can’t think of one good reason not to do that.”

      “His daughter is a good reason. She doesn’t need to see me there when she wakes up.”

      “So be gone when she gets up.”

      “She’s up with the chickens, Car. She’s three. I’m not staying there.”

      “But you are going, right?”

      “For a little while. I guess.”

      “I hate that you’re so dejected about this major development, Mari. There’s no way he’d still be in Miami if he didn’t want to spend more time with you. Tell me you know that.”

      “I do, but… What happens after he spends a few more days here? What then? Every minute I spend with him and Everly, I just get deeper and deeper into this thing, and… I just don’t know if I should be.”

      “Well then, I guess you need to make a decision. If you think Austin could be the one for you, are you willing to do whatever it takes to make it work? At the end of the day, that’s what it comes down to. You can do whatever you want to do, Maria. Anything at all. If this is the man you want, go for it. The details—and that’s what they are, just details—will work themselves out.”

      “You’re like the worst kind of enabler,” I tell her, laughing. “You make it seem so simple.”

      “It is. You care about him and his daughter. Go be with him.”

      “Okay.”

      “And pack a bag, you idiot.”

      Carmen has given me permission to feel all the things, and the feeling I have for him is so big, it takes up every ounce of space inside me.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I think so. This whole thing is terrifying.”

      “And exciting. It’s that, too, right?”

      “Yeah, it is. He’s just…”

      “He’s everything you’ve ever wanted and then some. Go get him.”

      “I’m going!”

      Carmen laughs. “Good, and then call me tomorrow and let me know how it goes.”

      “I will. Thanks for talking me down off the ledge.”

      “That’s what I’m here for. Love you.”

      “Love you, too.”

      I end the call and go into my room to pack a bag because Carmen told me to. I refuse to delve any deeper into the many reasons why it might be a bad idea. I’m well aware of the myriad reasons. Apparently, I no longer care.
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      I end the call with Maria and do a happy dance around the master bedroom while Jason watches me from bed.

      “Big development in the Maria saga,” he says.

      “A huge development! Austin stayed in Miami after the team left! He stayed for her!”

      “That is huge.”

      I throw my arms over my head and add some boogie to my dance. “This is the most exciting thing to happen since you pulled up to my hospital in a black Porsche with a blonde riding shotgun.”

      He laughs. “As I recall, you didn’t think it was exciting at the time. I believe the word you used was predictable?”

      “We got past that, didn’t we?”

      “Not until I bailed you out of jail.”

      I continue my dance on the California-king-size bed. “You’re not allowed to talk about jail.” Somehow, we’ve managed to keep the fact that I landed in jail twice on the day we met from my parents and grandmothers. I plan to keep it that way.

      He watches my every move, the way he always does. “I can’t help that jail will always be part of our story.”

      I love him madly, passionately, eternally. However… “If you keep talking about that, you’re going to slip up in front of my parents and grandmothers one of these days.”

      “Nah. If it hasn’t happened yet…” He holds out a hand to me. “Come down here and bring some of that energy to your fiancé.”

      I land on the bed and crawl on top of him, loving the way his arms come around me and his lips find mine in a hungry, passionate kiss. It’s always like this between us, hot and sexy and fun and so, so sweet after the years I spent in the pits of grief after Tony was murdered.

      Jason has restored my faith in love and life and happily ever after, but that doesn’t mean I don’t worry about him every time he leaves the house. I do, and I probably always will after having seen how suddenly the one I love most can be taken from me without warning.

      “Why did you just get tense?”

      “I didn’t.”

      He massages my shoulders. “Yes, you did.”

      “I was thinking about how much I love you.”

      “And that makes you tense?”

      “When you love someone as much as I love you, it comes with… concerns about something happening, especially when it’s happened before.”

      “Ah, baby, I don’t want you thinking like that.”

      “I can’t help it.”

      “I only want you thinking about happy things, like our wedding and honeymoon and how much fun we’re going to have in Turks, not to mention the rest of our lives.”

      “That’s what I’m mostly thinking about.”

      “Nothing will happen to me.”

      “You don’t know that, so please don’t make promises you can’t keep.”

      “I understand where this is coming from, sweetheart, but I don’t want you being worried about me all the time.”

      “I’m trying to keep it under control, but with the wedding coming soon, I’m a little more anxious than I’ve been in a while.”

      “What can I do?”

      I snuggle into his embrace, experiencing the same feelings of overwhelming attraction that I’ve had toward him since the day we met. If anything, it’s only grown in the fifteen months we’ve been together. “This helps. It always helps.”

      “I’m always happy to hold you, but I want to know if the stress is getting to you. Do you promise to tell me?”

      “I will.”

      “Everything will be okay. Think about Maria and keep doing your happy dance.”

      “I’m trying. I really am.”

      
        
        MARIA

      

      

      I make myself watch HGTV for thirty minutes so I won’t be tempted to get to the hotel too soon. While I keep my gaze fixed on the TV, I refuse to think about anything other than paint, lighting, tile and cased doorway openings. On the way out, I grab the bag I packed at Carmen’s direction and the lunch I made earlier for tomorrow from the fridge and take it with me, hoping there’s a fridge in his suite.

      There’s almost no traffic this time of night, and I get to the hotel ten minutes before my allotted hour is up. I turn over the car to the valet, give him Austin’s last name and room number and am looking for a seat in the lobby to kill a few more minutes when my phone chimes with a text.

      Ev is down for the count. I’m all yours. He includes his room number.

      And yes, my overly involved heart skips a beat at the idea of such an extraordinary man being all mine. I type in a reply. On the way up.

      He responds with all emojis that convey his happiness.

      I’m a silly fool on the road to ruin, but what a way to go. I get off the elevator on the seventh floor and follow the signs to his room. I’m about halfway down the hallway when I see Austin standing in the doorway waiting for me.

      His smile lights up my world, and I run to him, not caring for a second about the many ways it could go bad, not when he’s right here with me and nothing has ever felt better than being with him.

      He catches me, wrapping me up in his strong arms, and holds on tight. “There you are.”

      “Here I am.”

      Without letting me go, Austin walks us into the room, and the door closes with a loud clunk. He presses me against the wall and kisses me with the same desperation I feel for him. My bag drops to the floor, and my arms end up around his neck, my fingers buried in his hair as my tongue tangles with his.

      I lose all sense of time and place and anything that isn’t him and me and us and this, this amazing thing between us that only seems to become more so every time we’re together. But then I remember the things I wanted to tell him. I slowly withdraw from the kiss but keep my lips close to his.

      “I brought a bag with my work stuff.”

      “That’s the best news I’ve had all day.”

      “Better than winning your twenty-second game of the season?”

      “Way better.”

      “Can I put my lunch for tomorrow in your fridge?”

      “My fridge is your fridge, and in case I forget to tell you, you’re super cute.”

      “Because I make my lunch?”

      “That and every single other thing about you.”

      I’m already completely crazy about this guy, and then he has to go and be sweet, too. “I have conditions.”

      He kisses my neck, and it’s all I can do not to whimper from the sensations that spiral through me like an out-of-control fever. “Name them.”

      “I don’t want Everly to see us together in bed.”

      “She won’t. She’s got her own room, and she won’t stir until about six. I’ll move to the sofa before she gets up.”

      “Okay.”

      “What else?”

      “I want to know how long you’re going to be here and what we’re doing.”

      “I’m actually thinking about wintering in Florida this off-season.”

      I pull back from him to determine if he’s being serious. He is. “Really?” My voice sounds squeaky and high-pitched.

      He grins at my reaction. “Uh-huh.”

      “Because of me?”

      “No, because of the sunshine and palm trees.” He kisses my nose. “Of course because of you.” Taking my hand, he bends to grab my bag and then leads me into the spacious suite. “Have a seat.”

      As I sit on the sofa, curling my legs under me, I have so many questions but can’t seem to organize my thoughts to ask any of them. He’s knocked the wind right out of me with this news.

      Austin stashes my lunch in the fridge, brings me a glass of Chardonnay and a beer for himself and sits next to me, turning to face me. With his free hand, he plays with my hair as he stares at my lips. “What do you want to know?”

      “Everything. What you’re thinking and feeling and planning.”

      “After the game today, when we found out tomorrow’s game was canceled, I felt sick knowing we’d be leaving for Baltimore a whole day and a half earlier than planned. But then it occurred to me that I didn’t have to go. Our season is over as of today. I can do whatever I want, and what I want is to be with you—and Everly. So I told Coach I was going to hang here for a bit, said my goodbyes to the guys and here I am, right where I want to be. With you, and my little girl sleeping close by.”

      “And you, you’re going to stay, for the winter…”

      “If you want me to.”

      “Of course I do. I’m just… What about after that?”

      “I honestly don’t know. I’m keeping all my options open, and right now, it’s a waiting game. But here’s what I’m thinking… We spend the winter together, as much as we can, dating, hanging out with Ev, doing our thing. And in the spring, we see where we’re at and what we want to do.”

      “You make it sound so simple, like I could spend the winter with you and Everly, and then you guys could leave to go somewhere else like it’s no big deal.”

      He cups my face, caressing my skin with his thumb. “It’s already a big deal for me. Why do you think I’m still here?”

      “I can’t believe you stayed.”

      Leaning in as he smiles, he says, “You can’t? Really?” He takes my glass from me, puts it on the table next to his beer bottle and kisses me again. Before I know what’s what, we’re wrapped up in each other, straining for more. “I know there’s so much up in the air and so many things we don’t know, but one thing I do know is how much I want you in my life.”

      “I want that, too. I want you and Everly.”

      “Come to bed with me, Maria. Be with me.”

      Recalling what Carmen said about details and how they work themselves out, I give a subtle but definitive nod. “I assume you have what we need for this?”

      Smiling, he says, “You assume correctly.” He stands, gives me a hand up and leads me toward two closed doors, pointing to the one on the right. “I want to look in on Ev real quick.”

      “Could I come with you?”

      “Of course.” He releases my hand, and we tiptoe into Everly’s room where she’s sound asleep and cute as a bug in a pink nightgown. Austin pulls the covers up over her shoulder and kisses the top of her head.

      I gesture toward her, silently asking if I can kiss her, too.

      He steps aside to let me in.

      I kiss her forehead and breathe in the baby shampoo scent of her hair. And then I follow her father out of the room and into the room next door.

      Austin leaves both doors cracked so he can hear Everly.

      “What if she wakes up?”

      “She usually doesn’t.”

      “But if she does?”

      “I’ll hear her. Don’t worry.”

      I’m worried about everything, not that I want to spoil this special moment by telling him that.

      But he seems to figure that out for himself as he puts his arms around me. “Don’t worry about anything, sweet Maria. We’re going to take this one day at a time and figure it out. I know it’s a lot to ask of you, to come on this ride with me, but you’ve become one of the most important people in my life, and I want to be with you. Tell me that’s what you want, too.”

      “It is. Of course it is. It’s just what happens later that worries me.”

      “I know, and all I can do is promise you that I’ll keep you in the loop as much as I can, and we’ll talk about what’s going on and figure it out.”

      “Okay.”

      “I’m going to try really hard not to disappoint you.”

      “I’ll try really hard not to disappoint you.”

      “You never could.”

      “I probably could.”

      “But you won’t. I know that about you already, and the only way I’ll disappoint you is if I end up far away from you for months on end. That’s the only thing you have to worry about where I’m concerned.”

      He’s telling me, in no uncertain terms, that he’ll never cheat on me.

      I appreciate that he knows what that means to me. “Same. And I’d never, ever, ever leave your child home alone, either.”

      “I already knew that, but thanks for confirming. Is there anything else you need to know?”

      So many things, but he’s given me everything I need to feel good about where we are right now. “Not at the moment.”

      “I have one other thing I want you to know… Since the first time we talked all those months ago, I felt a connection to you that I’ve never felt for anyone else.”

      “I felt it, too. I couldn’t wait until we could talk freely at the one-year mark. I kept telling myself not to blow it up into a big deal, but it was far too late for those sorts of warnings.”

      “I thought about you all the time and would think how crazy it was to be so obsessed with someone I’d never actually met. I didn’t know your name yet, and I was fixated on you.”

      “Same. I wondered if the connection was because of what I did for Everly.”

      “It was at first, but it’s about so much more than that now. You know that, right?”

      “I think so.”

      “It is, Maria. Everly brought us together, but everything that’s happened since then is about you and me. And all I want is more of that, of us.”

      “Me, too.” I’m completely lost to this man, and even my concerns about what might happen down the road can’t stop me from fully experiencing this moment with him. I reach up to unbutton his shirt.

      He stands perfectly still as I follow the trail of buttons down, allowing my fingers to brush against his chest and muscled abdomen. I push the shirt off his shoulders, and he flinches when my hand brushes against his left shoulder.

      “Are you sore from pitching?”

      “A little. It’s fine.”

      I place a soft kiss on his left shoulder, and he sighs as his arms come around me. “You should ice it.”

      “I will. Later.” He tugs at my T-shirt, and I step back to let him remove it.

      I’ve always been self-conscious about my extravagant curves, as my mother once referred to them, but the hungry way Austin looks at my full breasts contained by the sexiest sheer bra I own fills me with confidence.

      “You’re so very beautiful, Maria. I’ll never forget the night you sent me your photo. The first time I saw your face… I must’ve stared at that picture for an hour.”

      “Same. I was instantly attracted. Although, I’m sure half the women in America are attracted to the sexy ballplayer with the sweet little girl.”

      “I’m only concerned with one of those women. Her opinion is the only one that matters.”

      “She thinks you’re smoking hot.”

      He laughs even as he seems embarrassed. “Whatever you say.”

      Now that I’m allowed to, I want to touch him everywhere. I run my hands over the well-inked muscles of his chest, back and arms, being careful of his tender left arm. “What’s with all the ink?”

      “Do you hate it?”

      “Nope. It’s actually rather gorgeous.”

      “I’m glad you think so. I love to draw, and it seemed like a good way to display some of my work.”

      “So, wait. You drew this?”

      He nods as I continue to run my hands over him. “You’re making me crazy for you.”

      “Am I?”

      His harsh laugh makes me smile. “You know exactly what you’re doing to me.”

      I kiss his chest and arm, making a circle around him to kiss his back, which is as inked and muscled as the front. While I’m back there, I slide my hands over his ass and give it a squeeze, which has him sucking in a sharp deep breath.

      I’m not sure where this temptress is coming from, but being with him makes me feel free in a way I never did with Scott or the other two guys I’ve slept with. When Austin tells me I’m beautiful, I believe him. I remove my bra, press my breasts to his back and reach around to unbutton his shorts, sliding a hand inside the waistband where I encounter the head of his very hard cock.

      “Maria… If you keep that up, this is gonna be fast…” He grabs my hand and spins around to kiss me with a ferocity he hasn’t shown me before now. There’s a desperate neediness to it that makes my knees feel weak. We come down on the bed without breaking the kiss. His hands are on my breasts, mine are in the back of his shorts. I’ve never wanted anyone or anything the way I want this man who showed me his heart before I ever saw his face.

      He pulls back to look at me. “I want you to know, there hasn’t been anyone since Ev got sick. I’ve been such a mess… This is apt to be over before it starts.”

      I reach up to frame his face with my hands. “You’re not a mess.”

      “I am on the inside.”

      “No, you’re as beautiful on the inside as you are on the outside.”

      He drops his forehead to lean against mine. “So are you. Beautiful through and through.”

      After that, there’re no more words, only longing and desire so hot, it burns me inside and out as we pull at clothes until we’re naked and wrapped around each other.

      In the back of my mind, though, is the fact that his daughter is asleep in the next room. “Could we cover up, just in case?”

      “Yeah, of course.”

      We release each other only long enough to get under the covers, and then we come back together in a tangle of limbs and frantic desire. I’m so carried away by him that I can’t bother to think about anything other than how badly I want him and this and us.

      He breaks the kiss and moves so he’s above me, kissing my neck and along my collarbone and then down to the valley between my breasts. “You have no idea how distracted I’ve been since I saw you Friday night. I’ve wanted to kiss you everywhere, touch you, hold you, make love to you. I can’t believe that was only two days ago. It feels like a lifetime of wanting you.”

      His heartfelt words bring tears to my eyes. I never imagined finding someone like him and now that I have, I already can’t picture my life without him and Everly as part of it.

      He draws my nipple into his mouth, tugging and sucking until I’m half out of my mind and nearly tearing the hair out of his head.

      “Easy, tiger, I’m not ready to be bald quite yet.” He smiles as he kisses his way down the front of me, his lips setting me on fire even before he adds his tongue and fingers between my legs, giving me the fastest orgasm of my life.

      I have to bite my lip to keep from screaming as he goes right back and does it again, leaving me a boneless, quivering shell of the person I was when I walked into his room. I’ve barely begun to recover when I hear the crinkle of the foil wrapper on the condom and open my eyes to watch him roll it on, my mouth watering at the sight of him fully erect for me. I extend my arms to him, encouraging him to come back to me, and then wrap my arms and legs around him as he comes down on top of me. His lips find mine in another frantic kiss that distracts me from the press of his flesh against mine. But only momentarily.

      I gasp and move under him, wanting him right now.

      “Easy, sweetheart. Nice and easy. I never want to forget a second of this.”

      I look up at him, and the way he’s gazing at me is something I never want to forget as he enters me, arousing me to the point of madness. It’s never been like this, but I’ve also never felt for anyone what I have for him from the beginning.

      When he pushes the rest of the way inside me, I again have to hold back the need to scream from the pleasure of it.

      Austin brushes his lips against mine. “Hey,” he whispers.

      I open my eyes to meet his intense gaze. “Hey.”

      “You feel so good, but I knew you would.”

      “Mmm, same.” We move together like we’ve been doing this forever. “So good.”

      “I want you to know something.”

      “Right now?”

      “Right now.”

      “What?”

      “I was more than halfway in love with you before I ever met you.”

      “I was, too.”

      “And now…”

      I nod, because I feel the same thing, but it’s almost too big to put into words.

      He gazes into my eyes as he makes love to me, changing me forever in the span of those minutes when our bodies are joined for the first time. It’s almost surreal, as if this is happening to someone else and I’m watching.

      It shouldn’t surprise me that he’s fierce and physical and demanding in bed the way he is on the field, and the next orgasm powers through me like a tsunami, touching every part of me, especially the heart that now belongs entirely to him.

      “God, Maria…” He thrusts into me, his head thrown back, his muscles tense and his body glistening with sweat as he reaches the peak right after me. He’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen, and I already know I’ll love him forever.
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      My alarm goes off at five a.m., reminding me to move to the sofa before Everly wakes up. My eyes are gritty from a mostly sleepless night, but it was so, so worth it. The last thing I want to do is pull myself away from Maria’s warm, naked body, but I promised her I wouldn’t let Ev catch us in bed together, and I happen to agree it’s too soon for that.

      Not that Everly would mind. She loves “Rie” as much as I do. And yes, of course I love her. How could I not? And no, it’s not about what she did for Everly, although that’s definitely part of it. Like I told her, it’s gone so far beyond that. One email at a time, one conversation at a time, one kiss at a time, she’s worked her way so deep into my heart that I can’t remember what life was like when she wasn’t right in the middle of it.

      And after last night, all I want is more of the way I feel when she’s in my arms. It’s the best feeling I’ve ever had outside of fatherhood.

      I kiss her shoulder and leave her to sleep while I drag myself out of bed, find some shorts, close my bedroom door and head for the sofa to crash until Everly wakes up. I come to sometime later, gasping for air as an impish little face giggles at the reaction she gets to plugging my nose. It works every time, and her delighted belly laughter is a great thing to wake up to, even if it’s at my expense.

      “You think you’re so funny, Miss Everly.”

      “Dada silly.”

      I gather her into my arms and hold her close to me, breathing in the fresh clean scent of her hair and giving thanks, as I do every day, for her return to good health. The images of her, pale, listless, hairless, bruised from endless needle sticks, will stay with me forever. But at moments like this, I see only the sweet, healthy little girl she is now, and I’m so thankful to the woman sleeping in my bed that it brings tears to my eyes.

      I get to have this moment with my baby girl because Maria gave us the ultimate gift. I’ll never forget that.

      I turn on the TV for Ev, find some cartoons and doze for a bit, until she gets restless wanting breakfast. I order room service for three and ask Everly to sit on the sofa for a minute while I go in to wake Maria at seven thirty. She has to work at nine, but I sense she might want some time to get herself together. Also, I have no idea how long it’ll take her to get to work from here.

      Sitting on the edge of the mattress, I kiss her cheek. “Time to wake up, Sleeping Beauty.”

      She groans and burrows deeper into the covers.

      “I’m coming in after you.”

      “So tired.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “You are not.”

      “No, I’m really not.” I nibble on her shoulder. “I ordered breakfast, and it’ll be up soon.”

      “What’re we telling Ev?”

      “That you came to visit and slept over. She won’t think anything of it. Don’t worry.”

      “’Kay.”

      “Um, Maria? You have to get up.”

      “Don’t wanna.”

      “Call out sick.”

      “I can’t,” she says without opening her eyes. “I did that after we broke up.”

      “We never broke up.”

      “I tried to break up with you.”

      “Don’t do that again.”

      Her lips curve into a smile even as her eyes remain closed. “It didn’t work out so well the first time.”

      “Do you have any vacation time?”

      “Some.”

      I kiss a path from her shoulder to her neck. “Why don’t you take a few days so we can hang out? You can help me house hunt.”

      “I’ll see if I can do that. I’m off next Friday for Carmen’s wedding.” She finally opens her eyes. “Would you like to come with me to the wedding?”

      “I’d love to.”

      “My whole family will be there. They’ll be all over us…”

      “Okay.”

      “You say that because you have no idea what you’re in for.”

      “I can handle it.”

      “I’m sure we can bring Everly, too. Carmen won’t care. There’ll be other kids there.”

      “I have to go back to Baltimore and pack for this unexpected winter in Miami at some point. I figure we’ll drive back down so I’ll have my car.”

      “You’re really going to spend the winter in Miami?”

      “I really am. Are you sure you still want me?”

      She takes my hand and gives it a squeeze. “I’m sure.”

      I’m ridiculously relieved to hear that. “Good. Now get up.”

      “Your bedside manner could use some work.”

      I raise a brow. “Really?”

      She giggles. “No, not really. If it was any better, I’d be completely hobbled today rather than only partially hobbled.”

      “You’re hurting?”

      “Just a little. But it’s the best kind of hurt.”

      “Dada!”

      “Duty calls. Come out when you’re ready. I’ll tell her you’re here.”

      “Tell me you ordered coffee.”

      “Of course I did.”

      “Thank you.”

      I kiss her cheek and leave her to return to Everly, closing the bedroom door behind me.

      Without taking her gaze off the TV, Everly pats the sofa next to her, in charge as usual.

      I sit next to her and put my arm around her. “Hey, so last night after you went night-night, Rie came over to visit, and she stayed over.”

      She looks up at me. “Rie?”

      “Yes, she’s here, and she’s going to have breakfast with us.”

      “See Rie?”

      “In a minute.” I pause for a second before I take the plunge. “You like Rie, right?”

      Everly nods.

      “That’s good, honey. I like her, too.” I like her so, so much. Last night was just… I don’t have the words for what it was like to make love with her—three times—and then sleep with her in my arms. I’ve had my share of girlfriends and hookups and the actual “relationship” with Kasey that ended in dramatic fashion with threats and lawyers and enough heartache to keep me single forever.

      But I’ve never connected with anyone the way I have with Maria, and not just in bed. We were fully connected in every other way before we ever got naked together, and that makes our relationship even more meaningful to me.

      Room service delivers our breakfast, and as I wait for Maria to emerge from the bedroom, I find myself breathless with anticipation, knowing she’s in there and coming out to join us any second.

      I set Everly up at the table with oatmeal and orange juice and pour a cup of coffee for myself. Coffee has never tasted better than it does this morning, nor has the bacon I steal from under one of the catering covers.

      “Dada, eat!”

      I love how all her sentences end with exclamation marks now that she’s finding her voice. “I will, sweetheart. I’m just waiting for Rie.”

      “Rie! Scream!”

      It’s all I can do not to crack up. I fear she’s going to be dreadfully spoiled because I find her so damned cute, and I’m always so painfully aware of how close I came to losing her. “No scream before dinner.”

      She takes another bite of oatmeal as she thinks about that. “Why?”

      As I celebrate yet another new word, I choose my own words carefully. “Because ice cream is dessert, and we have dessert after dinner.”

      “Why?”

      “Because that’s the rule.”

      Her little brows come together as she ponders the word rule.

      “And rules are things little girls have to follow so they can grow up to be big and strong.”

      Because she’s seen me lifting weights before, she makes her muscle arms.

      Laughing, I tell her, “That’s right.”

      When Maria finally joins us, I’m using a napkin to wipe the oatmeal off Everly’s face. Maria is wearing pink scrubs and white Nikes. Scrubs have never looked so sexy.

      “Rie! Scream!” Everly squiggles free of me and runs to Maria.

      She picks her up and gives her a loud smooch on the cheek that has Everly giggling.

      My heart is on overload watching the two of them together—one with dark hair and eyes, the other blond and blue-eyed, connected to each other forever through a life-saving gift.

      “Scream, Rie!”

      Maria laughs and tweaks Everly’s nose. “No scream until after dinner, pumpkin.”

      “Rules,” Everly says, frowning.

      “That’s two new words today so far.”

      “What was the other one?”

      “Why.”

      “Oh yikes.”

      “Right?” I take Everly from Maria, return her to her seat to finish her breakfast and pour coffee for Maria.

      She looks tired, but happy. I hope she is, anyway. I want her to be as happy as I am today after a night that changed both our lives, or so I hope.

      “How do you want it?” I ask about the coffee.

      “Black is good.”

      “That’ll put hair on your chest.”

      “Hasn’t yet,” she says with a meaningful look that takes me right back to having my face buried between her gorgeous breasts.

      “I might need to double-check that again later.”

      Her face flushes as she drinks her coffee and tries not to look at me.

      Everly gets up and goes running into her room.

      I hold a chair for Maria. “Have a seat.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I wasn’t sure what you like, so I got a little of everything.”

      “I feel like Vivian in Pretty Woman.”

      I’m not sure what she means. “Wasn’t she a hooker?”

      She laughs. “Edward ordered everything the next morning because he didn’t know what she liked.”

      “The only thing you have in common with her is that you’re a very pretty woman.” Seeing that Everly is occupied in her room, I lean in to kiss Maria. “Very, very pretty.”

      “I’m looking rough this morning. Someone messed with my sleep last night.”

      “If this is you looking rough, I’m going to mess with your sleep every night.”

      “You can’t. I’ll be a monster.”

      “That’s not possible.”

      “Ask my family what I’m like without sleep.”

      “I’ll do that first chance I get. Better yet, I’ll keep you nice and sleep-deprived so I can find out for myself.”

      Everly comes running out of her room with her bathing suit on—backward—and her swim floats hanging around her neck. She looks like a mermaid after a bender as Maria and I laugh.

      “Dada, swim!”

      Maria’s eyes dance with amusement over the rim of her coffee mug. “I bet I know what you’re doing this morning.”

      “Probably all day, which is fine. Whatever my monkey wants to do is good with me. Dada on vacation!”

      “B’cation!”

      “I’m going to have to watch every word I say now that my baby is finding her words.”

      “Word.”

      “And there’re two more.” I shake my head, because part of me wants to weep at how relieved I am to see her catching up to other kids her age as we get further out from her illness.

      Excited to swim, Everly runs around the big room with her floats and flip-flops in hand.

      “I heard a doctor say once that if the words are getting in, eventually they’ll come out,” Maria says.

      “We were told that, too. One of us would tell her to do things, like get her shoes, and she’d come back with shoes—maybe not a matched pair, but they were shoes. The doctor said if she was doing that, eventually she’d say the words. I think it would’ve happened sooner…” Were it not for her illness, but I don’t need to fill in that blank for Maria. She gets it.

      “She’s doing great, Austin. I know it’s so hard not to worry, but she’s absolutely perfect.”

      “Keep telling me that?”

      “Any time you need to hear it.”

      She eats half a cheese-and-bacon omelet and a piece of French toast before gathering her bag and lunch from the fridge to head for work.

      I call down to the valet for her car. “Everly, come say bye to Rie. She has to go to work.”

      “Work!” Everly runs over to hug Maria’s legs.

      Maria bends to kiss the top of her head. “Have fun swimming with Dada.”

      “Dada, swim!”

      “We’re gonna swim, Pooh.” I want to kiss Maria, but I know she won’t do that in front of Everly. “Can we see you for dinner?”

      “I think we can make that happen.”

      “Good.”

      Everly runs off as I walk Maria to the door, where I steal a kiss. “Have a good day.”

      “You, too.”

      “We’ll miss you.”

      “I’ll miss you guys.”

      I kiss her again. “Last night was everything, Maria. Every single thing.”

      “For me, too.”

      I raise my hand to caress her face. “Hurry back.”
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      I drive to work in a fog of sleep deprivation and an overload of bliss. Last night was incredible, right up to the point where I got only about three hours of sleep. I knew at the time I’d pay for it today, and the check is coming due as I stare down a long day running on fumes.

      My phone rings, and I take the call from Carmen.

      “Well,” she says, “how was it, prima?”

      “There are no words.”

      She screams, and I wince. “Easy! I’m sleep-deprived while driving.”

      “Uh-oh. Gonna be a long day, huh?”

      “You know it.”

      “But worth it?”

      “So worth it. So, so, so worth it.”

      “That’s what I wanted to hear. Did you invite him to the wedding?”

      “I did. Can he bring Everly?”

      “Of course.”

      Carmen is being super chill about the wedding, in stark contrast to her first time around when she micromanaged every detail. She’s learned since then, in the worst way possible, that you can’t micromanage life. So she’s kept her focus on herself and Jason and given over the rest of the planning to her mother and grandmothers, who’re in their glory.

      “I’m so, so happy for you, Mari. No one deserves a rip-roaring romance more than you do.”

      “Is that what this is?”

      “You tell me.”

      “It is rather rip-roaring, whatever that is.”

      “It’s the best possible thing when two people who’re destined to be together somehow manage to find each other in this crazy world.”

      “I don’t know if we’re destined to be together, but I’m getting in deeper with every minute I spend with him and Everly. Get this—he’s going to spend the off-season here.”

      “Shut. Up!”

      Since she’s on the Bluetooth, I can’t hold the phone away from my ear, but I can turn down the volume.

      “I can’t believe you’re just now telling me this when we’ve been on the phone for… three whole minutes! That’s the headline!”

      “Not the fact that I slept with him?”

      “No! That’s second to the fact that he’s relocating for you!”

      “Temporarily. Who knows where he’ll be by the spring?”

      “Who cares? We know where he’ll be for the next few months.”

      “And what happens to me if they end up three thousand miles away for half the year?”

      “You go with him.”

      I moan. “My whole life is here, Car. You know I’ve never wanted to live anywhere else.”

      “I do know that, and at some point, you may have to choose. But that doesn’t have to happen today. Right now, the only thing you need to worry about is getting through work so you can see them later. Take it one day at a time and try not to get so far down the road with your worries that you fail to enjoy what’s happening right now.”

      “That’s pretty good advice.”

      “I know! You should listen to me.” Carmen pauses before she adds, “I’ve had it twice, that unmistakable thing that can’t be described in mere words. It’s a feeling unlike any other, and having had it and lost it once, I’ll tell you to do whatever it takes to hold on to it for as long as you can, because there’s nothing else quite like being in love with the right person.”

      And now I’m in tears. “I hear you.” Scott wasn’t the right person for me. I know that now. I was in love with him, but I never got back from him a fraction of what I gave him. I already know that won’t be the case with Austin. I knew that before we had sex, and I’m even more certain of it now. Never once did Scott make sure I had an orgasm—or two—before he got what he wanted. Not once. And that should’ve been a huge red flag that he wasn’t the one for me.

      That’s one of a hundred ways Austin is different from Scott. It would be foolish to even try to compare the two—the epitome of apples and oranges.

      “Are you all right?” Carmen asks.

      “I think so.”

      “Be happy in this moment, Maria. It’s all we have.”

      “I’m going to try like hell to do what my very wise cousin is telling me to do.”

      “Excellent. Then my work here is finished—for now. Let’s do dinner one night this week. We’d love to spend more time with Austin and Everly and get to know them.”

      “I’d love that. Maybe tomorrow night?”

      “I’ll check with Jason, but that should be fine. On another note, I’m hearing from reliable sources that Marcus is in a bad way.”

      “Dee told me the skank left him.”

      “I wish it was that simple,” Carmen says with a sigh. “From what I’ve heard, it’s because he’s realized what a huge mistake he made letting Dee get away.”

      That is truly shocking. “No way.”

      “Way.”

      “Are you going to tell her that?”

      Carmen groaned. “I have no idea what to do. You tell me.”

      “Ugh, I don’t know, either. It took her forever to move past him, and then when he got married…”

      “Sounds like he married her on the rebound. People do dumb stuff like that and then live to regret it.”

      “Let’s talk to her when she gets here next week for the wedding.”

      “Yeah, that’s a good idea,” Carmen says. “I don’t want her stewing about it for a week in New York where she can’t do anything about it.”

      “For sure. We’ll help her figure out what to do. I gotta run. I’m at the clinic, and there’s a line out the door.”

      “Have a good day.”

      “You, too.”

      “Love you.”

      “Love you, too.”

      I park behind the clinic, gather up my stuff and head inside. My boss, Miranda, is coming out of her office as I walk in. She’s our nurse practitioner and the clinic administrator.

      “Morning.” She’s a tall Black woman in her early fifties who started the clinic thirty years ago with her late husband, who was a doctor from Cuba. I’ve learned so much about community health, nursing, compassion and social justice from her.

      “Morning. I see we’re already in for a busy day.”

      “You know it.” She takes a closer look at me. “Are you okay?”

      I stop short. “I’m fine. Why?”

      “You look tired maybe.”

      “I didn’t sleep well last night.” Because I was having mad, crazy sex with the hottest guy on the planet, not that I can tell her that.

      She squeezes my arm. “I just made more coffee. Help yourself.”

      “Thanks.” I stash my lunch in the fridge and am pouring coffee when my phone chimes with a text from Jason.

      
        
        Hey, this is officially off the record, but I’m worried about Carmen. She mentioned last night that she’s afraid every time we’re apart that something will happen to me the way it did to Tony. I wanted someone else to be aware so we can make sure she’s well supported ahead of the wedding. Please don’t let on that I told you.

      

      

      It makes me so sad to think of her anxious like that, especially since I haven’t seen or heard any sign of that from her. I write back to him. Thanks for the heads-up, and I won’t say anything. I hate that she’s got that weighing on her, but I guess it’s totally understandable. I think she’ll feel better once she gets past the wedding. She’s juggling a lot right now.

      I realize I’ve been caught up in my own situation and not keeping a close enough eye on her as one of her two maids of honor—and the only one who’s local.

      Yeah, he says. It’s a lot, but I want this to be a happy time for her. Not sure how to reassure her that everything will be okay.

      
        
        Just keep telling her that, and I will, too. I’ll check in with her later. We talked about doing dinner this week, with Austin and Everly. Maybe tomorrow night?

      

      

      The act of typing their names makes me happy. That’s how far gone I am over both of them.

      
        
        I heard they were sticking around for a while, and I’m happy for you! Let’s do that tomorrow night. It’ll be good for Carmen to hang out with you.

      

      

      I send back a thumbs-up.

      My day gets crazy from there with nonstop patients of all ages with a wide variety of health concerns. Many of them have no health insurance, so we’re their only source of medical care, which is a responsibility we take very seriously. It’s satisfying work to serve this population, and even though I could make a lot more money working at a hospital, I love this job and the sense of accomplishment I feel working with our clientele.

      We’re so busy that I eat lunch standing up in the break room.

      One of my patients in the afternoon is a young mother named Sara, who I suspect is being abused by her boyfriend. We’ve developed a rapport over a number of visits, and I keep hoping she’ll let me help her. She’s here for a well-baby visit with her daughter.

      I knock on the door and go in to take the baby’s vitals before she sees Miranda.

      Sara has dark silky hair, tanned skin and big brown eyes. She has a haunted look about her that touches me every time I see her and her baby daughter, Isabella.

      “How are you ladies today?”

      “Doing good.”

      Sara sits on the exam table with Isabella, a chubby, well-cared-for three-month-old. While I weigh and measure the baby, I try to think of something I can say to get Sara talking about her home situation, but my brain is scrambled due to lack of sleep.

      “I saw you on TV the other day,” Sara says.

      “Did you? That was kind of embarrassing.”

      “It’s so great the way you stepped up for that little girl.”

      “I’m just so glad it worked. She’s in remission.”

      “She’s a very lucky girl.”

      “She is, and her dad and grandparents are very devoted to her. Does Isabella have grandparents?”

      Sara nods. “We don’t see them, though. They don’t like her dad, so he doesn’t want me to see them.”

      “What about the rest of your family and friends?”

      “They don’t like him, either.”

      “Do you like him, Sara?” I ask the question as gently as possible, hoping she’ll see me as someone who can help, not make everything worse.

      “Not anymore,” she says, her eyes filling and her lip quivering.

      “Let me help you, honey.”

      “He said he’ll take Isabella if I try to leave him.”

      “We have access to people who can help. Remember all the times you’ve come in with bruises and other injuries you said were from falling or tripping?”

      As she holds the baby close to her, she nods.

      “I’ve documented every one of them in your file. If he’s hurting you, we have proof.”

      “I’m afraid of him,” she says on a sob. “He said he’d kill me if I tried to leave him.”

      “I’m afraid he’ll kill you—or your baby—if you stay. Please let me help you.”

      She lifts her chin in agreement. The slight movement is all I need to act.

      “Stay right here. I’ll be back, and please don’t call or text anyone.” One call or text from the exam room can derail the whole plan. We’re so close to being able to get her help, I don’t want that to happen.

      “There’s no one left to tell. He’s taken them all away.”

      I pat her shoulder. “We’re going to fix that.” I leave the exam room, closing the door behind me, and go into Miranda’s office where she’s working on charts between patients while drinking soup from a mug. “I’ve finally talked Sara into letting us help her.”

      “Thank goodness. What’re you thinking?”

      “I was going to call Sergeant Ramos.” The female special victims detective we’ve worked with in the past is almost always our first call in these situations.

      “Does Sara have family support?”

      “He’s isolated her, but I think her family would be receptive to hearing from her.”

      “Let’s work that angle, too.”

      “Okay, I’m on it.”

      In between checking on other patients, I spend the rest of my day working on Sara’s situation and helping her through the reporting of the abuse she’s suffered at the hands of her partner. Sgt. Ramos is a pro and knows how to keep victims of abuse safe while extricating them from dangerous situations.

      By the time I leave at six, I’m emotionally and physically drained, but relieved to know that Sara and Isabella will be safe in the arms of Sara’s family tonight, with an officer assigned to watch the house in case there’s any trouble. It’s the first step in what will be a long and difficult process, but taking that first step is the hardest part. I made sure Sara knows how proud I am of her for doing it. Now I just pray she won’t waver in her determination and go back to him. That happens far too often.

      In my car, I check my phone for the first time since this morning and find texts and pictures from Austin and Everly, who had a big day at the hotel pool. As I gaze at their sweet faces and happy smiles, my phone chimes with a new text from Austin. What do you feel like for dinner? I’ll get you anything you want.

      I was going to tell him I’m too tired to do anything tonight, but the second I saw their photos, my resolve disappeared. Mexican?

      
        
        On it. ETA?

      

      

      
        
        Going home to shower and change, and then I’ll be over.

      

      

      
        
        We can’t wait.

      

      

      
        
        Neither can I.

      

      

      
        
        Bring your suit. Everly wants to show Rie how good she is at swimming.

      

      

      
        
        Will do.

      

      

      Traffic is bad on the way home, which gives me time to check in with Carmen. Jason’s worries have been on my mind all day, even when I was too busy to breathe.

      “Hey,” she says. “What’s up?”

      “Just checking in on the bride. It occurred to me today that I haven’t been holding up my maid of honor duties by asking what I can do to help with the wedding.” She asked us not to bother with a shower since they’ve lived together for more than a year and already have everything they need.

      “There’s really nothing to do. Mom, Nona and Abuela are large and in charge, which is fine with me. It’s keeping them busy and out of trouble.”

      “And out of your business.”

      “That, too.”

      “I think it’s keeping them out of my business, too. They’ve been pretty chill about everything with Austin.”

      “You can thank me later, but be ready for them to shift their attention your way after next weekend.”

      “Yikes. Thanks for the warning.”

      She cracks up laughing, a welcome sound in light of what Jason shared earlier.

      “You know I’m here if I can do anything for you, right?” I ask her.

      “Of course. I can’t believe it’s already next week!”

      “That’s what happens when you have a three-month engagement.”

      “True.”

      “I’m glad you’re excited. You deserve every happiness, Car. We all want that for you so much.”

      “I know you do. Thanks for holding me up for all the years it took to find Jason.”

      “Always my pleasure to hold you up.”

      “Likewise. Are you seeing Austin tonight?”

      “Yeah, I’m heading to his hotel after I go home to change.”

      “And pack a bag.”

      “And pack a bag.”

      “That’s my girl! Call me in the morning and let me know how round two went.”

      “This’ll be rounds four and above, actually.”

      “Whoa, girl, way to get back in that saddle.”

      That makes me laugh. “I’ve got the saddle sore to prove it.”

      Carmen snorts with laughter. “Best kind of sore. Have fun tonight, and call me in the morning.”

      “Will do. Later.”

      “Later, love you.”

      “Love you, too.” We say that almost every time we talk since Tony died, because we’re now painfully aware that it can always be the last time.

      At home, I grab a quick shower and wash my hair to get any germs from the clinic off me before I see Everly, whose immune system is still fragile. I make my lunch and pack a bag to stay with Austin again, but tonight, there’s going to be a hell of a lot more sleep.

      I realize I forgot to ask Miranda about taking time off later in the week. I shoot her a quick text. I meant to ask you today if you mind if I take a day or two this week? I have friends in town and would love to spend some time with them if you can spare me.

      I always feel guilty asking for time off because the clinic is busy every day, and whenever one of us is out, it’s a grind for everyone else. But Miranda is always preaching self-care, and time off counts.

      
        
        Sure, no problem. Take Thurs and Friday. Jason is here Thurs, so we should be good.

      

      

      
        
        Great, thanks.

      

      

      And with that, my workweek just got two days shorter. Filled with excitement, I drive to Austin’s hotel and valet-park before taking the elevator to his room. I knock on the door and smile when I hear Everly shriek.

      He comes to the door with her in his arms, the two of them sun-kissed from a day at the pool.

      Before Austin can say a word, Everly says, “Rie! Scream! Swim!” As she announces our agenda, she leans toward me, and I take her from Austin.

      He relieves me of my bags, smiling at the way Everly takes over. “Let Rie come in.”

      “Rie! In!”

      “I’m in!” I hug the sweet little girl until she squirms to be let down. After I put her down, she runs off.

      Austin takes advantage of the opportunity to kiss me. “Thought tonight would never get here,” he says between sweet kisses. “Couldn’t wait to see you.”

      “Same. Long day.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, but I’m tired.”

      He puts his arms around me and presses his lips to the top of my head. “I’ll make sure you get a good night’s sleep.”

      “Why do I not believe you?”

      Laughing, he says, “I will. I swear.”

      “Rie! Sleep!”

      He laughs at my impression of Everly. “Rie will get to sleep. I promise.”

      “I took off Thursday and Friday.”

      His grin lights up his entire face. “That’s the best news I’ve had all day. You can help me decide which house to rent for the winter, and then I’m going to go back to Baltimore on Saturday to pack up and get back here in time for the wedding. Does that sound like a plan?”

      “That sounds good, except for the part about you leaving.”

      “I’ll be quick.”

      “I still can’t believe you’re staying for the winter.”

      He kisses me again. “Believe it, baby. There’s nowhere else Ev and I want to be than wherever you are.”
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        AUSTIN

      

      

      That week in Miami with Maria and Everly is one of the best I’ve had in a long time. For the first time since Ev was sick, I find myself truly relaxing in a way I couldn’t when the fear of losing my daughter overtook my every waking moment—and tortured me on the rare times I actually slept. Living with that kind of fear is debilitating, so it’s a huge relief to be regaining the ability to relax and enjoy my life without waiting all the time for disaster to strike.

      Of course, a big reason for my ability to relax is Maria. Her calming presence is just what I need, and I want to be with her all the time. I’ve had her with me since after work yesterday, and we’ve got until I leave for Baltimore Saturday morning to spend together—three nights and two full days of Maria.

      We had dinner with Carmen and Jason last night, which was a lot of fun. Jason is a great dude, and I can see us becoming friends. He promised to hook me up with some golf and cycling when I get back to Miami. And Carmen is awesome. I love the way she and Maria finish each other’s sentences and laugh over their own inside jokes.

      They speak a language all their own, developed over a lifetime of togetherness. I loved being around them and seeing Maria be completely herself with the cousin she adores.

      The only thing Everly has wanted to do this week is swim. We offered her a wide variety of things to do today, but we ended up spending another day at the pool. We’ve already warned her that we’re going to look at houses tomorrow and won’t be going to the pool until later. I’ve let the Realtor know that in addition to two master suites, the house we rent will need to have a pool—with a gigantic fence around it so there’s no chance Everly can get near it without one of us with her.

      Maria’s parents have invited us to their home tonight, but for now, Maria and I are enjoying some time to ourselves while Ev naps.

      “What’re you thinking about?” Maria asks, tracing a path over my chest with her index finger.

      “I’m thinking that being naked in bed with you is my new favorite thing.”

      “That’s not what you were thinking about.”

      “How can you tell?”

      “Because you were tense.”

      “Just for the record, being naked in bed with you is in fact my new favorite thing.”

      “Mine, too, with you that is, but you still haven’t told me what was making you tense.”

      “I was thinking about how we have to find a house with a pool for Ev, but it has to have a gigantic fence around it so I don’t have to worry about her the whole time we live there.”

      “That’s a good point.”

      “Thinking about keeping her safe made me tense, but right before that, I was thinking about how I’m more relaxed than I’ve been since disaster struck last year, and it’s all thanks to you.”

      “This week has been fun. Are you ready to meet my parents and my brothers?”

      “I’m ready. Looking forward to it.”

      “You say that now… When they’re all up in your business, you might be singing a new song.”

      “They’ll be a breeze compared to the baseball media that’s been up in my business during the season.”

      “My dad asked me yesterday where you think you’ll end up. I said I didn’t know, so he’s apt to ask you.”

      “That’s the big question hanging over everything right now.”

      “When will you know?”

      “December, when the winter meetings happen. That’s when all the deals get finalized, but there’ll be lots of talking and stuff in the meantime, and it really kicks into gear after the World Series. My agent, Aaron, is on it. I told him to keep me posted but let me enjoy the time off.”

      “Three months is a long time to be up in the air.”

      “I’m counting on you to keep me very well entertained.” Noting the time on the clock on the bedside table, I see that we’ve got another hour before Ev wakes up. “You can start now.” I tip her chin up to receive my kiss. I never get tired of kissing her. In fact, that’s my new second favorite thing to do. Like always with Maria, our kisses quickly become desperate and needy as we strain to get closer to each other.

      I can never get close enough to her.

      Her leg slides between mine, her softness presses against my hard cock, and her sweet scent fills every part of me with fierce desire. I’m completely addicted to her, and it’s getting “worse” by the day, which is fine with me. I have no idea how I’ll leave her for five days to go home to Baltimore to pack and grab my car. That’s going to be a long-ass five days.

      I’m so caught up in her, I almost forget to grab a condom. I pull back from her, stunned by how carried away I got. I never take those kinds of chances, especially not after what I suspect Kasey did.

      “I’m on birth control.” Maria takes my hand to show me the bump in her arm. “Long-term, no pills, no patches, no chance for mistakes.”

      “I wondered what that was. I thought your family had you microchipped.”

      Have I mentioned how much I love her husky, lusty laugh? She laughs like she lives, with everything she’s got. “They’re not quite that bad.”

      “So what you’re saying…”

      “Is there’s almost no chance of me getting pregnant.”

      I ponder that for a second. Every part of me trusts this woman, but I was so burned once before that I’m not sure I can go there, even with Maria.

      Naturally, she knows that, because she’s Maria and she gets me. As she places her hands on my face, her expression open, honest and loving, I feel cared for in a way I’ve never been with any woman. I’m far more accustomed to women who are looking for something from me than I am to someone who seems to want to give me—and my daughter—everything they’ve got. “I’d understand completely if you want to still use condoms.”

      “I trust you. Of course I do.”

      “I know you do, and I know this is an issue for you. I’m just tossing it out there so you know.”

      “Thanks for telling me.”

      “Did I ruin the mood?”

      “It’s not possible for you to ruin my mood when you’re soft and sweet and naked in my arms.”

      She draws me into another of those hot, sexy kisses that make me so crazy for her, and with her breasts pressed against my chest and her legs wrapped around my hips, I decide to see what it’s like without a condom. Just for a second…

      And it takes only that long to figure out what paradise must feel like.

      “Maria… You… I… God.”

      She laughs until I sink deeper into her, and her laugh becomes the best kind of moan.

      “This… I was only gonna… For a second…”

      Laughter has her shaking under me as I try to get myself together to make this good for both of us. With my hands on her hips, I hold her still and lose all sense of time and place and anything that isn’t this, and her, and us. Fuck, we’re so good together, and I love her, I love making love with her, being with her, touching her, laughing with her. I love talking to her and holding her and watching her with Ev, who adores her Rie as much as I do.

      I wrap my arms around her, and she does the same to me.

      We come together, holding on tight to each other through the storm. It’s the best thing I’ve ever experienced with a woman, and it’s all I can do not to tell her how much I love her, how I want her to stay with me forever so I’ll have a prayer of being happy. That’s how vital she’s become to me. That’s how much I need her.

      But I don’t have time for that conversation now with Everly sleeping in the next room and us due at Maria’s parents’ home in an hour.

      “We need a shower,” Maria says after a long period of silence.

      “Uh-huh.”

      She gently pokes my shoulder. “That means you have to move, Austin.”

      “Can’t move. Never been more comfortable.”

      “Everly is going to catch you bare-ass naked and smothering her Rie if you don’t move it.”

      “Only because I don’t feel like explaining why I was smothering her Rie will I move.” I kiss her. “To be continued later.”

      We take turns showering, and by the time I hear Everly stirring in the other room, Maria and I are presentable. We’ve been lucky so far that Ev hasn’t caught us in bed together, but I’m not under any illusions that our luck will last. I hope that by the time it happens, Everly will be so used to seeing us together that she won’t think anything of us sleeping together, too.

      Everly wants us both when she wakes up from her nap, and while Maria helps her pick out a dress to wear to dinner at her parents’ house, I work on taming blond curls into a ponytail.

      “Ow, Dada.”

      “Sorry, Pooh. You’ve got some tangles.”

      “Rie do!”

      “Rie is getting you dressed. I’m doing your hair.”

      “Rie! Hair!”

      I look up at Maria, amused as always by my little boss baby. “And we’ve got another new word.”

      “Let’s switch.” Maria is endlessly patient when it comes to Everly and her many demands—and she assures me that Everly isn’t turning into a brat who barks out orders to everyone around her, which was my fear. In fact, Maria says, she’s becoming a perfectly normal three-year-old.

      A perfectly normal three-year-old. Those are the best words I’ve ever heard, and as I watch Maria efficiently work out the tangles in Everly’s hair, I realize how attached Ev is getting to her and how much more so she’ll be by the end of the winter. We’re going to have to figure this out and make a plan to be together, because living without Maria isn’t an option.

      
        
        MARIA

      

      

      I’m nervous about bringing them home to meet my family, mostly because my parents will take one look at us together and know I’m in love with him—and Everly—and they’ll have tons of questions about what’s going to happen. I have the same questions and no answers, yet. I’m going to have to wait like everyone else until Austin finds out where he’s playing next year, and we won’t know that for certain until December.

      I’ve already realized this relationship is going to change my life, and I’m working on wrapping my head around that. I like things just the way they are—with most of my family and friends nearby, a job that satisfies me and a vibrant community that’s been such a big part of my life. I honestly can’t imagine living anywhere else, but as I stare down five days without Austin and Everly, my thinking is beginning to change.

      And yes, that scares the crap out of me, because after Scott, I promised myself I’d never again rearrange my own situation to fit into someone else’s life. I was like putty, so intent on trying to make myself fit in Scott’s world, trying to make him happy, trying to make our relationship work that I lost myself. I swore I’d never do that again, but now I find myself wondering what it would be like to live part of the year in Seattle or Chicago or Boston or San Francisco or Los Angeles and spend the off-season in Miami.

      It’s also occurred to me that Austin will be twenty-nine early next year. This next contract may well be his last one, so it’s not as if we’re talking about relocating forever. I also know, for sure, that it’s probably far too soon to be this far down the road with what-ifs. But I also know for sure that I want this man and his daughter in my life. In that way, it’s not too soon at all to be thinking ahead.

      Austin drives his rental car as I direct him to my parents’ home in Little Havana. He keeps a hand on my leg as he drives, and as always, his touch makes my blood run hot through my veins. In the back seat, Everly is singing a song of her own creation with jumbled words that make sense only to her. The joyful sound of her voice has both of us smiling as we soak in the moment.

      Austin’s phone rings, and he pulls it from his pocket to hand to me. “Who is it?”

      “Kasey.”

      His expression registers shock as he glances at me. “Decline it.”

      I do what he asks, but I wonder what it means that she’s calling him. “When did you last speak to her?”

      “Months ago.”

      I can’t believe she doesn’t at least regularly check on her daughter, especially after Everly was so ill. But this is the same woman who left a baby home alone, so why am I surprised she doesn’t care enough to check on her? Still, it makes me sad for Everly, and in a weird way, I’m sad for Kasey, because I get to see what she’s missing out on by not being present in Everly’s life.

      “What do you suppose she wants?”

      “Who knows?”

      I have so many other questions, but I decide not to ask them now. Will he call her back? Will she call again?

      We arrive at my parents’ home a few minutes later, and seeing Nona’s car in the driveway, I direct him to park on the street in front of the two-story yellow stucco house where I was raised. An ornate white metal fence surrounds the house and yard, and my mom has filled the window boxes with colorful flowers.

      “Home sweet home,” I tell Austin as we walk toward the garage door, which is open.

      He’s holding Everly’s hand as she skips up the driveway. “It’s really nice.”

      “They work on it constantly. Painting, pruning, planting. That’s how they de-stress from work.”

      “The effort shows. It’s beautiful.”

      “They’re proud of it.” I stop and turn to him. “Don’t forget what I told you earlier about how my family is famous for asking inappropriate questions.”

      He smiles, making me wish I had nothing else to do but stare at his gorgeous face for the next few hours. “It’s fine. I’m not worried.”

      “Well, I’m worried enough for both of us. My Nona is here, which means she’s taken a night off from the restaurant, and that hardly ever happens. If she’s here, Abuela is probably with her, and they do a double-team like you ain’t never seen.”

      He leans in and kisses my cheek. “I can’t wait to see them again. It’s all good, sweetheart. Nothing to worry about.”

      “You say that now…”

      “You love them, so I will, too.” He puts his hand on my lower back, urging me to move forward so I can introduce him to my family.

      We enter through the door from the garage, which takes us right into the kitchen, where my mom has probably been all day in preparation for having Austin over for dinner. My family makes a BFD out of everything, including Thursday night dinner with Maria’s new boyfriend and his daughter.

      “Lo, they’re here!” My mom beckons my dad at the top of her considerable lungs. She zeroes in on Austin, like a laser beam finding its target. “And you must be Austin.”

      No, he’s some dude I found outside on the sidewalk. “Yes, this is Austin and Everly.”

      Ev hides behind her dad until my mom squats to greet her at her level. “Hi, Everly, I’m Elena.”

      Mom extends a hand to Ev.

      Everly looks up at me.

      I squat, too. “This is my mommy. Can you say hi?”

      “Hi.” She shakes my mom’s hand.

      “Isn’t she just delightful?”

      I smile at my mom. “We think so.”

      Everly steps into my arms, and I pick her up, wanting her to be comfortable with me and my family.

      Dad comes into the room, and I introduce him to Austin and Everly, who is very shy with my dad until he kisses my cheek and plays peek-a-boo with Everly.

      He has her giggling in no time, which doesn’t surprise me. He’s a doll, and kids always love him.

      “Come in,” he says. “What can I get you to drink, Austin? I’ve got beer and wine and soda.”

      “A beer sounds good,” Austin says.

      “Wine for you, love?” Dad asks.

      “That’d be great, Dad. Thanks.”

      “Dinner is almost ready,” Mom says. “Go on in before the boys eat all the appetizers.”

      I lead Austin into the living room where my brothers are sitting with Nona and Abuela, both of whom jump up to greet us with hugs and kisses, as if we haven’t seen each other in years when we just saw them last Saturday night.

      “It’s so good to see you again, Austin,” Nona says, hugging him. “And your darling little girl.”

      “Thanks for having us.”

      “Austin, Everly, these animals are my brothers, Nico and Milo, who’re only here for the food and to meet the famous pitcher.”

      “Don’t listen to her,” Nico says when he stands to shake hands with Austin. “We’ve learned to ignore her.” He’s the epitome of tall, dark and handsome—so handsome that he’s still single at thirty-one and a world-class player, from what I hear. I try not to pay too much attention to his very active social life.

      “I could never ignore Maria,” Austin says. “She’s my favorite person to talk to.”

      Nico rolls his eyes. “Whatever you say.”

      I put my arm around my younger brother. “This is Milo. He’s much nicer than the other one.”

      He, too, shakes hands with Austin. “Great to meet you. That perfect game this season was freaking awesome.”

      “Thanks. Nice to meet you, too.”

      At twenty-five, Milo is every bit as handsome as Nico, but he’s a little heavier and wears black-framed glasses that give him a smart, nerdy look that Nico is forever mocking. Not that Nico is a bad guy. He’s not, but he is a ballbuster.

      They make room for us to sit on the sofa. On the coffee table, my mom has put out her famous stuffed mushrooms, some fried mozzarella and olives.

      “You have to try the mushrooms,” I tell Austin. “They’re so good.”

      “Don’t mind if I do.”

      I bring Everly onto my lap and tear off a piece of fried motz for her. “Try this. My mom made it. I think you’ll love it.”

      She takes a tentative bite and then looks up at me.

      “Good?”

      She nods enthusiastically and takes another bite.

      “What a sweetheart,” Dad says as he hands us our drinks. “What can I get for her?”

      “We brought her sippy cup with water,” I tell him as I get it out of her backpack and hand it to her.

      I look up to find my dad, brothers and grandmothers watching me as I tend to Ev, and I wonder what conclusions they’re leaping to. Probably the same ones I’ve already made myself.
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        MARIA

      

      

      “So, Austin,” Nico says, “it’s free-agency time, huh?”

      “Yep.”

      “I read online how you could command up to a hundred million. That’s freaking insane!”

      I’m mortified that Nico brought that up and a little freaked out by the number. A hundred million? Seriously?

      “I don’t know about that,” Austin says. “We’ll have to see what happens.”

      “You must be losing it,” Nico says, undeterred. “I’d be picking out my Lambo if I were you.”

      “You can’t put a car seat in a Lambo,” Austin says, making me adore him even more. “I’m more of an SUV kind of guy these days.”

      “Where do you think you’ll end up?” Dad asks.

      “I honestly don’t know. We’ll be talking to quite a few teams as soon as the World Series is over. By November, we’ll be narrowing it down, and I expect to know more by the winter meetings in December.”

      “An exciting time for you,” Dad says.

      Austin glances at me and smiles. “It is, but for much bigger reasons than baseball.”

      I feel my face get warm as he makes a rather public declaration. There’s nothing he could’ve said that Dad, Nona and Abuela would want to hear more than that. It’ll matter to them that Austin has his priorities straight—and he basically just told them I’m high on his list of priorities.

      Mom calls us into the dining room a short time later and feeds us a feast of delicious chicken piccata with lemon sauce, pasta carbonara, risotto balls, a huge antipasto and freshly baked bread.

      “You went crazy, Mom,” I say when I see the spread and realize she must’ve taken a rare day off to have done all this.

      “It looks and smells delicious, Mrs. Giordino,” Austin says.

      “Call me Elena, honey, and dig in. Is there something Everly will eat?”

      “She’ll love the chicken and the risotto,” I reply.

      My mom raises a brow, which means I’m in for a full grilling on all things Austin and Everly in the near future.

      Over dinner, we talk about the wedding, who’s picking Dee up from the airport on Wednesday and Austin’s plans for the off-season.

      “Everly and I are planning to spend the winter here,” he says as he accepts a third helping of chicken from my mom, who loves nothing more than feeding people to the point of explosion.

      My family goes silent, which doesn’t happen very often.

      “You’re spending the winter in Miami,” Mom says, her brow lifted. “Well, that’s an interesting development.”

      “We love it here,” Austin says with a meaningful look my way.

      He may as well have said, I’m in love with Maria and planning to marry her, because that’s the leap my parents and grandmothers will take from that perfectly innocuous statement. I’ll have to do some damage control after this, but that’s okay. There’s simply no way to prepare a newcomer for my family, as Carmen discovered when she first brought Jason home and they swarmed the pediatric neurosurgeon like buzzards on fresh roadkill.

      They mean well, and they’re the best people I know. They do so much for so many. Nona and Abuela are always organizing fundraisers at the restaurant for someone in need, to the point that Uncle Vincent jokes that he’s going to be the one in need by the time they’re finished. But he doesn’t really mind, because he, too, has the biggest heart.

      Take Sofia at the restaurant. When Jason diagnosed her son Mateo with a malignant brain tumor that he then removed, Nona and Abuela made Sofia their personal project, holding fundraisers, giving her a job and doing anything they could to help her through the most difficult time in her life. They made her part of our family and continue to support her and Mateo more than a year after the surgery that saved his life. That’s how they are, and I wouldn’t trade them for anything.

      “Did I blow it by saying I like it here?” Austin asks when we’re on the way back to his hotel two hours later.

      “You picked up on that, huh?”

      “I thought it was a safe way to say that I like you, but when they all went silent…”

      I laugh at the grimace he directs my way. “It’s okay. You didn’t do anything wrong. They’re jumping to all the big conclusions, but they were going to do that anyway.”

      “It’s okay with me if they jump to all the big conclusions. I’m jumping to them myself.”

      I look over at him. “Are you?”

      “Hell yes. I’m spending the winter in Miami so I can see you every day, not because I care about fun in the sun. Although, that is a nice side benefit. Winter in Baltimore is cold.”

      “And here I thought it was all about the sun.”

      “You know better.” At a stoplight, he looks over at me. “I couldn’t help but notice you seemed a little shocked when your brother started talking money.”

      “I was a little shocked. A hundred million? That’s like Lebron- or Jordan-level money.”

      He laughs. “They might make that in a year, but for me that would be the value of a multiyear contract, not my annual take. And it could end up being a lot less than that.”

      “But it’s going to be in that ballpark, no pun intended.”

      “Yeah, I guess. I don’t know.”

      He seems exquisitely uncomfortable, so I drop it, even if the thought of him making that kind of money makes me a bit queasy. Although, he’s not exactly a pauper now…

      We return to the hotel, drop the car with the valet and spend the next thirty minutes getting Everly ready for bed and reading her two stories—one by Dada and one by Rie! And yes, I love how she can’t say my name without the exclamation mark. It’s quite possibly the cutest thing ever.

      She’s tired from swimming and being in the sun and falls asleep before I finish my story.

      “Psst,” Austin whispers. “She’s out.”

      “I want to know how it ends.”

      “The lion mommy ends up being friends with the zebra mommy and the tiger mommy, and all the little babies are happy.”

      “Okay, then. Now I’ll be able to sleep.”

      We sneak out of Everly’s room, and Austin leaves the door cracked so he can hear her if she wakes up.

      “Can I interest you in one more glass of wine?”

      “I could be talked into that.”

      He pours wine for me, grabs a beer for himself and suggests we take them outside to the patio, where the night is warm but not humid.

      “This is my favorite time of year here,” I tell him when we’re snuggled up to each other on one of the lounge chairs. “It’s warm and sunny during the day, warm at night, but hardly ever crazy humid.”

      “What’s the winter like?”

      “A little chillier, but you never really need more than a light jacket. Every once in a while, we’ll have a real cold snap, but that doesn’t usually last longer than a few days.”

      His cell phone rings ,and he manages to pull it out of his pocket without disturbing me or spilling his beer. “Fuck, it’s Kasey again. Do you mind if I take it?”

      “Of course not. Go ahead.”

      He gets up and takes the call. “What’s up?” There’s not an ounce of warmth or anything other than pure annoyance in his tone.

      I wish I could hear what she’s saying.

      His shoulders are tense, his posture rigid. “Get to the point, Kasey. What do you want? Because you always want something.” After another long pause, he says, “Nope. Not happening. And don’t give me that bullshit about how you gave me Ev. The court gave me Ev because you were negligent. I don’t owe you shit. Don’t call me again.” He ends the call, jams his phone into his pocket and continues to stare off into the darkness.

      I put down my glass, get up and go to him, sliding an arm around his waist and resting my head on his shoulder.

      “Sorry,” he says. “I should’ve ignored it.”

      “It’s okay. Better to take care of it.”

      “She’s never going to go away.”

      “What did she want?”

      “What she always wants—money. She thinks I owe her a steady stream of it because she gave birth to my daughter and then ‘gave’ me full custody.”

      “Austin…”

      “It’s fine. It is what it is. I’m used to it by now. I made the mistake of giving her money when I first got full custody, and she keeps coming back for more. And she never asks about Everly, not even when she was sick.”

      “God. That’s unbelievable. I’m sorry you have to deal with that.”

      “It’s my own fault. I knew she was shallow when we were dating. I was actually about to end it with her when she was suddenly pregnant. She knew I was checking out, and that’s why I think she messed with the condoms. She wanted a gravy train, not a family.”

      “I hate that she hurt you that way, that she continues to hurt you.”

      “It only hurts me in relation to Everly. How do you call your child’s father for the first time in months and not ask how your daughter, who was battling leukemia this time last year, is doing?”

      “I don’t know. I can’t imagine that.”

      “No, you can’t, and that’s why I’m spending the winter in Miami and trying to figure out a way to keep you in our lives forever.”

      “Is that what you’re trying to do?”

      He tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. “I asked Aaron to put the Marlins in the mix.”

      I’m stunned by this news. “You did? Really?”

      “Yeah. I didn’t want to say anything because it’s a bit of a long shot, but I want you to know I made the request and we’re talking to them.”

      “Because of me?” I cannot believe he’s making career decisions based on me.

      He kisses my nose and then my lips. “It was definitely more about the sun and the fun than you.” Then he laughs and kisses me again. “I’m joking. Of course it’s all about you. Everything is about you and Everly and us and having more of this.” He draws me into his embrace. “I loved you before I ever met you, and not because you saved my daughter’s life, although that’s definitely part of it. I loved you for you, for who you are and your big heart and the way you care so much about everyone in your life. You made me want to be one of the people you care about. And I wanted that for Ev, too. I wanted you for both of us.”

      “I… Wow, you’ve rendered me speechless.”

      “You can’t be surprised to hear me say I love you.”

      “I’m not, and of course I love you and Everly. I love you both so much. The two of you have become the center of my world from the time we first talked. It was so weird to feel such a connection to someone when I didn’t even know your name yet.”

      “I felt the same thing. I couldn’t wait to be able to actually talk to you.”

      “Want to hear something I’ve never told you?” I ask him.

      “Always.”

      “In the six months from the time I first heard from you until the one-year mark when we were allowed to talk freely, three different guys asked me out.”

      “Who are they, and how can I have them killed?”

      “Easy, tiger,” I say, laughing at his vehemence. “I said no to all three of them. After the first time I talked to you, I didn’t want to go out with anyone else. I didn’t want to talk to anyone else. I just wanted to talk to you.”

      “What does it say about me that I’m jealous of three dudes I’ve never met?”

      “You have no reason to be jealous of anyone.”

      For the longest time, we stand there wrapped up in each other’s arms as the warm South Florida breeze washes over us.

      “Things are going to get crazy for me in the next couple of months.”

      “I know.”

      “No matter what happens, you and I are going to talk about it, and we’re going to decide what’s best for all of us. I don’t want you hearing things and wondering what’s going on or obsessing about big numbers or thinking about anything other than this, right here. This is what matters, and this is where my focus is.”

      “You need to give your career some of your attention while you figure out this next move.”

      “And I will, but I don’t want you to worry about it. Whatever I do, whatever happens, you’ll be part of the conversation.”

      “Is it surreal to you?”

      “What?”

      “All of this with us and how it happened.”

      “It’s the best kind of surreal. Just when I’d given up on ever finding you, there you were, saving my daughter’s life, and mine by extension, because without her… I don’t know if I would’ve survived losing her.”

      “You would have, but you’d never be the same.”

      “No, I wouldn’t, so you saved both of us.” He nuzzles my neck, giving me goose bumps that make me shiver. “You didn’t drink your wine.”

      “I don’t care about the wine.”

      “No? What do you care about?”

      I reach for him and draw him into a hot, sexy, tongue-twisting kiss that quickly has us clinging and straining for more, like always.

      “Let’s go to bed,” he whispers against my lips.

      He takes my hand and leads me inside, where we laugh and moan as we undress each other and come down on the bed in a rush of need and desire so sharp, it blots out anything that isn’t him and me and this. I want him to know how much I love him, how much I want him, how much… well, everything. It’s all for him and his beautiful daughter.

      With my hand on his shoulder, I direct him to lie on his back, and when he’s where I want him, I start with kisses to his lips, his chest and rippled abdomen. I’ve never been up close and personal with an actual six-pack until his, and I’m fascinated by the way the muscles come together, the way they ripple under my tongue and how his hard cock gets even harder with every passing second.

      Mimicking Everly’s emphatic tone, he says, “Rie! Now!”

      Laughing, I kiss the tip, the shaft and add dabs of tongue until he’s making inarticulate sounds that thrill me. I love knowing I’ve got him basically babbling as I pleasure him. Moving so I’m between his legs, I bend over him and take him into my mouth.

      His hips come up off the bed, and his hands end up tangled in my hair as I set out to give him a ride he’ll never forget.

      “Maria…”

      I hear the warning in the tense way he says my name, but I ignore it and continue to lick and suck until he’s shouting as he comes. I stay with him through the storm and ease him down gently, kissing my way up his body until I’m stretched out on top of him, his arms around me, his eyes closed and his chest heaving from deep breaths.

      His eyes pop open, his gaze connecting with mine. “Wow.”

      I smile, pleased with the one-word review. “Yeah?”

      “Oh yeah.”

      “You were all stressed. I couldn’t have that.”

      “I might need that service a lot over the next few stressful months.”

      I laugh at his shameless comment. “We’ll see what we can do to keep you relaxed.”

      He tightens his arms around me and turns us over so he’s on top, looking down at me with a fierce expression on his sinfully handsome face. “I love you. I want this forever. You and me and Ev and more kids and lots of laughs and fun and everything. Tell me you want that, too.”

      “I do. Of course I do.”

      “Then let’s make that happen, okay?”

      “Okay.”
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      After last night with Austin, I’m filled with euphoria as he drives us to check out houses to rent for the winter. Even though we warned her that today we’d be looking at houses, Everly is cranky about not swimming first thing like she has all week. Austin told her if she’s a good girl while we look at houses, he’ll take her to the pool as soon as we get back to the hotel.

      He’s so good with her, and in my mind, there’s nothing sexier than a man who’s ruled by a tiny girl who has him wrapped tightly around all her fingers. He’s firm but loving with her, determined that she’s not going to be completely spoiled and unmanageable, although I can’t imagine her being either.

      She’s so sweet and funny. I melt every time she screams my name, and not spoiling her is going to be a huge challenge for me.

      My euphoria lasts until I realize where we’re going—Indian Creek Island, only the most exclusive neighborhood in all of Miami, where the houses probably start around fifteen million. From what I’ve heard about it, there’re only thirty or forty properties on the island, and it’s almost impossible to buy anything out here because the turnover is so low.

      “Uh, what’re we doing out here?” I ask Austin.

      “Looking at a house.”

      “To rent?”

      “Temporarily. A friend of a friend owns it and isn’t coming down this winter. He said it’s available if we’re interested. So I’m going to check it out.”

      “Oh.”

      He looks over at me. “Is that okay?”

      “If you want to live in the most bougie neighborhood in Miami.”

      “It’s not about the bougie. It’s about the house having what we need—two master suites, a good-sized room for Ev, a pool, a view and a yard where I can throw. I also want single family versus a condo or townhome so we have plenty of privacy. This one checks all the boxes.”

      He pulls up to a mansion. There’s no other word for it, and for a second, I can’t do anything but stare at the massive contemporary home that sits right on the water. I mean… Wow.

      “Come on,” he says. “Let’s take a look and see what we think.”

      “What’s there to look at? Who wouldn’t want to live here?”

      “It could be hideous on the inside for all we know.”

      I give him a withering look and get out of the car with a sinking feeling that sucks all the remaining euphoria from last night right out of me. Naturally, he’d want to live in a place like this. Who wouldn’t? I don’t begrudge him his ability to afford a house like this, but it’s a stark reminder of our vastly different economic situations.

      He punches in a code on a keypad that gets us inside. After putting Everly down to explore, he holds out his hand to me. “Don’t look so freaked out. It’s just a rental for the winter.”

      That may be true, but it’s also a firsthand look at what life with Austin would be like, and I’m not sure how I feel about it. Most of my life takes place on the opposite end of the spectrum, working with the neediest people in our community. How can I reconcile this house with that reality? I can’t, and I shouldn’t even try.

      I take that unsettling realization with me into the most extraordinary house I’ve ever seen anywhere, even in magazines or on TV. The rooms are huge, the views exceptional, the decorating clean and contemporary and simply gorgeous. There’s a wine locker and a media room and six bedrooms, six and a half bathrooms, two enormous master suites, a stunning pool and a dock out front with a sexy speedboat tied up to it. In addition, there’s a grassy area between the pool and the dock that includes a huge sandbox and swing set, all of it surrounded by palm trees and lush landscaping.

      Everly sees the swing set and lets out a squeal. “Dada! Swing!”

      “Let’s go check it out, baby girl.” Austin lets her drag him outside to look at the pool and to swing while I hang back, trying to wrap my head around this.

      The furniture on the patio and pool deck alone are worth more than I’ll make in ten years.

      I swallow hard as a feeling akin to hysteria overtakes me. This is too much. It’s obscene and beautiful and luxurious and…

      He’s worked hard for everything he has and deserves to spend his money any way he chooses. I know all that, and I admire what he’s accomplished with his talent.

      But this… This might be too much for me. Try as I might, I can’t imagine myself spending the night in this palace and then commuting to my job at a free clinic in Little Havana, where I experience breathtaking poverty and overwhelming need every day. We’re constantly struggling to make ends meet at the clinic, to provide the most basic of health services to our clients on a shoestring budget that gets tighter all the time.

      I sit on the end of a cushy lounge chair on the patio and watch Austin push Everly on the swings, the two of them laughing and smiling. I love seeing them together and watching their undeniable bond. I love everything about them both, except for this… I don’t love that he’s so staggeringly rich that he can afford to live in a place like this, and I have no idea what to do with those feelings.

      Austin gives Everly ten minutes on the swings before collecting her to check out the rest of the house.

      I follow him, bringing the dead feeling inside as I view huge bedrooms, marble bathrooms with fixtures I’ve never seen before and the most amazing kitchen in the history of amazing kitchens.

      We leave there a short time later and a Realtor takes us through two more houses in equally exclusive areas—Hibiscus Island and Star Island—before concluding our tour in Gables Estates at yet another mansion, this one on the Intracoastal Waterway. Not one of the houses we look at would sell for less than ten million dollars.

      I can tell that Austin likes the last one in Gables Estates the best. It’s not quite as huge as the others but still has all the other features he’s looking for and is in a secure, gated community.

      “What do you think?” he asks me as we stand in the spacious great room in the center of the home while Everly runs circles around us.

      “It’s beautiful.”

      “Tell me what you really think, Maria. I want to know.”

      “Um, well, it’s a bit obscene.”

      “Huh. Really?”

      I nod.

      “Well, okay. Hey, Ev, come on. Let’s go.”

      “Dada! Swim!”

      “Soon, Pooh.”

      I follow him out of the house and get in the passenger seat while he straps Everly into her car seat. We’re both quiet as he drives us back to the hotel, and I can’t help but notice that he doesn’t hold my hand the way he always has when we’re in the car.

      After starting the day on such a high note, I try to reconcile that feeling with the one that’s overtaken me during our house tour. As we pull up in front of the hotel, I decide I need a break to process what I’m feeling before I say something that can’t be unsaid.

      “I think I’m going to run home for a bit,” I tell him after he turns the car over to the valet. I’m fishing for the ticket for my own car in my purse when his hand encircles my arm.

      “Don’t go. Let’s talk about it.”

      “We will. I just need…” I force myself to look up at him. “I need a minute. Go to the pool and have some fun. I’ll see you later.”

      Everly puts her hands on Austin’s face. “Dada! Swim!”

      “We’re going to swim, Pooh,” he says, but he never looks away from me. “We’ll see you later?”

      Nodding, I hand my ticket to the valet.

      Austin kisses my forehead and walks into the hotel with Everly in his arms.

      I turn to watch them go, my heart feeling broken for reasons I can’t begin to comprehend. The valet stand is busy, and it takes fifteen very long minutes for my car to arrive. I have to fight the urge to run after Austin and Everly for every one of those long minutes. They’re leaving tomorrow for five days. What am I doing running away?

      I get in the car and sit for a second, trying to figure out what I want to do. And when I pull out of the hotel parking lot, I head toward home in late afternoon traffic that gives me far too much time to think. My phone chimes with a text, but I don’t check it. Not yet.

      I find myself at the restaurant, wanting to see my Nona. All my life, she’s been the one I go to when I need someone to help me make sense of something. Why should now be any different? I park in the back and duck in the kitchen door, the scents of Italian and Cuban food making my mouth water the way they always do.

      Uncle Vincent is coming out of the kitchen. “Hey, hon. Are you working tonight?”

      I rarely work on Fridays, but sometimes I’ll cover for one of the other waitresses. “Nope. I was looking for Nona. Is she around?”

      “She’s upstairs in the banquet room. We’ve got a rehearsal dinner tonight.”

      “I don’t want to bother her if she’s busy.”

      “Go on up, sweetheart. You know she’s never too busy for you or any of her grandchildren.”

      “That’s true.”

      “Are you okay?” Vincent asks, giving me the same look my dad gives me when he can tell something isn’t quite right.

      “I’m fine, but thanks for checking. I’ll see you before I go.”

      “I’m here all night,” he jokes, since he’s there just about every night.

      As I go up the stairs to the function rooms, I think about the comfort I’ve always had in knowing where to find these particular people any time I need them. I love my own parents very much, but in times of turmoil, it’s Nona and Abuela I turn to most often.

      Nona is supervising the final details of the setup for the dinner that’ll take place in the banquet room tonight. She watches over the staff with a finely tuned eye for the kind of details that make Giordino’s such a destination. Flowers, place settings, candles and first-rate food. The banquet rooms are often booked a year in advance. They’re closing the restaurant itself for Carmen’s wedding reception because the rooms upstairs were already booked.

      When she turns toward the stairs, Nona sees me there, her face lighting up with a delighted smile. Carmen, Dee and I often talk about how no one will ever love us the way our grandmothers do, and even though they’re in perfect health, we worry about the day when they’re no longer around to ground us.

      “This is a nice surprise,” she says when she hugs and kisses me the way she always does, as if we haven’t seen each other in months. “I thought you were with Austin and Everly tonight.”

      “I was. I am… I, uh, do you have a minute?”

      “For you? Always.” She takes me by the hand and leads me to the bar that serves both banquet rooms. “Drink?”

      “Some water maybe.”

      She pours ice water for both of us and sits next to me on one of the barstools. “Ah, feels good to sit.”

      “You’re not doing too much, are you?”

      “Probably, but it sure beats sitting around doing nothing.”

      I laugh at her frequent refrain on the perils of retirement, which is a dirty word around here. Neither she nor Abuela have any desire to be retired, or “put out to pasture,” as they say. Nona’s dark hair is shot through with gray these days, her face lined with a wrinkle here and there, but her mind is as sharp as it’s ever been.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s the dumbest thing.”

      “Usually is,” she says, her lips curling and her eyes lighting up with amusement.

      “He’s obscenely wealthy.”

      Her brow rises in a comical expression. “You’re just finding that out?”

      “I knew he had money… I mean, all professional athletes make a lot of money, which is something I’ve always thought was so strange.”

      “Nurses and teachers should be the millionaires.”

      “Exactly!” We’ve had this conversation before when I’ve ranted about the pay inequities for such important jobs. “I’ve sat at the ballpark with my dad and talked about the overpaid ballplayers and all the things we could do to help people if we had their money.”

      “And now that you’re dating one of them, your perspective has changed.”

      “It hasn’t, though. I still think it’s obscene that they get paid what they do to play a game.”

      “Fair enough, but it’s not his fault that his profession commands that kind of money. Society is to blame for placing a higher value on what he does than what you do, even if we all know what you do is far more important.”

      “It’s not about what I do versus what he does.”

      “Isn’t it?”

      “Not specifically.”

      “What brought this on?”

      “We went to look at houses today on Indian Creek Island, Hibiscus Island, Star Island, Gables Estates.”

      “Ah…”

      “Nona, the houses were mansions on steroids. I’ve never seen anything like them.”

      “And it left you feeling unsettled.”

      “Yes! I was thinking, how do I spend time in this place with him and then get in my car and drive to work at the clinic where people have nothing?”

      “I can totally understand why you’d have those thoughts and feelings, but let me ask you this. Do you love him?”

      “Yes. God, yes, I love him so much. Him and Everly both.”

      “Do you think it matters to him that you make a very modest salary?”

      “No. I’m sure he doesn’t care about that.”

      “And yet you’re here with me rather than with him because you can’t handle that he makes a big salary.”

      “They’re saying he could make a hundred million as a free agent.”

      “I saw your face when Nico said that the other night. You hadn’t heard that before?”

      “No! I had no clue. I mean I knew it would be a big payday, but a hundred million is just…”

      “Think about what he could do with that kind of money. What you could help him do.”

      “What you mean?”

      “Your clinic is always operating on a wing and a prayer. If you told Austin that, I bet he’d personally fund the clinic going forward, not to mention local food banks, pantries, homeless shelters. If you were to end up married to him at some point, perhaps that could be your mission in life. To help him spend his money on worthwhile causes.”

      “Why is it that you can always cut through to the heart of a matter in a way that never occurs to me?”

      “It would’ve occurred to you eventually, sweet girl. You’re just having trouble seeing the forest for the trees because you’re falling in love with a man whose life is very different from yours, and those differences are going to present challenges. No question about that.”

      “A hundred million, Nona,” I say on a sigh. “I have no idea what to do with that info.”

      “There’re far worse problems you could have than to be falling in love with a rich man.”

      “And I know that. Please… Of course I know that.”

      “I know you do, honey. Your heart has always been so big toward people who have less than you do. It’s not lost on any of us that you could make much more by taking a job at a hospital or private practice.”

      I’ve had numerous offers over the years to upgrade my career and salary and have turned them all down because I love what I do at the clinic so much. I have no doubt I’m making a huge difference for people who need what we provide. Even my Saturday nights at the restaurant are part of that effort. I supplement my income by waitressing so I can afford to work at the clinic. “I could never leave the clinic because of money.”

      “And I love you so much for that attitude.”

      “My need to help others comes right from you and Abuela. You lead by example.”

      “You make us proud every day with the work you do. But that doesn’t mean you’re not allowed to love a man who makes an obscene amount of money. My mother used to tell us it’s just as easy to love a rich man as it is to love a poor man. Not that we listened to her.”

      “Pardon me, Livia,” one of the banquet captains says when he approaches us. “Could I borrow you for just a minute?”

      “Duty calls.” Nona pats my knee. “Don’t run away. I’ll be right back.”

      “I’ll be here.” I take a sip of my water and check my phone to find a long text from Austin.

      
        
        Dear Maria,

        I miss writing to you. As much as I love seeing you every day and spending time with you, I loved writing to you and having you write back to me. Let’s never stop doing that, okay?

      

      

      And I’m already in tears.

      
        
        I know you’re freaking out about the houses we looked at. I get why. You may not realize that I come from humble beginnings. We were solidly middle-class growing up in Wisconsin. We always had what we needed, took fun vacations and had wonderful holidays and birthdays and played Little League and hockey. But we weren’t rich by any means.

        It’s taken me years to come to terms with my new circumstances, and I give generously to a number of different organizations, including the Big Brothers/Big Sisters of Baltimore, several organizations that help underprivileged kids play Little League Baseball, and I also give to the American Cancer Society because both my grandfathers died of cancer, and to St. Jude’s because of the great work they do for kids with cancer. I understand that my situation will be an adjustment for you, but I’m willing to do whatever it takes to help you fit into my world if you’ll help me fit into yours.

        If there are causes you want to support, all you have to do is tell me about them and it’s done. I’m a few years ahead of you in coming to terms with what it means to have the kind of money I earn playing a silly game. I know it’s obnoxious. But I’m not about to give it back. Instead, I’d rather use it to make life beautiful for the people I love and to help others who are less fortunate.

        You were right—the houses are bougie, but they’re pretty awesome, too, right!?? I loved the one in Indian Creek Island with the pool and the swing set, but the one in Gables Estates would be closer to work for you, so I’m leaning in that direction because I want you there with us whenever you’re able to be, and I don’t want you battling hideous traffic to get there. I want us to spend as much time together this fall and winter as we possibly can. I’m spending the winter in Miami so I can be with you. If you’re not happy with my plans, then I’m not happy, either.

        Come back. Let’s talk.

        I love you.

        Austin (and Everly)
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        MARIA

      

      

      Nona returns to find me dabbing at tears with a cocktail napkin. “What happened?”

      I hand her my phone so she can read the text. She pulls reading glasses from the top of her head and puts them on the end of her nose, her expression softening as she reads what he wrote.

      “I like this young man very much.”

      “I do, too.”

      “So then why are you here with me instead of with him?”

      “Because I needed my Nona.”

      She wraps her strong arms around me and hugs me tight. “Your Nona is always right here for you, my love.”

      “You’d better be.”

      She kisses the top of my head. “Go see your guy and figure this out with him.”

      Nodding, I kiss her cheek. “Thank you.”

      “Any time.”

      “I may not say it often enough, but I appreciate you so much. I appreciate that I can dump my stuff all over you and know it’ll never go any further. In our family, that means so much.”

      “Nothing in my life has ever brought me more pleasure than my grandchildren. And you, my sweet, are one of my favorites.”

      I roll my eyes at her because she says that to all of us.

      “Drive carefully. Love you.”

      “Love you, too.” I head back downstairs and run into Abuela at the hostess station for the Cuban side of the house. She is Nona’s opposite in every way. Abuela is petite, with snow-white hair. But like Nona, she’s ageless and tireless.

      “I heard you were here,” she says, giving me a careful once-over. “Everything okay?”

      “It is now. Your partner in crime upstairs fixed me right up.”

      “Then I’ll just give you a hug, tell you I love you and send you on your way.”

      “Love you, too, Abuela. See you tomorrow night.”

      “See you then.”

      I wave to my uncle at the bar on the way out the back door. Once I’m back in my car and headed out of the parking lot, I face a decision. Go right toward home or go left toward Austin and Everly and his millions of dollars and his loving heart. I fell in love with his words and his heart before I understood the full extent of his resources. And once again, his words have me taking a left toward him rather than running away.

      I loved what he said in his text, how he homed right in on what was causing me to freak out and assuaged my concerns so perfectly. The idea of being able to fully fund the clinic and support other worthwhile causes in my community is a heady notion and something I hadn’t considered before he and Nona mentioned it.

      That he would actually fund things that matter to me is just another reason to love this man who’s turned my world upside down. I can’t get back to the hotel fast enough, especially in bumper-to-bumper Friday night traffic. It takes forty minutes to get downtown, and when I turn the keys over to the valet, I decide to go upstairs first rather than check the pool.

      He’s big on keeping Everly on a schedule, and it’s getting close to dinner, bath and bedtime.

      Outside the suite, I ring the doorbell.

      A full minute later, the door swings open.

      Austin is holding Everly, who is wrapped up in a bath towel. His expression is full of relief when he sees me there. “Come in.”

      “Rie! Scream!”

      “We thought you might be room service. Someone is more excited about her scream than she is about her dinner.”

      Everly is leaning toward me so I take her from Austin. “Scream is so much more fun than dinner.”

      Everly nods enthusiastically. “Rie!”

      “Everly!”

      Her giggle is my favorite thing. “Rie!”

      “Everly!”

      She snuggles into my embrace, and a profound sense of homecoming overtakes me as I glance at Austin watching us together.

      “Glad you came back.”

      “Me, too.”

      
        
        AUSTIN

      

      

      I’ve never been so happy to see anyone. While Everly splashed in the kiddie pool, I sat next to her and composed the text to Maria, pouring everything I feel for her into that message out of the fear I’d never see her again after taking her house shopping. I have to confess it never occurred to me that she’d freak out about the luxury of the homes we toured. Every other woman I’ve ever known would’ve freaked out because they would’ve wanted to live there.

      Not my Maria. She’s special and unaffected and thoughtful and so many other things, it’d take me a year to list them all. In fact, I may start making that list and watch it grow as I discover new things about her.

      We sit with Ev while she eats her mac ’n’ cheese and then the vanilla ice cream with chocolate sauce she’s had every night we’ve been here. I fear she’s going to expect the room service waiter to show up with her favorite things long after we leave the hotel, a thought I share with Maria.

      “You may need to get a white shirt and bow tie.” She wipes the chocolate from Everly’s face. “So you can keep her in the style she’s used to.”

      Watching the tender way she cares for Ev, I realize she already cares more about my little girl than the child’s mother ever did.

      “I was wondering if you might be willing to read the books tonight so I can return the rental car. I’m not sure I can juggle the car, Ev and the bags myself in the morning.”

      “I could take you.”

      “It’s crazy early. We’ll get an Uber if you don’t mind staying with her while I drop off the rental.

      “Sure, we can do that, can’t we, baby girl?”

      “Rie!”

      “And the people have spoken,” I say, laughing. To Everly, I add, “Dada will be right back. Rie is going to read your stories, okay?”

      “Rie! Read!”

      I squeeze Maria’s shoulder. “I’ll be quick.” I call down to the valet stand for the car and am on my way to the airport drop-off fifteen minutes later. I can get an Uber with a car seat in the morning, and it’ll be easier to get dropped off outside of Departures than have to deal with the rental car. I’m eager to get back to Maria, so I drive faster than I probably should, and as I’m getting gas, I think about what happened earlier and what I want to say to her when I get back to the hotel.

      Thanks to traffic and a line at the rental car drop-off place, I end up being gone an hour. When I get back, I find Maria outside on a lounge, drinking a glass of wine. She’s changed into pajama pants and a tank, which is a relief because that means she’s planning to spend the night.

      I look in on Everly, who’s out cold, and bend over to kiss her cheek. Then I change into basketball shorts in the other bedroom, grab a beer and join my love on the patio to make things right between us. I’ll do whatever it takes to put her mind at ease.

      “You got room for me?”

      “Of course.” She scoots over to make a space for me to join her on the lounge.

      I put the beer on a table and reach for her, bringing her into my embrace. I breathe in her distinctive scent and kiss the top of her head. “I’m sorry today was weird for you. I never intended for that to happen.”

      “I know. It’s just a bit of an… adjustment for me.”

      “I’m sorry to hit you over the head with it. I didn’t mean to do that. I guess I figured you knew…”

      “I did. I mean, I do, but it’s still… It’s a lot.”

      “It’s crazy money, and at times, it’s been embarrassing to me to make so much when so many people have so little. I’ve been really focused on giving back since my first year in the majors.”

      “And knowing that only makes me love you more than I already did.”

      “You tell me what’s important to you, and I’ll do anything I can. All you have to do is point me in the right direction.”

      She drops her head onto my chest and puts her arm around me. “My Nona and Abuela are all about giving back, and they raised us to keep an eye out for those less fortunate. The clinic where I work… We serve people who have no insurance, no hope of ever having insurance. Many of them are here illegally, so they fear being reported if they go to a hospital. There’s so much need, Austin. And that’s why I’m still there six years after I graduated from nursing school when I could make triple the money at a hospital or private practice. That’s why I waitress on Saturday nights, so I can afford to work at the clinic during the week.”

      “I admire that so much.”

      “It’s because of what I see there every day that I had a freak-out over the houses we looked at today.”

      “I get it. I asked the Realtor to find me something less bougie.”

      “Don’t do that. Get what you want, and I’ll adjust.”

      “I want you to be happy.”

      “Being with you and Everly makes me happy. You spending the winter here makes me happy. I don’t want you to feel you have to change yourself for me.”

      “I would. I can’t bear the idea of you being unhappy or thinking I’m revolting because of my bougie house.”

      “You’re not revolting. You’re just filthy rich, and it’s going to take me a minute to wrap my head around that.”

      “Do you know how fucking refreshing it is to be with someone who isn’t looking for a sugar daddy? Someone who’s a bit appalled by the money rather than seduced by it? To know that you’re with me for me and not for what I have?”

      “So that’s been an issue, then?”

      “From the second I signed my first contract, I’ve had to question the motives of almost everyone in my life, except my own family. They’ve never asked me for anything. I had the biggest fight ever with my parents when I wanted them to retire early, kick back and enjoy life after all they did to get me to where I am. They weren’t having it, but eventually, my brothers and I ganged up on them, and we talked them into it.”

      “It’s so sweet of you to want to do that for them.”

      “They did everything for me, and continue to make it possible for me to do what I do, so why wouldn’t I? And you… Anything you want, my sweet Maria… All you have to do is tell me. I’ll fund your clinic and all your causes, your grandmothers’ causes…”

      She draws in a deep breath and lets it out slowly. “Thank you.”

      “Please don’t thank me for using my embarrassment of riches to help others. That should be a no-brainer for anyone in my position.”

      “Get the house in Gables Estates. It has the fence around the pool that we need, and it won’t take me two hours to get there.”

      “Will you be able to be comfortable there?”

      Her low, husky laugh is the best sound. “Anyone would be comfortable there, Austin.”

      “My sweet Maria isn’t just anyone. She’s everyone. If she can’t be comfortable there, I’ll find something else.”

      “I’ll be fine. Get the house, and make your little girl happy.”

      “When I get back from Baltimore, can I come see your clinic?”

      “Sure. I’d love that, but it’ll take about five minutes to show it to you. It’s not much to look at.”

      “But it’s everything to the people you serve.”

      “Yeah, it is, and we’re always struggling to make ends meet.”

      “Not anymore. You’ve got yourself a benefactor, my love.”

      “You have no idea what that’ll mean to our community.”

      “That’s the upside of having money. You can do things like fund a clinic in Little Havana that does so much good for so many people. There’s tremendous satisfaction in that, and I want you to feel that satisfaction, too. If you see a need, we can address it any way you see fit.”

      “That’s gonna take me a minute to process, too.”

      “Take all the time you want. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “You’re going to Baltimore,” she says, sounding glum.

      “We’ll be back so fast, you won’t have time to miss us.”

      “I’ll miss you the minute you leave.” She tips her head to look up at me. “Your text earlier was so sweet. You made me cry.”

      “I’m glad you liked it and that you came back. I felt so bad that you were upset by something I did.”

      “It wasn’t what you did. It was just me trying to wrap my head around some things.”

      “Do that with me next time, okay?”

      “I will. I’m just so used to running to my Nona.” She laughs. “Old habits die hard.”

      “And did your Nona help?”

      “She always does. She told me there are worse things than falling in love with a rich man.”

      I laugh at that and fall a bit in love with her Nona. “This is true. So you told her you’re falling in love with me, huh?”

      “She already knew. Nothing gets by her.” Maria’s hand is flat against my chest, where she has to be able to feel the rapid beat of my heart. That happens any time she’s close to me this way. “I want you to know that it’ll always be important to me to help others, to do work that matters to people who have less, to take care of people in need. That’s who I am, Austin, who my family raised me to be.”

      “I know, and I love that about you so much. Look at what you did for Everly without blinking an eye or with hardly a thought to what it would mean for you. I’ve known who you really are since the first second you made that donation for my daughter, and everything I’ve learned about you since then has only reinforced my first impression. I’d never ask you to change who you are for me, Maria.”

      “I wouldn’t ask that of you, either. You’ve worked hard for what you have, and you should be able to enjoy the money without being worried about offending me. I’ll get over it. I promise.”

      “We’re going to figure all this out together, okay?”

      She nods, and I let go of the fear I experienced earlier that maybe I’d driven her away by taking her to those houses.

      “And yes,” she says with a soft sigh, “let’s never stop writing to each other.”

      “You’ve got yourself a deal, sweetheart.”

      
        
        MARIA

      

      

      I wake the next morning when Austin brushes a kiss over my cheek. “I’ll be right back,” he whispers.

      “Be safe.”

      “Rie!” Everly comes bombing into the room and jumps up on the bed. “Fly!”

      I sit up to hug her. “Yes, my sweet girl. You’re going to fly in the sky. Be a good girl for Dada, and come back to see me soon, okay?”

      “Rie! Scream!”

      Austin and I share a laugh.

      “I fear my name will always be associated with scream.”

      “There’re worse things you could be known for. Come on, Pooh. Let’s go so we can get back to our Rie.”

      I give Everly one more squeeze. “Love you, pumpkin.”

      “Rie! Love!”

      “Add another new word to the list.” Austin takes her from me and leans over to kiss me. “Hang out, have room service, take a swim. The room is ours until noon.”

      “It won’t be any fun without you guys.”

      He kisses me again. “Do it anyway. Love you.”

      “Love you, too. Text me when you land.”

      “Will do.”

      “Hey, Austin?”

      He turns back.

      “I already miss you guys.”

      Smiling, he says, “We miss you, too.”

      I watch them go, and when the hotel door closes behind them, I fall back onto the pillows and listen to the silence that echoes through the space that’s become lifeless without them. The silence is a metaphor for what my life would be like if they were no longer part of it. I think about what happened yesterday and how we worked it out like rational, sane adults.

      That’s not what would’ve happened with Scott. We would’ve gone days without speaking, after which we’d get tired of fighting and move on without ever solving the issue that started the fight in the first place.

      I reach for my phone to compose a text to Austin and find one from him.

      
        
        I ordered room service for you because I know you won’t do it for yourself. Enjoy. Love you and miss you so much, and we only just left!

      

      

      
        
        Dear Austin,

        Thank you for breakfast. That’s so nice of you—and you’re right. I wouldn’t have ordered it for myself. LOL! I miss you and Everly so much, and you only just left. It feels wrong to be in this city where I’ve lived all my life without you guys close by. How did you two manage to change everything for me so quickly? How did you manage to make yourselves so much a part of my life that everything feels wrong without you here with me?

        I wanted to tell you how much I appreciated the way we worked out our differences yesterday. It meant a lot to me that you understood what was happening without me having to spell it out for you and that you made an immediate effort to right what was wrong between us. I’ve never had that in a relationship before, and it’s refreshing—to say the least—to have that with you.

        It helps me to know that underneath all the flash of your current situation, you come from humble beginnings, too, and understand how much need there is in our world. Thank you for offering to support the organizations and causes close to my heart. That means so much to me. And for the record, I love you for YOU. I love your heart and your smile. I love the way you love your little girl and take such tender care of her. I love your sexy body and the way you hold me and kiss me and treat me like one of the most precious things in your life. I love to watch you pitch and walk and breathe and smile and laugh. I love that you knew I wouldn’t order breakfast for myself and did it for me. I love you for YOU, not for what you have. I’d love you even if you weren’t a wildly talented pitcher, but I love that you have such an amazing talent. I just wanted you to know that.

        Hurry back, but drive safely. I’ll be counting the days.

        Love,

        Maria

      

      

      He responds a few minutes later. About to go through security, but you ARE one of the most precious things in my life. Don’t ever doubt that. Will write more later. Enjoy your breakfast. Love you.

      Swoon! He makes my heart race with his words the way he has from the first messages he sent me. I get out of bed, take a quick shower and get dressed before breakfast arrives. I’m running a brush through my wet hair when the doorbell rings.

      The room service waiter rolls in a cart that has a vase with a red rose in it and a note with my name on the front.

      “Do I need to sign?” I ask the waiter.

      “No, ma’am. It’s all set.”

      “Thank you so much.”

      “You have a nice day.”

      “You, too.”

      I go right to the table and open the note. Maria, I heard everything you said yesterday, but you’re going to have to let me spoil you a little bit. Sorry not sorry. We love you. Austin & Everly.

      My smile stretches across my face as I pour coffee and dive into the bacon-and-cheese omelet he ordered for me along with the fried potatoes I raved over yesterday and a bowl of fruit. Two mornings ago, I told him the fruit made me feel less guilty about eating the rest. He pays attention. That’s another thing to love about him.

      I drive home an hour later, still on cloud nine from the breakfast and the note and the last week with him and Everly. I unpack my bag, do a couple of loads of laundry and make a grocery list for after-brunch shopping tomorrow.

      My phone chimes with a text from Austin. Landed BWI. Will be back ASAP!

      I write back. Glad you’re safe, and can’t wait to have you back. xoxo

      I spend the afternoon reading, watching TV and trying to relax before my shift at the restaurant. I text Carmen. Are you guys coming in tonight? They come in most Saturday nights, and we’ve fallen into the habit of hanging out after I get out of work.

      
        
        We are! See you in a bit.

      

      

      
        
        Good!

      

      

      Wearing the starched white dress shirt and black skirt that make up the waitstaff uniform, I head to work around four thirty, all the while wondering what Austin and Everly are up to in Baltimore.
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        AUSTIN

      

      

      My dad picks us up in my black BMW SUV, and as I buckle Everly into her car seat, I notice her cheeks are rosier than usual, which has me brushing a hand over her forehead. She’s warm and that’s all it takes for me to go rigid with complete panic. There’s simply no other way to describe it. She was listless and out of sorts on the plane until the descent when she cried uncontrollably for twenty minutes. I chalked up the listlessness and crying to being overly tired from a busy week, but now I can’t deny that she looks and feels feverish.

      I close her door and get into the passenger seat. “Take us to Hopkins.”

      Dad looks over at me, shock etched into his expression. “What? Why?”

      “She’s feverish.”

      “Come on. She is not.”

      “She is, Dad. Drive. Please?”

      After taking another tentative look at me and at Everly in the rearview mirror, he shifts the car into gear and takes off.

      I send a text to Ev’s oncologist. Just arrived back in Baltimore after a week in Miami, and Ev’s running a fever. Bringing her to Hopkins ER right now.

      The doctor, a godsend named Jai Anand, responds immediately. I’ll meet you there.

      He’s amazing, and I credit him with helping to save Everly’s life. But the fact that he feels the need to meet us at the ER on a Saturday does nothing to calm my out-of-control anxiety. My blood pressure has to be in the danger zone, and I can barely breathe from the fear that has my throat feeling tight and closed off.

      I should text Maria and tell her what’s going on, but she’s got to work tonight, and I don’t want to worry her until I know more.

      “You should call Mom,” Dad says, his tone grim.

      I don’t want to have to say the words out loud, even to my own mother. But Dad is right. The three of us have been on this journey together from the beginning, and she has a right to know what’s going on. I put through the call.

      “Hey! Did you guys land?”

      “We did. We’re with Dad now, and, um, well, Ev’s a bit feverish, so we’re going to run by Hopkins real quick just to, you know, make sure.”

      Her gasp comes through loud and clear. “Austin. No.”

      I can’t breathe or talk or do anything other than panic.

      “I’ll meet you there.”

      “Okay.”

      “She’s fine. She’s completely fine.”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’ll be right there.”

      “Thanks, Mom.” To my dad, I say, “She’s meeting us.”

      He reaches over to squeeze my arm. “Try to stay calm, son. A fever can be a sign of lots of things.”

      I nod and try to heed his advice, but I won’t be able to breathe normally again until I know what’s going on. And if the cancer is back…

      No. It can’t be. It just can’t be.

      Dr. Anand must’ve called ahead, because we’re taken right back when we check in at the Hopkins ER. A nurse comes in a few minutes later and takes her temp. It’s 102.

      I’m about to lose my shit. Where in the fuck did that come from? The smell of this place takes me right back to the most terrifying time in my life. It’s my least favorite place in the entire world, despite what they did here to save my daughter’s life.

      Another nurse comes to take blood from Everly. She remembers this process and recoils from the nurse. I hate myself as I hold her still while she screams and cries from the needle stick and then after when she sobs softly into my neck.

      Thankfully, Ev dozes off, and I hold her while she sleeps, trying not to notice the heat coming from her tiny body.

      Mom comes rushing in a short time later, hugs and kisses me and Everly, and looks at me with the same wild-eyed expression she wore that first night when I walked into a nightmare after flying cross-country to get to them.

      My dad puts an arm around her, and they stay nearby during the interminable wait for information. I don’t say a word in the two hours that pass, but every minute feels like a fucking year to me. I go over the last few days in my mind, looking for signs of impending doom that simply weren’t there. She was fine. I kept her on a good schedule, she got plenty of sleep and good food and sunshine.

      I have no idea what I’m going to do if it’s back.

      By the time Dr. Anand comes in, I fear I’m about to have a stroke from the pressure building inside my head.

      “She’s fine,” the doc says.

      At first, I’m not sure I heard him correctly. Did he really say, She’s fine, or do I want to hear that so badly, I’m hearing things?

      “All her counts are within normal range, and she’s still in remission. Let me give her a quick exam to make sure, but whatever this is, it’s not leukemia.”

      There’s nothing else he could say that would mean more to me than that. I force myself to breathe, to swallow around the massive lump in my throat, to lay my sleeping child on the exam table so he can check her.

      She awakens with a cry, until she sees Dr. Anand, whom she loves.

      In a matter of minutes, he has her smiling and chatting. He’s very thorough, as always, and after looking in her ears, he says, “Her ear canals are red and swollen.”

      “She’s been swimming a lot this week.”

      “Swimmer’s ear might be our culprit.”

      “Seriously? That can cause a fever?”

      “Sometimes.”

      I can’t believe it could actually be something so simple, probably because I’m now predisposed to expect the worst.

      He prescribes an antibiotic and drops for her ears and signs discharge paperwork a short time later. “Give her some Tylenol when you get home, and keep it up for the next twenty-four hours. If she’s not much better tomorrow, let me know. And let’s use earplugs for swimming.”

      I shake his hand, this man who saved my child’s life and who came running when we needed him today. “Thank you.”

      “Any time.” He playfully taps on Everly’s chin, making her giggle. “Anything for my girl Everly.”

      “You’re the best.”

      “Go have a stiff drink, Dad. Everything’s fine.”

      “You may have to tell me that a few more times.”

      “Let me know how she is in the morning.”

      “I will. Thanks again, Doc.”

      “You got it.”

      Mom and Dad walk out with us. I’ve got Everly in my arms, her head on my shoulder. I’m so filled with gratitude that I want to cry. I’ve cried more since Ev got sick than I had in my entire life before.

      “I’ll pick up the prescription,” Dad says. “You guys get our baby girl home to rest.”

      “Thanks, Dad.”

      Mom sits in the back seat with Everly while I drive us home.

      I’m a fucking wreck. My hands are shaking, my stomach hurts, and every part of me feels like it’s been sent through a shredder. I park in the garage under our building and carry our bags while Mom carries Everly. The first thing we do when we get in our place is give her the Tylenol, which she takes without protest.

      She puts her hands on my face, forcing me to look at her. “Rie?”

      “She’s still in Florida, Pooh, but we’ll see her very soon.”

      “Dora!”

      I settle her on the sofa with her favorite blanket and find Dora the Explorer on the TV. She snuggles in to watch, and I inhale the first deep breath I’ve taken in hours.

      Mom comes over to hug me. She doesn’t say anything, but then, she doesn’t have to. She gets it because she lived through every second of hell with me. “I’ll make something for dinner.”

      “What would I do without you guys?”

      “No need to worry about something that isn’t going to happen.”

      “Thank you.”

      “We love you both. You don’t have to thank us.” She starts toward the door. “By the way, I took the liberty of packing Ev’s things for Florida, so you only have to worry about yourself. I figured that might get you back to where you want to be that much quicker.”

      “You’re the best, Mama.”

      “How’s Maria?”

      “She’s amazing, fantastic, beautiful, delightful.” Just thinking about her makes me feel better after the last few horrific hours.

      “You light up when you talk about her.”

      “Because I love her.”

      “Oh, Austin… That’s wonderful. She’s a lovely person.”

      “You have no idea how lovely she is.” Thinking about Maria loosens the tension inside me and fills me with a feeling I never had before I had her. It’s a level of joy that can’t be described in words. I tell Mom about taking Maria to see houses yesterday and her reaction to them. “We worked it out, but it was kind of refreshing to realize she was put off by the money rather than turned on.”

      “Which is what you’re used to.”

      “Yeah. Not to mention, Ev just adores her—and vice versa.”

      “I couldn’t be happier for you all.”

      “I’m heading back there the second Everly is feeling better.”

      “We’ll be right behind you. Dad has a doctor’s appointment on Tuesday, so we’re planning to leave Wednesday.”

      “How do you feel about babysitting next Saturday? Carmen is getting married.”

      “We’ve got you covered. I’ll text you when dinner is ready.”

      “Sounds good. Thanks again.”

      “No problem.”

      I check on Everly, see that she’s dozed off again and sit next to her on the sofa, wanting to be close by if she needs me. I put my head back and try to force myself to relax, to let go of the panic and gritty fear. She’s okay. She’s okay. She’s okay. Maybe if I think it enough times, it’ll actually register.

      I send a text to Maria. I know you’re working, but give me a call if you take a break.

      The phone rings two minutes later, and I get up to take the call in the kitchen so I won’t disturb Ev.

      “Hey,” she says. “We’re not busy yet. What’s up?”

      “Everly spiked a fever on the flight home.”

      “What? Is she okay? Did you get her checked?”

      “I did. She’s fine. But I’m a wreck.” I try so hard to keep my emotions in check, but hearing Maria’s voice and her concern is my undoing.

      “Oh God, Austin… I wish I could hug you.”

      “Freaked me out.” I wipe tears from my face, wishing I could control out-of-control emotions, but I know by now there’s no fighting the tsunami when it hits.

      “Of course it did. I’m so sorry. Did they say what they think it is?”

      “She’s got red, swollen ear canals, probably from all the swimming. He gave her an antibiotic and drops in addition to the Tylenol for the fever.”

      “And they ran her blood?”

      “Yeah. All good.”

      She breathes out a deep breath. “Thank God. You must’ve been beside yourself.”

      “You have no idea.”

      “I have a small idea. I’m beside myself for you after the fact.”

      “Sorry to bother you when you’re working.”

      “Please, don’t worry about it. Of course I wanted to know about this.”

      “Call me when you get home?”

      “I will. Are you okay?”

      “I will be. Eventually. I’m all triggered and shit.”

      “Maybe you should check in with the therapist?”

      “Yeah, probably. That’s a good idea.”

      “Do whatever it takes to feel better, Austin. There’s no shame in any of it.”

      “Talking to you helps.” I take a deep breath and release it slowly, trying to sort the wild thoughts running through my mind. “When we were first talking to each other, I felt stupid for telling you about the PTSD and the therapy and all that, but now I’m glad you know.”

      “You should never feel stupid about how you feel. And knowing you were so deeply affected by Everly’s illness only makes me love you more, not less.”

      “I miss you so much. How can it only be eight hours since I last saw you?”

      “Feels like a week.”

      “I, um… I’m having second thoughts about moving Ev away from her oncologist.”

      “Which is also perfectly normal, but if anything happens, we can get her top-quality care here in consultation with her doctor there. I’m a nurse and you can bet I’ll be keeping a very close eye on our girl.”

      “Our girl… I’ve never wanted to share her with anyone until you.”

      “I love her so much, it’s ridiculous. I worry I’m going to spoil her rotten.”

      “It’s okay if you do. I want her to have everything, including you and your love.”

      “She’s got both. I’m all hers, and I love her madly.”

      “Guess what?”

      “What?”

      “My mom packed up Ev’s stuff for Miami, so I only have to pack for myself and get her feeling better. We might be back sooner than I thought.”

      “I can’t wait, and just keep telling yourself she’s fine, everything is fine, and we’re going to have so much fun this winter.”

      “I’ll do that. Call me later?”

      “As soon as I get home.”

      “Have a good night at work.”

      “I will. Love you.”

      “Love you, too, babe.” I end the call and think about what Maria said regarding my therapist. I’ve cut back from weekly appointments to an as-needed basis as we got further out from the bone marrow transplant, but Maria is right. I need to check in with Lois after what happened today. My reaction to what turned out to be a simple fever proves I’m not as “recovered” from the trauma as I’d like to believe.

      I send her a text asking if she can fit me in at some point in the next few days.

      She writes back twenty minutes later. I’m booked solid this week, but I have thirty minutes right now if you want to give me a call.

      I check to make sure Everly is still asleep on the sofa and go into my bedroom to make the call.

      “Hi there,” Lois says when she picks up. She’s in her mid-fifties and recently became a first-time grandmother. I credit her with putting me back together after Everly was ill and helping me learn to function with crippling anxiety. “I was thinking of you the other day. Congrats on the perfect game. That was thrilling to watch.”

      “Thank you.”

      “How’s Everly?”

      “She’s been doing great until a fever today sent me spiraling.”

      “Is she okay?”

      “She’s fine. All her blood work came back normal, and she’s still in remission. They think the fever came from an ear infection.”

      “Thank goodness that’s all it is. You must’ve had a frightening few hours.”

      “It was awful, and thus my text for an appointment.”

      “I’m sure it took you right back to the trauma of her illness.”

      “It did. I keep telling myself she’s fine, but…”

      “The anxiety is telling you otherwise.”

      “Yeah.”

      “It’s perfectly normal to overreact to a fever after what you’ve been through, Austin. Tell me you know that.”

      “I do. It just… It took me back.”

      “Of course it did.”

      “Things have been so much better lately. Ev is thriving, and I… I met someone.”

      “Did you? That’s great.”

      “Believe it or not, she’s Everly’s bone marrow donor.”

      “Wow, that’s amazing.”

      “It’s been pretty great. She’s the sweetest person. Once we were allowed to finally talk freely, we haven’t really stopped since.”

      “Does she live near you?”

      “No, she’s in Miami, so Ev and I and my folks are going to spend the winter down there, but after today, I’m anxious about being so far from her doctor.”

      “They have doctors in Miami, Austin.”

      “That’s what Maria said, too. She’s a nurse. She said she’ll keep a close eye on Everly.”

      “Then it sounds like you have all your bases covered, no pun intended. Remember how we’ve talked about Everly and her illness and how her journey is going to play out regardless of what you do or don’t do?”

      “I remember.” Letting go of the notion that I could control any aspect of this situation has taken time and effort on my part.

      “We talked about the things you can do every day to keep her safe and healthy, and I’m sure you’re all over that.”

      “I am.”

      “The rest is simply out of your hands.”

      “Intellectually, I know that. Emotionally, however…”

      “She’s your little girl, and the thought of her being sick again is unbearable.”

      “Right.” I’m furious at the tears that fill my eyes, threatening to suck me back into the undertow of helplessness I lived with for months during the worst of Everly’s illness. There is, literally, nothing worse than watching your child suffer and being powerless to fix it for them.

      “She’s not sick again. She has an ear infection, and in a day or two, she’s going to be right back to herself.

      “Thanks for the reminder.”

      “I know it’s very difficult to pull yourself out of these spirals once they take hold, but keep thinking about all the positive things in your life. Everly is healthy. You’ve got this exciting new relationship that’s making you happy. Your career is thriving. Everything is good, Austin. It’s better than good. It’s wonderful. Keep your eye on the positive things even when the negative is calling to you.”

      “I’m trying.”

      “I feel for you. You’ve been through hell, and it’s going to take a while to get over waiting for the sky to fall on you. Be kind to yourself.”

      “Thanks for taking the time today. I appreciate it.”

      “I’m here any time you need me.”

      “I appreciate that, too.”

      “Keep me posted on how you and Everly are doing, and best of luck in the off-season. I’m hoping you get everything you deserve.”

      “Thanks.” Her comment reminds me of messages from Aaron that I need to deal with at some point.

      “Take care.”

      “You, too.” I end the call and take a few minutes to try to find my chill, which has been missing since I realized Everly was feverish earlier. Lois has been such a great source of help and sanity to me while Everly was sick and since she’s recovered. I can’t imagine where I’d be without her, my parents, my brothers, my friends and teammates who surrounded me and Ev with so much love and support during the best and worst of times.

      Lois is right. Things are going my way again. The months of hell are behind us, and only good things are ahead. Despite the fever and ear infection, Everly is healthy and thriving, and that’s all that matters. I can handle anything else as long as she’s okay.

      My mom texts that Dad is back with Everly’s prescription and dinner is ready.

      I go to the sofa to rouse Everly with kisses to her cheek, which feels cooler than it did an hour ago. When her eyes pop open, the first thing she says is, “Rie?”

      Smiling, I tell her, “Not yet, Pooh. But soon. Very, very soon.”
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      I’m off my game at work after the call from Austin. I mess up two orders and spill a cosmopolitan down the front of me, leaving my white shirt stained. As soon as things die down a bit with the dinner rush, I take a break, go into the ladies’ room and wash my hands, which are sticky from the sugary drink.

      Carmen comes in after me.

      I’ve been so busy, I haven’t been able to talk to her or Jason while they eat dinner at the bar with my parents.

      “Dude, you’re a hot mess tonight. What’s going on?”

      “Everly spiked a fever on the flight to Baltimore, and Austin was losing it when I talked to him. She’s fine, but it’s left us both rattled.”

      “Understandably so. What can I do for you?”

      “Nothing. She’s okay, so I’m okay. How are you? One week until the big day!”

      “I’m all good, just concerned about you.”

      “I love her so much,” I whisper. “So, so much.”

      Carmen hugs me. “She’s wonderful and sweet, and she loves her Rie, too.”

      “It’s all so big.” I pull back from her and place my hand on my heart, which feels too large for my chest lately. “With her and with him.”

      “I know that feeling. It’s kind of scary, right?”

      “Terrifying, but also the best thing ever.”

      “That sounds about right.”

      “How do people survive falling in love like this?”

      “I asked myself that question when I was first with Jason and beginning to realize what he was going to mean to me. It’s always such a big risk to open your heart to feelings as big as what you’re experiencing for Austin and Everly. But I’ve found the payoff to be worth the gamble, twice now.”

      The pager on my belt buzzes to let me know I have food up in the kitchen. “Duty calls. Thank you for checking on me.”

      “Let’s have a drink after your shift.”

      “Sounds good. And let me know what I can do for you this week.”

      “I will.”

      I finish my shift, cash out with nearly four hundred dollars in tips and join my family for a quick drink at the bar before I head home. I can’t wait to talk to Austin and check on Everly and just be with him, even if being with him isn’t the same when he’s not here. I wish they were still at the hotel and I could sleep with his arms around me.

      After a quick shower, I put on a robe and check my phone to find an email from him, sent an hour ago.

      
        
        Dear Maria,

        Today has been a really, really long day. I feel like it’s been a month since I left you this morning. I’m glad you enjoyed the breakfast, and thanks for letting me spoil you a little. You deserve it!

        Ev is doing much better. The fever is down to 99.9 from 102 earlier, and she’s much perkier than she was. Hopefully, the antibiotic will kick in overnight and fix her right up. I’ll admit that I’ve been hitting the whiskey tonight. Sometimes that’s the only thing that takes the edge off the anxiety. Hearing that she’s still in remission after fearing a relapse was such a relief, but the sick feeling of dread and fear is hard to shake. I’m working on it, though!

        I hope you had a good night at work. Hit me up on FaceTime when you get home.

        I miss you. I love you. I can’t wait to get back to you.

        Austin

      

      

      Moved to tears by his heartfelt words, I put through the FaceTime call.

      He comes on the screen, smiling and happy to see me, but he looks exhausted. “Hey.”

      “How’re you doing?” I take in the sight of his bare chest and the handsome face that just does it for me.

      “I’m okay, and Everly was much better by bedtime.”

      “I just read your email. I’m so glad the fever is down and she’s perked up. We need her full of beans.”

      “Right? I talked to Lois, the shrink, had dinner with my parents and Ev and talked to my brothers. I’m better than I was. But I still wish you were here.”

      “I do, too. I’m sorry you had such a rough day.”

      “I suppose it’s bound to happen. All that matters is that she’s still in remission.”

      “Right, but you matter, too, and I know this was awful for you.”

      “I’m coping and staying focused on the positive, including getting back to you as soon as I possibly can. I packed all my stuff tonight, and if Ev is better tomorrow, we’ll head out Monday morning, first thing. I looked online. It’s sixteen hours.”

      “That’s a long time in the car with a three-year-old.”

      “We’ll be okay. I loaded a bunch of her favorite videos and shows on the iPad, and she’s got her books and music.” He takes a sip from a glass full of amber-colored liquor. “How was work?”

      I hold up my ruined uniform shirt. “This is how it was.”

      “Whoa! What happened?”

      “I was off my game tonight.” That’s putting it mildly.

      “How come?”

      “I was worried about Everly and you and just… everything.”

      “I’m sorry we messed with your game.”

      “I’m not sorry. I always want to know what’s going on with you guys.”

      “I hate being away from you, and it’s only been one very long day.”

      “Same.”

      “I pulled the trigger on the Gables Estates house. It’s all ours as of this coming Friday.”

      “You guys can stay with me if you get back before then.”

      “We’ll be back before then.”

      We chat for two hours, until we’re both yawning our heads off and have no choice but to say good night.

      I power through the next few days—brunch with the family on Sunday and work on Monday. Everly is still a bit droopy on Monday, so Austin decides to give her one more day before they hit the road. By Tuesday, she’s much better, and they leave Baltimore early that morning, making it to Georgia before stopping for the night. I’m giddy at work on Wednesday, knowing they’ll be here sometime today.

      After work, I hit the grocery store and go home to make dinner while I wait for them. The last time I talked to Austin, they were in traffic in West Palm Beach, and the GPS was showing ninety minutes to my house. That last hour and a half goes by so slowly, I’m about to crawl out of my skin.

      A light knock on my door has me flying across the room and letting out a happy scream when I see Everly there, holding a bunch of flowers in her pudgy little hands.

      “Rie! Flowers!”

      I’m so happy to see her, I weep. I pick her up and swing her around, nearly crushing the flowers that I manage to rescue at the last second. I put them on the counter and hug her as Austin comes in after her with two bags hooked over his shoulder and Everly’s backpack in hand.

      I’ve never in my life been so glad to see anyone. They were gone for five days, but it felt like a lifetime. In those five days, something became very clear to me: I’ll follow him—them—to the ends of the earth if it means I get to be with them every day. At some point, I probably ought to tell him that.

      I put Everly down and walk into Austin’s outstretched arms.

      “There you are,” he says, sounding as relieved as I am to be back together.

      I cling to him. “Was it really only five days?”

      “Felt like a hundred.” He pulls back to kiss me—a light caress of lips against lips in deference to our little audience, but it makes me shiver with pleasure. “To be continued later. Everly, quit running around.”

      “It’s fine. She’s probably thrilled to be out of the car.”

      “We both are. That was a long-ass drive.”

      “Rie! Ass!”

      I rock with silent laughter as Austin looks at me with horror.

      “Don’t say that, Pooh. Dada said a bad word.”

      “Rie?”

      “No, the other one.”

      “Ass, ass, ass!”

      I’m beside myself, trying to hold in the laughter, the joy, the love. They’re back, and everything in my world is right again.

      
        
        AUSTIN

      

      

      After dinner, we take Everly to a park to play and run off some of her pent-up energy from being in the car for two days. We bring her back to Maria’s around eight, give her a bath and read four stories to her before she finally falls asleep in Maria’s bed around nine. We’ll move her to the sofa when it’s time for us to go to bed.

      For now, we sneak out, leaving the door propped so we can hear her if she wakes up.

      “Phew,” I say when we’re in the living room. “I thought she’d be with us until midnight.”

      “She’s the cutest thing on the entire planet.”

      “I agree. Come to me, hug me, kiss me, put me out of my misery.”

      She walks into my arms, and we hold on to each other for the longest time. I have no idea how long because time ceases to exist when I’m with her. It’s just her and me and us and the perfection we’ve found with each other.

      “I couldn’t wait to get back to you. Every mile of that drive was torturous.”

      “I’ve been on pins and needles for days, waiting for you to get back.” She pulls back and looks up at me. “I realized something while you were gone.”

      “What’s that?”

      She draws me down so she can kiss the furrow between my brows. “Nothing bad. It’s actually something really good.”

      Taking her hand, I lead her to the sofa, and we sit together, arms and legs intertwined. “Tell me.”

      “I don’t care where you end up. I’m going with you.”

      This is the best news she could’ve given me. “Really?”

      She nods. “I can’t be away from you guys for months on end. I just can’t.”

      “That’s really great, because I can’t stand to be away from you, either, and neither can Ev. She drove me mad asking for Rie the whole time we were away from you, even though she talked to you on FaceTime every day.”

      “It wasn’t enough for me, either. I just love her so damned much.”

      “She loves you, too.”

      “When she started with the ‘ass’ business earlier… I’m going to be a terrible influence on her, because I can’t stop the laughter.”

      “That was funny. And horrifying.”

      “Your face was so priceless.”

      “My little girl was swearing like a sailor!”

      “We have to watch everything we say around her going forward.”

      “I know.” I curl a strand of her long hair around my finger, fascinated by her curls and the silky texture. Hell, I’m fascinated by every single thing about this amazing woman. “What’ve you got going the rest of the week?”

      “My sister gets here tomorrow, and the bachelorette party is tomorrow night. Rehearsal and rehearsal dinner on Friday night and then the wedding on Saturday. It’s going to be a crazy few days.”

      “It’ll be fun, though, right?”

      “Oh yeah. I’m super excited to celebrate with Carmen and Jason.”

      “My parents will be here by Friday, so we’re set with babysitters for the weekend.”

      “This is very good news. I’m looking forward to having you all to myself.”

      “Don’t make any plans for after the wedding,” I tell her.

      “What’re you up to?”

      “You’ll find out.” I kiss her because I can’t wait another second.

      She responds with equal ardor, and we end up stretched out on her sofa, arms around each other, trying to get closer the way we always do. I can never get close enough to her. “I think it might be time to move Everly and go to bed. I’m wiped out after that long drive.”

      Smiling, Maria presses against my hard cock, making me whimper. “I can tell how worn out you are.”

      “Flat-out exhausted.” I flash a dirty grin as I pull myself up and off her to relocate Everly to the sofa.

      Maria covers her with Everly’s favorite blanket and tucks her in with tender care before kissing her.

      We go into her room, pulling off clothes as we go, and come together on her bed with an urgency I’ve never felt so strongly, even with her. I need this woman the way I need air and food. I need her so badly, we skip all the preliminaries and go right to the main event.

      “Yes, Austin… Yes.”

      Being inside her feels like coming home to the safest, happiest, most secure place I’ve ever been. I wrap my arms around her and hold on tight to the best thing to ever happen to me. She’s right up there with Everly, and I can’t wait to see what’s ahead for us as we go forward together.

      “I love you,” I whisper in her ear. “I love you so much. Being away from you was hell.”

      “Same, same. I love you, too.”

      “Marry me, Maria.” The words are out before I take even a second to consider what I’m saying, but I don’t regret it. That’s what I want. She’s what I want. I’ve known that since the first time I ever talked to her, before I knew her name or had seen her face or experienced her love firsthand. I want us to be a family.

      She gasps, her eyes fly open, and she goes still under me. “What?”

      I press deep inside her and gaze down at her, so lovely and sweet and sexy and perfect. “I love you. Everly loves you. Marry us. Be our family. Be our everything.”

      Blinking rapidly, she tries to contain tears that spill down her cheeks. “I, ah… Are you really asking me that?”

      I push even deeper into her, making us both gasp from the intensity of what we feel when we’re together this way. “I’m really asking.” Bending my head, I draw her nipple into my mouth, giving a gentle tug that has her internal muscles clamping down on my cock. It’s all I can do to hang on when that happens. “Marry me, sweet Maria. I’ll give you the world.”

      “I only want you and Ev.”

      “Is that a yes?” I can barely breathe as I wait for her to say the only word I want to hear.

      “Yes.”

      I squeeze her so tightly. “Best word ever.”

      “We can’t tell anyone until after Carmen’s wedding. This is her big week.”

      “I can live with that. Are you really going to marry me?”

      “Yes, Austin, I’m really going to marry you.”

      “Can I come see your clinic tomorrow?”

      “Sure.”

      “Good, now what do you say we finish what we started here?”

      “Mmm, I say yes to that, too.”

      “Yes is my new favorite word.” There’s nothing quite like finding that one person who completes you, who loves your child as much as you do, who makes you feel like you’re the king of the world when you’re with her, as if anything is possible. I know without any doubt that I’ll be safe with this woman, that my child will be safe with her. At the end of the day, what else matters?
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      “I probably shouldn’t have done that while we were having sex.”

      I turn my head so I can see him. “It was perfect. As long as you meant it.”

      “Hell yes, I meant it. Did you mean it when you said yes?”

      “Hell yes.”

      His smile lights up his face as he turns on his side to face me, his arm around me. “It’s going to be so great. We’re going to be so great.”

      “We already are.”

      “I talked to my agent, Aaron, today.” He combs his fingers through my hair. “What do you think of Seattle?”

      “As in the Seattle that’s on the other side of the country Seattle?”

      “Yeah, that’s the one.”

      “Um, well… I haven’t really thought much about it, to be honest.”

      “Would you be willing to consider it for roughly half the year for the next six or so years? We could spend the off-season here.”

      As I rest my head on his chest and run my fingers over the elaborate artwork on his pectorals, I try to imagine life without regular time with my family and friends and what that would be like.

      “You’d be able to come home any time you need to for any reason. No questions asked. Your Nona’s birthday, your sister’s home for the weekend, your cousin is having a Tupperware party… Whatever it is, if you want to go, you go.”

      I’m rocking with silent laughter. “No one has Tupperware parties anymore. With my family, it’s more likely to be Pampered Chef.”

      “Whatever it is, if you need to be there, you’ll be there.”

      “You’re very sweet to understand how connected I am to my family.”

      “I’ve seen that firsthand, and I’d never want to keep you from them. But selfishly, I need you with me and Ev. I know this is a big ask.”

      “It’s not that big. Yes, it’ll be hard to be away from my life here, but I’ll have you and Ev to make it worth the sacrifice.”

      “We’ll make it worth it—and the Mariners are making it worth it, too. Aaron says they’re offering a hundred twenty million for three years with all sorts of options and incentives.”

      “Holy. Shit.”

      “Right?”

      I look up to catch his gaze. “Can I ask you something else?”

      “Anything you want.”

      “Do you want more kids?”

      “Absolutely. I’d have ten kids. I love being a dad.”

      “We’re not having ten kids.”

      “You’re no fun.”

      “Yes, I am, and you know it. I’d consider two more with possible negotiations for a fourth, but that’s it.”

      “I’ll take that deal.”

      “Are we really doing this? Are we talking about our life together?”

      “That’s what I’m talking about. What’re you talking about?”

      I smile at the way he says that and snuggle into his warm embrace. “I’m so excited.”

      “So am I. What kind of wedding should we have?”

      “The only kind of wedding my family is capable of—an extravaganza. You’ll see this weekend.”

      “I want you to have whatever you want. Anything you want.”

      “All I want is you and Ev and your family and my family. That’s all I need.” I pause and let out a laugh. “I can’t believe I’m getting married.”

      “Believe it, baby. We’re going to have it all. Every single thing.”

      I’m not sure what time it was when we finally fell asleep, but it was late, and I’m startled awake when I can’t breathe. I open my eyes to find Everly hovering over me, plugging my nose to get me to wake up.

      “Rie!”

      Austin comes to with a gasp as we realize we’ve been caught in bed together for the first time. “Pooh, don’t do that to Rie. It’s bad enough when you do it to Dada.”

      “Dada! Rie! Bed!”

      I’m dying, and I can’t stop the gurgle of laughter that erupts from deep inside me.

      “Rie! Silly!”

      We never did get around to putting clothes back on, so not only has she caught us in bed together, but we’re also bare-ass naked.

      “Pooh, go on out to the sofa. Dada will be right out.”

      “Rie!”

      “I’m coming, too, pumpkin.” As soon as I can stop laughing, that is.

      Everly jumps off the bed and goes running out to the living room.

      Austin gets up, pulls on a pair of underwear and shorts and then leans over to kiss me. “We’re busted.”

      “Looks that way. Are you okay with that?”

      “She needs to get used to seeing us sleep together. And you know what’s great?”

      “Besides everything?”

      He smiles. “She’ll never remember life before you. You’ll be the only mother she ever knows.” After dropping that emotional bomb on me, he kisses me and goes to see what Everly is doing while I lie in bed and marvel at how I’m now a fiancée and the mother of a three-year-old.
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        * * *

      

      I float through the morning at the clinic, in the best mood I’ve ever been in. My future is set. I’ve found my one, and that he comes with the most wonderful little girl is a delightful bonus. In the break room between patients, Miranda asks me what’s got me smiling from ear to ear.

      “You’ll meet them around noon when they come in for lunch.”

      “Them?”

      “My boyfriend and his daughter.” It pains me to call him that when he’s my fiancé now, but I can’t do anything to take the spotlight off Carmen this week. There will be time enough to celebrate my news after her wedding.

      “Ah, so it’s all official, then?”

      “It is. I can’t wait for you to meet them, and you should know he’s interested in funding the clinic.”

      She pauses mid-sip. “Seriously?”

      “Yep. I told him what we do here, what it means to me and the community. He’s excited to be part of it.”

      Miranda blinks a few times, and I realize she’s trying not to cry. “This is a miracle,” she says softly. “I haven’t wanted to say anything, but our funding is really low. I’ve been praying to the Blessed Virgin for relief…”

      I go to her and hug her, filled with love for her and the man who will ease her burden. “I’m sorry you’ve been so worried. You could’ve told me.”

      “I didn’t want you to be worried, too.”

      “You need to prepare yourself… When Austin goes all in, he doesn’t hold back.”

      She fans her face as she tries to contain her tears.

      I hand her a tissue from a box on the counter. “I should tell you that it’s possible he’s going to sign with Seattle.”

      Her smile falters. “That’s awfully far from Miami.”

      “I know, and I’ll probably be going with him.”

      “Ah, mi amiga, you’re in love.”

      “Very much so.”

      “I’m so happy for you—and for him. He’s a lucky man.”

      “We’re both lucky to have found each other.”

      “And in the most special way. You were a perfect match for his child, and he’s a perfect match for you. What a lovely thing that is.”

      Our receptionist, Angie, comes to the break room door. “Maria, there’s a hot-as-F dude here with the cutest kid ever, and they’re asking for you.”

      “That’d be her boyfriend and his daughter,” Miranda says.

      Angie’s eyes bug. “Legit?”

      “As legit as it gets.” They’re early, but I don’t care. I follow Angie to the reception area, where Austin is holding Everly and a big shopping bag.

      “Rie! Lunch!”

      “There’s my pumpkin.” I take her from him and give her a squeeze.

      “Rie! Bed! Dada!”

      While Austin, Angie and Miranda crack up, I gently cover Everly’s mouth. “Shhh, don’t tell my secrets at work.”

      “I’m Austin,” he says. “You must be Angie and Miranda.”

      As they shake hands with him, both women seem a little dazzled. I can’t blame them. He has the same effect on me.

      “So this is the clinic I’ve heard so much about.”

      “It’s not much, but it’s our home away from home,” Miranda tells him. “Come take a look.”

      While I hold Everly, Miranda shows him our two exam rooms and the break room. “And that concludes our five-minute tour.”

      “How many patients do you see here in a week?”

      “It varies, but on our busiest week, about two hundred fifty.”

      “That’s a lot.”

      “We can never accommodate everyone in a given day,” I tell him. “But we give them numbers so they can come back without having to wait again.”

      “If you had a bigger place and more staff, would that help?”

      Miranda stares at him. “Uhhh…”

      “It would make a huge difference for our community,” I tell him.

      “Then let’s do that, shall we?”

      “Holy F,” Angie says. “Is he for real?”

      “He is,” I tell her, bursting with pride. He’s all mine, and I love him for doing this. “He’s as real as it gets.”

      Over the lunch that Austin brought, we discuss his intention to fund the clinic going forward, to provide whatever is needed, up to and including a new, larger facility.

      “You’re going to have to give me some time to catch up,” Miranda says. “I can’t believe this is happening.”

      Austin covers her hand with his much larger one. “It’s an absolute pleasure to be able to do this, Miranda. I get paid a ridiculous amount of money to play a game. Being able to do some real good with that money is important to me—and this place is important to Maria. That makes it important to me.”

      “Girl,” Angie says.

      I send her a smug smile. “I know, right?”

      “We were really, really lucky when Everly got sick to have access to the best health care money could buy. I can’t take care of everyone who needs it, but I can do this.”

      “Thank you so much,” Miranda says. “So, so much.”

      Jason comes in and stops short when he sees us gathered around the table with Austin and Everly. I almost forgot that today is his afternoon at the clinic. “What’s up?” he asks.

      “We’ve got ourselves a new benefactor,” Miranda tells him.

      “Is that right?” Jason smiles at Austin. “That’s awesome and so badly needed.”

      “So I’ve been told.” He gestures to the sandwich makings on the table. “Have something to eat.”

      “Don’t mind if I do. I was running late and didn’t get to eat.”

      We make room for him at the table.

      “Are you getting excited?” I ask him.

      “So excited. I never knew getting married was so much fun.”

      “It’s only fun when you get it exactly right,” Miranda tells him. “Which you did.”

      “I sure did.”

      “How’s the bride holding up?” Austin asks.

      “She seems good, although I know it’s not the same for her as it is for me. I’m trying to be mindful of that.”

      “When you marry a widow, you don’t just get her,” Miranda says. “You get her late husband and his family, too.”

      Jason nods. “I know, and I love Tony’s family and how devoted Carmen has been to them and vice versa. They’re her family.”

      “You’ll be just fine because you get it,” Miranda says. “And with that, we need to get back to work. Austin, thank you for lunch and everything else. I’m looking forward to working with you.”

      “Same. You have my number. Let’s talk again soon.”

      “After the wedding. This week is about celebration. We’ll take care of business next week.”

      “Sounds good. I’ll look forward to hearing from you.”

      “Oh, you’ll hear from me,” she says over her shoulder as she leaves the room.

      “It’s so, so amazing what you’re doing,” Angie says. “You have no idea…” She spontaneously hugs him. “And you’re hot AF.”

      She scurries out of the room while the rest of us laugh.

      “So that’s Angie for you.”

      “She’s funny.”

      “It’s amazing what you’re doing here, Austin,” Jason says. “The need is so great.”

      “It’s very satisfying to be involved in something like this. Thank you for what you do, too.”

      “Like you said, it’s very satisfying work. And with that, thank you for lunch. I need to get to it.”

      “There’s always a line out the door when Dr. Jason comes in,” I tell Austin after Jason leaves the room.

      “We need some of our own Dr. Jasons on staff,” he says.

      “No matter what happens from here on out, I’ll never forget that you did this. You’ve earned years’ worth of husbandly get-out-of-the-doghouse-free cards with this.”

      His grin is potent, sexy and satisfied. “Then it’s money very well spent.”
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      Austin makes dinner while I get ready for a night out with my girls. This feels so domestic, like what being married will be like. When I come out of my bedroom wearing a black dress, sky-high heels and more makeup than Austin or Everly have ever seen on me, he stares at me with a look of pure desire that makes me wish I didn’t have plans tonight.

      “Rie pretty!”

      I pick up Everly so she can get a closer look at the makeup.

      “Rie is so pretty,” Austin says. “So, so pretty.”

      “You guys are good for a girl’s ego.”

      “Your ego should be very, very healthy.” He steals a quick kiss and then gets busy serving up chicken and mashed potatoes and stuffing that Everly apparently loves better than scream, if her father is to be believed.

      Austin not only makes dinner, he cleans up afterward, too, while I go brush my teeth, reapply my lipstick and run a brush through my hair.

      He comes up behind me, wraps his arms around me and kisses my neck. “It’s not fair that you’re going out looking so fucking hot, and I don’t get to go with you.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “We need a real date.”

      “We’ve got the rehearsal and the wedding.”

      “Which will be awesome, but after that, I want just us. A lot of just us.”

      “We’ll have plenty of that.”

      “You promise?”

      “Absolutely.” My phone chimes with a text from my sister. “Dee is here, and she wants to meet you guys.” I turn and kiss him. “Don’t wait up.”

      “I will wait up. Don’t let some other dude take off with my girl.”

      “I’m not going anywhere with anyone but you, and you know it.” I take him by the hand and lead him to the living room, releasing him to open the door to Dee.

      She shrieks and launches herself at me, like always when we see each other for the first time in weeks or months. She’s only a year younger than me, and we’ve always been close. We never fought the way other sisters we knew did, and along with Carmen, she’s my closest friend. She’s about two inches shorter than me, but otherwise, we could be twins. The only real difference is her curly dark hair isn’t as long as mine. “You’re looking hot, mama!”

      “I was just saying the same thing,” Austin says.

      “Speaking of hot, you must be Austin.”

      “Nice to finally meet you.”

      “You, too.” Dee hugs him and then bends at the waist to speak to Everly, who’s hiding behind Austin’s leg. “And you must be Miss Everly. I’ve heard so much about you.”

      “This is Rie’s sister, Dee,” I tell her. “Can you say hi?”

      “Hi.”

      “She’s much chattier when she gets to know you better.”

      Dee plays a cute game of peek-a-boo that has Everly giggling in no time.

      “Rie! Dee!”

      “That’s right, pumpkin. Dee is Rie’s sister.”

      “Sister.”

      I look up at Austin. “Another new word!”

      “Add it to the list.” Austin picks her up so they can walk us out to the limo that’s backed into the driveway, waiting for us. Dee and I splurged on the car so none of us has to worry about driving tonight. “You ladies have a blast.”

      “We will.” I kiss him and Everly. “Love you guys.”

      “Rie! Love!”

      Austin’s grin makes me again wish I could stay home. “Love you, too.”

      When we’re in the limo, I look back and see them waving to us as we leave.

      “Um, wow?” Dee says. “You love him? He loves you? What the fuck? I don’t talk to you for a couple of days, and love has happened?”

      “It happened a while ago, actually.” I’m dying to tell her the rest, but I literally bite my tongue so I won’t be tempted to blurt it out. Carmen’s big week. Not the time. Keep biting your tongue. “He asked me to marry him.”

      She screams so loud, the driver startles.

      “Sorry,” I tell him while shushing her. “You can’t tell anyone. This is Carmen’s week. I’d never want to steal her thunder. You have to promise.”

      She hurls herself at me, hugging me so hard, she nearly breaks my ribs. “This is so awesome, Mari. He’s gorgeous, and that little one… Dear God, she’s adorable!”

      “Is he gorgeous? I hadn’t noticed.”

      “Shut up. You have to tell me everything. How did he ask?”

      “Um, well, we were… you know…”

      “Oh my God! No way! Right in the middle of it?”

      “Yep.”

      “That’s so amazing. Does he know yet where he’s going to play next year?”

      “Maybe Seattle.”

      “Ugh, Mari… That’s so far away!”

      “Believe me, I know, but as he said, it’s only half the year, and his contract will probably be six years. I can do anything for half the year for six years. We’d spend the winters here.”

      “Until you have kids in school, and then it’s not quite so simple.”

      Her comment has the same effect as a pin hitting a balloon. “How did I not even think of school? Everly is already three…”

      “School is coming soon.”

      “So I guess we’ll spend next winter here. After that, we won’t be able to.” That realization is devastating. “But he said he’s fine with me coming home any time I want to.”

      “It’ll still be hard,” Dee says. “You’ve never wanted to live anywhere else for a good reason. This is where your heart is.”

      “That’s true, but if they’re in Seattle, that’s where my heart will be. He went to Baltimore for five days to pack and drive back down for the winter, and I almost went mad from missing them.”

      “Sigh,” she says, making the sound to go with the word. “That’s so incredible, Mari. You’ve waited so long for this. I couldn’t be more thrilled, except for the part about you moving to Seattle.”

      “Don’t tell anyone that. Nothing is finalized, and it won’t be for a while yet.”

      “How’re we going to keep this from Carmen?”

      “I shouldn’t have told you.”

      “As if you could hold this in for two full days.”

      “I couldn’t hold it in for two full minutes.”

      “You should just tell her. She’s not the type who’d care about sharing the limelight.”

      “I don’t want to tell her until after the wedding.”

      “It’s your news, and she won’t hear it from me. I’m just saying… She’d want to know.”

      “Speaking of things people would want to know, she and I want to talk to you about Marcus.”

      Dee goes perfectly still. “What about him?”

      “We heard some things…”

      “What things?”

      “I should probably wait for Car. She’s the one who heard it.”

      “Why didn’t you guys tell me?”

      “We were waiting until you were here, because there was nothing you could do from New York.”

      “About what?”

      “So you know how he broke up with the skank, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, Car talked to Bonita, and she said he’s a mess.”

      “What’s that got to do with me?”

      “Apparently, he’s not a mess over the skank. He’s a mess because he’s realized that letting you go was the biggest mistake of his life.”

      Her face goes blank with shock. “He did not say that.”

      “If you believe his sister, he did say it.”

      “I can’t hear that.”

      “We thought you’d want to know.”

      “And now I do.”

      “What’re you going to do?”

      “I’m not doing anything. That was over a long time ago.”

      “Was it? Really?” I’ve never known her to date anyone else in all the years since she broke up with Marcus. If she has, she hasn’t told me, and she would have. We tell each other everything.

      “Yes, really. Let’s talk about something else. How has Car been this week?”

      Though I’m concerned by how shocked she seems by the Marcus news, I follow her lead. “Good, from what I can tell.” I shared Jason’s concerns with her. “She hasn’t said anything that leads me to believe she’s anything but thrilled.”

      “You guys are lucky. You’ve got it all figured out.”

      “Not everything.”

      “The big things.”

      The limo glides to a stop outside the building where Carmen and Jason live in Brickell. They’re outside waiting for us, and when Dee steps out of the limo, Carmen runs to her on spike heels and jumps into Dee’s arms.

      “Jeez, woman,” Dee says. “You almost took me down.”

      “I knew you could handle it.”

      After putting Carmen down, Dee hugs Jason.

      “Welcome home,” he says.

      “Thanks. It’s always good to be here.”

      No one else, except for Carmen, would notice that Dee is reeling from what I told her about Marcus. She’ll try to hide it, but I know her too well, and so does Car.

      “You ladies have a good time and be safe,” Jason says before laying a hot kiss on Carmen. “If you end up in jail, call Austin, not me.”

      “Haha,” Carmen says, poking his belly. “No one is going to jail. Not tonight, anyway.”

      She gets in the car, and we follow her.

      Jason stands on the sidewalk to wave us off.

      Carmen looks back, watching until he’s safely inside their building before she turns to find us watching her. “What?”

      “What’s that about?” Dee asks.

      “Nothing. I was just making sure he’s okay.”

      “He’s fine, Car, and he’s going to be fine,” Dee says.

      “I know.”

      “Do you?” I ask gently, because God knows I get where she’s coming from. Losing Tony was one of the worst things to ever happen to any of us. That she moved past that and got to the point where she could take a chance on love again is nothing short of a miracle. For a time, we wondered if we’d lose her, too.

      “I worry about him. I suppose that’s to be expected.”

      “Sure,” I say, “a little healthy concern is to be expected. Is that what this is?”

      “Might be a little more than that, but I’m handling it. I don’t want to talk about that tonight. Tell me everything, Dee! What’s new?”

      “I told her about Marcus.”

      “And?”

      “And nothing,” Dee says. “That’s over.”

      Carmen raises a brow, which says it all. She doesn’t believe her any more than I do.

      “And Mari is engaged.”

      “Dee! For fuck’s sake!” I ought to be pissed, but she saved me from the extraordinary effort it would’ve taken to keep the biggest news of my life a secret for two more days.

      Carmen whirls around to look at me. “Are you?”

      “Yes, but I was waiting to tell you until after the wedding.”

      “Shut up! That’s crazy!” She hurls herself at me, and we hug and scream and cry and do what we always do when one of us has big news. “I’m so happy about this. I love him so much, and Everly… This is the best thing since me and Jason.”

      “I’m pretty damned happy about it.” And relieved that my two closest friends in the world know, even if I’m going to punch Dee the first chance I get for being such a big mouth.

      “He asked her while they were doing it,” Dee adds, sticking her tongue out at me.

      Carmen laughs and claps her hands. “That is amazing. I love it. There is no need for you to keep this a secret, Maria. Tell the world.”

      “It’s your week.”

      She leans across the opening between the seats, takes my hand and holds on tight. “It’s our week. The best week ever.”
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      At the rehearsal and the dinner that follows, I start to get an up-close-and-personal view of the family I’m joining, and I have to say, I’m impressed. They’re warm, funny, loving, loyal and not afraid to shower their love on everyone around them, including me. We were going to keep our big news a secret until after the wedding, but apparently, Dee spilled the beans, and now everyone knows.

      My parents, Everly and I moved into the house in Gables Estates today, settling in for a winter of fun in the sun. I can’t wait to spend as much time as possible with Maria and her family.

      At the rehearsal dinner, I ask for a moment alone with Maria’s dad, Lorenzo. Everyone calls him Lo, but I call him Mr. Giordino.

      The rehearsal dinner is at Jason and Carmen’s place, and Mr. Giordino and I take drinks to the huge patio that overlooks Biscayne Bay.

      “Quite a place,” he says, seeming impressed.

      “It’s beautiful.”

      “You didn’t bring me out here to talk about the view, though, did you?”

      “No, sir. I wanted the chance to apologize to you.”

      “For what?”

      “For not talking to you before I asked Maria to marry me. I know I should’ve done that, but the proposal was somewhat spontaneous, and so here I am, after the fact, asking for your blessing.”

      “I should make you suffer, but you’re catching me in a good mood.”

      Laughing, I say, “Well, thank goodness for that. I want you to know—I love Maria very much, and not just because she saved my daughter’s life. Of course that was how it started, but I love her for everything she is and for her big heart.”

      “It’ll be hard for her to live anywhere but here.”

      “I know, and I’ve told her that she should come home any time she wants or needs to. We’ll spend as much time here as we possibly can.”

      He seems a little sad, which touches me.

      “I try to imagine what it would be like to have some guy come along and take my little girl away from me, and I can’t for the life of me picture that.”

      “It’s sad for us, but exciting for her. She glows with happiness around you and your daughter. We’ve all seen that. But like you said, she cares so much for others, which means she’s also easily hurt.”

      “My only goal in life will be to make her happy. You have my word on that.”

      “Then you have my blessing.”

      I shake his outstretched hand, relieved to be forgiven for failing to take care of this detail before I asked her.

      Carmen comes out to the patio and walks over to us. “I was looking for you,” she says to me. She’s gorgeous in a white off-the-shoulder dress. Her hair is down and curly, and her smile is so big.

      “Uh-oh,” Lorenzo says. “What’d you do?”

      “Haha, Uncle Lo. You’re very funny. Could I borrow Austin for a minute?”

      “Of course.” Lorenzo kisses his niece and heads inside.

      Once we’re alone on the patio, Carmen says, “Did you get a ring yet?”

      “As a matter of fact, Everly and I did that today.”

      “That’s great, because this is what I think you ought to do…”

      
        
        MARIA

      

      

      The wedding is incredible, from Jason’s reaction to Carmen in her dress, to Uncle Vincent and Aunt Viv in tears as they give her away, to having everyone we love together in one place for one perfect day of love and celebration and second chances.

      Jason and Carmen bring everyone to tears with their heartfelt vows.

      “I never imagined anything like this would happen for me again,” Carmen tells her handsome groom. “I thought I’d had my one great love. Imagine my surprise at finding a second one. Thank you for being my perfect second chance, and for allowing me to bring my sweet Tony with me into our marriage and for always respecting his place in my heart. I was doing fine before we met, but since then, I’ve discovered there’s a lot of joy to be found between fine and truly happy. I love you so much, and I always will.”

      Carmen reaches up to wipe the tears from his face as the rest of us battle our own tears.

      I’m standing next to Carmen with Dee to my right and Carmen and Jason’s friend Betty, who was there the day they met, on the other side of Dee. Tony’s parents are seated in the front row with Carmen’s parents, Nona and Abuela, which is such a sweet way to honor them. Jason’s brother, Ben, is his best man, and two of his friends from medical school are groomsmen.

      Jason takes her hand and kisses it. “I was at the lowest point in my life when I met you, and after a few hours with you, I felt better than I had in weeks. That’s how quickly you changed my life. It happened in one day. And every day since then has been like something out of a dream as it just got better and better. I love you, I love the way you love Tony and his family, I love the way you love everyone who matters to you, and I feel spectacularly lucky to be loved by you. I can’t wait to spend forever with you, my sweet Rizo, mi amor.”

      Rizo means curly in Spanish, which is his perfect nickname for her.

      Hours later, after we’ve taken a million pictures and enjoyed the delicious meal of tenderloin and lobster tail with a variety of Italian and Cuban side dishes, it’s time for the speeches. Dee and I flipped a coin, and I lost, so I get to give the maid of honor speech for both of us. Not that we aren’t both happy to do it. It’s just that public speaking makes us nervous.

      “For those of you who don’t know me, I’m Carmen’s cousin Maria. My sister, Dee, and I are her maids of honor, but don’t worry, you’re only going to hear from one of us.”

      “Thank God for that,” Nico says, as only a brother can.

      “Shut up, Nico.”

      Everyone laughs and claps because no one deserves to be put in his place more than my brother does.

      “This has been such an amazing day of celebration, and, Carmen, you have to know how much it means to all of us to see you happy and smiling and in love with such a great guy. I have no doubt at all that Tony is here with us today and that he loves Jason as much as you do, as much as all of us do. Jason, you showed me your heart early on, when you came to work at the clinic and then kept coming back long after we could do anything to help you. I know I don’t have to tell you how much Carmen means to all of us, so please take good care of each other and give us lots of babies to love.” I raise my glass to them. “To Carmen and Jason, may you have a long and happy life together full of love and all good things. We love you both.”

      Carmen and Jason dance to “Unchained Melody,” and I cry my eyes out watching them as the lyrics about “God speed your love to me” touch my heart with their poignancy. I have to believe that God and Tony and lots of prayers and tons of love delivered Carmen to her happily ever after with Jason. After that, my maid of honor duties are finished, and I’m ready to dance with my sexy man, who’s sexier than usual today in a gray suit.

      He’s removed the suit coat, and I run my hands over the vest he’s left on. It’s a good look on him, but a brown bag would look good on him.

      “Sexiest bridesmaid I’ve ever seen,” he whispers in my ear. “That dress is fire.”

      “This old thing?” The rich, navy silk leaves little to the imagination.

      “I have to keep reminding myself I’m not allowed to let my hands go anywhere they want.”

      “Not yet. But later, they can.”

      “And they will.” He holds me as close as he can get me, and it’s not enough. “Everything about this day was perfect, especially you in that dress. I almost swallowed my tongue when you came down the aisle.”

      “Don’t do that! It’s one of my favorite parts of you.”

      “What are some of your other favorite parts?”

      Though we’re surrounded by people, I feel like we’re in our own bubble. “Your lips, eyes, smile… Your hands… Your heart.”

      “How long do we have to stay?”

      “Awhile. I’m the maid of honor.”

      He presses his erection against me. “Don’t forget this part.”

      “As if I ever could.”

      We dance all night, and I can tell I impress him with my moves on the dance floor, especially when Dee, Carmen, my brothers and cousins join me, and we bust loose the way we always do when we’re together. Austin takes a step back and watches me move, and I put on a show just for him.

      I’m wiping sweat from my face when Carmen takes the microphone from the DJ. “Hope everyone is having a great time!”

      We applaud and cheer for the bride, who’s positively glowing.

      “So I’m not the only one around here with big news this week. My sweet cousin Maria got engaged!”

      While the guests applaud, I can’t believe what I’m seeing when Everly comes walking toward me, wearing a pretty party dress, her hair up and tied with a bow. I bend to hug her and pick her up as I catch Austin’s smiling parents looking on. What is happening?

      She hugs me tightly with her chubby arms around my neck.

      “You look so pretty, pumpkin.”

      “Rie! Pretty!”

      “Yes, you are,” I say, laughing. “What’re you doing here?”

      “Maria thought she could keep this big news a secret until after my wedding,” Carmen says, “but we all know how secrets work in this family.”

      I turn to find Austin and gasp to realize he’s down on one knee and now holding the microphone. “Beautiful Maria… With Carmen’s help, I had this all planned and everything I wanted to say to you memorized. But now that the moment is here, and you’re holding my little girl, whose life you saved before you saved mine, all I know is that I want you in our lives forever. Everly and I love you so much. Will you please marry us?”

      He produces a velvet box with a sparkling diamond ring inside.

      “Rie! Marry!”

      I’m laughing and crying and nodding. “Yes, I’ll marry you guys.”

      The place goes wild as Austin stands to hug us both before pulling back to kiss me and slide the ring on my left hand. “Now it’s official.”

      
        
        AUSTIN

      

      

      Carmen’s idea was perfect. Just about everyone we love was there to see our big moment. My mom took video for my brothers, who sent their congrats. They can’t wait to meet Maria, and I can’t wait for that, either. They’re going to love her as much as I do.

      We introduce my parents to the rest of Maria’s family and let Everly stay for a bit to dance with us before sending her home to bed.

      Maria’s Nona invited them to join the family for brunch tomorrow, which I suspect is going to be part of our weekly routine while we’re in Miami. That’s fine with me. I love being around Maria’s family.

      After we finally leave the wedding, I ignore everything other than my beautiful fiancée and the private after-party I’ve planned for us.

      “Where are we going?” she asks as we head north on I-95.

      I quit drinking hours ago so I’d be able to drive. “You’ll see soon enough, my love.” I reach for her hand and bring it to my lips, placing a kiss right below her new ring. “The ring is good?”

      She snorts out a laugh. “Ah, yeah, Austin, the ring is ‘good.’”

      I might’ve gone a little overboard with a nearly three-carat square-cut diamond surrounded by other smaller diamonds. “Is it too much?”

      “Probably, but I love it anyway. Thank you for pulling off such a great surprise.”

      “It was all Carmen’s idea. She wanted to celebrate you.”

      “I love her so much. Seeing her happy like she was today is the best thing after everything she’s been through.”

      “They’re a great couple.” A short time later, we arrive at the Ritz-Carlton Bal Harbour, located on the northern part of Miami Beach. I’d told Maria to pack a bag to stay somewhere tonight, and after turning over my car to the valet, I carry both our bags inside and go directly to the elevator.

      “We don’t have to check in?”

      “I took care of that earlier.”

      “Look at you, planning ahead.”

      “I wanted tonight to be special for you.”

      “It’s special for me because I’m with you. I hope you know I don’t need anything else.”

      “I do know that, which is why I want to give you everything.”

      She leans her head against my chest. “I only need you.”

      And that, right there, is one of many reasons I know for certain that I’ll love this woman for the rest of my life. In the elevator, I keep my arm around her as we go to the sixth floor, where I’ve booked an oceanfront suite. We’ll get to enjoy the view tomorrow.

      “This is awesome!” she says of the room.

      I was hoping it would be okay to bring her here. I’m a little unsure of myself when it comes to surprising her with anything luxurious after her reaction to the homes we toured, but tonight demanded something special.

      I follow her onto the patio, where we can hear the ocean crashing against the beach and breathe in the scent of sand and salt water. “How about some champagne?”

      “In a minute.” She wraps her arms around my waist and gazes up at me. “I just need this first.”

      “I’m always happy to provide this.” I kiss her the way I’ve been dying to since the second I first saw her in the sexy dress. There’s nothing in the world that can compare to the high I get from kissing her. “I need to talk to you about this dress.”

      “What about it?”

      “You made me hard in a church, Maria. If I go straight to hell, it’s completely your fault.”

      She giggles helplessly. “That did not happen.”

      “It did, too! I was afraid I’d be struck by lightning or something.” I nuzzle her neck and bury my face in her fragrant hair. “You were so, so, so stunning today. I mean, you always are, but today was just wow. And watching you dance… Mmmm, so hot.”

      “Do you ever think that this is all just a dream? That any minute now, we’re going to wake up and discover it was all a very lovely dream?”

      “That’s how it feels to me, too, like how can something this amazing actually be real? But it’s so real. It’s the realest thing ever.”

      She flashes a big smile. “Is realest a word?”

      “If it isn’t, it ought to be.” I take her hand. “Let’s check out the rest of this room, shall we?”

      “Lead the way.”

      I grab the bottle of champagne that’s chilling on one of the tables and lead her into the bedroom. After I pop the cork, we both drink right from the bottle.

      “Look at us. Bringing the class.”

      I laugh and take another drink. “Why put it in a glass when it comes in one?”

      “Good point.” She takes another sip and then burps.

      We crack up laughing. It feels so good to laugh with her, to be completely myself with her and vice versa.

      “Here’s to you and me and Everly and forever together.”

      “I’ll drink to that.” She hands the bottle back to me. “Austin, do you think maybe, at some point, I could adopt her?”

      “That’d be…” My throat tightens around a lump of emotion. “Yeah, baby. Let’s make that happen.”

      “Only if it’s what you want, too.”

      “Of course it is. You’re already her mother, Maria. You’re the one she loves.”

      “I’m so happy,” she says on a sigh. “Happier than I’ve ever been in my entire life.”

      “I am, too. I never knew this kind of happy existed.” I kiss her shoulder, along her collarbone and up her neck before capturing her lips in another of those sweet, sexy kisses that have become so necessary to me. “How do I get this stunning dress off you?”

      She lifts her arm to show me the zipper that runs down the side.

      “I’m going to need lots of pictures from today so I never forget how you looked in this dress.”

      “I can make that happen. I know people.”

      Underneath the dress, she’s wearing only a low-cut strapless bra and matching thong.

      “I just want to look at you forever.”

      “I can make that happen, too.” She reaches out to unbutton my vest and the dress shirt under it. “Give me that sexy chest, and hurry up about it.”

      I pull off clothes as fast as I can, popping off one of the buttons on my shirt in the process, which makes Maria laugh.

      “I’m handy with a needle and thread. I can fix that for you.”

      “Least of my worries at the moment.”

      “You have worries? What are they?”

      “For one thing, I’m worried I won’t be able to last long after being hard for you since the church.”

      “We’re not talking about you being hard in church. I’m not going to hell with you.”

      “Oh, come on! It won’t be any fun without you.”

      “What else are you worried about?”

      “Truthfully?”

      “Always.”

      “That you can be happy anywhere but here with your people. I saw you in your element today, and it just… It gave me pause. The last fucking thing in the world I want to do is anything to make you unhappy—and I worry that taking you away from them will make you unhappy.”

      “I love you so much for being concerned about that, but I’ve been doing some research on Seattle, and it looks like a really fun place to live. I think it’ll be good for me to live somewhere else for a while and to experience life outside Miami. I’ll miss my family, but we’ll get home to visit, and when you’re done with baseball, maybe we can move back here?”

      “We can. Absolutely. Give me six to ten years elsewhere, and I’ll give you forever here.”

      “That’s a pretty good deal.”

      “I want you to be happy, Maria.”

      “I promise I can be happy in Seattle if you and Everly are there.”

      “Will we be enough?”

      “God, Austin, yes. You guys are everything to me. You have to know that by now.”

      “We’re not everything. Your family is such a huge part of your life.”

      “And now you guys are, too. It’ll be okay as long we’re together.” She draws me into a kiss that has me forgetting about everything other than what’s happening right here and now, which is pretty damned awesome.

      I release the clasp of her bra and take in the sight of her spectacular breasts and the nipples that tighten before my eyes. I love her unreasonably, and the only thing that matters to me is that she always knows that. I worship every inch of her delicious skin, her tight nipples, her flat belly, which quivers under my lips. With her legs on my shoulders, I kiss and caress and coax her to a series of orgasms that leave her panting and me desperate to get in on the action as I slide into her.

      She wraps her arms around me and holds on tight as we move together in the kind of perfect harmony that had eluded me until I found her. Nothing has ever been like this, like her.

      “God, Maria… I love you. I love you so much.”

      “Me, too. Love you.” She’s breathless and flushed, so fucking sexy and all mine forever.

      I’m so high on the magic we create together that I’m under the mistaken belief that nothing could ever come between us.

      I’ll find out soon enough how wrong I am about that.
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        MARIA

      

      

      My parents want to see me and my siblings after brunch and won’t say why. The cryptic text from my dad asked that we come by the house—just us—after brunch.

      Dee texts me right after. Um, what the hell?

      
        
        No idea.

      

      

      
        
        Are they getting divorced?

      

      

      No! If there’s one thing I’m sure of, that’s it. My parents are solid. Always have been, always will be. I refuse to believe anything other than that.

      I wish I had nowhere to be and nothing to do today so I could loll around in bed with Austin all day, but today’s brunch is the end of the wedding weekend, and everyone will be there to see Carmen and Jason off on their honeymoon to Turks and Caicos. They’re staying in some super-cool resort, and I’d be green with envy if I wasn’t so thrilled for both of them.

      But now this thing with my parents is hanging over me as Austin drives me home to pick up my car. I’d planned to spend the whole day with him and Everly at their house, swimming and chilling by the pool. And now I have no idea what this day will bring, and that’s left me unsettled.

      “I’m sure it’s nothing horrible,” Austin says. “They were both in good spirits yesterday.”

      “I know. I can’t imagine what this is about.”

      “You’ll find out soon enough.”

      “It won’t be soon enough for my liking.” Brunch, which is usually the highlight of my week, is going to be torturous today.

      At my house, he waits for me to run in and grab my keys, and then I follow him to the restaurant where his parents and Everly are meeting us. I get caught up in introducing them to people they didn’t meet yesterday and manage to forget, for a minute, the family meeting that’s cast a pall over a day that should be all about celebration.

      Nico and Milo corner me when I come out of the ladies’ room.

      “What’s up with Mom and Dad?” Nico asks.

      “I have no idea. I know as much as you do.”

      “You always know what’s up,” Milo says.

      “Not this time.”

      “Are you freaked out?” Milo asks.

      “Kinda.”

      “That doesn’t make me feel any better,” Nico says.

      “Sorry.”

      He squeezes my shoulder. “Dee thinks they’re getting divorced.”

      “They are not. That’s one thing I’m not worried about.”

      “Let’s get them out of here soon,” Milo says. “I can’t deal with worrying about what’s going on.”

      “Agreed.”

      It’s after two by the time we arrive back at my parents’ house. I was so wound up that I could barely eat at brunch, but my stomach is upset anyway. There’s no way they’d do this to us unless something is wrong, and part of me doesn’t want to hear whatever it is, especially when everything has been going so right for me lately.

      We gather in the family room, my parents sitting next to each other on the love seat, which I take as further proof they’re not getting divorced.

      “Sit, Maria,” Dad says.

      “I’d rather stand. What’s this about? You’ve got us freaking out.”

      Dad glances at Mom, and she nods as he takes hold of her hand.

      “We wanted to wait until after the wedding to tell you that your mother has been diagnosed with breast cancer.”

      As if someone has opened a trap door beneath me, the world seems to tilt on its axis as I listen to him say words no one ever wants to hear associated with someone they love: triple negative, stage three, mastectomy, reconstruction, chemotherapy, radiation.

      My brain shuts down, and my heart shatters. I know enough to be seriously concerned about the battle that looms ahead for my mother, and one very clear thought occurs to me—I won’t be going to Seattle, or anywhere, for that matter.

      Dee is sobbing as Nico and Milo stare blankly at my parents, who’re making a big effort to be strong for us.

      “We’ve got the best doctors, and we feel very confident that we’re going to beat this,” Dad says as Mom weeps silently next to him.

      “I’m so sorry to do this to you kids,” she says.

      We all move at the same instant, going to her, hugging her, reassuring her.

      “We’ll be with you every step of the way, Mama,” Nico says. “Don’t worry about anything.”

      “I’ll move home,” Dee says. “I’ll stay here and help with everything.”

      “I don’t want you to upset your lives for me,” Mom says.

      “Too late,” Dee replies. “It’s already done.”

      “I’ll go to every appointment, every treatment, everything,” I tell her as I try not to break inside at the thought of Austin and Everly in Seattle without me. “You’ll have your own private-duty nurse.” It’s all I can do not to sob all over her, but she doesn’t need that right now. She needs us to be strong for her and to support her as she fights for her life.

      “We’re not telling the rest of the family until Carmen gets home from her trip,” Mom says. “We don’t want to do anything to ruin this happy time for her. Please promise me you’ll keep it between us for now.”

      We all agree to her wishes and hang out for another hour, until Mom says she’s feeling tired and would like to lie down for a bit.

      The four of us walk outside, numbed by shock and the bone-deep fear that always accompanies a cancer diagnosis.

      “How bad is it?” Dee asks me.

      “It’s not great. Stage three means it’s already spread to the lymph nodes, and triple negative is a bitch. No way around it.”

      My sister breaks down again at that news.

      I wrap my arms around her, and our brothers join the group hug. “We’ll get her through it. We’ll get them both through it.” I tell them what they need to hear, what we all need to hear, even as I spin with despair on the inside. Everything was perfect.

      Until it wasn’t.

      Because our parents urged us to carry on with our plans for the day, Dee decides to go meet her high school friends as planned, and my brothers head to a local park to play pickup basketball with a group they play with almost every Sunday.

      I get in my car, intending to drive to Austin’s home, but instead end up back at my place, needing some time alone. I crawl into bed and sob into my pillow, heartbroken and terrified for my mother, but also a little heartbroken for myself and Austin, too. It was too good to be true. That’s all I keep thinking. Just when everything was falling into place for us, this bomb goes off in my life that’ll keep me in Miami—and that’s not even the most upsetting part of it. Thinking about what my mom will endure breaks me.

      My cell rings in the other room, and I’m sure it must be Austin, but I can’t bring myself to move or do anything other than weep. In a matter of a few hours, I’ve gone from as high as I’ve ever been to as low as I hope to ever be. Though I know I’ll lose them both at some point, I simply can’t picture life without my parents at the center of it. She’s fifty-two. This can’t be happening.

      But it is, and I’m simply devastated for her, my dad, our family and for myself, too. I’d begun to wrap my head around the idea of Seattle, to picture myself there with Austin and Everly. And now…

      I hurt like I’ve never hurt before.

      
        
        AUSTIN

      

      

      It’s been three hours since I left Maria after brunch, and I expected to hear from her by now. I’m starting to get worried, especially since she’s not picking up her phone. Everly’s down for a nap, and my parents are watching golf on TV to avoid the afternoon heat.

      “Do you guys mind listening for Ev?” I ask them. “I’m going to check on Maria.”

      “Of course,” Mom says. “I hope everything’s okay.”

      “I do, too.” It’s very strange that she hasn’t texted or called or come to the house like we planned. She can’t still be with her family hours after they left the restaurant, can she?

      I take a guess and decide to try her place first, and when I see her car in the driveway, my anxiety spikes even further. What the heck is going on? I take the stairs to her place two at a time and knock on the door.

      There’s no answer, so I take a chance and try the door. It’s unlocked, and that worries me because she once told me no one leaves their door unlocked in Miami. Concerned, I step inside. “Maria? Babe, are you here?”

      Her purse is on the floor next to a chair, her keys on the floor next to it, sending a trickle of unease down my back. I head straight for her room, where I find her on the bed asleep.

      Relief floods through me when I see that she’s okay, or at least I think she is. Why is she here and not with me at my house like we planned? I sit on the edge of the mattress, and gently place my hand on her shoulder, careful not to startle her.

      Her face is puffy, as if she’s been crying.

      “Maria, honey.” I kiss her shoulder and then her cheek.

      Her eyes open, and I see they, too, are red and swollen.

      “Baby, what’s wrong?” I brush the hair back from her face and notice new tears filling her eyes.

      “My mom has breast cancer.”

      “Oh no. Maria…”

      “It’s pretty bad. Stage three and an aggressive form. She didn’t want to tell us until after the wedding.”

      “I’m so sorry to hear that.” I kick off my shoes and stretch out next to her, putting my arm around her and wishing there was more I could do besides hold her. “Does she know yet what the treatment will entail?” I can’t deny that my own PTSD surfaces at this news.

      “Mastectomy, reconstruction, chemo, radiation. A long and complicated ordeal.”

      I hear what she doesn’t say, loud and clear—she’s not going to Seattle. She can’t be anywhere but right here with her mother and family. “We’ll figure it out, sweetheart. Don’t worry.”

      “What will we figure out? You’re going to be in Seattle for at least three years but probably longer, and I’m going to be on the exact opposite side of the country, unable to go anywhere.”

      “I haven’t signed with anyone yet. Anything can still happen.”

      “You’ve worked so hard for this moment, Austin. You shouldn’t let anything get in the way of the best possible deal for you and your daughter.”

      “And not my fiancée, too? What about what’s best for her?”

      “It’s not about me. This is about you and your career and this exciting time.”

      “Don’t you know by now that without you, there’s nothing exciting about anything?”

      She breaks down into heartbroken sobs that crush me. If she hurts, I hurt.

      Just last night, we were floating on air, and now we’re being brought back to earth in the cruelest way possible.

      “I don’t want you to make decisions based on me, Austin. That’d be crazy. You have such a huge opportunity to get everything you deserve. That’s what I want for you. It might be best if we, you know, take a break—”

      “No. That’s not happening.”

      “Please, Austin. Don’t make this harder than it already is. I have to be here, and your career is going to take you far away from me. It would make everything worse if I thought I kept you from realizing your full potential.”

      “Do you honestly think I’ll be capable of realizing my full potential without you? I don’t want to hear any more about taking breaks or going forward without you. Not to mention how bad your mom will feel if she thinks she caused us to break up.” Desperation has me playing every card in my hand.

      Sobs continue to echo through her body, but she doesn’t say anything else. I’m filled with dread just the same, knowing the conversation has only been postponed, not finished. If she thinks she can get rid of me when shit goes sideways, she’s going to find out otherwise. I’ll fight for her and us with everything I’ve got. After having found my soul mate, I can’t fathom life without her.

      
        
        MARIA

      

      

      It’s funny how life goes on all around you when you’re living your own private hell. The sun rises and sets, the days go by, you go to work, take your mom to doctor’s appointments, cook food, eat food that has no taste, take care of your parents and patients and see Austin and Everly, and through it all, you’re just numb. You feel nothing other than dread. It hangs over every breath you take, everything you do, every moment you’re awake.

      I have a whole new appreciation for what Austin went through when Everly was sick. As bad as it is to see my mom go through this, I can’t for the life of me know how much harder it must be when your child is the one who is sick. My mom is suffering, and despite the support of our wonderful family and friends, there’s not much we can do for her except pray the treatment works.

      Her surgery is scheduled for right after the first of the year, and we should know more about her prognosis by March, which is an interminable wait.

      Austin officially becomes a free agent on Halloween, but stays focused on Everly that day as she tries to decide between dressing up as a mermaid, a unicorn or Elsa from Frozen. In the end, she chooses Elsa, and we take her trick-or-treating in Gables Estates and in my parents’ neighborhood. They make a big fuss over her and treat her like a grandchild, which is so sweet. I try not to think about whether my mom will live to see other grandchildren.

      In early November, we find out Austin is a finalist for his fourth American League Cy Young Award, which goes to the best pitchers in both leagues.

      When free agency officially begins in early November, Austin spends most of each day on the phone with Aaron, taking meetings with general managers and representatives from a variety of teams that’re interested in him.

      I can’t keep it all straight, but from what he tells me, it’s still looking like Seattle will make the best offer and give him a great chance at playing for a championship team. There’s all kinds of other stuff happening behind the scenes, but Austin has told me nothing will be decided for certain until the middle of December, when the winter meetings are held and Aaron can talk to the general managers face-to-face to reach a deal.

      So I try to tune it all out until it’s decision time, but the process only feeds the pervasive feeling of dread that hangs over me all the time. What does it matter where he ends up? He and Everly will be living so far from me that I’ll never get to see them.

      In mid-November, Austin wins the American League Cy Young, while Joaquin Garcia with the Marlins is the National League winner. The award is a great boost for Austin at a time when the negotiations are really heating up. Aaron is apparently thrilled, because the award gives them even more firepower in the negotiations. I’m so proud of Austin and try to work up the required amount of enthusiasm, but even that falls flat.

      As he has since I learned about my mother’s illness, he’s unwavering in his support of me and my family through these difficult times. He and Jason have taken over the yard work at my parents’ home and spent an entire recent Saturday replacing some sagging planks on their back deck.

      He’s officially become the clinic’s chief benefactor. Miranda is beyond excited as she shops around for a larger building to house the new facility that Austin has promised to build for us. I’m thrilled for Miranda and the community we serve, but like everything else right now, I can’t work up the proper enthusiasm for even that.

      Ridiculous numbers float around the baseball media and in conversations I overhear, but the one that keeps coming up is a hundred and twenty million for three years from Seattle.

      As a longtime baseball fan, I’ve tried to picture making millions of dollars to work six months a year. But having spent time with Austin and witnessed how hard he works in the gym and the light throwing he does in the yard with his dad catching for him at least once a day to keep his arm limber, I believe he deserves whatever largesse is coming his way.

      I’m well aware that our relationship has been different since the day I found out my mother is sick. I’ve been pulling away from him, preparing myself for life without him and Everly, and he knows it. He’s been super patient with me, and of course, that only makes me love him more.

      By mid-December, I’ve slipped into my new routine of working, checking on my parents, cooking for them, spending time with Austin and Everly whenever I can and generally feeling as if I’m running in fifty different directions at the same time. Having Dee home has made a huge difference, as she’s staying with my parents, but I try to help as much as I can, too, so it doesn’t all fall to her. She’s the only reason I ever get to see Austin at all.

      I'm on my way home from checking in on my parents after a frantically busy day at the clinic. Thursdays are always our busiest days because Jason is there in the afternoons. My goal tonight is to finish the laundry I started last night, do some cooking so that my parents and Dee are covered for the weekend and go to bed early.

      I’ve got my radio tuned to Power 96, and I’m zoned out as I always am when battling Miami’s rush-hour traffic. An announcer comes on between songs and gets my attention when he says, “There’s big news for Miami Marlins fans! Cy Young Award-winning pitcher Austin Jacobs has just inked a four-year, eighty-million-dollar deal to play for the Marlins! As one of the most sought-after free agents in this off-season, no one saw this coming. When asked why Jacobs chose Miami, his agent would only say he has personal ties to the city. On behalf of all Marlins fans, let me be the first to welcome Austin Jacobs to Miami! With two Cy Young Award winners in the pitching rotation, look for Miami to be on fire next season!”

      I’m so shocked, I nearly drive off the road. He was supposed to go to Seattle for a hundred and twenty million! What the hell is he doing?

      The first chance I get, I make a U-turn and head for Gables Estates.

      
        
        AUSTIN

      

      

      So the deal is done, and Aaron is absolutely furious with me. He even threatened to drop me as a client if I took the Miami deal. I told him to do what he needs to, which is what I did. Maria needs to be in Miami, I need to be with Maria, so really, there was no decision to make. I did what was best for our family, the new family she and I are going to create together.

      Only my parents and brothers knew ahead of time what I was planning to do, and having spent time with Maria and her family, my parents wholeheartedly approved and understood what I was doing and why. They sold it to my brothers, who were more skeptical at first. They came around when they understood that I love her too much to live without her, even for half the year. And with Everly two years from starting school, spending winters in Miami soon won’t be an option.

      This was the only way I could have everything I want and need, and I’m very pleased with how it worked out.

      After I get Ev down for the night, I plan to go over to Maria’s and talk to her about it. For now, I’m completely focused on Everly, while ignoring my incessantly ringing phone. Every baseball reporter I’ve ever talked to is trying to reach me, along with Miami media and others who want more info about why I took a lesser deal to play in Miami.

      They’ll know soon enough.

      Everly and I are playing tea party in the living room after dinner when Maria comes in hot. Uh-oh. It appears she’s already heard the news and doesn’t seem happy. That’s okay. I’m ready for her. For now, I stare at my gorgeous nurse in the light blue scrubs she wears to work. She makes scrubs look almost as sexy as that bridesmaid dress was.

      “Rie! Tea! Party!” Everly runs for her, like she always does.

      Maria picks her up and gives her a hug and kiss. “Hi, pumpkin.”

      “Play tea, Rie!”

      “We’re graduating to sentences,” she says, keeping her attention on Everly.

      “But the exclamation mark is still in full effect.”

      She rubs noses with Everly, who is delighted by her, as per usual. “We wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      Though I can tell Maria is pissed with me, she sits and has tea and cookies with Everly before I tell my daughter it’s time for bed. While she runs off to say good night to my parents, who are out by the pool, I take a long leisurely look at Maria.

      She’s glaring at me, and I love her madly. “What the hell did you do?”

      “I’ll tell you all about it after we get Ev to bed.”

      Everly comes back inside, and we oversee the brushing of teeth and the reading of stories and the bedtime snuggling we all love so much.

      We tiptoe out of Everly’s room nearly forty-five minutes after Maria first arrived. I take her hand and lead her into my bedroom and close the door. “First things first.” I put my hands on her shoulders, noting they’re tight with tension, and kiss her. “Hi.”

      She turns away from my kiss. “Start talking. Right now.”

      “I signed with Miami.”

      “I know that! How could you do that? You were going to make a hundred and twenty million with Seattle!”

      I shrug, which only further infuriates her. “What’s the difference between eighty and a hundred and twenty?”

      Her gorgeous eyes shoot fire at me. “Forty million!”

      I smile at her outrage. “That’s how much you’re worth to me, my sweet Maria. I don’t need the forty million, but I do need you, and so does Everly. The thought of being three thousand miles from you was simply unbearable. And if anyone understands the need to be close by while a loved one battles a serious illness, it’s me. In the end, Miami was the only team I considered.”

      “Aaron must be pissed.”

      “He threatened to dump me as a client if I took the Miami deal. I told him to do whatever he needs to.”

      She drops her head to my chest. “I cannot believe you did this.”

      “Really? You can’t? You must have no idea how much I love you if you can’t believe I want to be wherever you are.”

      “You could’ve gotten a much bigger deal! This is your season…”

      “And you are my reason. Mine and Everly’s. She loves you as much as I do. How could I take her away from her Rie, the only mother she’ll ever know?”

      She breaks down into sobs as I tighten my arms around her.

      “Hang on to me, sweet Maria. I’ve got you. I’m here, and I’m not going anywhere.” I run my fingers through her long curls. “We’re going to get married and live in this ridiculous house that I’m going to buy for us and make a home and a family and a life right here in your town. I’ll still have to travel with the team during the season, but maybe you guys can come with me.”

      She shakes her head.

      “You don’t have to if you don’t want to.”

      Raising her head, she looks up at me, her eyes red and puffy from crying. She takes my breath away. “I do want to.”

      “Then what?”

      “I still can’t believe you gave up forty million dollars for me.”

      “I did it for me, too, and for Ev. I did it for all of us, Maria. Before I took this deal, I already had everything I need, everything I’ll ever need. I’ve been smart with the money I’ve already made. If I never play another game, I’m set. We’re set. Eighty million is a king’s ransom. Twenty million a year to do what I love while living with the woman I love? Sign me up.”

      “You should’ve talked to me about it first.”

      With my hands framing her face, I gaze down at her. “So you could talk me out of it or break up with me in some misguided attempt to do what was best for me? No, thanks. You’re what’s best for me. Miami is what’s best for me. In case you haven’t noticed, I love it here. I love being with your family. I love Sunday brunch at the restaurant and visiting you there when you’re working. I love the clinic and the important work we’re doing there. I love the golf and the sun and the pool and the beach. I even love the palm trees. But more than anything else, I love you.”

      “You signed with Miami.”

      Smiling, I nod. “I signed with Miami.”

      “You’re insane.”

      “Maybe so, but insanity has never felt so good.”

      “You could’ve been the ace in Seattle.”

      Again, I shrug. “Who cares about that? Joaquin will force me to up my game and not get lazy and slovenly.”

      “You’d never do either of those things.”

      “Still, it’ll be nice to have healthy competition for the top spot on the roster, and the Marlins are thrilled to have both of this year’s Cy Young Award winners in their rotation. That greatly improves our chances of going deep into the off-season, which was another of my goals for choosing a new team. It’s all good, babe.”

      She releases a deep breath. “I can’t believe you did this.”

      That makes me laugh, as I realize it’s going to take her a while to wrap her head around what I did and why I did it. That’s fine. We’ve got all the time in the world to spend together and with Everly, and that’s what makes me happier than anything else.

      “Let’s get married this winter. We’ll go somewhere awesome. Take everyone with us. What do you think?”

      “I, uh…”

      I kiss her. “You’re cute when you’re speechless. But then again, you’re always cute.” I help her out of her scrubs, pull off my T-shirt and shorts and follow her into bed. When we’re wrapped up in each other, I brush the wild curls back from her face. “I know these last few weeks have been awful for you. Between your mom’s illness and waiting for me to figure out my plan, you’ve been caught in the middle of it all.”

      “I’ve been trying to prepare myself for you guys to leave.”

      “I know, and you have no idea how often I wanted to put your mind at ease and tell you I was negotiating with Miami, but until it was a done deal, I didn’t want to say anything. I was afraid it would fall apart at the last minute or something.”

      “I can’t believe you did this.”

      Smiling, I kiss her. “Believe it. I’m here to stay, and the only thing that’s ever made me happier than I am right now was hearing that Everly was in remission.”

      “You aren’t going to hate me someday for costing you forty million, are you?”

      “Never.” I kiss her some more, and for the first time in weeks, she kisses me back like she used to before her world imploded. “Want to know something else?”

      “I’m almost afraid to ask…”

      “I would’ve signed for sixty.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        MARIA

      

      

      My mom has her surgery in January. It’s a long day because she had a double mastectomy and reconstruction at the same time. That’s a bitch of a surgery, but she wanted to get it over with all at once rather than, as she said, dragging it out indefinitely. Her fortitude and courage have been inspiring to everyone who loves her. She refuses to wallow in self-pity and has put all her energy toward a return to full health.

      I stay at my parents’ house for the first two weeks she’s home so I can tend to her personally while working as much as I can at the clinic. Dee helps with everything, and my brothers are in and out every day, bringing groceries, wine, prescriptions and anything else we want or need. It’s been a team effort, and our family has more than risen to the occasion.

      Austin and Everly come to visit me every day, but we don’t get much time alone together because the house is always full of relatives and friends, who bring food and much-needed good cheer. Despite being surrounded by loved ones, I’ve never been lonelier as I yearn for time with Austin and a return to normalcy.

      I keep telling myself it’s not about me, it’s about whatever my mother needs and my dad by extension. It’s about using my nursing skills to make her as comfortable as possible and to care for her the way she’s always cared for me.

      However, even though I see Austin every day, I miss my love and our time alone together desperately, not to mention how much I miss Everly.

      When she’s not sleeping, the only thing my mom wants to talk about is my wedding. She quickly scuttled our plan to go somewhere this winter to get married. “I don’t want to look sick in the pictures,” she said, and that was that. I don’t want that for her, either. So we set a date for early November, when Austin’s season will be over and my mother will hopefully be through the worst of the treatment.

      I spend much of every day with Dee, which has been a bright spot in an otherwise difficult time. We haven’t had this much time together in years, and it reminds me of how much fun we had growing up thick as thieves, as Nona would say. Dee refuses to talk about Marcus or whether she’s spoken to him, so we avoid that topic studiously, even if I can tell that something is up with her.

      She’s not talking about it.

      The family brought brunch to our house today so Mom could participate without having to go anywhere. They just left a short time ago, and after we clean up the kitchen, Dee and I escape to the patio for some sun, fresh air and sister time.

      “Are you going to move in with Austin?” she asks between sips of wine.

      “I suppose I already have since I was there more than home before Mommy’s surgery.”

      She looks over at me. “Can I have your place?”

      Her request surprises me. “What about New York?”

      “New York was going south before I came south. I got laid off from the doctor’s office when he retired in August, and I haven’t been able to find anything even close to that, which means I can’t pay the rent. Dom has been floating me, but he needs to get a new roommate who can actually pay their share.”

      “You never said anything!”

      She shrugs. “I was embarrassed. I didn’t want to come home a failure.”

      “No one would’ve thought that.”

      “Yes, they would have. You wouldn’t, but others would. So Mommy’s illness gave me an out, and as soon as I can go back to New York, I’ll pack up my stuff and let Dom get a new roommate. I talked to Uncle V, and he said he’ll put me on the schedule as soon as Mommy feels better.”

      “I hate that you’re sad about New York, but I’m so glad to have you home.”

      “I’m glad to be here. I think I was ready to come back, even before Dr. Tillis retired. There’s no place like home as long as I don’t actually have to live at home.”

      “You don’t. Of course you can have my place.” I look over at her. “Can I tell you a secret?”

      “Duh. You’d better.”

      “I’m still really mad at Austin for settling for less than he could’ve gotten with another team, but I’m so glad I don’t have to move away from here. I would’ve done it for him, but it would’ve killed me.”

      “Yes, it would have. You’ve always been such a homebody.”

      “And you’ve always been the adventurer. I’m so jealous that you got to live in New York for six years.”

      “Don’t be. I have absolutely nothing to show for it but massive credit card debt. I don’t even have a car.”

      “You can use Mommy’s until she’s back on her feet.”

      “That’s what she said, too.”

      “So you told them you’re moving home?”

      Dee nodded. “Mommy cried. She said she never wanted me to know how much she worried about me when I was there.”

      “Aw, that’s so sweet. No one will ever love us the way she does. Well, except for Nona and Abuela.”

      Dee laughs. “Right.”

      Dad comes out through the sliding door. “I love to hear my girls giggling together. It’s like old times when I’d have to go in your room twenty times every night to tell you to go the hell to sleep.”

      “We never did,” Dee says.

      “I know! I could hear you whispering every night. I miss that now that you’re grown up.”

      He takes a seat facing us. “We never would’ve gotten through this without you two. Thank you so much for everything.”

      “You don’t have to thank us, Daddy,” Dee says. “There’s nowhere else we’d be when you and Mommy need us.”

      “And we appreciate that so much, but we want you to go back to your lives. We’re okay, and I’ll be working from home until she’s getting around better. Everything is good, and we’re ready to be on our own again. You girls have to be ready, too.”

      Only because my mom had her drains removed on Friday do I even consider leaving, my heart racing at the thought of being back with Austin and Everly for longer than a quick visit here or there. According to Austin, Everly has been super cranky without her Rie. “Are you sure?”

      “Positive. We have the best kids ever, but we already knew that before this happened.”

      I have to admit I’m a tiny bit thrilled at being released from duty. “As long as you’re sure, I think I’ll go see what Austin and Ev are up to.”

      “Go,” Dee says. “I’ll be here if anything comes up.”

      Dad stands and hugs me. “Thank you, Maria. Thank you so much. We’re so, so proud of what a compassionate, competent nurse you are.”

      “Thank you, Daddy. I love you both.”

      “We love you, too.”

      “Tell Mommy I’ll check on her after her nap?”

      “I will, honey. Go enjoy your new family. They must be missing you.”

      They are, even though they’d never add to my burden by saying so too often. I run upstairs, throw clothes and toiletries into a bag, find a clean pair of scrubs for work tomorrow and in my haste nearly forget the sneakers I wear to work. I’m in the car and headed for Gables Estates ten minutes later. I decide to surprise them rather than tell Austin I’m on the way.

      I can’t wait to be there, to see them, to help put Ev to bed and to sleep wrapped up in Austin’s arms for the first time in weeks. I’ve missed him so much, which seems silly since I’ve seen him every day. It just hasn’t been the same.

      I’m relieved to see Austin’s car in the driveway when I arrive and park behind him. I grab my bag and go in through the open garage door that leads into the kitchen, where Deidre is standing watch over something on the stove. They didn’t come to brunch today since they were concerned about overwhelming my mom.

      “Hi, honey,” she says. “How’s Elena?”

      “She’s doing much better.”

      “Thank goodness. You’ll be shocked to hear that Austin and Everly are in the pool.”

      That makes me laugh, because they’re always in the pool. “I’ll find them.” I drop my bag and keys in the living room and wander out to the massive patio and pool deck. I’m still trying to wrap my head around living in a palace, but as long as Austin and Everly are there, it doesn’t matter where we live.

      She sees me first and lets out her trademark scream. “Rie! Swim!”

      Austin, who has his back to me, whirls around and lights up with a big smile. “Hey, babe. You’re home. This is a nice surprise.” He guides Everly to the steps and follows her out of the pool, leaning in to kiss me without getting me wet.

      Everly has no such care as she hurls herself at me.

      Wet clothes are the least of my concerns when I’m back with my loves. “Hi, pumpkin.” I pick her up and kiss her sun-rosy cheek. She gives me a wet, noisy kiss back as I help her remove the plugs she wears since the ear infection.

      “How long do we have you?” Austin asks.

      I make sure to look right at him when I say, “Indefinitely.”

      His eyes go wide with delight. “Really?”

      “Yep. I got sprung from private duty.”

      “Until tomorrow?”

      “Nope, for good. My dad said they’re all set and thank you very much and—”

      Before I can finish the sentence, he’s kissing me, working around Everly to get to me.

      “Dada! Kiss! Rie!”

      We break apart, laughing, and engage in a three-way group hug that’s full of relief and happiness to have our little family back together.

      Much later, after we’ve had dinner with his parents and Everly, given her a bath and read her four stories, we’re wrapped up in each other in his bed. Nothing has ever felt better than being back with him does.

      “I missed this so much,” he whispers as he kisses me like he hasn’t seen me in a year. “So, so, so much.”

      “I did, too. I kept wondering how I could be lonely for you when I saw you every day.”

      “Same, babe. It was brutal to not be able to hold you and love you and be with you this way.” He is so sexy and sweet and hot and just everything as he makes love to me for the first time in weeks. “You’re going to have to travel with me during the season. I won’t be able to stand being away from you.”

      “I’ll go on the long trips.”

      “You will?”

      “Any time I can.” Thanks to him, Miranda is going to be able to hire two more full-time nurses and a full-time doctor. She said I can fill in whenever I’m in town and sit on the board of directors that’s being formed to oversee our newly expanded program so I can still be involved with the clinic. It’s taken some time to adjust to the change in circumstances that my life with Austin will provide, but I’m relieved to have found a way to stay involved with the clinic and be able to travel with him any time I want. We’d also like to have some babies before too long so they’ll be close in age to Everly.

      “That’d be so great. Then I never have to miss you.”

      We’re absolutely ravenous for each other, and by the time we collapse into a sweaty mess on the bed, I’m exhausted and elated and full of excitement for everything we have to look forward to.

      He turns on his side and puts his arm around me. “I love you so much. Even more than I did before I had to sleep without you for two weeks.”

      I turn into him, relieved to have his arms around me again, and pepper his chest with kisses. “I love you, too. More than anything.”

      It’s so good to be home.

      
        
        DEE

      

      

      An hour after Maria leaves, my phone buzzes with a text from the one person I do not want to hear from.

      
        
        What’s up?

      

      

      I should’ve blocked him. The only reason I didn’t is because he’s one of Jason’s good friends, and I don’t need it getting back to Jason and Carmen that I blocked him. So now I have to put up with him texting me.

      I did a bad, bad thing after the wedding, and now I’m paying the price. The only reason he has my number in the first place is because of too much champagne and the fiery rage that burned inside me for days after hearing my ex was pining over me after he broke my heart by marrying the skank.

      Champagne and rage are a bad combination. I had no idea how bad until Carmen’s wedding, when I ended up in bed with one of Jason’s groomsmen, who now wants to know what’s up.

      I stare at the screen for a long time, trying to decide whether or not I should answer him, but before I can, he texts again.

      
        
        Wanted to tell you I’m coming back to Miami for an interview at M-D General next week. Staying with J and C and hoping to see you again.

      

      

      I startle like I’ve been hit by a taser. He’s interviewing at Miami-Dade? He’s supposed to be in Phoenix and nowhere near Miami! This can’t be happening.

      I’m in the throes of a full-on meltdown when my phone chimes with yet another text. I’m actually afraid to look, but curiosity wins out.

      Marcus: Are you ever going to talk to me?

      Shoot me right now.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Turn the page to read Dee’s story in Book 3, How Much I Love!
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      Is it possible to go into hiding when everyone knows where you are? Asking for a friend. Well, that’s not true, and we all know it. I’m asking for myself because I’m in a mess of my own making. There’s no other way to put it. I had revenge sex with one of the groomsmen at my cousin’s wedding, and for months he’s been texting cute little daily notes that I find myself looking forward to with far more excitement than I should have for a supposed one-night stand.

      Wyatt is coming back to Miami to interview for a job here and wants to see me again. File that under things that weren’t supposed to happen when I decided to get busy with a man who doesn’t live here. Meanwhile, my ex—and the subject of the revenge sex he doesn’t know I had—is texting me, pleading for a chance to make things right.

      Did you follow all that?

      In case you’re wondering, I’m not that girl. I’m not the one who juggles the boys and giggles when she gets too much attention or has sex with men she isn’t in a relationship with. I. Am. Not. That. Girl. I assure you I’m not judging that girl. I’ve been envious of her in the past, how she could bed-hop, having all the sex without the stress of dealing with a “boyfriend.”

      I’ve had one boyfriend, and once upon a time, before he lost his mind and married someone else, I expected to marry Marcus. Somehow, he ended up married to a woman we now refer to as “the skank.”

      Too bad he didn’t see fit to break up with me before he got married.

      Semantics.

      I didn’t see any of this coming, and it flattened me. Marcus married someone else. My sister, cousin and I have no idea if his wife deserves the name we’ve given her, but what does it matter? She married my Marcus, and she’ll never be anything other than “the skank” to us.

      For a long time after I heard he got married, I blamed myself. I was the one who desperately refused to move back to Miami after we both attended college there, and for a while, he was a good sport about it. But six months after he left New York, he said we needed to see other people. So that’s what we both did for a few years, not that I “saw” that many people.

      About eighteen months ago, he reached out to tell me he’d made a big mistake letting me go and could we try again? Since I hadn’t met anyone I loved more than I loved him, I said okay, but I kept our reconciliation between us—and the cousin I lived with, who was the only one in my life who knew we were back together.

      Marcus flew up to see me every other month, made sure we talked every day and said all the right things about supporting my dreams and loving me enough to let me spread my wings.

      After he suddenly married someone else, though, I began to wonder if he got all that supportive shit from Hallmark cards at the local CVS.

      My phone buzzes with a text. I make the mistake of glancing at it to find that Marcus is begging me—again—to call him.

      Did I mention the skank dumped him, and he’s been telling people that the biggest mistake he ever made was letting me get away? I heard about that two days before Carmen’s wedding five months ago, now.

      Thus, the revenge sex with one of her husband’s groomsmen, an incredibly sexy doctor from Phoenix who rocked my world in more ways than one.

      I experienced actual rage when my sister, Maria, and cousin Carmen gently broke the news that Marcus was apparently in some sort of regret tailspin regarding me and how our relationship ended. Oh, and he’s still in love with me and never stopped loving me. Even then, I hadn’t told them that we’d recently reconciled, and as far as I knew, we’d still been together when he married someone else.

      You got married, I’d scream if I returned one of his hundred calls over the last few weeks and months. What more is there to say? And yes, I know I should block him. I just haven’t gotten around to that yet. Stop judging me.

      He has regrets. Whatever. How soon into his “marriage” did he regret leaving me after six on-again-off-again years without so much as a conversation? He let me hear through the formidable Miami-to-New York grapevine that my boyfriend got married. To someone else!

      So yeah, call me crazy, but I’m not in any great rush to make him feel better by calling him and talking it out. He can screw himself. Was he thinking about me when he married her? When he had sex with her? When he let me hear about his “marriage” from other people?

      And you wonder why I’m in hiding in my new apartment. A couple of months ago, I inherited the garage apartment at home owned by my aunt and uncle from my sister, Maria, who moved in with her fiancé, Austin. She managed to grab the golden ring with a great guy who came with a beautiful daughter named Everly, whose life Maria saved when she donated bone marrow to Everly.

      Maria met Austin a year after the transplant, when they were finally allowed to talk to each other, and fell madly in love one email and text at a time. Austin is a star pitcher who’ll be playing for the Miami Marlins next season. He took a lesser deal than he could’ve gotten elsewhere so he could live in Maria’s town.

      Now that’s a real man who steps up for the woman he loves, and I couldn’t be happier for them. They’re adorable together, and Everly is a sweetheart. Maria hit the jackpot, and I’m a nasty cow for being jealous that my sister and cousin have it all figured out while I hide out, hoping the whole world will just go away and leave me the hell alone.

      Of course, with my mother battling breast cancer and me being back in Miami to help take care of her, I can’t hide out for long. My brothers Nico and Milo are in charge of dinner for my parents tonight, so I’m able to stay in my bunker for a while longer.

      I watch mindless TV and try not to think about what I’m going to do about Marcus’s nonstop texts, or Wyatt, the one-night stand, trying to score a second night, or my mom’s illness, or anything other than which of the Property Brothers is going to win their latest Brother vs. Brother challenge.

      I need a real job beyond waitressing at the family’s restaurant. At nearly twenty-eight, I’m living in an apartment owned by one aunt and uncle while working for another aunt and uncle. Not where I thought I’d be at this age, that’s for sure. I need to go to New York and get my stuff out of my cousin Domenic’s apartment. I need to get a freaking life. That’s the bottom line.

      My phone buzzes again. I swear to God, I’m this close to blocking Marcus. But this text isn’t from him.

      It’s the weirdest thing how I can’t stop thinking about what a great time I had at my buddy’s wedding. I never expected to meet the sweetest, sexiest bridesmaid in the history of sweet, sexy bridesmaids.

      God, it’s from Wyatt, the first one-night stand of my life. At least, I intended it to be a one-night stand. He has other ideas.

      Coming to Miami this weekend to hang with Jason and Carmen before my interview at Miami-Dade on Monday. Any chance I might run into you while I’m in town?

      I have a systemwide meltdown as I read and reread his texts. Why had I given him my number, anyway? Oh, right, because I refused to leave with him from the wedding, so we exchanged numbers so I could sneak into his hotel like a dirty secret.

      “Ugh,” I say to the walls. “How can this be happening? Why can’t everyone just go away and leave me alone?” I like being alone. Being alone makes it so someone I expected to spend my life with, only to find out he didn’t picture his life with me at all, can’t hurt me.

      I never again want to put myself in a situation where something like that can happen. By keeping to myself, I can avoid that kind of drama—and that kind of pain. Yes, I see that my sister and cousin have found great guys who make them deliriously happy, and I’m glad about that. They both deserve all the happiness they can find. Carmen went through hell after her first husband, Tony, a police officer, was shot and killed on the job when they were only twenty-four. It took a long time for her to come back from that and take a chance on love again with Jason.

      And Maria… her ex cheated on her while they were living together, turning her life upside down. Then she met Austin, who lived in Baltimore when they were first together, and they did the impossible—made a long-distance relationship work until his baseball season ended. He came to Miami for the off-season, and now they’re engaged.

      It’s all worked for Maria and Carmen. But I’m under no illusions that’s going to happen to me, too. My illusions, such as they are, were shattered when Marcus married her. There’s no coming back from that kind of betrayal, especially since he didn’t even have the decency to let me know it was over between us before he married her.

      At first, I laughed at Domenic, the cousin who sat me down and very gently told me he heard Marcus got married. How could that be? I laughed at the foolishness coming from Dom. “Marcus is my boyfriend,” I said. “He wouldn’t marry someone else.” I angrily accused Domenic of spreading rumors that weren’t true. I told him I’d seen Marcus a month ago, and everything had been fine. There was no way in hell he got married.

      But he did. And realizing the “rumor” was true was the single most devastating moment of my life until a few days later, when I miscarried the baby I hadn’t even known I was carrying. That was worse than what Marcus did, but not by much. After the miscarriage, I holed up in my room in the apartment Dom and I shared in the city and refused to come out, except to use the bathroom.

      Domenic threatened to call my parents, which finally got me to come out, to eat something, to return to the land of the living. Still, I was a shell of my former self over the last year as I walked through life like a zombie while I tried not picturing the man I loved living and sleeping with another woman.

      Naturally, I had to stalk them online, which is how I learned that the skank is a stunning blonde with big boobs. Why couldn’t she be a troll? At least then I could live with him marrying down. But from everything I’ve seen of them together, he married up, and that hurts worst of all. He threw me over for a stranger who’s prettier than me, not to mention her boobs are twice the size of mine.

      Ugh, what am I doing reliving this shit? What’s the point?

      Before I can answer my questions, the phone rings with a call from Marcus’s sister, Bianca. I decline the call. I don’t want to talk to her any more than I want to talk to him.

      A minute later, Bianca texts me. Please take my call. It’s an emergency.

      For crying out loud. Why can’t people just leave me alone?

      The phone rings three times before I take the call.

      “Dee?” Bianca sounds frantic. “I’ve been using Marcus’s phone to reach out to you, but you’re not responding. He… He’s in the hospital, Dee. He was found unresponsive this morning and is in the ICU.”

      My heart drops into my stomach. I don’t want to talk to him, but I don’t want him to be sick. “What’s wrong with him?”

      “They don’t know. The doctors think maybe he took something.”

      “What’re you saying?”

      “I don’t know, Dee! I just don’t know. He’s really sick. Can you come here?”

      There was a time when the thought of him being sick or in need would’ve had me running out the door to get to him as fast as I possibly could. That time is in the past. “I’m sorry. I can’t.”

      “Dee! He could die!”

      Tears fill my eyes, but I battle through the emotional firestorm, determined to look out for myself even when everything in me still wants to go to him. “I’m sorry. I’ll pray for him, but I can’t come there. I just can’t.”

      The phone goes dead.

      Before I have a second to process that Bianca has hung up on me, someone is pounding on the door.

      “Open up, Delores.” My sister calls me that only when she means business—or is spoiling for a fight.

      I haul myself off the sofa and unlock the door for Maria, who comes barging in like she owns the place. Just because she lived here before me doesn’t give her barging rights.

      “What the hell, Dee? Mommy called me at work today to ask me why she hasn’t seen you in days, and I told her I had no idea because you were supposed to take dinner to them this week.”

      “Nico did it. We switched weeks.” I return to my spot on the sofa that used to belong to Maria until she moved into Austin’s mansion and didn’t need it anymore. I also inherited her bed, dresser, TV and coffee table.

      “I went by the restaurant, but they said you weren’t working tonight. What’s going on with you?”

      “Nothing and this is Sofia’s weekend. We alternate, as you know.”

      “I can tell just by looking at you that something’s up. You always do this when the shit hits the fan.”

      “What do I do?”

      Maria sits next to me on the sofa. “Go into hiding.”

      I fixate on the enormous diamond ring on her left hand. I feel like an asshole for being jealous of what she has with Austin—a beautiful man, a beautiful little girl, a beautiful home and a stunning engagement ring. She’s the best person I know and deserves every good thing. “I’m not hiding.”

      My phone chimes with a new text. I’m almost afraid to look. It’s Marcus—or I should say, Bianca. I can’t believe how selfish you’re being.

      Now I’m selfish? How rich is that? I should’ve asked her how long he’s been in the hospital so I’d know when he last texted me himself. They’re going to blame me for this somehow. I didn’t respond to his texts, so he did something stupid and dramatic. Did he do it to get my attention?

      I’ve almost forgotten Maria is there. I glance at her, wishing I could keep this to myself. But that’s not how things work in my family, which is one reason I was so eager to move to New York in the first place.

      “Marcus is in the hospital.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know. Bianca said he took something he shouldn’t have, and she’s trying to guilt me into going there. He was blowing up my phone, and I was ignoring him, so I guess now it’s my fault he’s in the hospital.”

      “She said that?”

      “She said I’m selfish for not going there.”

      “No, you’re not. You owe him nothing.”

      “You and I know that, but she sees it differently. If he dies, they’re going to blame me.”

      “Let them. You know the truth of what he did to you.”

      Maria doesn’t know the half of it. No one does. Then I’m sobbing. She moves closer and puts her arms around me. I’m furious because it shouldn’t hurt this much after all this time.

      “I’m so sorry, Dee. He’s an asshole for doing this to you—and so is she.”

      “There’s more to what happened than you know.” I wipe the tears from my face and decide to tell her the truth. Maybe if I say it out loud, I can finally get some peace.

      “Tell me,” she says, giving me her full attention.

      I realize it’s been a while since I had my sister’s full attention. Between her ass-kicking job as a nurse at the free clinic and her new life with Austin and Everly, I hardly see her.

      “Six months before he got married, Marcus and I had gotten back together—or so I thought.”

      “What? You guys were together when he got married? Are you kidding me?”

      I shake my head. I wish I were kidding. “We were keeping it low-key and working on our issues. I’d just seen him a month before, and I thought he was coming back the following weekend.”

      She stares at me, incredulous. “This is unbelievable.”

      “I found out he’d gotten married on a Friday. The following Monday, I had a miscarriage.”
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      Now someone else knows, and I’m not sure how to feel about sharing something that’s been such a raw wound for more than a year.

      “Oh God, Dee,” Maria says, her eyes filling with tears. “Why didn’t you call me? I would’ve come!”

      “I didn’t want anyone to know. I didn’t want him to know.”

      “He didn’t know you were pregnant?”

      I shake my head. “I was going to tell him the next time we were together in a couple of weeks. But then… Everything fell apart. He got married, and I lost the baby. I lost them both within four days.”

      “Wait… Was this the week last winter when you weren’t answering anyone’s texts, and everyone was calling Dom to find out what was wrong with you?”

      Nodding as I wipe away tears, I say, “I told him I had the flu.”

      “Yes! That’s what he said. You had the flu. Why didn’t you tell me? You know I would’ve come. Carmen would have, too.”

      “I couldn’t. I was… It was so awful, Maria. So awful. And when I came home for Carmen’s wedding, and you guys told me he was telling people he wanted me back…”

      “That brought it all up again.”

      “Yeah. He’s been relentlessly texting me. I was thinking about blocking him when Bianca called to tell me he’s in the hospital.”

      “You should’ve blocked him. He has no right to do this to you. No right at all.”

      “He said he’s sorry for what he did, that he fucked up and didn’t mean to hurt me.”

      “He didn’t mean to hurt you? What the hell did he think would happen to you when he married someone else?”

      “Especially when I had no idea he was even unhappy. The last time he came to New York, we had the best time. We went to Coney Island and saw a show, and…” A sob comes from the deepest part of me. “Everything was fine. I asked him to give me six more months in New York before I moved home, and he was okay with that. I don’t understand what happened, Maria. And I want to understand. I really do.”

      “What will change if you know the why of it?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe nothing, but I can’t figure out how we went from that great weekend to him married to someone else in the span of a few weeks. After I lost the baby, my doctor asked me if there was anyone she could call, like the baby’s father, and I just word-vomited the whole ugly story to her. That led her to test me for STDs, which was the ultimate humiliation.”

      “Jesus, Dee.”

      “It all came back negative, but still… It was horrible.”

      “I’m so sorry you went through something like that alone.”

      “There was nothing you could’ve done.” Thinking back to those unbearable four days makes me ache like it just happened when it was more than a year ago. “I’ve been kind of a mess ever since, and when I came home for Car’s wedding, and you guys told me what he was saying…” I shake my head, thinking about the conversation we had in the limo the night of Carmen’s bachelorette party. “I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.”

      “From what Bianca told us, he’s legitimately remorseful.”

      “I don’t care! Where was that remorse when he was marrying her? I hadn’t heard a single word from him in a year until you guys told me what Bianca said. What do I owe him?”

      “Nothing,” Maria says firmly. “You owe him nothing at all.”

      “I’ve been spinning for five months since the weekend of Car’s wedding.”

      “Which was the same weekend we found out Mommy is sick.”

      “Right.” Our mother was diagnosed with stage three breast cancer in October and had a double mastectomy with reconstruction in January. She’s undergoing treatment now, and the four of us, as well as our extended family, have rallied around her and my dad. I came home to Miami for the wedding and never went back to New York.

      She pushes my hair back from my face. “I have an idea.”

      “What?”

      “Come to my house for a few days. Hang out by the pool. Play with Everly. Drink wine with me. We’ll get you through this rough patch.”

      “You don’t need my sad-sack self underfoot in your happily ever after.”

      “Oh, hush. I’m inviting you. I want you to come. You’ll have your own room and bathroom, and you can hide out whenever you want to be alone. I can’t bear the thought of you sad and alone here. Come on. It’ll be fun.”

      I’m tempted. Maria’s house is bonkers, the most amazing house any of us have ever been in, and since I don’t work again until Tuesday, I’ve got nothing better to do. “Are you sure you don’t mind? I’m not very good company right now.”

      “I’m sure. I want you to come.”

      “What about Austin? He has better things to do with his season starting than deal with a grumpy future sister-in-law.”

      “He won’t mind, either. I promise. He loves you. You know that.”

      I drop my head into my hands, so she won’t see how her kindness has wrecked me. I’ve been so alone with my feelings about Marcus and what he did and losing the baby for so long that it’s a relief she knows the whole story now.

      She puts her arm around me. “It’s going to be okay, Dee.”

      “Are you sure I shouldn’t go to the hospital?”

      “I’m positive. I’ll call Bianca and tell her to leave you alone.”

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      “I know, but I’m going to anyway. Pack a bag, and let’s go to my place. We’ll order Mexican takeout and drink margaritas. It’ll be fun.”

      My phone buzzes with another text, and before I can check it, Maria grabs it, probably preparing to run interference for me with Marcus’s family.

      “Um, who’s Wyatt?”

      I grab the phone from her, dying to know what he said this time. “Just a friend.” I take it with me into the bedroom and immediately check the text.

      I just hope you’re ok. Write back to tell me you’re still out there. Hello? Dee? Come in.

      I smile at his silly text and write back. Alive and well. Even if that’s not exactly the truth.

      Go out with me when I’m in Miami this weekend. Say yes. Please? I can’t stop thinking about you.

      I’m in absolutely no condition to be considering his invitation, but I find myself clinging to his offer like a lifeline. He can’t stop thinking about me. In truth, I can’t stop thinking about him, either, and maybe a night with a man who makes me feel good about myself is just what the doctor ordered—pun intended.

      I reply before I can talk myself out of it. Yes.

      He writes back right away. Tomorrow night?

      Ok.

      Where should I pick you up?

      I’ll meet you at Giordino’s parking lot at seven-thirty. We’ll figure out a plan from there.

      See you then. Can’t wait.

      I can’t wait, either. A sexy guy with a crush on me is just what my fragile ego needs to recover from what Marcus did to me. Maybe another hot night in Wyatt’s bed would help things, too. It took me days to recover from the first one. I had aches and pains in places I’d never ached before, which showed me something else—that Marcus wasn’t very good in bed. He’d certainly never tended to my needs the way Wyatt did. He discovered needs in me I hadn’t even known I had, and I walked around in a daze for weeks after the wedding.

      And then he began texting me, continuing something that was supposed to have been one and done. As I pack a bag to hang out with my sister’s family for the weekend, I include my sexiest black dress and a pair of come-F-me heels I bought for the wedding festivities but didn’t end up wearing.

      My life is a big fat mess at the moment, but Wyatt can’t wait to see me tomorrow night. That makes me feel a thousand times better than I did before I agreed to see him. Not that I’m putting any eggs in his basket. He’s a fling, and that’s all he’ll ever be.

      In the other room, I hear Maria on the phone, her voice raised. “She doesn’t owe him a goddamned thing, Bianca. After dating her for years, he married someone else and didn’t even have the decency to tell her. He let her hear that from other people. We’re sorry he’s in the hospital, but you need to stop this guilt-trip shit with Dee right now, or you and I are going to have a problem.”

      Yikes. Don’t screw with my big sister.

      Thank God she’s taking care of that. I can’t bear to have Marcus’s family think this is my fault in some way. What did I ever do besides love him with my whole heart, which he crushed without a single look back until his “marriage” went bad? Then he was all about me again. To hell with that. To hell with him.

      I’m moving on.

      
        
        WYATT

      

      

      I’m an asshole. There’s no other word to describe someone in my situation looking for more from a woman who was supposed to be a one-night stand. If only that one night hadn’t been so freaking awesome, I would’ve moved on by now.

      But memories of the incredible day and night I spent with Dee have plagued my waking hours and many of my sleeping hours, too. I wake up hard and horny and ready to go, realizing I’ve had yet another dream about my sexy bridesmaid. It’s not for nothing that I’m going back to Miami for the weekend after hearing from my friend Dr. Jason Northrup that the hospital where he works has an opening for a cardiothoracic surgeon.

      Before I went to Jason’s wedding, I wasn’t thinking about changing jobs, but now that’s all I seem to think about when I’m not reliving the hottest night of my life.

      The flight from Phoenix to Miami lands ten minutes early and taxis to the gate. I used the in-flight Wi-Fi to make plans with Dee, and ever since she said yes, I’ve been flying higher than thirty thousand feet.

      Which brings me back to how I’m an asshole for wanting another night with her. I have my reasons for not getting involved with the women I date or sleep with, and I’m usually pretty disciplined about sticking to my own rules when it comes to these things. But everything about Dee is an exception to my rules. She’s smart, funny, gorgeous and sexy as all hell, and what’s best about that is she doesn’t even know how hot she is. I loved seeing her partying with her sister, brothers and cousins, and witnessing their close bond firsthand.

      There’s a refreshing innocence to her, especially when she admitted to me that ours was her first one-night stand. How cute is she? I’ve had more one-night stands than I can count, but that’s by design. It wouldn’t be fair to drag someone else into my reality. I know that, and yet I’m elated that Dee has agreed to see me tomorrow night.

      I’m definitely an asshole.

      Another thought occurs to me, and I’m not sure if I need to check with her or not, but hey, any excuse to talk to her…

      Do you care if Jason and Carmen know we’re going out tomorrow?

      She doesn’t write back until I’m in an Uber on my way to Jason’s place in Brickell. It’s very difficult to keep anything private in my family, so I guess it’s okay if they know. I’d rather they NOT know we already spent time together if that’s all right.

      No problem. I get it. Any chance we can eat at Giordino’s? That’s the other thing I haven’t stopped thinking about since the wedding weekend.

      Sure, I can make that happen.

      Something else to look forward to. Just landed in Miami. Can’t wait for a great weekend.

      When is your interview?

      Monday morning. What’re you doing tonight?

      Hanging out with Maria and Austin at their place.

      I’ll see what J&C are doing, but maybe we’ll connect later. Hope so.

      She responds with a thumbs-up.

      I hope that means she wants to see me as much as I want to see her. What is it about her that makes me feel like a teenager in the throes of a first crush? Maybe it’s because I never got to crush on anyone when I was a sick teenager. I barely left my house or hospital room. I’m making up for lost time with Dee.

      I text Jason to let him know I’m on the way to his place. I wish I’d gotten a hotel now that I have plans with Dee tomorrow night, but Jay would’ve had a fit if I hadn’t stayed with him this weekend. He’s excited I’m interviewing for a job at the hospital where he and his wife work.

      Jay responds right away. Can’t wait to see you!

      I met him in medical school at Duke, which was the first time I ever lived away from home. When we weren’t studying, I was a bit wild during those years, and Jay assigned himself to be my wingman, making sure I didn’t do anything stupid or dangerous. I’ll never forget the freedom of those years, the fun, the laughs, the friends, the hard work. Those were the greatest years of my life, and Jay is one of the best friends I’ve ever had.

      When he asked me to be in his wedding, I was thrilled and honored. After what he went through in New York with his crazy ex, I was so happy to hear he found someone great in Miami. And once I met Carmen, I was even happier for him. She’s awesome, and her family is, too. Their restaurant… Holy shit. Best food I’ve ever eaten in my life. I can’t wait to eat there again tomorrow.

      I’ve almost forgotten I’m here for an interview. The job feels secondary to the other “attractions” in Miami. I call up the one photo I have of Dee, a candid from the wedding, taken by the official photographer. Jay sent it to me, not knowing anything about what happened between Dee and me after the wedding, and I’ve looked at it hundreds of times since then.

      She was so incredibly sexy in that dress that I was hard for her from the first time I saw her coming toward us in the wedding party processional. When she took hold of my arm to walk down the aisle after the happy couple said, “I do,” her touch sending a charge through me, all I wanted was to get to know her. We had the best time that day, dancing, talking and laughing.

      My phone chimes with a text from my mom. Saw you landed. Hope you’re safe.

      For God’s sake. She kills me. I know how she worries and why she worries, but sometimes her hovering is just too much. I’m a thirty-four-year-old surgeon, and my mom still checks on me like she did when I was a sick teenager. Wait until she hears I’m thinking of relocating to Miami. She’ll lose her shit—and probably come with me. She’d live with me if I’d allow it. That is not going to happen.

      Did you remember your meds?

      Yes, Mother. Relax. All is well.

      I want to remind her I’m a doctor who knows all too well what’ll happen if I don’t stay on top of my meds. But I don’t remind her of that. She went through hell with me and never left my side through the worst of it. I’d never say anything other than “thank you” to her, even when she’s driving me to drink with her hovering.

      She tells me that someday I’ll understand when I have kids of my own, but that’s not going to happen. I’m not bringing kids into this world when I won’t be around to raise them. The thought of them losing me in some dramatic, traumatizing way makes me shudder. But that’s not something I’ve come right out and told my parents. I walk such a fine line where they’re concerned.

      “Hey, man,” the Uber driver says. “We’re here.”

      I realize I zoned out and had no idea the car had come to a stop. “Thanks so much.” I grab my bag from the seat next to me and get out of the vehicle. Standing on the curb, I text Jay. Here. What’s the secret to getting in there?

      Coming down.

      I’m waiting outside the main doors when I see Jay come off the elevator, smiling widely. He’s wearing basketball shorts and a tank top and looks nothing at all like a world-class neurosurgeon. After giving me a one-armed bro hug, he takes my bag as we head for the elevator.

      I want to tell him he doesn’t have to carry my bag, but old habits die hard.

      “Glad to see you, buddy,” Jay says. “I was so stoked when I heard a cardiothoracic spot is opening up at Miami-Dade. I said to Carmen, I’ve got to get Wyatt back here, stat.”

      “Thanks for thinking of me.”

      “Of course I thought of you. You’re the best of the best, and we’d love to have you here with us.”

      “Well, you would, but Carmen might not be too happy if we get up to our old ways.”

      “Ha! She knows I’m thoroughly domesticated these days.”

      We get off on the seventh floor, and he leads the way to his place, where the door is propped open.

      “Carmen, Wyatt’s here!”

      Jason’s pretty wife comes out to hug me. “Great to see you.” She has the same dark hair and eyes, olive-toned skin and curvy body that Dee has. Dee is taller than Carmen but not as tall as her sister, Maria.

      “You, too. Thanks for letting me crash on your sofa this weekend.”

      “We’re happy to have you anytime. Can I get you a drink?”

      “I got you some of that lemon seltzer you like,” Jay says. “I’ll get it for you.”

      “We have stronger stuff than that,” Carmen says.

      “Thank you, sweetheart, but I don’t drink.”

      “Oh, okay. Sorry.”

      “No worries.” I don’t drink. I don’t smoke. I don’t eat red meat. I don’t do caffeine or anything that might endanger my fragile health. The good news is I never got the chance to develop a taste for booze before my doctors put it on the list of forbidden substances.

      Jay pours the seltzer for me, a glass of wine for Carmen and mixes a cocktail for himself. We take our drinks outside to their awesome patio that overlooks Biscayne Bay. The spring air is warm but not oppressive like it is in the summer, or so Jason told me.

      Carmen goes back inside and comes out with a charcuterie platter that the three of us enjoy while we catch up. I stick to the cheese, crackers and fruit, while they enjoy the salami.

      “How was the honeymoon?” I ask, even though I already know they had a blast in Turks and Caicos because I’m friends with them on Facebook.

      “It was awful.” Jason grins at his wife. “We hated it.”

      “Worst trip ever,” Carmen adds. “So bad we’re already planning to go back for our first anniversary.”

      “You have to get to one of the all-inclusive resorts,” Jay says. “You’d love it.”

      “I’m sure I would,” I tell him, even though I have a lot of other things ahead of that on my bucket list. And yes, I have a list. You would, too, if your life expectancy was as shitty as mine is. I want to drive cross-country. I want to go to Paris. I want to spend a month in Italy and travel from north to south to see as much of it as possible. I want to spend a month each in London and Dublin. I want to go to Australia and New Zealand. I want to write a book about being a heart patient who becomes a cardiothoracic surgeon. I’m well aware I might not get to do any of it, but I do have a list.

      Carmen’s phone chimes with a text. “Maria is asking what we’re up to and if we’d like to come over for drinks and takeout.”

      “I’d be up for that if you are, Wyatt. You probably remember from the wedding that Carmen’s cousin Maria lives with Austin Jacobs, the pitcher who recently signed with the Marlins. Their house is sick.”

      “Sicker than this?” I gesture to their stunning view.

      “Way sicker than this,” Jay says.

      Of course, I want to go. Dee will be there. But I try to play it cool. “I’d be down with it. Whatever you guys want to do is fine with me. I just need to grab a quick shower.”

      “I’ll get you some towels,” Carmen says.

      Thirty minutes later, we’re on our way in Carmen’s car to Austin and Maria’s place. I’m looking forward to seeing this so-called sick house, but more than anything, I can’t wait to see Dee. I think about texting her to tell her we’re coming, but I figure she knows by now.

      I wish I knew how she really feels about seeing me again, if she’s anywhere near as excited about it as I am, and then I again feel like a complete and total jerk for being so excited to see her. I remind myself over and over again of the rules I’ve set for my life. There’s no reason for me to take someone else down with me when I go—and I will go sooner rather than later. That’s just my reality.

      “Oh shit,” Carmen says, reading something from her phone while Jay drives.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Maria texted me. Dee’s ex, Marcus, is in the hospital. They think it could be a possible suicide attempt.”

      I sit up taller, tuning in for intel about Dee.

      “Is that the guy who married someone else?” Jay asks.

      “Yeah, he’s the only guy she’s ever dated. They were together—on and off—for years.”

      And he married someone else? What the fuck? I want to know more. I want to know everything, but I bite my tongue so I won’t pepper Carmen with questions. Thankfully, Jay is curious, too.

      “I never heard the full story, only that you guys recently got word that he broke up with the wife and wants Dee back.”

      Oh, hell no. No fucking way is he getting her back. Easy, cowboy. The rules, remember? Fuck the rules.

      “Yeah, Maria and I told Dee the night of my bachelorette that he was telling people he wanted her back. We waited until we could tell her in person. The news blindsided her, to say the least.”

      Interesting. So, Dee found out her ex wanted her back two days before Carmen and Jason’s wedding. My stomach twists a bit at that news as it occurs to me I might’ve been some sort of revenge-rebound one-night stand. I don’t like the way that thought lands. Was she using me to get back at him? As disappointing as that might be, it makes a certain kind of sense, seeing as I was her first-ever one-night stand.

      Carmen is texting up a storm with Maria. “Mari says that Marcus’s sister has been trying to get Dee to come to the hospital, but she won’t go.”

      That’s my girl.

      Whoa, rein it in, man. She’s not your girl. You had sex with her, which was probably revenge sex for her.

      Whatever, it was the best I’ve ever had, and I want more of it and her—revenge or not.

      “They’re making her feel seriously guilty, but Mari is telling her she has no reason to be guilty. Marcus up and married someone else just over a year ago, and Mari is telling me that she and Marcus were trying to put things back together, which I didn’t know. He got married a few weeks after he’d had a regular weekend visit with Dee in New York. He knew she was planning to move home in six months and apparently couldn’t wait. I remember how flattened Dee was after we heard he’d gotten married. It was awful being here when she was far away and so upset.”

      My heart aches for her as I wonder how long they were together.

      “How long had they been together?” Jay asks.

      I want to kiss him for doing the heavy lifting for me.

      “On and off for six years! After they went to college in New York, she wanted to stay, and he didn’t. He wanted to come home to Miami. He was our cousin Domenic’s friend in high school. That’s how he and Dee met. Anyway, they made it work for six months and then decided to see other people because the long-distance thing wasn’t working for them. But from what Mari tells me, they’d been back together for months when he got married. God, that makes it even worse than it already was!”

      “That’s horrible,” Jay says.

      I couldn’t agree more. Carmen will never know how thankful I am for this insight into Dee or how helpful it is as I try to understand this woman who has me so captivated.

      “And when he married the skank, as we call her, he let Dee hear about it through the grapevine, which is just complete bullshit.”

      “Is the wife a skank?” Jay asks.

      Once again, I want to thank him. It’s like our brains have melded or something.

      “Who knows? We’ve never met her. We just call her that because she married Dee’s boyfriend.”

      “To be fair, he was the one with someone else, not her,” Jay says.

      “Oh, we know that, but it doesn’t matter. To us, she’s the skank.”

      I love these people and their loyalty to each other. It’s refreshing to be around a family that would, quite literally, take a bullet for each other. Not that my family wouldn’t, but we’re not tight like the Giordinos are. I chalk that up to the years I spent in the hospital while my brother and sister enjoyed a somewhat normal childhood, albeit as normal as it can be when one sibling is in and out of the hospital and often one step away from death.

      A critically ill child tends to consume a family, forcing the parents to focus all their attention on the sick kid to the detriment of the other two. My brother ended up with drug issues that he’s since beaten, and my sister got pregnant as a teenager, but my parents don’t know that or how she had an abortion.

      The impact of my illness on my family was enormous. I wonder all the time if I might be closer to my younger siblings if my struggles hadn’t dominated our lives for the better part of a decade.

      We’re driving through a nice part of Miami, lots of palm trees, colorful flowers and lush landscaping that’s in contrast to the stark, desert topography in Phoenix. Usually, I’d be interested in the scenery, but all I can think about is Dee and what her ex put her through, what he continues to put her through.

      “Why are they saying it was a suicide attempt?” Jay asks.

      “I guess his blood indicated high levels of something.”

      That’s called a tox screen, and it was probably the first thing they did when he arrived at the ER.

      “Is he going to live?” Jay asks.

      “Sounds like it. I texted my friend Angela, who’s close to Marcus’s sister, Bianca, and Ang says he’s awake and talking but not offering any insight into what happened or why. Ang says they think it was because he was trying to talk to Dee, and she was ignoring him.”

      Good for her. I’m unreasonably proud of her for standing up for herself with this guy, even if it occurs to me once again that I have absolutely no business flirting with her, or whatever you want to call what I’m doing with her. She’s had more than enough heartbreak. She certainly doesn’t need more, and I’m a heartbreak waiting for a place to happen.

      Literally.

      I sag into my seat, disappointed to realize I ought to do the right thing and step back from her before it gets messy. We had a great time after the wedding. That night was, truly, one of the best nights of my life. It’s going to take a lot to top how I felt being with Dee. I ought to tell Jay thanks for arranging the interview for me at Miami-Dade, but I’m going to keep my job in Phoenix.

      Dee is better off with me on the other side of the country, far enough away that there’s no chance of me breaking her heart. The thought of taking that necessary step back is depressing as all hell. It’s been a very long time since anything excited me more than the idea of more time with Dee has. I had a “girlfriend” a long time ago, back when I was sick. We were twelve and met in the hospital. She ended up dying from our shared ailment. I mourned her for a long time while I continued to fight for my own life. I often wonder why she died and I got to live, even if I’m living with a ticking clock that makes me painfully aware that time is short and every minute counts.

      Later, I was so busy in college and med school and catching up on all the fun I never got to have as a kid that I sort of skipped the “relationship” phase of the maturity process.

      I’ve been more about the touch-and-go, emphasis on the touch, followed quickly by the go. That’s how it was supposed to have happened with Dee, but here I am back in Miami, interviewing for a new job. All because of a one-night stand that knocked the cover off the ball.

      Speaking of knocking covers off a ball, Austin’s place is as insane as Jay said it was, and I can’t wait to see the inside of it. I follow them in, trying to play it cool when I feel anything but. They’re obviously regulars here, know the lay of the land and where to find the residents.

      “Hey,” Austin Jacobs says, giving Jason a bro hug as they clasp hands.

      I met him at the wedding, but I’m still a bit starstruck to be in the presence of a Cy Young Award-winning pitcher of his stature.

      “You remember my friend Wyatt from the wedding, right?” Jason says.

      “Sure do. Good to see you again, Wyatt.”

      I shake his hand. “Likewise. Congrats on signing with the Marlins.”

      “Thanks. It’s good to have it settled.”

      I read about him signing for eighty million for four years so he could stay in Miami with Maria, when he could’ve gotten much more from another team. I have to give him credit for having his priorities straight when most people would’ve followed the money, no matter what.

      A little girl comes running into the massive family room, her hair wet and her feet bare. She’s wearing a pink nightgown, and her cheeks are rosy. “Dada! Don’t wanna go to bed!”

      Austin scoops her up into his arms and kisses her cheek. “You never want to go to bed. If it was up to you, you’d never sleep.”

      “No sleep.”

      “Yes sleep.”

      “Wyatt, I think you met my daughter, Everly, when you were here for the wedding. Ev, this is Uncle Jason’s friend Wyatt.”

      When I waggle my fingers at her, Everly gives me a shy smile before burrowing into her daddy’s chest.

      Maria comes into the family room with Carmen and Dee. Maria’s shirt is wet, probably from giving the little one a bath. My gaze is immediately drawn to Dee, and the first thing I notice is that she looks pale and tired. Is that because her ex is harassing her and staging a suicide attempt to try to get her back?

      I don’t joke about suicide. I’ve seen far too much of it in my career for it to be anything other than tragic. I heard just enough about her ex in the car to suspect he staged the attempt as a desperate cry for her attention. I want to tell her to stay strong, to not give in by going to see him, but if I did that, I’d have to confess that I know about him and what he’s put her through.

      I’d rather she tell me that herself.

      Wait, what happened to five minutes ago in the car when we were going to take a step back because she’s already had enough heartache?

      That was then and this is now. Dee is in the same room with me, and it takes every ounce of willpower I can muster not to go to her, put my arms around her and tell her she has no reason to feel guilty about what her ex did. I force myself to stand still, even when her dark-eyed gaze connects with mine, and I feel like I’ve been hit with defibrillation paddles. And yes, I know what that feels like, and this is just like that—a shock to my entire system.

      “Good to see you again, Wyatt,” Maria says.

      “You, too. Hey, Dee.”

      “Hi, Wyatt.”

      “Drinks,” Austin says. “We need drinks.”

      “I’ll do that while you tuck in the monkey,” Maria says, kissing Everly.

      The little girl’s head is resting on her dad’s shoulder, where I suspect she makes herself at home quite often. Everly appears to be a perfectly healthy three- or four-year-old, which must be a relief to her dad and everyone who loves her after the ordeal of her illness. I love how Maria met Austin after donating the bone marrow that saved Everly’s life. What an amazing story that is.

      After Austin takes Everly off to bed, Maria whispers something to Dee as she looks at me.

      Dee shrugs in response to whatever her sister said. “Maybe. Maybe not.”

      The sisters share an intense look before Maria goes to make the drinks. We take them outside to a huge patio that has a fenced-off pool and hot tub surrounded by palm trees, flowering bushes, potted plants and subtle lighting. What a setup they’ve got right on the Intracoastal Waterway.

      “This is beautiful,” I tell Maria when she joins us, bringing chips, salsa and guacamole.

      “I wish we could take credit, but it was like this when Austin bought it.”

      I’m happy to see the fence around the pool. I’ll never forget the child who drowned in a backyard pool during my ER rotation, how hard we tried to save him and his parents’ anguish when we were unsuccessful. I still think about that child and his parents.

      “Where’d you go, Wyatt?” Jay asks, grinning at me as I realize all eyes are on me.

      “I’m thinking about pool fences and how wise it is to have one with a child in the house.”

      “That was nonnegotiable for us,” Maria says.

      “I was also thinking about a child we were unable to save during my ER rotation. You never forget those cases.”

      “I had one of those, too,” Jay says, frowning. “A two-year-old girl. Dreadful.”

      “You hear about it far too often around here,” Maria says.

      “In Phoenix, too.” I notice Dee is looking at me, which makes me feel like a fifth-grade boy about to kiss the girl he likes during a game of spin the bottle. Yeah, seriously. I’m in major crush mode where she’s concerned. She’s wearing a black shirt with the shoulders cut out, tight jeans that hug her delicious curves and high-heeled wedge sandals that show off a coral-colored pedicure.

      She’s wearing her shiny, curly dark hair down around her shoulders, and her brown eyes are fringed with extravagant lashes. I remember thinking at the wedding that her eyes were stunning, but tonight, they convey sadness and stress. Probably because of what her ex did and the guilt that has to be eating her up, even if it’s not her fault.

      I wish so badly I could tell her that, but I abide by her wishes to keep our secrets from the others. If I say something, I’ll give away that we know each other better than we’ve let on. We were paired up at the wedding, but that wasn’t any big deal. Until it was.

      We talk about Mexican takeout, and when Carmen and Jason go with Maria to get more drinks and use the bathroom, I take advantage of the moment alone with Dee. “It’s so good to see you.”

      “You, too,” she says with a shy smile.

      She wasn’t shy after the wedding. Not even a little bit. Is she embarrassed by that now? I really hope not.

      “Are you okay? You’re quiet.”

      “I’ve had a rough day.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.” I want to tell her I know what happened, but more than that, I want her to tell me about it herself. “Anything I can do?”

      “No, but thank you for asking.”

      “You want to hang out later?”

      “I, um, I’m not sure I can do that. I’m staying here.”

      I cock a brow at her. “Do you have a curfew?”

      “No,” she says, smiling.

      “Come pick me up at Jason’s. We’ll go for a ride.”

      She glances toward the window, where we can see the others inside, gathered around Maria.

      “Live dangerously.” I send her a goofy smile that I hope she’ll find charming or adorable or maybe both. “Pick me up.”

      “Text me when you get back to their place.”

      The words are no sooner out of her mouth than Maria returns with Austin and her phone, which she passes to Dee to pick what she wants from the restaurant. “Their enchiladas are to die for.”

      “Sold,” I say when Dee has the phone. “Will you add chicken enchiladas for me?”

      “Yep.” She orders for both of us and then hands the phone back to her sister.

      “What’d you get?” I ask her.

      “Same thing. Their enchiladas are so good.”

      “Everything I’ve eaten in Miami is so good.”

      Her face turns bright red, and oh shit. I realize she thinks that means her, too. Well, it does. Of course it does, but I didn’t actually mean that when I said it. I start to laugh, and I can’t stop no matter how hard I try.

      Before I know it, she’s laughing, too, and everyone else is looking at the two of us like we’re crazy. Maybe we are. All I know is I like being with her, and I want more of her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        DEE

      

      

      I cannot believe he said that! He’s laughing so hard, he can’t breathe, and he’s taken me down with him. The sheer outrageousness of the comment broke the tension that has filled me since I heard about Marcus being in the hospital.

      “Um, what’d we miss?” Carmen asks, her shrewd gaze darting from me to him and then back to me again.

      “Do not repeat that,” I say to Wyatt.

      He wipes tears off his face as he sends me a dirty grin. How can one man be so incredibly gorgeous? He reminds me of Patrick Dempsey at the height of his Doctor McDreamy-ness, with wavy dark hair, blue eyes and a smile that lights up his face. And, apparently, a filthy mind. Although I sort of already knew that…

      I can’t believe I slept with this man, had dirty sex with this man—three times—and no one knows that but the two of us. It’s not like me to keep something like that from Maria and Carmen, but for some reason, I just never got around to telling them. Now, he’s back and asking me to go for a ride with him later tonight and see him tomorrow night, and there’s no way I’m going to be able to keep whatever this is with him hidden from them for much longer.

      We were raised by mothers and grandmothers who are experts at extracting information from unwilling parties. Any of us can sniff out a scoop with the tenacity of a bloodhound, and judging by the way the two of them are watching us as we enjoy our inside joke, they’re on the scent. Maria has already asked me if he’s the Wyatt who was texting me earlier.

      It’s not that I’d care if they know, but for some reason, I want to keep him to myself for a bit longer. I try not to pay too much attention to him as we eat the delicious enchiladas that Austin insisted on treating us to and sip margaritas. I only have one, because apparently, I have to drive later.

      Wyatt sticks to seltzer like he did at the wedding. I’m not sure why he doesn’t drink. We never talked about it, but now I wonder.

      My phone chimes with a text from Bianca. He’s conscious. Not that you care.

      I’m relieved to hear Marcus is awake and hopefully going to be all right. I respond to her. I do care that he’s all right, but I’m not coming there, and I’m not going to see him. If you can make him understand that, you’d be helping him move on.

      “Everything all right?” Maria asks.

      “Marcus is awake.”

      “That’s good news.”

      “I told Bianca to let him know I’m not coming there, and she needs to tell him that.”

      “Good for you. That’s the right thing to do.”

      I can feel Wyatt watching me, probably wondering what we’re talking about. “A friend of mine is in the hospital.”

      “Sorry to hear that.”

      “We, um, we might’ve talked about it on the way over here,” Carmen says. “Wyatt knows what’s going on.”

      “Ah, okay, then you know he’s my ex, and he might’ve staged a suicide attempt to get my attention.”

      “I do know that, and I’m sorry he put you in that position.”

      “Did they also tell you how he married someone else when he was supposedly still with me?”

      “They might’ve mentioned that.”

      So he knows my entire deal. That’s just great.

      “He’s a fool.”

      The way he says that, not to mention how he looks at me as he says it, means so much to me. “Thank you.”

      “He’s the biggest fool,” Maria says. “He had Dee. What the hell was he thinking marrying that skank?”

      “I’m sorry that happened to you, Dee,” Austin says. “It was his loss.”

      I already love my future brother-in-law, but now I love him even more. “Thanks. It’s in the past now. I’m sorry he’s in a bad place, but I keep telling myself it’s not my fault. He made his choices.”

      “He made the wrong choice,” Carmen says. “He was lucky you ever gave him the time of day.”

      “You guys are good for my dented ego.”

      “Your ego shouldn’t be dented,” Wyatt says.

      He may as well have just told them we’ve already slept together.

      Maria and Carmen are intrigued by the vibes he’s putting out.

      “How long are you here, Wyatt?” Maria asks.

      “Just until Monday night this time. I’m interviewing at Miami-Dade on Monday.”

      “What kind of doctor are you?” Austin asks.

      “I’m a cardiothoracic surgeon.”

      “I don’t even know what that means,” Austin says, laughing.

      “Don’t worry,” Wyatt says. “I don’t have much of a fastball.”

      I love the way he downplays his skills by complimenting Austin. That earns him big points with me, not that he needs them. He’s already batting a thousand. Haha, good baseball analogy.

      “I specialize in heart and lung surgery as well as other thoracic, or chest, organs,” Wyatt says.

      “And my head just exploded,” Austin says.

      “Jason can fix that,” Wyatt says, grinning.

      He’s adorable, funny, smart as hell and sexier than any man has a right to be. The more time I spend with him, the more I like him. And I already liked him a lot before tonight.

      “So you’ve been thinking about relocating to Miami?” Maria asks.

      “I hadn’t been, but after I was here for the wedding, I started thinking about a change of scenery.” He glances at me, but I pretend not to notice.

      Maria and Carmen most definitely notice.

      “Then Jay mentioned the opening at Miami-Dade, and here I am. Miami is looking better to me all the time.”

      “I love it here.” Jason smiles at Carmen. “It’s the best place I’ve ever lived.”

      “I love it, too,” Austin says with a goofy grin for Maria. “My favorite place in the whole world.”

      “The scenery is rather spectacular,” Wyatt says.

      And we’re fooling no one. My face is so hot that I wonder how my skin doesn’t blister.

      “Dee, how would you feel about showing me around while I’m here?” Wyatt says. “I’ve only ever been to Miami for the wedding. I didn’t get to see much on that trip.”

      “That’s a fantastic idea,” Carmen says. “Dee knows Miami inside and out. She’d be the best tour guide you could ever have.”

      “And it would give Dee something to do besides stew over what’s happening with what’s-his-name,” Maria adds. “I love this idea.”

      “We can take you to see the ballpark sometime if you’re interested,” Austin says.

      “I’d love that,” Wyatt says. “Thanks.”

      “Sure. Let me know when you’d like to do it.”

      “I’ll leave that up to my tour guide,” he says, giving me a side-eye, probably to determine whether I’m angry with him for recruiting me to show him around.

      I’m not angry. I’m thrilled that he asked and gave me cover with my sister and cousin. I can’t stand having everyone up in my business, which is the number one reason why I stayed in New York for so long. Long before I left for college, I’d gotten tired of my family knowing my every move before I even made it.

      I can’t wait to show him my city. Maria is right that I know this town, and I love every wonderful, diverse corner of it. That I get to spend extra time with him is a bonus. I like him a lot, which is an interesting development, seeing as I thought I’d never see him again after the one night we spent together.

      But now he’s back, and he came because of me, which is a rather lovely lift for a girl with a dented ego. I need to be careful, though. He’s only here for the weekend, and who knows if he’ll get the job or even actually move if he does? It would be too easy to get caught up in a sweet guy who looks like a dream and is a god in bed, too.

      “You want to go now? We could check out some of the clubs in Little Havana you told me about last time I was here.”

      I snap out of my memories of what it was like to be in bed with him to realize he’s just asked me out right in front of the others and is waiting for me to reply.

      “Sure, that sounds fun.” It sounds like more fun than I’ve had since the night I spent with him five months ago. I glance at Maria, who’s watching me intently, looking for the rest of the story. If only she knew… “As long as I’m going back to Little Havana, I may as well stay at my place tonight.”

      “Whatever works,” Maria says, her eyes glittering the way they do when something excites her.

      If I didn’t know better, I’d think my sister is giving me a firm push into bed with the dreamy doctor.

      “Will Everly be upset if I’m not here when she wakes up?” I’ve developed a fun aunt-niece bond with Maria’s future stepdaughter, and I’d hate to disappoint her.

      “I didn’t tell her you were sleeping over. I figured we could surprise her in the morning.”

      “We’ll do it again soon.” To Wyatt, I say, “I’ll just grab my stuff.”

      “Take your time. I’m not going anywhere.”

      Ignoring the inquiring gazes of the others, I go into the guest room to gather my belongings. I’m not at all surprised when Maria and Carmen follow me.

      “Holy shit, he’s totally into you,” Carmen says. “He hasn’t taken his eyes off you all night.”

      “Don’t make it into something. It’s just fun.” I toss the few things I unpacked into the turquoise Vera Bradley bag Carmen gave me last Christmas and zip it closed.

      “I told Jason that something was up with you two at the wedding,” Carmen says.

      “There wasn’t. That was also fun. We had a good time together.”

      Maria takes me by the face. “Tell me the truth. Is that all it was? Fun?”

      “Yes,” I tell her as I roll my eyes. It was fun. That’s the truth.

      “Jason was surprised that Wyatt’s interested in the Miami-Dade job,” Carmen says. “Now it’s starting to make sense to me.”

      “You’re jumping to conclusions,” I tell her.

      Carmen lets out a happy squeal. “How exciting would it be if you met someone because of my wedding?”

      “You guys, please. Don’t do this. I’m still dealing with everything with Marcus.”

      “No, you’re not,” Maria says emphatically. “You have nothing to do with what’s going on with him.”

      “He tried to kill himself because I wouldn’t take his call.”

      “That’s not why he did it,” Maria says. “He did it because he’s messed up his life all on his own, and now that it’s blown up in his face, he’s sorry for what he did to you. Where’s the big apology been for all this time? He never once said a word to you until the skank left him. He doesn’t get to come back after the fact with regrets. What happened today had nothing to do with you.”

      “She’s right, Dee,” Carmen says. “You can’t take that on. He fucked up, and he knows it. This is about him, not you.”

      “Still… It was shocking, and I’m reeling over it. I’m not in a place for this to be anything more than a fun weekend with a new friend. Please don’t go crazy over it or tell the family.”

      “We won’t say anything,” Carmen says, “but you should bring him to Sunday brunch. He loved the food at the restaurant.”

      “I’ll see what happens.”

      Carmen hugs me. “Have fun. Go crazy. Let your hair down.”

      “My hair is already down,” I say, laughing.

      “You know what she means,” Maria says. “You were in a long relationship that ended badly. If anyone needs a fun rebound, it’s you. Go for it.”

      “I’ll take that under advisement. Can I go now, ladies?”

      “Do you need condoms?” Maria asks with dead seriousness.

      “I’m going now. Bye!”

      I walk out of the bedroom toward the foyer, where the three men are engaged in animated conversation while they wait for us. Jason and Austin have become great friends. They golf and fish together and hang out every chance they get. Naturally, Carmen and Maria are thrilled about that, and I’ll confess to having felt, more than once, like a fifth wheel around the four of them. They get together often and always include me, which I appreciate. But this is the first time I haven’t felt like an extra among their happy foursome.

      Wyatt evens things out, and when he directs a warm smile my way, the flutters in my belly are a sign that the excitement of the others is having an impact on me.

      Slow your roll, girl.

      “Ready?” Wyatt asks.

      “Yep.” I hug Austin and Maria. “Thank you for dinner.”

      Wyatt shakes hands with Austin and hugs Maria. “Thank you. The enchiladas were awesome.”

      “Did you give him a curfew, Jason?” Carmen asks, delighted with her joke.

      “No later than midnight, young man,” Jason says sternly.

      “Don’t wait up, Dad,” Wyatt says as he follows me out of the house. “Phew, tough crowd. Are they watching us?”

      “Probably, but I’m not looking.”

      “I see what you mean about not being able to do much without your whole family involved.”

      “There was that one night…”

      “Ah, yes, that one night.” His hand finds my lower back in an innocent gesture that makes my entire system go haywire. “Want me to drive?”

      “You’re the guest. You don’t have to.”

      “I don’t mind.”

      I hand him the keys and stash my overnight bag in the back seat.

      He gets in and adjusts the driver’s seat to fit his much longer legs.

      I direct him on how to get out of the neighborhood and onto the highway that will take us back to Little Havana. “What do you feel like doing?”

      “Whatever you want.”

      “We could take a walk, get a drink or hit a club.”

      “All that sounds good to me.” When we’re on the highway, he looks over at me. “Was it okay for me to ask you out in front of everyone?”

      “It was fine.”

      “Did your sister and cousin pump you for info when they went after you?”

      “What do you think?”

      Smiling, he says, “What’d you tell them?”

      “Not to overreact. Nothing to see here.”

      “Nothing at all?” he asks, crooking an eyebrow.

      “Nothing they need to know about.”

      He moves his hand from the shifter to my thigh. “Do you know how hard it was to pretend like I barely know you in front of your family?”

      The heat of his hand may as well be a branding iron as it sets off a systemwide reaction that has my most essential parts tingling in awareness of him. “How hard was it?”

      “So hard.”

      Suddenly, we’re no longer talking about pretending in front of my family.

      “I’ve thought about you and that night so much since the wedding,” he says. “Have you?”

      “Here and there.”

      “Are you lying?”

      “Maybe a little.” I don’t want to talk about Marcus, especially not with Wyatt, but I want him to know how messed up I’ve been lately. “It’s been a rough couple of months.”

      “Because of your ex?”

      “That and my mom has been receiving treatment for breast cancer. She had a double mastectomy in January, and now she’s having chemo.”

      “I wondered why you ended up staying in Miami after the wedding.”

      “How did you know I did that?”

      “Instagram.”

      “Ah… so you’ve been stalking me?”

      “Following. That’s different from stalking.”

      I like knowing he thought of me so much after the night we spent together that he cared enough to find me online and wondered why I didn’t go back to New York after the wedding.

      “So are you staying here, then?”

      “That’s the plan. At some point, I have to go to New York and get the rest of my stuff. My cousin, who I lived with there, is going to sublet my room. I can’t go back there as long as my mom is sick.”

      “How’s your mom doing?”

      “The chemo is kicking her ass. It’s been rough. It’s hard to watch her suffer.”

      “I’m sorry she’s going through that and that you are, too.”

      “She’s a trouper.”

      “She’s lucky to have her family supporting her. Are you bummed about New York?”

      “Not really. I was planning to move home this year anyway. I just moved up the timeline a little. What about you? What’s up with applying for a job here?”

      “I liked Miami when I was here for the wedding. I’ve lived in Phoenix most of my life, and I’m ready for a change. When Jay mentioned the opening at Miami-Dade, I figured why not?”

      “Can I ask you something, and will you tell me the truth?”

      “Sure.”

      “You’re not applying because of me, are you?”

      Smiling, he says, “Not specifically because of you, but knowing you live here definitely makes me more interested in the job than I would be if you weren’t part of the equation.”

      “I’m not really in a good place for, well, anything.”

      “Neither am I.” He sounds sad for some reason.

      “Oh, well. Okay, then. I know why I’m in a bad place, but why are you?”

      “Things are just weird right now with the possibility of changing jobs, moving cross-country. I’m not sure what’s going to happen.”

      “You’ll get the job.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “They’d be crazy not to hire you. Aren’t you board certified in your specialty?”

      “I am, but how do you know that?”

      “You’re not the only one who did some stalking.”
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        WYATT

      

      

      Hearing her say that she checked me out online makes me happier than I’ve been in… well… ever. Not only did she think of me after our night together, but she went so far as to search for me. I just hope she didn’t stumble upon my whole story. “What else did you find out about me?”

      “I only read your bio on the hospital’s website and found out you’ve published a lot of articles about cardiothoracic surgery and have become a nationally recognized expert and speaker in the area of supporting patients through life-threatening illnesses.”

      I’ve put my personal experiences to work in my career, constantly emphasizing the need to treat the whole patient, not just the part of them that’s malfunctioning. “That’s a big interest of mine.” I’m incredibly thankful she didn’t dig any deeper than the hospital website.

      “It’s something that’s badly needed. My mother’s oncologist is considered one of the best there is, but he’s got no personality whatsoever. He doesn’t seem to appreciate how terrifying this is for her and us. He’s very matter-of-fact about life-threatening things.”

      I wince hearing that. I’ve known far too many doctors who are like the one she describes. “It’s a challenge to train doctors to be experts in medicine and how to manage the wide variety of needs that each patient has. Not to mention the family’s needs.”

      “He always makes me feel like a jerk for bothering him when I have to call about something. Usually, I let Maria deal with him because she’s a nurse—and it’s better if I don’t talk to him. I’m afraid I’m going to tell him what I really think of him.”

      That makes me laugh as I imagine her ripping the oncologist a new one. “Maybe you ought to tell him what you think. He might need to hear it.”

      “I can’t. I’d be too afraid of my mother not getting the care she needs and deserves. But I really want to.”

      “You can tell me anything you need to say to him. Standing offer. Call me when you want to scream at him. I’ll always listen.”

      “You’re busy enough with your patients. You don’t need some random woman in Miami screaming at you about someone who isn’t even your patient.”

      “If that random woman is you, I need that.”

      “All this flattery is going straight to my head.”

      “I couldn’t wait to see you again.” Way to play it cool, man. Remember how it wouldn’t be fair to let her or any woman get too involved with you? Remember that talk we had before we saw Dee? Yeah, I remember, so fuck off. I held firm to my resolve until she walked into the room at her sister’s house, looking sexier than any woman has a right to look, and just that quickly, I forgot why this isn’t a good idea.

      Maybe we could have this bonus weekend before I go back to reality. Who could be hurt by one more weekend?

      If the ache in my chest at the thought of not seeing her again is any indication, I could be hurt. And so could she. This weekend has to be it. It just has to be. To encourage anything more would be grossly unfair to her—and myself. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Sure.”

      “Do you feel like going out, or would you be up for going somewhere that we can be alone?”

      She’s quiet long enough that I begin to worry I’ve misjudged her.

      “Let’s go to my place.”

      
        
        MARCUS

      

      

      I screwed up so bad. My parents and sister have been hysterical since I woke up. I feel awful that I upset them. I can’t believe Bianca told Dee they suspect I tried to kill myself. I didn’t. Not consciously, anyway. I took a few Xanax to calm my nerves, forgetting about the vodka I’d had earlier, and apparently, the combination nearly killed me.

      That wasn’t intentional. I don’t want to die before I can make things right with Dee. She’s the only thing that matters to me.

      I’ve been hiding my alcoholism from her for years now. That got easier when I moved home from New York. But my drinking is the reason I ended up married to someone else. It’s the reason I broke the heart of the only woman I’ve ever loved. I barely remember that night in Vegas or how I ended up married to one of the women who hung out with me and my boys.

      I came to the next day with a blonde in my bed, a ring on my finger and the worst feeling I’ve ever had in my life when I began to fill in the blanks from the night before.

      Dee.

      She was my first thought then and is my first thought now. She’s been my first thought every day since I brought this disaster down on both of us. I need to talk to her, to tell her I don’t blame her for any of this. That’s my fear, that Bianca will have laid a guilt trip on Dee that she doesn’t deserve. She hasn’t done anything wrong. No, this is all my fault.

      I should’ve listened to the family and friends who pleaded with me to get help before something awful happened. They were worried about me killing someone by drinking and driving, which I’ve never done. So that didn’t happen, but something else did—I broke the heart of my one true love, and now I’m desperate to fix that.

      Bianca left my phone charging on the rolling table next to my hospital bed. I reach for it, find Dee’s name in my contacts and compose a text.

      I didn’t try to kill myself. No matter what Bianca said, that’s not true, and if she tried to make you feel guilty in any way, I’m sorry. None of this is your fault. I fucked up, and there’s stuff I need to tell you, things you have a right to know. Could we please talk?

      The text shows up as delivered but not read.

      I’m staring at my phone, trying to will her to read the message, when yet another doctor comes into the room. What now? I’ve already been poked and prodded every which way. What’s left?

      “Hi, Marcus,” the dark-haired woman says. “I’m Dr. Stern, the psychiatrist on call. You can call me Justine if you’d like.”

      The word psychiatrist makes me groan. “I didn’t try to kill myself. That’s not what happened.”

      She takes a seat next to my bed. “What did happen?”

      “I mixed Xanax and booze by accident. I didn’t think about what the combination might do. It was a mistake, not a suicide attempt.”

      “Your family was pretty upset, from what I’m told.”

      “My sister pushed the panic button when she came to check on me and couldn’t get me to wake up. I feel bad I upset them.”

      “Why would they assume you tried to take your own life?”

      “Things have been messy lately. Really, really messy.”

      “How so?”

      “Do we need to go through all this?”

      “If you want to be discharged. I need to be confident you’re not going to harm yourself if I sign off on your release. So how about you tell me what’s been so messy lately?”

      “My wife left me.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “No, it was a good thing.”

      “Is that right?”

      I nod. “We were never meant to be married. That was a mistake.”

      “You married someone by mistake? How’d that happen?”

      “I was drunk. We were in Vegas. She was there. One thing led to another, and I woke up married to the wrong woman.”

      “Who was the right woman?”

      “My girlfriend, Dee. She’s the one I love, the one I’ve always loved. We were together for years before we broke up, but we were putting it back together when this happened. She was in New York, and I was in Miami, but things between us were good. Until I fucked up, anyway, and since then, she doesn’t take my calls or respond to my texts.”

      “How did she react when you told her you married someone else?”

      “I’m not really sure.”

      “She didn’t hear it from you?”

      “No, and I regret that. She absolutely should’ve heard it from me, but what was I supposed to say to her? Oh, by the way, I got lit last night and woke up married to my friend’s sister Ana, which wasn’t supposed to happen.”

      “Okay, so you got married by accident. What happened then?”

      “We came home to Miami. Ana moved in and wanted it to be a real marriage.”

      “And in the meantime, you’re thinking about Dee, who’s not taking your calls or answering your texts. Is that right?”

      “I thought of her every minute of every day that I was married to Ana.”

      “Did you sleep with Ana?”

      That question makes me uncomfortable. “I guess.”

      “You guess? Did you or didn’t you?”

      “We were married.”

      “So while you were pining for Dee after having broken her heart by marrying someone else, you were having sex with your new wife. Do I have that right?”

      I squirm under the intensity of her gaze. She wants to stab me on behalf of women everywhere, and I don’t blame her. “You have it right. I’m not proud of how I behaved, but you should know I’ve never done anything like this before.”

      “Marry someone who isn’t your long-term girlfriend?”

      “Yes,” I say through gritted teeth. The doctor is starting to annoy me. “I’ve come to realize I have a problem with drinking.”

      “What’re you doing about that?”

      “I haven’t done anything yet.”

      “What’re you waiting for?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Do you think a near-fatal incident that resulted from mixing Xanax and alcohol might be the impetus you need?”

      “Maybe.”

      “This is no joke, Marcus. If your sister hadn’t become concerned when she couldn’t reach you, you might’ve died.”

      “Yes, I know.”

      “And that wasn’t your intention? To end this suffering you’ve been going through by overdosing?”

      “It wasn’t my intention. I don’t want to die. I just want to fix things with Dee.”

      “I think you need to accept that isn’t going to happen.”

      “How can you know that? She and I haven’t even talked about what happened. She won’t talk to me.”

      Dr. Stern leans forward, placing her hand on my arm. “Marcus, you married someone else without breaking up with her first. She’s not going to talk to you. It’s over for her.”

      “How can it be over for her when we’ve never even talked about it?”

      “It was over for her the minute you married someone else and let her hear that from other people.”

      “I didn’t mean for any of that to happen.”

      “I understand that, but it did happen, and now you have to find a way to live with the consequences.”

      “I’ll never be able to live with it if I don’t get the chance to talk to her.”

      “Do you understand that by continuing to reach out to her, you’re probably hurting her all over again?”

      That didn’t occur to me, not in those terms, anyway.

      “How long ago did you marry Ana?”

      “A year.”

      “Did Dee think she was probably going to be the one you married?”

      “We’d talked about that happening after she moved back to Miami.”

      “So Dee has had a year to pick up the pieces, to put her life back together and move on, and every time she hears from you, it has to be a reminder of what she’s overcome. You hurt her, Marcus. You maybe even devastated her, considering she expected to be your wife. By continuing to reach out to her, you’re compounding that pain for her.”

      “I don’t want to hurt her. I only want the chance to explain and apologize.”

      “Then write her a letter, but stop calling and texting her. That’s simply not fair to her.”

      I don’t want to hear what she’s saying, even if I can see the truth in it.

      “This latest incident is the second time alcohol has caused a disaster in your life. The first one resulted in broken hearts. This one nearly caused your death. You say that wasn’t intentional—”

      “It wasn’t. I swear to God. I’m not suicidal. Even as bad as this last year has gotten, I’ve never once thought about ending my own life. What good would that do? It wouldn’t fix anything with Dee, which is my only goal.”

      “I think it’s time for a new goal, one that focuses on you regaining your health. Would you consider in-patient rehab for thirty days or possibly longer if needed?”

      “I, uh, I have to work.”

      “What do you do for a living?”

      “I’m a branch manager at a bank.”

      “I can help you complete the paperwork to take a medical leave of absence.”

      “I’m not sure that’s a good idea. The chaos in my personal life has spilled over to my work, and I’m sort of on thin ice there.” Those were the words my regional manager used the last time we met after I was late on reporting some vital weekly information for the third week in a row. It’s hard to concentrate on anything when all you can think about is making things right with the one you love.

      “You’re protected by federal law in this situation. If you have documentation of a medical condition, then your employer is required to protect your job.”

      I didn’t know that. “Would I have to tell them what my condition is?”

      “Let me ask you this… You said you’re on thin ice there. Do you think you’ve been hiding your reliance on alcohol from your colleagues? Would they be surprised to hear you were in rehab?”

      “Probably not. They might even be relieved.”

      “So what does it matter? If you had cancer, they’d hold fundraisers for you. Addiction is an illness, just like cancer or diabetes.”

      I recoil from that term. “I’m not an addict.”

      “No? Did you or did you not get married to a woman you didn’t love, breaking the heart of the woman you do love because of alcohol? Did you or did you not mix Xanax and alcohol and nearly end your life prematurely?”

      “I did those things, but I’m not an addict.”

      “The behaviors you’ve described are the hallmarks of someone in the grips of alcoholism, which is a form of addiction. Did your doctor talk to you about your liver numbers?”

      “He said they were high.”

      “They’re sky-high. Are you familiar with what liver failure is like?”

      “Not really,” I say, forcing myself to sit still when I want out of there.

      “I wouldn’t wish that death on my worst enemy.”

      Her stark words strike a note of fear in me. It’s the first thing I’ve felt other than agony over Dee in more than a year.

      “You’re twenty-eight years old, Marcus, with the liver of a seventy-five-year-old alcoholic. You’re headed for an agonizing early death if you don’t make some changes soon.” She puts her business card on my table. “Please consider getting some help. I can work with the hospital’s team to get you into treatment and would be happy to continue to work with you while you’re in rehab and after.”

      I eye the card with trepidation. Nothing says I have to do anything with it.

      “In the meantime, I’ll pray for you to find some peace. If I can help, don’t hesitate to reach out. My cell number is on my card. Call me anytime.”

      “Thank you. Are you going to allow me to be released?”

      “Not until after you complete withdrawal.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You’re about to find out what happens when the body suffers from alcohol withdrawal. It’s not pleasant, and you’re going to be quite ill for a few days. The doctors will want to keep a close eye on your vital signs during that time.”

      I can’t believe it’s possible to feel worse than I already do.

      “Thanks for coming by.”

      “No problem. Be well.”

      Long after she’s gone, I think about the things she said, mostly about how I’ve been hurting Dee every time I reach out to her. I didn’t think of what it would be like for her to hear from me after what I did to her. I’ve been so focused on trying to make things right with her. That’s been the only thought in my head since things with Ana blew up and she left. I was glad she was gone so I could turn my attention to trying to get back the life I lost on that fateful night in Vegas.

      Dr. Stern has made me realize that in the year since then, Dee has moved on without me. Maybe she’s even seeing someone else. I’m filled with panic at the thought of her with another guy, even if I understand I have only myself to blame for this disaster.

      I eye the card Dr. Stern left for a long time, thinking about what she said about my liver and the agony of liver failure. I don’t want to put another thirty days between me and making good with Dee. I feel an urgent need to take care of that before I do anything else, but I don’t want to hurt her any more than I already have.

      The idea of writing her a letter is a good one. I’ll give that some thought.

      I reach for the business card the shrink left on the table and study the list of initials after her name. She’s probably seen hundreds of patients just like me, which means she knows what she’s talking about.

      Before I can talk myself out of doing what I know I have to do, I dial her number on my cell.

      “Dr. Stern.”

      “This is Marcus.”

      “Hi, Marcus. What can I do for you?”

      “What you said about my job, how they’re required to hold it for me. That’s legit?”

      “It is.”

      My eyes flood with tears when I think about Dee, what I’ve done to her, to us. If I hadn’t gotten hammered in Vegas, there’s no way I would’ve ended up married to a woman I have no feelings for beyond friendship. I love Dee. I’ll always love Dee.

      “Marcus?”

      I wipe away tears. “I think I need help.”
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        CARMEN

      

      

      After Dee and Wyatt leave, we end up back outside on the patio discussing the possibility of them as a couple. “Tell us everything about him,” I say to my husband. “Leave nothing out.”

      “He’s a good dude,” Jason says.

      If I didn’t know him so well, he might’ve gotten away with that, but I can tell just by looking at him that something is troubling him.

      “You don’t like them together?”

      “I never said that.”

      His sharp reply takes me by surprise. He never talks to me like that, which only furthers my suspicion that he’s not sold on them dating.

      “Do you think something happened between them at the wedding?” Maria asks.

      “They danced a lot that night,” I recall. “The photographer got a bunch of pictures of them together.”

      “I mean afterward. Dee never did say what she did that night. The rest of us went out, but she said she had other plans. Do you think those plans were with him?”

      “Holy crap! That’s why he’s here! Because of her.”

      “He’s here for an interview at Miami-Dade,” Jason reminds me.

      “Did he express any interest in moving here before the wedding?”

      “No, but—”

      “It is because of her!”

      “This is awesome!” Maria claps her hands in glee. “He’s just what she needs after the nightmare with Marcus. A super nice guy, a talented doctor, hotter than the sun…”

      “Hello, honey,” Austin says dryly. “I’m in the room.”

      Maria dissolves into giggles. “Sorry, but he is smoking hot.”

      “He is,” I agree. “He’s got that whole McDreamy thing going on with the hair and the eyes.”

      “We’re going to head out,” Jason says, standing.

      I give him a perplexed look but keep my curiosity—and concern—to myself while we say good night and thank you to Maria and Austin. That lasts until we’re in the car when I turn toward him. “What was that about?”

      “What was what about?”

      “You abruptly wanting to leave? You aren’t mad about me agreeing with Maria that Wyatt’s hot, are you?”

      “Of course not. It was just time to go.”

      “So you’re just not going to tell me why you’re unhappy at the thought of Wyatt and Dee together—and don’t try to tell me you’re not unhappy about it. I know you too well.”

      “It’s not that.”

      “Then what?”

      “There are things… about him… Things she should know.”

      “And you don’t think he’ll tell her those things?”

      “He won’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it’s something he never talks about with anyone in his personal life.”

      “What is it?”

      He shakes his head. “Please don’t ask me. It’s not my story to tell.”

      “You know what she means to us, Jason, and what she went through with Marcus. If you know something that she should know, you have to tell me.”

      “No, I don’t. But I will talk to Wyatt. The first chance I get. That, I can promise you.”

      My stomach starts to hurt at the thought of our friend hurting my sweet cousin, who’s already had enough hurt. “Is she…” I swallow hard as the words get stuck in my throat. “Is she unsafe with him?”

      “Not physically, no. I never would’ve let Dee leave with him if that was a concern, Carmen. Tell me you know that.”

      “I do, but you’re being so mysterious. Surely whatever it is, you can tell me. I won’t tell anyone.”

      “You’d tell her this. You’d feel obligated to tell her.”

      “You’re scaring me, Jason. You know how much I love her and what Marcus put her through. I can’t let a friend of ours hurt her.”

      “I know, and all I can tell you is I’ll do what I can to make sure that doesn’t happen. I’d tell you in a second if I could. But I can’t. Wyatt has to tell her, and then she can tell you if she chooses to.”

      “And you’ll make sure he tells her soon?”

      “I will.” He takes hold of my hand but keeps his eyes on the road. He’s learned to be extra careful driving in South Florida. “It’s possible that whatever’s going on with them is only a passing flirtation. If that’s the case, he won’t tell her because it won’t matter.”

      My brain is on fire as I try to read between the lines of what he’s not saying. “How do you know about it?”

      “He told me when we were first in med school. He told only me and emphasized how important it is to him that no one else knows about it.”

      “Why did he tell you?”

      “That’s something I can’t get into unless he decides to talk to Dee about it. I’m sorry to be secretive, Carmen. I’d never keep anything from you unless I had to. You know that, right?”

      “I think so.”

      “It’s true. I’m not intentionally trying to be evasive. I’ll talk to Wyatt the first chance I get. Try not to worry. I don’t want to see Dee hurt any more than you do, especially by my friend.”

      “He seems like such a nice guy.”

      “He is.”

      “So, we’re not talking about some sort of massive personality defect, then?”

      “No.” His jaw is tight, as is his grip on the steering wheel. This situation is stressing him out, and I hate that for all of us.

      When we get home, he goes in to shower, and I reach for my phone to text Maria. Something’s up with Wyatt. Jason won’t tell me, says it’s Wyatt’s thing to share or not share with Dee, but whatever it is, it’s upsetting Jason. He said he’s going to talk to Wyatt about it as soon as he can.

      She writes back a few minutes later. Oh jeez. WTH?

      Whatever it is, he’s stressed. He said it’s not something Wyatt would tell her on his own.

      Why all the secrecy?

      No idea, but I don’t like this, especially with everything with Marcus.

      Agreed. Let’s keep an eye on this and intervene if need be.

      I don’t want to have to do that.

      I don’t, either. The last time was bad enough.

      When Jason gets in bed a few minutes later, I’m already there, staring up at the ceiling, thinking about my sweet cousin and wishing with all my heart that she could find her forever love. It’s all she’s ever really wanted—to fall in love and have a family. While Maria and I chased careers, Dee dreamed about being a mom. At one time, she told us how she and Marcus were going to have six kids. That dream, and all the others she had wrapped up in him, ended when he married someone else. Even when they were apart, we always knew she had her heart set on him.

      “Are you mad?” Jason asks.

      “No.”

      “Disappointed?”

      “No.”

      He turns on his side to face me. “What’re you thinking?”

      “I’m thinking about Dee, who thought she was going to marry Marcus and have six kids with him before he suddenly married someone else and broke her heart.”

      “I hate how that happened to her.”

      I look over at him. “You can’t let Wyatt hurt her. Please tell me you’ll throw yourself in front of that.”

      “I promise I will. I won’t let him hurt her.”

      I tell myself I need to be satisfied with his assurances, but my stomach hurts at the possibility of more heartache for Dee.

      
        
        DEE

      

      

      I lead the way up the stairs to my apartment over the garage. Thankfully, my aunt and uncle don’t live here, or I never would. Maria felt the same way when she lived in the apartment before me. Our family is up in our business enough without living right next door to “parents.” In our family, they’re all parents, whether they gave birth to us or not.

      “What a cute place,” Wyatt says when we’re inside the big room that makes up my kitchen, living room and dining area.

      “It’s not much, but it’s home. For now, anyway.” The best part is that the rent and my other expenses are manageable with what I make working five nights a week at the restaurant. I didn’t think I’d still be waitressing at my age, but nothing has gone according to my plan.

      I can’t think about that or allow bitterness to invade this evening with a guy I like and who seems to like me just as much.

      Wyatt follows me into the kitchen.

      “You want a drink?”

      He shakes his head and takes another step toward me until he’s right in front of me. “This is what I want,” he says, giving me a soft, sweet, undemanding kiss. “That’s what I would’ve done if we’d been alone when I saw you again.” His hands are on my hips as mine end up on his chest. “I would’ve said, hi there. I’ve missed you since the night we met.”

      “It’s kind of odd to miss someone you hardly know.”

      “I know you.” Raising a hand to move my hair out of his way, he kisses the spot on my neck that makes me sigh. “See? I know what happens when I kiss you right there. I know that if I do this,” he says, cupping my breasts and running his thumbs over my nipples, “that your knees will buckle.”

      Sure enough, my knees give in, making him smile.

      “I know you, Dee. I know you’re gorgeous and fun and funny and so devoted to your family that you gave up your life in New York to be here for your mom while she’s ill. I know how much you love your sister and your cousin, how close the three of you are and how much you love your Nona and Carmen’s grandmother. Abuela, right?”

      “Yes.” I’m breathless from the kisses he leaves on my neck and the sweep of his thumbs over my nipples. I’m impressed that he remembers me telling him how vital Nona and Abuela have been to all of us cousins, how Carmen’s Abuela isn’t technically my grandmother, but don’t say that to her—or me.

      “I know you have two brothers, Nico and Milo, and that your extended family gets together every Sunday for brunch at the restaurant. I know your cousins are like extra siblings to you. And after tonight, I know your tender heart has been badly hurt by the man you loved, which is why you shouldn’t be allowing me to kiss you and touch you.”

      That statement hits me like a blast of ice water to the face. I pull back so I can see him and the regret in his expression. “I don’t understand.”

      “There are things… about me… Things you don’t know, and you should, before we do this again…” He emphasizes his point by pressing his erection against my core, setting off fireworks throughout my oversensitized body.

      All at once, I don’t want to know why this is a bad idea or why he isn’t good for me or anything that’ll ruin this dream state I’ve slipped into after only a few minutes in his arms. Just like the first time we were together this way, his touch does something to me that’s never happened before, and all I want is more of that incredible feeling.

      “It doesn’t matter,” I tell him. “Whatever it is, unless you’re telling me you’re married or have an STD or something that could harm me, I don’t need to know.”

      He brightens when I tell him that. “There is one thing you absolutely must know, and after I tell you that one thing, I promise I’ll shut up so we can enjoy this.”

      “What’s that?” I tip my head to give him better access to my neck. I had no idea how much I loved having my neck kissed until Wyatt did it after the wedding.

      “This, you and me… It can’t ever be anything more. Even if I get the job here, I can’t commit to anything other than casual.”

      I want to ask him why that is, but I presume it’s something I don’t want to know. So I don’t ask.

      “I need you to tell me you understand, Dee. We can’t have feelings for each other.”

      It’s too late to warn me about feelings. I realized tonight, at Austin and Maria’s, when my heart rate nearly went through the roof at the mere sight of him, that I already have feelings for him. But he doesn’t need to know that. “I understand.”

      “You’re sure? I can leave now and grab an Uber back to Jay’s place. No hard feelings. Well,” he says, smiling as he rubs his cock against me, “a few hard feelings.”

      I laugh, which breaks the tension that’s been building over the last few minutes. “I don’t want you to go, and I understand this can’t be anything more than casual fun.”

      “And you know that no matter what happens between us, that’s not going to change, right?”

      The sadness and resignation I see in his eyes make me hurt for him. What could cause such a kind, handsome, sexy, successful man to draw such a firm line in the sand? Does he mean he won’t get involved with anyone or me specifically? I tell myself that doesn’t matter, either, but it does.

      “I get it, but I have a question.”

      “Okay…”

      “Do you mean it can never be more with me or with anyone?”

      “Anyone. It’s certainly not about you. If things were different, you’d be what I’d want for myself.”

      “What things would need to be different?”

      “Stuff I don’t talk about. It’s just one of those ‘it is what it is’ kind of things, you know?”

      I don’t know, but what does it matter? I’m in no place to start something new with anyone. My mom is sick. Most of what I own is still in New York. I’m working at the family restaurant like I did when I was a teenager, and my ex may or may not have tried to kill himself because I refused to talk to him. The last thing I need is romantic entanglements or any more drama than I’ve already got.

      He pulls back to look down at me. “I’d understand if any of this is a deal-breaker, Dee. You’re such a great person. I don’t want to lead you on.”

      “You’ve been very honest, and I appreciate that more than you know.” Especially after what Marcus did.

      “Do you want me to go?”

      I shake my head. What I want, more than anything, is more of the way he made me feel the night of the wedding, as if I’m special and sexy and perfect. After a year of feeling like shit, that was a priceless gift.

      “I want you to stay.” I lead him into my bedroom and turn to face him so I can unbutton his shirt to reveal the amazing tattoo that spans his entire chest that I admired the first time we were together. It’s a sphinx with the body of a lion and the wings of an eagle. The artwork is detailed and colorful and makes me wish I had all the time in the world to study it. Like the last time I saw it, I want to ask why he chose that particular image, what it means and how badly it hurt to have it done.

      But like the last time, he kisses me, and I forget everything else.

      Wyatt lifts my top, and I break the kiss long enough to let him take it over my head. His eyes go hot when he sees my breasts testing the confines of the sexy bra I wore in case we ended up just like this. “Damn,” he whispers. “You’re so fucking hot. I’ve thought about you so much after our night together.”

      See why I like him so much? Wyatt isn’t going to be my future, but I’m thrilled he’s my right now, and I plan to enjoy every second of this encore performance.

      He continues to undress me, and since he seems to enjoy it, I let him have his fun. With every new part of me he uncovers, he’s more appreciative. I remember that from our first time together, the way his attention did wonders for my wounded pride. When your boyfriend up and marries a blonde bombshell, the wounds run deep. Wyatt’s commentary and obvious pleasure in how I look made me feel better about myself than I had since disaster struck.

      Wyatt guides me to the bed and arranges me the way he wants me before he kneels before me and dives right in, giving me lips and tongue and fingers in one coordinated effort that has me wailing in about two seconds flat. I’ve never even heard some of the sounds that come out of me before he had his wicked way with me.

      I heard him when he said this couldn’t be anything more than what it already is, but as he gives me the fastest orgasm of my life, I’m full of regret for what might’ve been. He’s fun, funny, crazy intelligent, sexy as hell, and he’s shown me desire unlike anything I’ve ever experienced, but for whatever reason, he doesn’t want to be tied down. Why should he, when he looks like he does and is a freaking heart surgeon, for crying out loud?

      He can have all the women. What would he want with only one?

      “Hey.” His lips are on my inner thigh as his fingers continue to slide in and out of me. “Where’d you go?”

      “Nowhere. I’m here.”

      “You checked out on me.”

      And he sees me. Doesn’t that just figure? I finally find the unicorn, and he doesn’t want to be pinned down.

      He kisses his way up the front of me, teasing my nipples with his tongue as he kisses a path to my lips. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Tell me.”

      I decide to be honest with him. What have I got to lose? “I’m trying to stay unattached, but then you swoop in and do… that…” I gesture down below with my hand. “And it’s hard to remember I’m not allowed to keep you.”

      He drops his head to my chest. “I’m sorry, Dee.”

      “Dear God, don’t be sorry for giving me the best orgasm I’ve ever had. It’s just that a girl could become addicted to that kind of action.”

      “Don’t do that.”

      “Yes, I heard you. Which led me to wonder why you’d want only one woman when you can have all the women.”

      Looking up at me, he seems stricken. “That’s not it at all.”

      I shrug. “It’s none of my business.”

      “I swear that’s not it, Dee. If I were in a place to be with someone, I’d want that someone to be you. You’re all I’ve thought about for months.”

      I need to stop this before he ruins me. With my hand on his chest, I give a gentle push. “Up.”

      He withdraws from me and sits on the bed.

      I reach for the throw blanket from the foot of the bed and wrap it around myself. “I don’t think I can do this. Wait, that’s not true. I don’t think I should do this.”

      Wyatt looks down at the floor, making it impossible for me to know what he’s thinking or feeling.

      “I’m not a fling kind of girl,” I add softly. “Despite how I behaved after the wedding, that’s just not me. I don’t have casual sex, or I never did before I did it with you, and even that didn’t feel casual. It felt important, and I’ve thought about you a lot since then, too.” I swallow the huge lump that’s taken up residence in my throat. “And when you tell me you’ve been thinking of me and… I can’t.”

      “I understand.”

      I’m glad one of us does. “I’m sorry.”

      “Please don’t be.” He leans in to kiss me. “I enjoyed every second I spent with you.”

      “Same.”

      Realizing I might not see him again makes me feel desperate for something more. “I’ll still show you Miami if you’d like to. I don’t work again until Tuesday.” I can do that much, or so I tell myself.

      “I’d love to see Miami with you.” He buttons the shirt he never took off and kisses me again. “I’m going to head back to Jay’s.”

      “I’ll pick you up there in the morning? Around ten?”

      “Sounds good.”

      “Sleep well.”

      “You, too.”

      I watch him go, wishing for things that’ll never be, and wait until the door closes before I go to lock up. My legs feel wobbly after the rather exceptional orgasm he gave me as a parting gift.
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      I feel sick. Leaving Dee is the hardest thing I’ve had to do in a long time, especially since all I want is to be with her, even if we only talk. I love talking to her. I’ve been lucky these last seventeen years. I’ve never met a woman who made me want more, so I was able to skate through life relatively unscathed, protecting my fragile heart from anything even close to heartbreak.

      Until now.

      I want to rage at the sheer injustice of having finally met a woman who checks all my boxes, only to have to walk away from her to spare us both from eventual disaster. I simply cannot subject her to the reality that is my life—and I can’t do it to myself, either.

      But God, I want to, and oh, how I ache from knowing I just can’t.

      In the Uber, I text Jay to let him know I’m on the way back to his place.

      Hit me up when you get here, and I’ll buzz you in.

      Will do.

      I didn’t want to leave Dee. I would’ve given anything to spend another night with her, even if nothing else happened between us. Just being in the same room with her gives me a feeling of joy I’ve never experienced before. It’s the highest of highs—and it’s the best sort of high, the all-natural kind.

      I’ve watched my brother and friends fall in love, settle down, give up their freedom for the chance to spend forever with one person, and I’ll admit I just didn’t get why they’d do that. Since meeting Dee, spending time with her, sleeping with her and then thinking about her obsessively for months, I’m starting to understand.

      If they feel for their partners the way I do when she’s nearby, then I see why they’d take the plunge if it means holding on to that amazing feeling for as long as they can.

      The traffic is light, and I’m back at Jay’s place fifteen minutes after I left Dee’s. I shoot him a text to let him know I’ve arrived.

      He replies with instructions on using the keypad next to the door and then buzzes me in.

      I take the elevator to their floor and step off. The first thing I notice is Jay standing in the doorway, holding the door open for me. He’s wearing only a pair of basketball shorts, which has me wondering if I got him out of bed.

      “Sorry to be a pain,” I tell him when I walk past him into the apartment.

      “You’re not, but we need to talk.” He nods to the deck. “Outside.”

      What’s this about?

      “You want some seltzer or something else?”

      “Seltzer is fine.”

      “I’ll meet you out there.”

      I leave the sliding door open for him, and he joins me a minute later with the seltzer for me and a beer for himself. He slides the door closed behind him.

      “What’s up?”

      “I guess that’s what I want to know. What’s going on with you and Dee?”

      “Nothing.” Even as I say that single word, the ache intensifies. “Now.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “We spent time together after the wedding.” I tell him the truth because he’s one of my closest friends, and I refuse to be the source of trouble between him and his new wife. “But that’s all it was.”

      “You seemed pretty damned into her tonight if that’s all it was.”

      “I was into her. I am into her, but reality has reared its ugly head to remind me of why that’s not possible. I was honest with her.”

      Jason’s eyes widen with surprise because he knows I don’t tell anyone the whole truth about myself. “You told her—”

      “No, I said it couldn’t be anything more than fun.”

      “What’d she say to that?”

      “She was okay with it until she wasn’t. Things were getting a bit… intense… between us when she called a halt to it. After everything that happened with her ex, she doesn’t want to set herself up to be hurt again.” I take a sip of my seltzer, hoping it’ll wash down the massive lump in my throat. “I guess she’s not really into the casual thing with guys.”

      “She was with her ex for years.”

      “There you have it.”

      I move to the rail and look out over Biscayne Bay, where the faintest hint of moon silvers the water. After living most of my life in the desert, the lush beauty of South Florida amazes me. I’d never been here before Jay’s wedding, but the place has touched me in more ways than one.

      “Are you bummed?”

      I shrug because that’s what he expects me to do. “No biggie.”

      He joins me at the rail. “I’m calling bullshit on that.”

      “How come?”

      “I’ve known you a long time, seen you with a lot of women, and I’ve never once seen you act around one the way you did with her earlier.”

      His observation makes me feel a little too seen. “How was it different?” I ask, even though I already know. I want to hear it from him.

      “You never took your eyes off her. You hung on her every word. You laughed like I’ve never seen you laugh with anyone.”

      Every one of his observations makes me sadder than I already was for what can never be. “It wouldn’t be fair, Jay. To either of us.” I lean my elbows on the rail and sag against the concrete, letting it hold me up. “One thing I’ve never been is unrealistic, and we both know I’m living on borrowed time and have been for a while now.”

      “What if you’re the one who defies the odds?”

      “I already have, and you know that. The average life expectancy after transplant is eleven years. I’m at seventeen. I should’ve had issues long before now.”

      “But you haven’t because you take such immaculate care of yourself.”

      “Yes, I do, but eventually, reality will catch up to me, and then what? A sudden death that’ll traumatize everyone who loves me or another agonizing wait for a donor that may or may not materialize, followed by months of recovery and the roller coaster of possible rejection. I can’t bear the idea of that for myself. How do I drag someone else into that?”

      “I’m sorry, Wyatt. It fucking sucks.”

      “Yep, but it sure does beat the alternative.”

      He laughs as I recite the refrain that sums up my life rather perfectly. I’m thankful for every second I’ve gotten since someone else had to die to give me the chance to live. I never forget how close I came to dying or how lucky I am to still be healthy. But I also never forget that the odds are stacked heavily against my good health lasting indefinitely.

      “Anyway, I’m sure you’ve got better things to be doing than hanging with me. Go to bed with your wife.”

      “She’s out cold by now. I’m glad to get the chance to hang with you, just the two of us. It’s been a while since we’ve done that.”

      “Yeah, too long.”

      We had all the fun in med school. Jason is the first friend I made after regaining full health, and I appreciate that he’s never treated me like an invalid, even after I told him the truth. My parents and doctors insisted that someone at Duke know the whole story in case I ran into trouble. Shortly after I met Jay and bonded with him, I decided he was the one I’d trust. I’ve never regretted that decision.

      “I’m sorry you’re bummed.”

      “It’s okay. I’ll survive. Well, until I die, anyway.”

      “Don’t say that. I believe you’re going to be the exception to all the rules. You already have been.”

      In all the years since my transplant, I’ve only thrived. From the first minute I woke up after the twelve-hour surgery, I felt reborn. I’ve never once come close to rejecting my donor heart or had any sort of scare. My case has been covered in numerous medical journals as a true success story.

      Anytime another longtime transplant patient passes away, the media calls to interview me. Somehow, I’ve become the “poster child” for successful heart transplants. But even the poster child will one day have his day of reckoning, and I’m determined not to take anyone else down with me, even if I’m more tempted to break my own rules with Dee than I ever have been before.

      “Enough about me,” I say. “Let’s talk about you. How are things?”

      “Never been better. The best thing I ever did was take a job in ‘Siberia,’ aka Miami, where I met my beautiful wife and her incredible family. I love it here.”

      “I can see that. Marriage looks good on you.”

      “We’re enjoying it. Carmen… She’s the best person I’ve ever known.”

      “I’m happy for you both.”

      “We are, too,” he says with a dirty grin. “It’s funny how I had no interest in marriage for so long, but after I met Carmen, it was all I wanted, to be bound to her forever so she could never get away.”

      “She’s not going anywhere. For some reason, she’s crazy about you.”

      “I’m a very lucky man.” He leans on the concrete wall, facing the water. “I wish you could have the same thing, Wy. Even if it’s only for a few years.”

      His softly spoken words spark a fierce yearning in me, to know what it’s like to be in love, truly in love, for the first time in my life. That could happen with Dee. I have no doubt about it. A big part of me wants to reach out and go for it, to hell with the consequences. But how can I do that to her? How can I ask her to take that kind of risk? I can’t, and that’s the end of it. Better to quit thinking about what can never be than to torture myself with what-ifs.

      “I should hit the sack,” I tell Jason, eager to end this conversation and to be by myself after this emotionally draining day. As I follow Jason inside, I realize I never should’ve come back here. That was the biggest mistake I could’ve made, and on Monday, I’ll call Miami-Dade and cancel my appointment to meet with their chief of surgery and other management. I can’t move here and live in the same city as Dee and not see her or want her. That’s just not possible.

      “Do you have everything you need?” Jay asks.

      “I do. Thanks again for having me.”

      “Anytime. You know that. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      “Night, Jay.”

      For a long time after Jason’s bedroom door closes, I’m awake, staring up at the condo’s high ceiling. Through the huge windows that make up one entire wall, I see stars twinkling above. Carmen warned me earlier that it would be bright after the sunrise, but I told her I don’t mind that. I can sleep through just about anything, except heartache, it seems.

      I have an extraordinary life, a career I busted my ass for and a calling to care for patients that comes from a place of understanding and compassion other physicians can’t possibly have the way I do.

      My incredible parents moved heaven and earth to save my life, mortgaging everything they owned to pay substantial medical bills that insurance didn’t cover. Our community raised a lot of money for us that helped with the added expenses that come with serious illness. What was left over, my parents put into an account for me that my grandfather has managed and grown. It’s not a fortune, but it’s a nice little nest egg in addition to what I’ve managed to put away myself.

      My parents saved my life as much as the doctors who operated on me. I’m blessed to have the love and support of my entire extended family and friends like Jason, who’ve become like family over the years. I’ve always known I’d never get married or have a family, and I made peace with that a long time ago. Or so I thought. Dee has made me wish for things I’ve never wanted before.

      But I can’t do that. I won’t do it—to myself or her.

      I turn on my side and stare out at the vast darkness of the bay, waiting for sleep to catch up to me.

      My racing mind circles back to an earlier thought about how the media contacts me anytime a longtime heart transplant patient dies. Those interviews are online if Dee were to do a deeper search on me.

      God, I hope she doesn’t do that.
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      Dr. Wyatt Blake, a board-certified cardiothoracic surgeon at Valley of the Sun Health in Phoenix, Arizona, nationally recognized expert on aortic dissection and replacement and an international expert on the doctor-patient relationship stemming from his personal experiences as a patient.

      I dig deeper into journal articles and media stories attached to his name. It takes about forty minutes before I hit pay dirt with a quote from him as a long-surviving heart transplant patient.

      I gasp as I read that.

      Oh my God.

      He had a heart transplant when he was… I do fast math in my head… seventeen. Why doesn’t he have a scar? I no sooner have that thought than I recall the massive, intricate tattoo on his chest that hides the scar.

      I spend the next hour at the bottom of a deep rabbit hole of heart transplant websites, reading statistics about life expectancy after transplant and quickly realizing that Wyatt has defied the odds, having lived for years longer than most transplant patients do.

      I’m at once thrilled and terrified. Wyatt defied the odds. But how long can that last?

      Of those who survive the first year, only half survive to year thirteen. The numbers go down from there. Repeat transplants have an even shorter life expectancy, and most die from rejection issues as well as graft failure and something called relapsing graft vasculopathy.

      I read about a man named John McCafferty, who received a transplant in the UK at thirty-nine and lived into his seventies. And then I read about how rare stories like McCafferty’s are, and I begin to get a better understanding of why Wyatt doesn’t do relationships.

      Suddenly, I need to talk to him. Before I can take even one second to question the wisdom of continuing down this path with him, I fire off a text to him. Are you awake?

      I’m thrilled to see the bubbles that indicate he’s typing and wait for him to respond. Yes, but why are you?

      I couldn’t sleep after you left. Can you talk?

      Sure. Hang on. Let me go outside, so I don’t bother Jason and Carmen.

      While I wait for him to call, I run my fingers through my hair as if I’m going to see him and need to make myself ready. My heart is beating hard in anticipation of hearing his voice. Am I going to tell him what I found out? Will he think it’s a terrible invasion of his privacy?

      When the phone rings and I nearly stroke out with excitement, I realize something else. I’m already falling for this guy, which could be very dangerous for my own battered heart. “Hi.”

      “Hey. Why are you awake at one-thirty?”

      “I was, um, wound up after you left and… Wyatt?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I googled you again and dug a little deeper this time.”

      He groans. “I was afraid you’d do that.”

      “Are you mad?”

      “No, sweetheart. I’m not mad. It’s what people do in this day and age when we want to know the lowdown on someone who’s being mysterious.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      I can hear his sigh loud and clear. “Because. I don’t talk about it, except when another longtime survivor dies and the media calls for a quote. Otherwise, I try not to think about it and just do my thing. It dominated everything for the first half of my life, you know? I’ve been determined not to let it dominate the second half, too.”

      “This is why you don’t do relationships, right?”

      “Yeah. Wouldn’t be fair to let someone have feelings for me when I might not be around to make it worthwhile for them.”

      “What about John McCafferty?”

      “What about him?”

      “He lived for forty-something years after transplant.”

      “That’s extraordinarily rare.”

      “But that could be you, couldn’t it?”

      “Sure, but it’s not likely, and it’s why I made my peace a long time ago with going it alone. It wouldn’t be fair to drag someone else into this situation. I’m like a ticking time bomb at this point. It could all go south anytime.”

      “What if it doesn’t?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What if it doesn’t go south, and you just live a regular life?”

      “That’d be awesome, but I don’t expect that to happen.”

      “If it does, you’d spend your entire life alone because something might happen?”

      “I’m not alone, Dee. I have a wonderful family, terrific friends and colleagues—”

      “Have you ever been in love?”

      “No.”

      I wonder if he hears how sad he sounds. “You can’t miss out on knowing what it’s like to be in love, Wyatt. It’s one of the greatest things in life.” I still feel that way, even after how things ended with Marcus.

      “You make me want to say fuck it to all my rules and fall the rest of the way in love with you.”

      “Do I?”

      “You do. And no one else I’ve ever met has made me want to say fuck it to my rules, Dee.”

      Am I swooning? I’m definitely swooning. “Is that right?”

      “It is.”

      “So, what’re you going to do about this desire to say fuck the rules?”

      “Nothing,” he says softly.

      “I reject that answer.”

      His laughter makes me smile. “Hear me out on this, okay?”

      “I’m listening.”

      “Say I toss my rules aside, move here and go all-in with you.”

      “That sounds pretty good to me so far.”

      “It does to me, too. But then say we let things get totally out of hand and get married, and then I start to have problems. It may start as pain in my chest or an infection that refuses to clear up. Or maybe I have a stroke, or one day you wake up, and I’m gone.”

      “Th-that could happen?”

      “Any of it could happen, among many other things. I don’t want to do that to you, Dee. I don’t want to do that to anyone, so it’s just easier not to go there, you know?”

      “I hear what you’re saying. I do. However…”

      “What, honey?”

      More swooning. “I want you to know what it feels like to be in love, Wyatt. I want you to have that experience.”

      “I’d want that more than anything if things were different, but I keep going back to the matter of fairness and how it wouldn’t be fair to let someone fall in love with me, knowing how the odds are stacked against me.”

      “What if…”

      “You’re making me crazy,” he says with a low laugh.

      “Should we stop talking about this?”

      “Crazy in a good way.”

      “Oh.”

      “What did you want to ask me?”

      “What if the person you fell in love with was willing to risk herself to give you that experience for however long it lasted?”

      He groans. “Dee… You’re lovely and sweet and so sexy. You make me want you just by walking into the room. But I could never do that to you.”

      I’m trying hard not to cry. “What if I wanted you to?”

      “Sweetheart… If it were going to be anyone, I’d want it to be you.”

      “Let it be me.”

      His low moan travels through my body like a live wire. “Dee…”

      “Wyatt. Let it be me.”

      “You don’t know what you’re saying. You’ve already been through an awful breakup and—”

      “Can I tell you a secret?”

      “Sure.”

      “He never made me feel the way you do.”

      “You don’t mean that.”

      “I do mean it. I was with him for six years, and after the first night I spent with you, I knew I’d wasted all that time with the wrong guy.”

      “Stop.”

      “I’m telling you the truth. I thought about you constantly after that night.”

      “I thought about you, too.”

      “Did you come back for me?”

      “Of course not. I came back for the job.”

      “Are you lying?”

      His laughter makes my heart flutter with excitement and anticipation of seeing him again as soon as possible.

      “Fall in love with me, Wyatt.” I have no idea where the courage to say these things out loud is coming from. All I know is that nothing has ever felt so right.

      “You don’t know what you’re saying. You’re upset about Marcus.”

      “I’m not thinking about him. I’m thinking about you and how I feel when you look at me the way you do and when you kiss me and touch me. I want more of that, more of you, more of us, for as long as it lasts.”

      “Dee…”

      “Yes, Wyatt?”

      “How’re you so calm when I feel like I’m having a heart attack over here?”

      That has me sitting up straighter. “Do you? Really?”

      “The best kind of heart attack.”

      “I wish you were still here with me.”

      “So do I. You have no idea how much I wish that.”

      “Could I come to get you?”

      “I should say no. We should never see each other again.”

      “Let me come get you. Let’s spend every minute we can together.”

      “I can’t do that.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’ll fall the rest of the way in love with you.”

      “I’ve never wanted anything the way I want that. I want you. After everything you went through to have that heart, I want you to know how it feels to lose it to someone else.”

      “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “You’ll hurt me if you say no. Can I come to get you?”

      After a long pause, he says, “Yes. Come get me.”

      “I’ll be there in half an hour. And, Wyatt?”

      “Yes, Dee?”

      “You won’t regret this.”

      “I know I won’t. I’m just worried that you will.”

      “No chance of that. See you soon.”
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      I end the call and let out a shout of excitement. I can’t believe what I said to Wyatt or the brazen way I told him to fall in love with me. I’ve lost my freaking mind, and I don’t even care if it means I get to have this crazy adventure with him. Ever since he left earlier, I’ve regretted letting him go. As I jump out of bed, take a quick shower and get dressed in leggings and a shirt that shows off all my curves, I have a moment of panic about what I’m getting into.

      I’m setting myself up for even bigger heartache than I had with Marcus. I’ve seen Wyatt on two occasions, and I already know he could be more important to me than Marcus ever was. I almost feel guilty acknowledging that, but it’s true. I spent the night of Carmen’s wedding with Wyatt because I was so afraid of never again feeling the way I did with him. It happened that fast, during one magical day and night.

      Since then, I’ve tried to convince myself it wasn’t as big of a deal as it seemed, mostly because he doesn’t live here, so what was the point in hoping to see him again? But now he’s back, the feeling is even more significant the second time, and he’s interviewing for a job in my town.

      Finding out about his health challenges changes nothing for me, except for one big thing. It makes me more determined to show him one of the best things in life. I want him to experience what it’s like to love and be loved. The early years with Marcus were terrific. That feeling of being in love for the first time is the best feeling there is. Wyatt deserves to have that.

      I hate that he could die young, but I’m not going to let fear run my life or his. Since my mom got sick earlier this year, I have a new appreciation for life and good health. Wyatt is robustly healthy, and I have to believe he’s going to stay that way. I refuse to accept any other alternative. And no, I’m not delusional or being unrealistic about the odds he spelled out so starkly.

      I get it, and I don’t care. I love being with him and how he makes me feel sexy and desired, and happy. I want every minute I can get with him for as long as it lasts. I’m ready to move on from the nightmare with Marcus. Feeling like shit every minute of every day gets old after a while.

      Before I leave the house, I pack a bag with a bathing suit, a cover-up, sunscreen, flip-flops and anything else I might need to go wherever this adventure may take us. On the way to Carmen’s, I drive faster than I should, singing along to the radio the whole way. Between the meltdown with Marcus, the miscarriage and the horrors of my mother’s illness, I honestly can’t recall the last time I felt this good. Maybe it was that last weekend I spent in New York with Marcus, back when I was under the illusion that I was destined to spend the rest of my life with him.

      Funny how life kicks you in the teeth, and you never see it coming.

      I had no idea Marcus was in any way unhappy with me or our arrangement, as challenging as it could sometimes be to live apart. Neither of us was ever needy or clingy in our relationship, so the long-distance situation this time around, when we were older and wiser, wasn’t insurmountable. We made it work and had so many good times when he visited me or when I came home to Miami. We always picked right up where we left off, and it felt effortless. My relationship with him reminded me of how my parents are with each other—easy, comfortable, content.

      Little did I know there’s a whole lot of difference between content and true satisfaction. If I hadn’t indulged in that first night with Wyatt, I might never have known what was missing with Marcus. I might’ve let him convince me that his “marriage” was a big misunderstanding. He might’ve been able to talk his way back into my life as if nothing ever happened.

      I shudder to think about how I might’ve settled for less than what I deserve.

      The night with Wyatt was a revelation in more ways than one.

      First and foremost, I realized how incredible it is to be the source of someone’s undivided attention, to know he wanted me so fiercely that I was willing to make a massive detour from my usual routine to take a walk on the wild side with him. And what a walk it was. I can’t think about that night with him unless I want to end up driving off the road.

      All I know is I can’t wait for a repeat performance.

      By the time I pull up outside Carmen’s building, I’m buzzing as if I’ve had a couple of glasses of champagne, high off knowing I’m going to see him again any minute. I send him a text. I’m here.

      Coming down.

      It’s all I can do not to bounce in my seat from excitement. Grabbing my purse, I find a mint to make sure my breath is nice and fresh because I’m going to kiss him the second he gets in this car. I hope he’s ready for all-in Dee because she’s ready for him.

      When he comes through the door, I open my window and toss the rest of the mint outside. I’m so excited that I forget to unlock the door for him and then fumble with the button while he stands outside, waiting for me to let him in.

      Then he’s in the car and turning to reach for me in the exact second I reach for him. This kiss puts every other kiss with him to shame. We cling to each other, tongues dueling in a fierce battle that I’m happy to lose. Losing to him feels like the best kind of win. When he pulls back, I whimper.

      “Easy, sweetheart.” With his hand on my face, he caresses my cheek. “We should talk about this some more.

      “No more talking. You told me what to expect. I understand and accept what I’m getting into. We need to get busy living and not worrying about what might or might not happen. My Abuela says the future is right now. This is it, the only guarantee we have. And I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to waste any more time.”

      “You’re amazing,” he whispers before he kisses me again, softer this time.

      I have no idea how long we’re there, kissing like teenagers who have no fear of getting caught before his stomach growls loudly.

      I pull back from him, laughing.

      “Sorry,” he says with a sheepish grin.

      “Are you hungry?”

      “Always. There’s never a time when I can’t eat, even after I just ate.”

      “It’s extremely unfair that you can eat like that and look like you do.”

      “I spend a lot of time at the gym.”

      “That’s time very well spent. Want to find an all-night diner or something?”

      His growling stomach answers for him, making us laugh.

      “All righty, then.” I put my seat belt back on and pull away from the curb, trying to think of where we can go. “We might be stuck with Denny’s. I can’t think of anywhere else that’s open all night.”

      “That works for me.”

      “There’s one on Biscayne Boulevard, I think.”

      “Want me to check my phone?”

      “Nah, I know where I’m going.”

      He reaches for my hand and holds on during the short ride to the restaurant.

      Just that small gesture has my heart racing. I can’t believe the way he affects me, and it’s been that way from the first second Jason introduced him to me at their rehearsal dinner. My first thought was, whoa. And then he smiled. Holy shit, that smile… Since we were matched up in the wedding party, I got to sit with him at dinner.

      “What’re you thinking about over there?” he asks.

      “The night we met.”

      “That was an amazing night. I was a little worried about spending an entire weekend with people I don’t know since I figured Jay would be with Carmen and doing wedding stuff. But you put me immediately at ease and made it so fun.”

      “I was in a horrible place that weekend. I’d just heard that Marcus was telling people he wanted me back.” I barely remember anything from the night of Carmen’s bachelorette party after hearing that news.

      “That must’ve been hard to hear.”

      “It was surreal. For more than a year, I didn’t hear a word from him. Not one word after he married her.”

      “Did you know her? Before?”

      “I knew of her. She’s the sister of one of his friends. She and a group of her friends tagged along on their trip to Vegas for one of the guys’ bachelor parties, and Marcus woke up married to her.”

      “Seriously? That’s how it happened?”

      “Yep.”

      “And how did you hear about it?” He quickly adds, “We don’t have to talk about this if you don’t want to.”

      “It’s okay. It was a long time ago.” That’s true, but the pain of it still feels fresh in many ways. “My cousin Domenic told me he heard from a friend at home that Marcus had gotten married.”

      “That had to be so shocking.”

      “It was, especially since, as far as I knew, he was still my boyfriend. He’d just been to New York for a weekend a month before, and we’d had a great time.”

      “I’m sorry that happened to you, Dee.”

      I shrug as if it wasn’t one of the most painful experiences of my life to hear—through the grapevine—that my boyfriend married someone else and let me hear about it from others. Not to mention what happened after that.

      “Did you ever talk to him again?”

      “Nope. What’s there to say? ‘I hope you and your wife will be very happy together’?”

      Wyatt blows out a deep breath. “What an awful thing to do to someone you love.”

      “Of course, now I’m left to wonder if he ever actually loved me. He’s been texting me lately, apologizing, telling me there’re things I need to know about what happened, it wasn’t me, it was him, et cetera.”

      “Why haven’t you blocked him, sweetheart?” he asks gently.

      “I know I should have, but I just never did. I never expected to hear from him again. In some ways, it’s vindicating to hear he has regrets. And the evil, nasty side of me was happy to hear the marriage didn’t work out.”

      “You don’t have an evil, nasty side.”

      “If the thoughts I was having about her and them together are any indication, yes, I do.”

      “Anyone would feel that way after what he put you through.”

      And he didn’t know the half of what I went through. “One of his friends called me a couple of weeks later. He told me it happened during a drunken night out in Vegas, that it didn’t mean anything and that he was sure Marcus would tell me that himself before too much longer.”

      “But he never did.”

      “Nope. It was like he and I had never happened. It was just… over.”

      All at once, I snap out of it and realize I’m doing a terrible job of convincing Wyatt he needs to experience love. That thought makes me laugh.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “It just occurred to me that I’m not exactly selling you on how great it is to be in love.”

      Since we’re stopped at a light, I get to see the smile that stretches across his sinfully handsome face. “Marcus is an idiot for letting you go.” He brings my hand to his lips and kisses the back of it. “And I, for one, am extremely thankful he got drunk and married the skank.”

      I start laughing and worry I might never stop. Hearing Wyatt call her that… I was already on my way to loving this guy, but that just about seals the deal for me. “She’s probably a perfectly nice person,” I say when I finally quit laughing. “We don’t know her at all. She may not deserve that nickname.”

      “She married someone else’s boyfriend and then stayed married to him after he sobered up and probably told her he’d made a mistake. That’s the definition of skank, in my opinion.”

      “No kidding, right? I mean, she had to know about me. We’d been together on and off for years. It was hardly a secret. And what did he say the next day when he came to and found himself married? Was he freaking out? Was he worried about me finding out? Did he even think of me?”

      I stop myself because there’s no better way to ruin a new thing than by dwelling on an old thing that’s better off left in the past. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to go on about it. I was well on my way to being totally over it when I came home for Car and Jason’s wedding and heard about his regrets. I was doing much better, so I don’t want you to think I’m still messed up over him. I’m not.”

      “I don’t think that. I think you loved the guy, he disappointed you profoundly, and then just when you were getting back on your feet, he ends up in the hospital, possibly because you wouldn’t take his calls. I understand how that brings it all back up again.”

      “It did.” His understanding touches me, and I appreciate that he isn’t acting like a threatened fool, the way some guys would while hearing about a painful breakup with another man. “Anyway, thanks for listening.”

      “Of course.” He glances at me, which I can see out of the corner of my eye. I’m so tuned in to him that I feel like every breath he takes registers with me. “Could I ask you something?”

      “Sure.”

      “That night after the wedding, was that like a rebound?”

      “No!”

      “Not even kinda?”

      “The one-night stand part of it maybe, but not the rest. That was about you and how much I liked you after hanging out at the rehearsal dinner and wedding. We had fun, and you were so…”

      “What?”

      “Attentive.”

      “I was hot for you from the second I met you.”

      My laughter sounds like a girly giggle. “That was extremely flattering, especially after feeling so discarded.”

      “Anyone who had you and let you go is the biggest kind of idiot, and you know, it’s kind of satisfying that he’s eating his heart out over it. He should be.”

      “It’s very sexy when you take my side like that.”

      “Is it?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Well, I’m very much on your side.”

      We pull into Denny’s parking lot. Before he lets go of my hand, Wyatt kisses me again. When we get out of the car, he puts his arm around me to walk inside. I love the way he doles out affection so naturally.

      I lean into him like a needy puppy. Did I just compare myself to a puppy? If the analogy fits…

      The hostess shows us to a booth.

      Wyatt sits across from me, and the loss of his body heat leaves me chilled. Or it’s just that the air-conditioning on deep freeze mode.

      “It’s like a meat locker in here,” he says as he scans the menu.

      “I’m freezing.”

      “Come over here. I’ll keep you warm.”

      He doesn’t have to ask twice. I bring my menu with me when I move to his side and snuggle up to him.

      “I have to be honest with you,” he says.

      “I thought you’d already told me your deepest, darkest secret.”

      “This one is about couples who sit on the same side of a booth.”

      “What about them?”

      “I’ve always thought that was so stupid like can’t they get through one meal without being all over each other?”

      “And now?”

      “I get it.” He kisses the top of my head. “The time it would take to eat is too long not to touch you.”

      “So far, you’re doing an excellent job of being in a relationship.”

      “Am I?”

      “Uh-huh. Step one, make the woman feel special, listen to her when she goes on and on about her ex, say all the right things while making her feel sexy and desired. Are you sure you haven’t done this before?”

      He’s making me crazy with kisses to my neck that have me leaning in even closer. “I’m very sure. I’ve never met anyone who made me want to turn my life upside down so I could be with her all the time.”

      “Is that how you feel about me?”

      “Hell yes. I’m ready to give notice at my job in Phoenix, and I haven’t even had the interview here yet.”

      I turn toward him. “Don’t do that.” I love his smile so much, the way it makes his dark blue eyes sparkle and leaves deep grooves in his cheeks. “You have the most beautiful face.” I run my thumb over one of the grooves.

      “So do you.” He kisses my cheek, nose and lips. “The first time I saw you, I said to Jay, ‘Who is that?’ He said you were Carmen’s cousin, and I said, ‘Introduce me. Right now.’”

      “Safe to say, I immediately noticed you, too. I’d been dreading the need to put on a happy face for three days, and then there you were to make me smile. You’ll never know what that meant to me at that moment.”

      “You made me smile, too. It was the most fun I’ve had in a very long time, and as I was getting on the plane to go home on Monday, it felt wrong to leave without you.”

      It’s all I can do to remember we’re in public.

      The waitress appears by our table, forcing me to snap out of the thrall. “What can I get y’all?”

      “I’ll have coffee and an English muffin, please,” I tell her.

      “I’ll do an egg-white veggie omelet with wheat toast, please.”

      “Coffee for you, love?” she asks with a flirtatious smile that makes me want to claw her eyes out.

      Wyatt hands her his menu. “Just ice water with lemon. Thanks.”

      “Coming right up.”

      “Don’t tell me you don’t drink coffee.”

      “I won’t tell you that caffeine isn’t good for my heart, so I avoid it.”

      “I have a question.”

      “You can ask me anything you want.” He links his fingers with mine. “It’s such a relief that you know the truth. I wanted to tell you that first night, and I don’t tell anyone. For some reason, though, I wanted you to know.”

      “Why don’t you tell people?”

      “I developed that habit the first time I left home and went to North Carolina for med school. It was like this fresh start, away from everyone who’d known me as the sick kid. I loved that no one knew, so it became my routine when I met new people. Plus, I don’t want to be defined by that, you know?”

      “I can understand that. But that wasn’t the question I was going to ask.”

      “You’re allowed to ask as many as you want.”

      “When I read about life after a heart transplant, one of the things they talked about was avoiding sick people and germs.”

      “That’s right.”

      “But you work in a hospital.”

      “That’s an excellent question. Most of the patients I see aren’t sick with the kinds of things that would endanger me. They have cardiac or pulmonary concerns that aren’t contagious. And I’m super careful. If I think there’s any chance of being exposed to something, I wear a mask and keep my distance.”

      “It’s kind of scary that a random germ could put your life at risk.”

      “That’s why I didn’t go into pediatrics,” he says, grinning. “I don’t overthink it. I just do everything I can to avoid germs and crowds.”

      “It’s admirable how hard you work to stay healthy.”

      “I know what it’s like to be sick—really, really sick—and I never want to be there again if I can avoid it. I hope that when my donor heart quits, it’s sudden. I don’t want ever again to spend months on end in the hospital.”

      The thought of him dying suddenly makes me ache for him and myself.

      He seems to pick up on that. “I’d understand if you’re second-guessing—”

      “I’m not.”

      “You should, Dee. The idea of you signing on for almost guaranteed heartbreak because of me is unbearable.”

      “I don’t want you to worry about that. You told me what I was risking, and I understand it. I’m choosing to spend time with you and to feel things for you. It’s what I want. You are what I want.”

      “That makes me feel so fucking lucky.” He stares at me for the longest time as if trying to memorize every detail of my face. “So, you feel things, huh?”

      “Yeah. Lots of things.”

      “Me, too. All the things.” He’s about to kiss me when the waitress returns with my coffee and his water. “To be continued later.”

      I shiver from the promise in his words. I can’t wait until later.
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        WYATT

      

      

      She’s got me so wound up, I can barely eat—and anyone who knows me would tell you that’s a rare thing. Now that I’ve permitted myself to take this leap with her, all I want is as much of her as I can get. I can’t believe this is happening or the way I said fuck it the minute she told me she didn’t care about my rules. I still have significant reservations, but damned if I can be bothered to think about them with her sitting right next to me, the heat of her body pressed against mine making me crazy for her.

      And not just physically. Sure, that’s a big part of it, but it’s so much more than that. Dee makes me yearn for the intense connection I’ve never shared with anyone before. Yes, I’ve dated a lot, had a few women who might’ve been considered “girlfriends” by other people’s standards, but I’ve never once gone all-in with anyone, knowing that just wasn’t possible for me. I didn’t want to star in one of those real-life, movie-of-the-week stories where the hero dies and leaves the heroine devastated to pick up the pieces in the aftermath of my tragic and premature death.

      No, thanks. Why would I do that to someone I love?

      But Dee… Wow, well, all bets are off when it comes to her. I want to soak up every second we can have together. I want to move to her city and spend the rest of what remains of my life with her. And who knows? Maybe I will get lucky and have a long and healthy life. Yes, the odds are stacked against me right now, but who knows what’ll change as medical research marches forward with dizzying speed?

      With her warm and soft and fragrant next to me in the vinyl booth, I’m not thinking about dying. Nope. I’m incredibly focused on living.

      After I pay our check, we walk back to the car, arms around each other. While she ran to the restroom, I took the morning meds I brought with me in case I stayed out all night. She doesn’t need to see me popping the pills that keep me alive.

      “What do you feel like doing?” she asks.

      If I could do anything I wanted, I’d suggest we go back to her place and pick up where we left off earlier. “You tell me. This is your city.”

      “You need to get some sleep, and then we’ll go play tourist.”

      “I’m so wired, I don’t think I’d sleep anyway.” Feeling all the things is such a high that sleep is the last thing on my mind. But if we go back to her place, we’ll spend the rest of the weekend in her bed, and I don’t want her to think that’s the only thing I want. Even if I want that. Badly.

      “Hmmm, well, let’s take a ride out to the beach, then.”

      “That sounds good.”

      We end up in a parking lot in Miami Beach that Dee assures me will provide a spectacular view of the sunrise in a few hours.

      “Is this safe?”

      “Probably not, but I don’t think anyone will hassle us here.”

      I double-check to make sure the doors are locked, just in case.

      We listen to music, sing along—her so badly, it’s cute—and we talk.

      I cradle her hand between both of mine because I need to be touching her.

      “You know all about my family, but what about yours?” she asks. “Do you have siblings?”

      “One of each, both younger. My illness put my whole family through hell while we were growing up.”

      “What’re their names?”

      “Audrey and Liam. She’s a retail manager in Phoenix, and he’s a firefighter in Scottsdale.”

      “Are they married?”

      “Liam is, with his first child on the way.”

      “That’s exciting.”

      “It is. I’m looking forward to being an uncle.” I stroke the back of her hand, fascinated by how soft and silky her skin is. “I was almost an uncle a long time ago. My sister got pregnant in high school, but she had an abortion. My parents don’t know that. And my brother had drug issues for a while, but he’s been clean for more than ten years. Everything was about me back then, and they paid the price, too.”

      “How old were you when you started having problems?”

      “Eight. At first, the doctors thought I had the flu, but it quickly escalated from there. I went from being a perfectly normal kid on Friday to having a life-threatening condition by Tuesday. Nothing was ever the same for any of us after that.”

      “Jeez, it’s kind of scary to think something like that can even happen.”

      “It was a nightmare. My parents have never recovered. When I came here, my mother texted to make sure I’d brought my meds. I’m thirty-four and a doctor.”

      Her smile does amazing things to her gorgeous face. “That’s sweet.”

      “It’s annoying! She’s going to lose her shit when I tell her I’m moving to Miami. If I get the job, that is. She’ll be calling me every day to remind me to take my meds. I wouldn’t be surprised if they moved here to live near me.”

      “Aw, that’s adorable.”

      “No, it isn’t. It’s smothering.”

      “They love you.”

      “They do,” I say on a sigh. “The only reason I’m alive today is because of everything my parents did for me. They sacrificed everything. So I can’t exactly tell my mom to F off and let me live my life.”

      “You’d never do that anyway.”

      “No, I wouldn’t, but sometimes I want to.”

      “They must be so proud of what you’ve accomplished.”

      “They are, although at first, my dad couldn’t understand why I’d want to work in the cardiac field after what I went through, but it was the only specialty I considered. It’s what I know. While I was in the hospital, tied to machines and hoping for a transplant, I started studying everything I could get my hands on about my condition. I wanted to know what was happening to me, you know?”

      “That makes sense.”

      “My deep dive led to an obsession of sorts that led to me finishing college in three years so I could go to medical school somewhere far from home. Three years after the transplant, I had to get out of there, away from the concern of my poor parents, who were so traumatized by it all. I needed to be with people who didn’t know my story. That’s when I started the pattern of not telling people. If no one knew, they wouldn’t treat me like a special snowflake. I was so sick of that by then. I just wanted to be normal.”

      “So no one knew about the transplant?”

      “My parents and the doctors insisted that one person in North Carolina needed to know in case I ever had a problem. After I was there a few weeks and got to know Jason, I decided to tell him, but no one else knew about it. It was such a freaking relief after years of everyone hovering over me.”

      “You must’ve loved that.”

      “I did. Med school was the first real freedom I ever had. Other than the constant studying, it was fantastic. Made some great friends, had all the fun.”

      “Slept with all the girls.”

      I sputter with laughter. “I didn’t say that!”

      “I’m sure they were like flies on honey when the handsome med student came to town.”

      “Are you jealous?”

      “Of every single one of them.”

      “You don’t need to be. I never felt all the things for any of them.”

      “Not one of them?”

      “Nope. Not until I was in my buddy’s wedding and met the cousin of the bride, sexiest bridesmaid ever.” I lean in to kiss her neck. “I almost swallowed my tongue when Jay told me you were my bridesmaid.”

      “When Carmen said, ‘That’s Jason’s friend Wyatt from medical school,’ I was like, oh, tell me more, please. And PS, please don’t swallow your tongue. That’d be a crying shame.”

      She makes me laugh. She makes me want. She makes me feel.

      “When did you get the tattoo?”

      “Before med school.”

      “Did your doctors freak?”

      “I cleared it with them first. They said it wasn’t a good idea because of the risk of infection. Still, I was determined to hide the scar, so they put me on preventive antibiotics beforehand, which is something they probably wouldn’t do now that doctors don’t give out antibiotics like candy anymore. It worked out fine, but it’s the riskiest thing I’ve done since the transplant.”

      “And it helped to keep your secrets.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Do you know where your heart came from?”

      “A nineteen-year-old woman named Emma, who was killed in an accident. I still hear from her mother every year on her birthday.”

      “That’s amazing. I’m sure it’s a big comfort for her to know her daughter’s heart lives on.”

      “It is. She listened to it through a stethoscope once, about ten years ago. Cried her eyes out.”

      “Wow. That’s so cool.”

      “It was. You know what else is cool?”

      “What?”

      “That I can talk freely about this with you, and it’s not making you treat me differently.”

      “If I do that, will you tell me?”

      “Sure.” She’s turned in her seat, making it easier for me to stare at her gorgeous face. Thick lashes that other women pay for frame her dark eyes. Her skin is golden brown, her lips full and lush, and her smile dazzling. Being with her is the single greatest thing I’ve ever experienced, and the thought of leaving here on Monday without her, even if it’s temporary, is unbearable. That gives me an idea. “If I get the job, do you want to come to Phoenix with me to pack up my place and drive my car back to Miami?”

      “I’d love to do that, but I might not be able to. I help take care of my mom. My brothers are on duty this weekend, but I’m usually there every day.”

      “Ah, right. Well, it was just a thought.”

      “If I have a little notice, I might be able to work it out.”

      “I’d love that.” I tuck a strand of silky dark hair behind her ear. Her hair was straight the first time we met, but the humidity has it curling tonight, and I love the curls. “I can’t believe we’re making plans and diving into all this.”

      “It’s fun.”

      “Yes, it is, but what about…”

      “What?”

      “Marcus. He wants you back. Maybe you should at least talk to him.” Part of me still wants to talk her out of getting involved with me, but that part is getting smaller with every second I spend with her.

      “I’m never going back to him. I don’t care what he says or does. That’s over. It was over the minute he married someone else.” Her brows furrow with displeasure that makes me sorry I mentioned his name.

      “I’m very sorry he hurt you.”

      “I am, too. He texted me earlier to say he didn’t try to take his life and that he’s sorry his sister made me feel guilty. None of this is my fault. Yada, yada. It’s all too little, too late for me.” Her eyes fill with tears, and she looks down, her hair forming a curtain that hides her face from me. “Right before I heard he got married… I found out I was pregnant.”

      “Oh my God, Dee. Oh, God.” I reach for her and hold her as closely as I can with the center console between us. “I can’t imagine what that was like for you.”

      “It was horrible, and I couldn’t share it with him or tell him or anything.”

      “He never knew?”

      “No,” she whispers. “I had a miscarriage at four weeks, right after I found out Marcus had gotten married. I tell myself it was for the best but at the time…”

      “It was hell.”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’m so, so sorry, sweetheart. I hate him for breaking your heart that way.” And it makes me more concerned about doing the same thing—albeit for different reasons.

      “No one knows that. I only told Maria earlier today—or I guess it was yesterday now.”

      “Why didn’t you tell her when it happened?”

      “I couldn’t bear to talk about any of it. I was so humiliated by what he’d done, and then when that happened, I just kind of shut down. I was a mess for a long time. My cousin Dom, my roommate in New York, threatened to tell my parents I wasn’t eating or working, using that to get me out of my room. It was bad.”

      Hearing that, picturing her flattened by heartbreak, gives me pause. I’d never want to be the cause of that. “Dee, honey, I want you to think some more about this with me. If I ever did to you what he did, even if the circumstances were different… I just can’t bear the thought of you hurting like that over me.”

      “It’d be different with you. It wouldn’t be because you betrayed me the way he did or disregarded me, or disrespected the love I had for you. If I lost you, it would be because of something you couldn’t help. At least I hope that’s the only way I’d lose you.”

      “It is.” I’m so sure of this, of her, of how I feel about her, that I don’t hesitate to offer that assurance. “If I were lucky enough to be loved by you, I’d never let you go for any reason other than something I couldn’t help. And even then, I’d still love you.”

      “See? Totally different.”

      “Heartbreak is heartbreak, though. I don’t want that for you.”

      “When someone you loved for years does what he did to me, that’s a kind of heartbreak that comes from a place of betrayal and disappointment. Losing someone you love to a death they couldn’t prevent would be brutal, but there’d be love to go with the grief. I’m not sure if that makes sense, but it wouldn’t be the same kind of pain. At least, I don’t think it would be. And besides, I don’t want to talk about you dying. I want to talk about you living a long and healthy life and continuing to defy the odds for decades to come. Just because it’s rarely happened doesn’t mean it can’t happen to you.”

      I can’t help but smile at her conviction. “My heart is feeling very healthy since you texted me earlier. It feels better than it ever has.”

      “Is that so?” she asks with a sexy little grin that has the organ in question beating faster.

      “Mmm-hmmm.” I lean in to kiss her, and the second my lips connect with hers, every worry I have disappears under a tsunami of desire for this amazing woman who’s determined to make me fall in love with her. Falling for her is the easiest thing I’ve ever done.
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      I wake to a text from Wyatt that he’s gone out with Dee. I told her everything, so don’t worry. It’s all good.

      His words are hardly comforting. Dee knows about his health situation and came to pick him up in the middle of the night, which means they’re only more involved than they were before he and I talked last night. As I make coffee, I feel unsettled and deeply concerned about this development.

      I was relieved after hearing he’d decided to take a step back from Dee, and finding out they’re back on this morning isn’t great news. I love Wyatt like a brother. I have for years, and Dee is terrific. She’s been such a great friend to me since Carmen made me part of their family. The possibility of my close friend with her would be fantastic if it weren’t for the cloud of uncertainty that hangs over Wyatt’s life. I hate that uncertainty for him, but he likes to say it beats the alternative. It sure does, except for when my wife’s adored cousin gets caught in the storm.

      By the time Carmen joins me on the deck with her coffee, I’m picturing all sorts of hideous scenarios, each of them leading to my wife blaming me for her cousin getting her heart broken—again.

      “What’s wrong? And don’t say it’s nothing. You tossed and turned all night.”

      Since Wyatt told Dee about the transplant, I feel like it’s okay to tell Carmen. I have to tell her because it’s killing me to keep it from her. “Wyatt took off with Dee in the middle of the night.”

      “Wait, I thought he was with her before that.”

      “He was, but he came back here after you were asleep because they’d decided to take a chill. Apparently, that’s off now.”

      “Why’d they decide to chill?”

      “He told her he doesn’t do relationships, and she decided it was too risky for her to spend time with someone who’d drawn that line in the sand.”

      Carmen drinks the Cuban coffee that Abuela says will put hair on her chest. “So what changed?”

      “He was honest with her about why he doesn’t get involved.”

      “And why is that?”

      “If I tell you, you have to swear it stays between us. It’s important to Wyatt that this not be something everyone knows.”

      “Okay…”

      “Promise me, Carmen.”

      “I promise.”

      “No one—not even Maria or your grandmothers.”

      “I get what ‘no one’ means, Jason.”

      She already sounds pissed, and that’s the last thing I need. “When Wyatt was seventeen, he had a heart transplant.”

      “Oh. Wow. He’s okay, though, right?”

      “He’s done great for seventeen years.”

      “Why do I hear a ‘but’ in there?”

      I put my coffee cup on the table and lean forward, elbows resting on my knees. “Because he’s six years past the average life expectancy for heart transplant patients.”

      Her little whimper says it all. “Jason…”

      “I know.”

      “This is why you’re worried about him spending time with Dee.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Does she know?”

      “I guess he told her at some point after I went to bed, and now they’re off somewhere together. It’s just that after what she went through with Marcus…”

      “Is he… Is he going to die?”

      “There’s no reason to think he’s in any imminent danger. He takes excellent care of himself.”

      “This is why he doesn’t drink.”

      “Right, and he’s very, very careful in all aspects of his life. Protecting his health is vital to him. He’s never had so much as a scare in all these years.”

      “So it’s possible he could keep beating the odds, then, right?”

      “Anything is possible, but the odds are stacked rather heavily against him.”

      Her eyes fill with tears that tug at my own heart. I hate to see her upset. “Dee knows about this, and she’s with him anyway?”

      “I guess so.”

      “I need to talk to her.”

      “That might be a good idea.”

      Carmen reaches for her phone and dashes off a text to her cousin. “I told her to call me.” She stares at the phone as if she’s willing it to ring. It chimes with a text that she reads to me. “‘Can’t right now. Wyatt and I are going fishing. Talk later?’ Ugh, not good. The more time she spends with him, the harder it’ll be for her to take a step back.”

      “It doesn’t sound like she’s stepping back. It seems like it’s the opposite.”

      “I don’t want her to get hurt.”

      “I’m sorry about this.”

      “It’s not your fault. Wyatt is a great guy, and I hate to hear this about him. I’m sorry for him and you and everyone who loves him that this is such a big worry. But Dee…”

      “I know, babe. I get it.”

      “She’s the softest one of us. She loves so hard, and when she breaks…” Carmen’s deep sigh says it all. “I’m worried about her.”

      “Me, too.”

      
        
        DEE

      

      

      The idea to go fishing is sparked by Wyatt sharing a childhood memory of fishing with his grandfather when he spent summer vacations with his extended family on Cape Cod before he got sick and everything changed. “Those were some of the best days of my life,” he said.

      As soon as the sun began to rise, we headed for Knaus Berry Farm to pick up their famous cinnamon rolls—Wyatt is hungry, again—before continuing to Black Point Marina. I’ve done a lot of fishing, too, with my dad and Uncle Vincent, so I know just where to go to rent a boat and the equipment we need.

      “This is awesome,” Wyatt says when he sees the marina.

      It’s tucked away off the beaten path, and you’d have to be a native even to know it exists. I love showing Wyatt places the tourists rarely find. The older guys who work in the marina store recognize me after I give them my name. “My favorite restaurant in the world,” one of them says. “How’s your uncle Vincent and aunt Viv doing?”

      “They’re great. Going strong.”

      “Do your grandmothers still think they’re in charge?”

      I don’t correct him. Abuela is my grandmother in every way that matters. “They don’t just think it.”

      Laughing, he says, “Love how nothing ever changes there. Is your fishing license still active?”

      “Sure is. My dad renews it for my birthday every year.”

      “Excellent. Here’s a one-day license for your friend, sweetheart.” He hands me the keys to one of the center console boats they rent. “It’s all set up with everything you need, and here’s a coupon for fifty percent off at the restaurant. Pick up some lunch on your way out.”

      “Thank you so much, Mr. Gordan.”

      “My pleasure. Tell your family we said hello. Gotta take the missus in for dinner some night soon.”

      “You let us know when, and we’ll get you a good table.”

      “Will do. Have fun today, and be careful.”

      “We will.”

      They give us two life jackets, and we head down the main dock to the slip with our assigned number. “Here we go.”

      “This is so awesome.” Wyatt bought a swimsuit and tank in the marina store and changed in the men’s room. “I can’t believe you do this so much that you have a license.”

      “It’s one of my favorite ways to spend a day.”

      “Mine, too,” he says, smiling at me.

      That smile makes me all fluttery on the inside. He’s so handsome all the time, but when he smiles... Yum. I produce sunscreen that we both slather on before we head out. We stop at the restaurant to pick up sandwiches—grouper for me and a shrimp po’boy for him—as well as bottles of water and some other snacks before we head toward the open ocean. It’s a gorgeous day with hardly any wind or seas, the perfect kind of day to fish.

      Wyatt slips his arms around me from behind and rests his chin on my shoulder. “You’re a very sexy captain.”

      His words send a thrill down my spine. Part of me wishes I’d taken him home to my bed when I had the chance earlier, but I’m glad we’re doing other stuff and getting to know each other better before we jump back in bed. The night we spent talking in the car was the best time I’ve ever spent with anyone. I loved hearing his stories and his laughter and sharing in the pain of his memories from when he was ill. I want to hear everything he has to say.

      Our connection is like a live wire that sizzles with awareness and desire. “I’m so glad we could do this. I used to love coming with my dad and uncle. It’s been a while since I went with them because I was away.”

      “Did Maria and Carmen like to go, too?”

      “Oh hell no. They both get seasick, and Carmen can’t bear to watch them clean the fish. She once threw up on Uncle V’s shoes when he was cleaning fish in their driveway.”

      “Aw, that’s so cute.”

      “He didn’t think so!” Speaking of Uncle V, I send him a quick text asking if he can get me a table for two around eight.

      He writes right back. For you, kid, anything. Save me a minute after brunch tomorrow, ok? I want to talk to you about an idea I had.

      For you, anything.

      He sends back the laughing emoji. Love ya, see you tonight.

      Love u 2.

      Wyatt is watching over my shoulder. “Your family is adorable.”

      “They’re pretty great.”

      “Do you ever fight?”

      “Oh my God, I used to fight with my brothers like crazy. Especially Nico. He’s always been so full of himself. Drove us all crazy, but he’s a good guy. He and Milo have really stepped up for my parents since my mom got sick. It’s good to know they have it in them.”

      “You didn’t fight with Maria?”

      “Hardly ever. We always got along, and the three of us, including Carmen, were together all the time.”

      “She’s an only child?”

      “She is. Her mom had nine miscarriages before she had her.”

      “Yikes. That’s awful.”

      “I guess it was pretty bad. My aunt and uncle had all but given up on having a child when she came along. She was the most coddled child in the history of the world. When she needed to bust loose, she came to our house.”

      “You guys had so much fun.”

      “We still do.”

      “So what kind of fish are we looking for out here?”

      “Anything from grouper to swordfish to sailfish. Tarpon is the most commonly found fish in this area, but they’re out of season until about May, so it’d be rare to find one this time of year. We’re heading out to the Bodenhamer wreck, one of the best spots in the area. We might see some snapper and amberjack out there, too.”

      “It’s very sexy that you know all this.”

      I waggle my brows at him. “Wait till you see me bait a hook.”

      “Hot as fuck.”

      He makes me laugh as easily as I breathe, and I love being with him. I don’t care what we’re doing or not doing. It’s so easy with him. I realize that’s the way it should be, and because we might be short on time, I want to share that with him. “Can I tell you something?”

      “Anything.”

      “I’ve never felt an easier connection to anyone who wasn’t my family than I do with you.”

      He draws me in closer to him with an arm around me and kisses the top of my head. “I feel it, too. Why do you think I came back here?”

      “You had a job interview.”

      “If there were no Dee Giordino, there’d be no job interview.”

      “Ah-ha, I knew it! You did come back because of me.”

      “Of course I did. You were there in that hotel room after the wedding. You know exactly why I came back—for more of that and more of this—the talking, the laughing, the fishing.”

      I bump my hip against him. “You didn’t know we were going fishing.”

      “I knew I’d have all the fun with you. And it turns out I was right.”

      “But you didn’t plan to tell me about your situation.”

      “No, I didn’t. I hope you know… It’s just so ingrained in who I am after all this time that not telling people is my default.”

      “I get that. I wouldn’t want to be defined by something like that, either, especially with everything you’ve accomplished since then.”

      “That’s far more important to me. I’ve tried to make lemonade from the lemons, and I’d much rather focus on that.”

      “I’ve only known you a short time, but I’m so proud of how you’ve handled what had to be such a huge challenge.”

      “Aw, thanks. I wasn’t always admirable. I was an awful patient. I drove everyone crazy with my impatience. I wanted out of that hospital in the worst possible way.”

      “That’s kind of funny when you consider what you do for a living.”

      “I know, but there’s a big difference between being there because I want to be and not being allowed to leave because of the machines keeping me alive.”

      “That had to suck.”

      “It was the worst.” He gives me an affectionate squeeze. “Thanks for letting me talk to you about this stuff. Hiding such a big part of who I am can be exhausting sometimes.”

      “I always want you to feel like you can talk to me about anything, and you have to promise me that if you ever don’t feel well, you’ll tell me. You can’t hide it from me.”

      “I won’t.”

      I look up at him. “You promise?”

      “I promise.”

      We seal the promise with a kiss that quickly turns into two kisses and then three.

      I break apart from him, laughing, and glance behind us to see the zigzagging pattern of the boat’s wake. “Look what you made me do.”

      “Um, ma’am, are you under the influence?”

      “Yes, Officer, I’m under the influence of a sexy doctor who’s very distracting.”

      His hand slides down my back to cup my ass, and it’s all I can do to remain standing. I want him so much. “In that case, we’d better take you in and give you a full exam.”

      I swallow hard. “Is that necessary, Officer?”

      “Very necessary.”

      And then we’re kissing again, and I couldn’t care less if the boat spins in circles. I have the presence of mind to pull the throttle back to idle before I curl my arms around his neck and open my mouth to his tongue. Dear God, the man can kiss like a dream, and I just want to gorge on him. I have no idea how long we stand there kissing each other’s faces off, but it feels like it could’ve been an hour. Or maybe it was just ten minutes. Who knows? Who cares?

      “We’re supposed to be fishing,” I remind him when we come up for air. “The fish won’t catch themselves.”

      “Ah, right. Fish. I’d forgotten about that.”

      I love the way he makes me feel so desired. That’s such a revelation to me. Being with Wyatt has shown me I love his kind of affection and the emotional connection that comes with it.

      We spend the afternoon at one of my dad’s favorite spots, made up of a reef created around the sunken O.L. Bodenhamer Liberty Ship. I know exactly where it is because I’ve been there so often. We’re the only ones out here, and the fish are cooperative. Wyatt quickly catches a grouper and then a snapper. We put them in the Styrofoam cooler full of ice the marina provided.

      He’s so excited to be fishing that his joy has become mine. Just that quickly, if he’s happy, so am I. I’ve stepped way outside my comfort zone over the last few remarkable hours with him. I was with Marcus for six months before I told him I loved him. To be all in with Wyatt this fast is a huge departure for me, but nothing has ever felt so good or so right.

      I get another text from Carmen. Jason told me about Wyatt. I need to talk to you. Call me.

      I know what she’s going to say: Are you out of your ever-loving mind? Maybe I am, but I’m not going to let her or my sister or anyone talk me out of loving Wyatt for as long as I possibly can. I don’t care what happens in the future, and I sure as hell don’t want to hear all the reasons it’s a bad idea.

      While I ignore my phone, I troll for sailfish, impressing Wyatt with my technique. The lure skips across the surface of the water. I hit the jackpot with a twenty-pounder that fights me every step of the way. My arms are toast by the time Wyatt helps me land him.

      “You’re a total badass,” he declares when we have my fish on ice with the others.

      “I’m exhausted.” I shake out my arms. “I’m glad I’m off this weekend.”

      “I’m glad you’re off, too. How’d that happen, anyway? Aren’t weekends prime time at the restaurant?”

      “They are, but I alternate weekends with Sofia. She’s a single mom, and her ex has her son every other weekend, so we take turns. Her son had a brain tumor, and Jason operated on him. He discovered it when he was volunteering at the free clinic where Maria works. He saved Mateo’s life.”

      “That sounds like Jay. Speaking of badasses. Neuro is the rocket science of medicine.”

      “Cardiac is pretty impressive, too.”

      He shrugs. “It’s not neuro. Jason is one of the most brilliant doctors I’ve ever met. He was a rock star from the start in med school. The rest of us had to scramble to keep up with him.”

      “That’s interesting to hear. He seems so normal.”

      “He is, but he’s also fucking brilliant. I’d love to work at the free clinic with him if I get the job here, but I couldn’t do patient care. Too much exposure to germs. Maybe there’s a board of directors I could sit on or something.”

      “I’m sure they could find a way for you to help out.”

      “Can we take a swim to cool off?”

      “Sure.” I toss the ladder down and execute what I deem to be a flawless dive off the boat. When I resurface, he’s grinning down at me.

      “That was hot.”

      “What was?”

      “You just diving off the boat like that.”

      “Been doing it all my life.”

      “First time I’ve ever seen it.”

      “Are you going to join me?”

      “Don’t mind if I do.”

      He dives in and comes after me, making me scream with laughter as I try to get away. His arms come around my waist, and the next thing I know, we’re kissing like fools in the water.

      I only come to my senses to make sure we don’t stray too far from the boat.

      After the swim, he continues to cast while I stretch out on a bench seat as the sleepless night begins to catch up to me. Between the sun, the lull of the ocean and the view of shirtless Wyatt fishing, I’m as content as I’ve been in a very long time. This last year has completely sucked, and it’s so great to feel good again. I want to hold on to that feeling with both hands, and I’m not going to let Carmen or Maria or anyone else talk me out of it.

      The next thing I know, Wyatt is kissing me awake. “I think we’re almost to Cuba.” He smiles down at me, and I reach for him as if we’ve been together forever, and we do this all the time. Wyatt responds enthusiastically and ends up on top of me with my arms and legs wrapped around him. I arch into the thick erection that presses against my most sensitive flesh, letting him know what I want.

      “Dee…”

      “Now, Wyatt. Please.”

      He moves quickly to push down his swim trunks and to untie the bottoms to my bikini. And then he stops. “I don’t have a condom.”

      I reach for him. “I’m on the pill. I haven’t been with anyone but you in more than a year.”

      “I’m clean. I get tested regularly.”

      I smile at him and run my fingers through his thick dark hair. “Then I guess we’re good to go.” He’s so beautiful. His skin is sun-kissed from the afternoon on the water, and his eyes are blazing with desire as he pushes into me.

      “This is a first,” he whispers against my lips.

      “What is?”

      “Two things—sex on a boat and sex without a condom.”

      “What do you think of it so far?”

      He rolls his eyes back in his head. “Sublime.”

      It’s been five months since Car and Jason’s wedding, but I’m right back to the pleasure we found together during that unforgettable night. I emerged from that hotel room changed by him. “You taught me to set my expectations higher,” I whisper to him as he fills me.

      “Did I?”

      “Oh yeah. I had no idea what I’d been missing.”

      “Me, either.”

      “Really?”

      “Hell yes. It’s never been like that—or this—for me.” He pushes my cover-up out of the way and frees my breasts from the bikini top. “Hello, beauties. I thought of you gorgeous ladies so often after our last visit.”

      He makes me giggle while having sex, and that, too, is a first.

      As he makes love to me, I feel free and sexy and happy—truly happy for the first time in longer than I can remember. Like the last time I was with him, I experience the highest of highs when he touches me and fills me so perfectly.

      “I love this,” I whisper in his ear.

      “I love it, too. I love every single thing about being with you.”

      “Same.” I place my hands on his face and kiss him. “Thanks for breaking your rules for me.”

      “I have a feeling that’s going to turn out to be the best thing I ever did.”
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      The day on the water with Dee is the most fun I’ve had in years. Fishing was great, but being with her made my day spectacular—and it’s not over yet. I carry our cooler of fish to the car while she turns in the keys to the boat. We’re going to drop off the fish at the restaurant on our way back to her place to shower before dinner. I check my phone for the first time in hours and read a text from Jay.

      I told Carmen. He doesn’t have to specify what he told her. I know what he means. She’s wound up about Dee getting involved—and getting hurt.

      I hate that my friend’s wife is upset about something to do with me, but Dee has all the info she needs to decide whether she wants to spend time with me. I type my reply. Dee knows everything, and she’s making her own choices with no pressure from me. I swear.

      He responds right away. You don’t do serious.

      I know.

      So, this is different?

      Everything about this is different.

      Before Jason can reply to that, I stuff the phone in the back pocket of my swim trunks and reach out my hand to relieve Dee of the bags she’s carrying. “Want me to drive?”

      “I won’t say no to that. I’m tired.”

      “Me, too. How about we pick up takeout from the restaurant rather than going back out later?”

      “That’s a brilliant idea. I’d be afraid of falling asleep in the soup.”

      “We can’t have that.”

      “I’ll text Uncle V. What do you feel like?”

      “Let me look at the menu.” My mouth waters as I read through the options. “I’ll do Cuban chicken with the black bean quinoa bowl.”

      “I had that last weekend. It’s so good.” She texts her uncle. “I told him we’re bringing him some fresh fish, too.”

      “What’d you order?”

      “Pasta primavera and a house salad.”

      “Add another house salad if it’s not too late.”

      She sends another text. “All set. He said it’d be ready when we get there.”

      “Have I mentioned that I love your family?”

      “They do come in handy, except for when they’re up in my business.”

      I look over at her. “Are they up in your business now?”

      She shrugs and looks out the passenger-side window.

      I reach for her hand. “What’s up?”

      “It’s nothing.”

      I squeeze her hand. “We’re being honest with each other, right?”

      “Carmen wants me to call her. Jason filled her in, and now she wants to talk about it, except if I do that, she’ll try to talk me out of this and you, and I don’t want to hear it.”

      “Maybe you ought to listen to what she has to say.”

      “Are you trying to talk me out of this now?” she asks, smiling at me.

      “Someone oughta.”

      “That ship has sailed,” she says. “No turning back.”

      “Today was the best.”

      “Was it?”

      “The very best day.”

      “We’re going to keep topping the best day. We’re going to do it so many times that all the best days will run together.”

      She makes me believe that’s going to happen, and if anyone can make it so, she can. If this is what it feels like to be in a real relationship, to feel all the things for someone, I’m in. I’m all in, even if I’m well aware that none of the other reasons why it’s a bad idea for her have changed. If I let myself think too much about those things, this day will lose its luster, and I don’t want that to happen.

      We arrive at the restaurant, and I carry the cooler inside. Dee holds the doors for me and leads me into the kitchen, which is alive with frenzied Saturday night activity. Her uncle Vincent is right in the middle of it. I recognize him from the wedding weekend, and he immediately zooms in on the fact that Dee is with a man.

      He stops what he was doing to talk to us.

      “We got a couple of groupers, a snapper and a sailfish,” she tells him.

      He kisses her cheek. “Looks like you got some sun, too.”

      “It was beautiful out there. You remember Wyatt from the wedding, right? Jason’s friend.”

      “Of course.” He shakes my hand. “Nice to see you again, Wyatt.”

      “You as well, sir.”

      “Call me Vincent—or V.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I’ve got your order all ready, sweetheart. You want a bottle of white to go with it?”

      “Sure,” Dee says. “What do you recommend?”

      While they talk wine, I watch the goings-on in the kitchen. The team moves like a well-oiled machine that reminds me of an operating room.

      “Can you hang out for a bit after brunch tomorrow?” Vincent asks Dee.

      “Yep, that’s the plan. You’re being very mysterious.”

      “Nothing bad. Just an idea I want to run by you.”

      “Looking forward to hearing more.”

      “Wyatt, I hope you can join us for brunch tomorrow.”

      “He’d love to come,” Dee says for me. “He’s crazy about the food here.”

      “I thought about it for months after the wedding,” I tell him.

      “That’s what we like to hear. Enjoy your dinner. I added some dessert for you, too.”

      Dee hands him her credit card, and he waves it away.

      “It’s an even trade—fish for food.”

      “You’re the best, Uncle V.” She goes up on tiptoes to kiss his cheek. “Love you.”

      “Love you, too, honey. Have a good night.”

      We’re on our way to a clean getaway when we encounter Dee’s Abuela and Nona in the parking lot. I can’t hear what they’re saying, but they’re arguing about something.

      “Ladies,” Dee says. “What’s going on?”

      “Your grandmother is a menace behind the wheel.” Abuela is tiny with perfectly coifed white hair next to Nona, who’s a foot taller with salt-and-pepper hair. “She nearly got me killed.”

      Nona rolls her eyes. “It wasn’t even close. If I wanted to kill you, I would’ve hit the brakes and let them T-bone you right out of my life.”

      Dee rolls her lips as if she’s trying not to laugh.

      “It’s not funny,” Abuela says indignantly.

      “Not funny at all,” Dee replies. “Where’ve you been?”

      “We took dinner to your parents before the rush,” Nona says. “I should’ve left her here.”

      “Oh, stuff it,” Abuela retorts.

      “How’re they doing?” Dee asks.

      “Your mom is having some trouble with her port, but Maria was there earlier to check it. She’s keeping an eye on it.”

      And then, as if the argument never happened, Abuela seems to realize that Dee is there with a man, and suddenly, the fight ends, and all her attention is on me. Gulp.

      “I know you.” Abuela points at my chest. “How do I know you?”

      “He’s Jason’s friend Wyatt from the wedding,” Dee says.

      “Ah, right. I remember now. You’re a handsome devil.”

      “Um, thank you?”

      “Don’t embarrass him, Abuela,” Dee says as she curls her hands around my arm.

      The two women zero in on those hands on my arm. I can almost feel the heat of their laser beams as they sniff out a story.

      We’re interrupted, thankfully, when an older man approaches us.

      “Hi there, Mr. Muñoz,” Dee says. “How are you?”

      “I’m very well and looking forward to my favorite dinner of the week.” He speaks to all of us, but his focus is on Abuela. “Will you join me, Marlene?”

      “No, I will not join you. As you know, I work on Saturday nights. And you know this because I tell you the same thing every Saturday night when you ask me to join you.”

      He smiles as if she didn’t just cut him off at the knees. “Can’t blame a man for wanting to share his dinner with a beautiful woman. I’ll see you inside. Dee, I’ll look forward to seeing you next weekend.”

      “See you then, Mr. Muñoz. Sofia will take good care of you tonight.”

      “Have a lovely evening.”

      After he walks away, Dee pounces. “What’s that about, Abuela?”

      “That is about nothing. He’s a shameless flirt and old fool who can’t take no for an answer.”

      “He likes you, Abuela.”

      “Pish.” She waves her hand dismissively. “Who has the time for his nonsense? I’m going to work.” She stomps off toward the back door and lets it slam shut behind her.

      “Methinks she protesteth too much,” Nona says.

      “Shakespeare,” I say before I think about whether I should.

      “Mr. Muñoz is in love with her, and she knows it,” Nona tells me. “He comes in every week just to see her. He sits in C32 on her side of the house and orders a different entrée every week, so he has something to talk to her about. He’s delightful, but she doesn’t give him the time of day.”

      “How have I never noticed this?” Dee asks.

      “You usually work on my side of the house.”

      “That’s true. How long has he been coming in?”

      “About four years, since a year after his wife died,” Nona says. “And he asks her every week to eat with him. Vincent tells her she ought to cut the guy a break, but she never does.”

      “Aww, that’s so sad.”

      “I agree, but I’ve learned to avoid that topic with her. She gets madder than a wet hen over it. I think that means she likes him, too, but is scared to take a chance.”

      “We need to give her a push,” Dee says.

      “Just leave me out of that,” Nona says. “I worry she’s going to make good on her threat to stab me in my sleep one of these days.”

      Dee laughs and hugs her grandmother. “You two are hilarious. You’d take a bullet for each other, but all you do is fight.”

      “She’s a pain in my ass, but I love her.”

      “And she loves you, too. I’ll see you tomorrow?”

      “You will. I hope you and your handsome young man have a very nice evening.” She waggles her brows for emphasis.

      “Hush,” Dee says, her cheeks flaming with color that has me instantly aroused.

      That’s not a good idea with her sharp-eyed grandmother watching. I get busy stashing the bags containing our dinner in the back seat of Dee’s car. When I turn back, her grandmother is hugging her and whispering something in her ear that adds to Dee’s embarrassment.

      “Go to work, Nona.”

      “Love you, honey. See you at brunch.”

      “Love you, too.”

      I hold the passenger door for her. “FYI, embarrassed Dee is sexy Dee. Actually, all Dees are sexy Dees.”

      She covers her face with her hands. “Stop.”

      “Never.” I lean in, nudge her hands out of the way and kiss the peach hue of her cheek. “You’re adorable.”

      “She is incorrigible.”

      “What’d she say?”

      “I can’t repeat it. It’s scandalous.”

      Laughing, I close her door and go around to the driver’s side. After I’ve put on my seat belt, I turn to find her watching me. “What’d she say?”

      “That she hopes I’m taking you home to bed before someone else does.”

      I howl with laughter.

      “My freaking grandmother.”

      “I love her.”

      “She’s crazy. They’re all crazy.”

      “Nah, they’re funny.”

      She pulls her phone out of her bag. “I can’t believe I haven’t even checked on my parents today. Do you mind if I give them a quick call?”

      “Of course not. Do your thing.”

      Dee puts through the call on the car’s Bluetooth.

      “Hi, honey,” her dad says. “How’re you doing?”

      “I’m fine. I heard Mommy had some trouble with her port. Is she okay?”

      “She seems fine, but she’s got some redness around it that Maria said could be the start of an infection. She’s watching it.”

      “I heard you got a special delivery from the restaurant.”

      “We did! That was a nice surprise.”

      “I thought Nico was bringing dinner tonight.”

      “He was, but Nona called him and told him they were doing it. Everyone has been so good to us.”

      Her dad sounds a little tearful, which is so sweet.

      “What’ve you been up to?”

      “I took a friend out fishing from Black Point. Everyone there says hello.”

      “Ah, that’s lovely. I miss seeing them. We need to get back out there soon.”

      “We will. Are you guys coming to brunch?”

      “That’s the plan. We’ll see how your mother feels in the morning. She’s in the shower now, or I’d let you say hello.”

      “Tell her I called, and I love her.”

      “I will, honey. Thanks for checking in.”

      When Dee ends that call, she puts through another to her sister. “Hey, what’s up with Mommy and the port?”

      “It’s a little red around the edges and causing her some discomfort. I treated it with antibiotic ointment and have a call into her doctor.”

      “Do we need to be worried?”

      “Not at the moment.”

      “Okay, good. Thank God for you, sister. What would we do without you?”

      “Aw, you’re sweet. Where’ve you been all day?”

      “I, uh, took Wyatt fishing.”

      “That sounds fun.”

      “It was. I have to run. He’s waiting for me to tell him how to get to my place.”

      “Don’t let me get in the way of that. Have a good time. I’ll see you tomorrow?”

      “Yes, you will.”

      After she ends the call, I tell her, “I hate to say it, but I need to run by Jay’s and get my stuff. I need my meds.”

      “That’s no problem.” She directs me where to go, and I realize we’re backtracking.

      “Sorry, I should’ve said something before the restaurant. Blame it on not knowing the lay of the land.”

      “No worries.” She yawns and puts her head back against the seat. “I’ll be lucky to last until eight tonight.”

      “I’ll make sure you get a good night’s sleep.”

      “And I’ll make sure you get one, too.”

      We hold hands on the way to Brickell. My mouth is watering from the smell of the food. “I’m not sure what Carmen and Jason are up to, but if you want, we can eat on their patio. The view is amazing.”

      “I’ll text her to see if they mind.” She taps away on her phone. “She says they already ate, so feel free to use their patio and table.”

      “Excellent. I’m starving.”

      “I’m starting to realize that’s a common theme with you.”

      “There’s never a time when I couldn’t eat. The people I work with in Phoenix call me Tapeworm. They like to bring in food for me and then get pissed because I never gain a pound.”

      “That’s irritating.”

      “I can’t help that my metabolism is spectacular.” I glance over at her. “You want to hear something crazy?”

      “Uh, sure?”

      “The being-hungry-all-the-time thing started after I got my new heart. I later found out that Emma, the girl it came from, was always hungry, too. She was known for that—and she, too, never gained a pound.”

      “Wow.”

      “Right? It does happen in some cases. I’ve heard of others who’ve reported similar things, such as a woman who never liked coffee until she got the heart of a coffee drinker.”

      “Wow. That’s so cool. It must’ve strange to hear Emma was always hungry.”

      “I was! At first, we thought it was because I was healthy again, and my appetite was rebounding along with the rest of my health. But when I connected with her mother, and she told me that…”

      “It’s really amazing. Emma is alive in you.”

      “That’s how it seems. There are other weird things besides that. Like I used to hate peanut butter, and now I love it. She did, too.”

      “My mind is truly blown by this.”

      “Mine was, too. It took a long time to wrap my head around the magnitude of someone else having to die so I could live. I had a lot of guilt—and therapy—about that.”

      “Did the therapy help?”

      “It did. The therapist helped me accept that Emma was going to die whether I got her heart or not, and her death wasn’t my fault.”

      “That’s some heavy stuff for a seventeen-year-old to deal with.”

      “Yeah, I was messed up about it for a while. It helped to meet her family and to hear more about her.”

      “What happened to her?”

      “She was in a skiing accident. She crashed into a tree and suffered a severe head injury.”

      “That’s so sad.”

      “It was, but she saved the lives of five people with her organs. Her family took great comfort in it. They said she would’ve loved that.”

      “I find myself feeling sad for someone I’ve never known.”

      “I felt that way for a long time after the transplant. All I knew at first was that it had come from a nineteen-year-old woman, so I had these visions at first of her trying to get used to living inside a seventeen-year-old boy.”

      “That’d make for a cool movie.”

      “My sister has always said the same thing.”

      I park outside of Jay’s building and bring the food with me when we get out of the car. They buzz us into the building. In the elevator, I look over at Dee. Her face is radiant from the day in the sun, but her eyes are tired. We both need some sleep before too much longer. “Don’t let Carmen talk you out of this.” After spending today “all in” with her, I’m terrified of her changing her mind. I’ve had a taste of what it would be like to be in love, and I’m already addicted.

      She looks me square in the eyes. “No chance of that.”

      Carmen is waiting in the doorway of their condo when we come off the elevator. I don’t know her very well, but even I can see she looks worried and stressed. That’s probably my fault. I hope Dee meant it when she said no one could talk her out of being with me. I have a feeling if anyone could, it’s probably Carmen or Maria.

      Dee kisses Carmen’s cheek. “Cut it out. Everything is fine. Stop doing that thing with your eyebrows.”

      “What’s wrong with my eyebrows?”

      “They’re all furrowy.”

      “That’s not a word.”

      “And yet, you know what I mean.”

      “Where’s Jay?” I ask her.

      “Out for a run. He should be back soon.”

      “Come on, Wyatt. Let’s eat.” Dee grabs silverware and a wineglass from Carmen’s kitchen and leads me to the patio. “Come hang with us, Car, but no furrowing.”

      I love the way she’s right at home in her cousin’s place and that they speak so freely to each other. I’ve never achieved that easy closeness with my siblings—or anyone. Probably because I was absent for big chunks of our childhood, and when I was home, I sucked up all the parental attention. I don’t know if either of them resents me for the chaos my illness caused for all of us, but how can they not? I probably would if I were them.

      Carmen pours herself a glass of wine from a bottle she already had going and comes out to sit with us.

      “Let’s air it out,” I say to her between bites of the best-tasting chicken I’ve ever had.

      Dee’s eyes widen as she looks at me as if I’m crazy. Maybe I am, but I can’t bear for my friend’s wife to think I’m going to hurt her precious cousin. She needs to know that’s the last thing I’d ever want.

      “I understand you’re worried about Dee getting involved with me in light of what you now know about me.”

      Carmen wasn’t expecting me to put it right out there, but I figure I have everything to gain and nothing to lose by confronting the elephant in the room. Dee wasn’t expecting it, either, but that’s okay. I want her to relax and enjoy what’s happening between us and not be upset by her family’s concerns.

      “I, uh…” Carmen takes a sip of her wine. “I don’t want Dee to get hurt again. The first time was more than enough.”

      “I’m fine.” Dee spins pasta like a pro. “Nothing to see here.”

      Carmen’s brow goes from furrowed to raised. “Really?”

      “As Jason has told you, I had a heart transplant seventeen years ago. I’m six years past the average life expectancy, but you should know I’m perfectly healthy. I undergo regular checkups, and I take fanatically good care of myself. All that said, I tried to tell Dee I’m a bad bet, but she refuses to listen to reason.” I glance her way and find her smiling like a fool. God, I already love her. How can I not?

      “I want Wyatt to know what it’s like to be in love. I want to spend the rest of his life with him, and there’s nothing anyone can say to talk me out of that, so let’s not waste our time going on about all the ways this can go wrong and focus on the many ways it’s so, so right.”

      “But you only met at the wedding… How can you know this is what you want?”

      “We slept together after the wedding,” Dee says matter-of-factly. “It was the best night of my life.”

      Carmen chokes on her wine.

      I pat her on the back until she catches her breath.

      “What the hell, Delores? Why didn’t you tell us?”

      “Tell us what?” Jason asks when he joins us on the patio, sweaty from his run.

      “They slept together after the wedding!” Carmen tells her husband.

      “And it was the best night of my life,” Dee says.

      I lean in to kiss her. “And mine.”

      Jason seems as stunned by this news as Carmen was. “Wow, how’d you keep that secret in this family?”

      Dee shrugs and continues to spin her pasta as if nothing special is happening. “I just didn’t tell anyone.”

      “So you’ve been, like, talking all this time?”

      “We’ve kept in touch,” Dee says.

      I can tell her nonchalance is driving Carmen crazy. She turns her laser beam focus on me. “That’s why you’re interviewing for a job at Miami-Dade. You came back for Dee.”

      “I wanted to see her again, but I didn’t come here thinking any of this was going to happen.”

      “He told me he couldn’t get involved, and when I found out why, I told him that’s bullshit, and here we are. Involved.”

      “Dee…” The single word from Carmen drips with agonized concern.

      I don’t blame her. I really don’t. Didn’t I have the same concerns twenty-four hours ago, before Dee blew my mind with her courage and her determination? That seems like a lifetime ago after the day we’ve spent together, in which everything changed.

      “I know what you’re going to say, Car, and I fully understand what I’m getting into. I know Wyatt may not live to be an old man, and I’m choosing to care about him anyway.” She pauses before she adds, “Wait. That’s not exactly true.”

      “It’s not?” I ask her, surprised.

      “I’m choosing to love you, not just care about you.”

      Carmen gasps. “But you… you’ve seen him twice.”

      “How soon did you know that Jason was going to change your life?” Dee asks her cousin.

      “I… uh…”

      “You told me you knew the day you met him that he was different from everyone else. I knew at your rehearsal dinner that Wyatt was special, and I wanted to spend more time with him. We were together all day at your wedding. He never left my side except to get me another drink. We had the best time I’ve ever had with any man. And when he asked me to come back to his hotel room, I never hesitated. Did I suspect then that it was going to be more than one night? Nope, but then he texted me, and I texted him, and he came back, and here we are.”

      “Yesterday, you were crying over Marcus,” Carmen says.

      Oh, low blow.

      “I was crying because I thought he tried to take his own life because of me, not because I still love him. Any love I felt for him died the day he married the skank.”

      “So, what’s the plan?” Jason asks, drinking from a bottle of water.

      “We’re hoping I get the job at Miami-Dade.” I reach for Dee’s hand, and she links her fingers with mine. “And if I do, I’m going to move here and live happily ever after with Dee.”

      “Just like that?” Jason asks.

      “Just like that,” Dee says, her gaze never wavering from mine.

      “What if you don’t get the job?” Carmen asks.

      “Then we’ll figure out a plan B,” Dee says. “Either way, we’re going to be together from now on, and that’s the end of it.”

      I can tell Carmen has a lot she wants to say to that, but she isn’t sure where to start.

      Before she can formulate a thought, Dee says, “Imagine it was Jason who’d been through what Wyatt has. Would you love him any less simply because his life might be shorter than ours?”

      “No, but—”

      “No buts, Carmen. This is happening, and I’m asking for your support.”

      “You have it. It’s just that…”

      “I know,” Dee says softly. “But I promise that no matter what happens, I’ll be okay.” She reaches for Carmen and hugs her. “Be happy for me.”

      “I am. Of course, I am.”

      They hug for a long time, and both are teary-eyed when they pull back from each other.

      “Can we go?” Dee asks me. “I’m so tired that I’m about to fall over.”

      “Let me just grab my stuff.” I carry our takeout containers inside, rinse them out and put them in the trash. I’m pleased that Giordino’s uses paper rather than plastic for takeout. Having that thought buys me a second to collect myself before I have to face off with Jason, who’s followed me inside.

      “What happened to your rules?”

      “Dee happened. I’m going to make it so worthwhile for her, Jay. I promise. And afterward, she’ll have all of you to lean on. You’ll get her through it, right?”

      He runs his fingers through sweaty hair. “Jesus, Wyatt, are we talking about us taking care of Dee after you die?”

      “Yeah, I guess we are. I need to know you’ll be there for her.”

      “Of course I would, but this is a lot to process. I’m just finding out about what happened after the wedding. I had no idea it was more than a bridesmaid hanging out with a groomsman.”

      “It was much more than that from the minute we met.”

      “So you said.”

      “I know it’s a lot to wrap your head around, but I’m going to take excellent care of her in every possible way. We’re going to live the hell out of whatever’s left of my life.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      “You don’t approve?”

      “It’s not about whether I approve. It’s just that you had rules that you lived by for seventeen years, and now you’ve decided to say fuck the rules, and you’re doing it with my wife’s cousin.”

      “I’m sorry if this causes trouble for you, Jay. I really am, but I already love her. And I want this. I want her. I want a chance to have what you have with Carmen for however long it lasts. You can understand that, can’t you?”

      “I get it.”

      “Well, then, I guess I’ll grab my stuff and get out of your hair. See you tomorrow at brunch?”

      “We’ll be there.”

      I decide to get out while the getting is good. In the living room, I grab my backpack and roll my suitcase to the door as Dee and Carmen come in from the patio carrying wineglasses and what’s left of Dee’s bottle of wine.

      “Thanks for letting us borrow your patio,” I say to Carmen.

      “Anytime.” She surprises me when she hugs me. “Take good care of my cousin. I love her very much.”

      “So do I, and I will. I promise to make her happy every day I get to spend with her.”

      When Carmen releases me, I notice tears in her eyes.

      Dee hugs her. “See you tomorrow.”

      We walk to the elevator and wait for it to arrive.

      “Are you okay?” I ask her.

      She nods, but her chin is wobbling. I’m not sure if it’s emotion or exhaustion or both that has her on the verge of a meltdown.

      I put my arm around her. “Hold on to me. We’ve got this.”

      Inside the elevator, she wraps her arms around me and holds on for the ride to the ground floor.

      Outside, I stash my suitcase and backpack in the trunk and get in the driver’s side. “Did she say something to upset you?”

      “No, just that she loves me and doesn’t want anything ever to hurt me the way Marcus did.”

      “I’d never hurt you like that.”

      “No, you wouldn’t.” After a pause, she looks over at me, her expression full of trepidation. “She’s probably already on the phone with my sister. The whole family will know by tomorrow. I’m sorry. I know you don’t like for people to know.”

      “It’s okay. It’s not something we can keep secret in a family like yours. I don’t care if they know.”

      “They’re going to make a BFD out of it—at first—but that’ll blow over. Eventually. I apologize in advance for that.”

      “They love you. They’re worried. I get it.” I can feel my phone vibrating nonstop in my pocket, which can mean only one thing. My mother is freaking out that she hasn’t heard from me today. I pull it out of my pocket and hand it to Dee. “Can you check my texts?” She may as well find out now that when I tell her my mother hovers, I mean it.

      “Your mom is worried that she hasn’t heard from you today. Should I reply for you?”

      “Yes, tell her I was out fishing all day and didn’t have service. All is well.”

      She types in the message for me. “She wants to know if you’re taking your meds.”

      I grit my teeth against the urge to scream. “Tell her of course I am because I want to stay alive.”

      “You want me to say that?”

      “It’s okay. I say that to her just about every day when she reminds me, a doctor, to take my meds the way she did when I was a teenager.”

      She sends the text. “Your mother says to quit being fresh.”

      “And she says that back to me just about every day. Welcome to my world.”

      “She sounds sweet.”

      “She’s the best, and I love her, but sometimes I wish she loved me just a tiny bit less than she does.”

      “What will she say if you get the job here and move?”

      “My parents will lose their shit,” I say with a deep sigh. “But that won’t stop me from moving, so don’t worry about it.”

      “We’ll have to assure them that I’ll take outstanding care of you.”

      “You can’t hover, sweetheart. That’ll drive me crazy.”

      “Who said anything about hovering?”
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      I’m so going to hover. How can I not? I’ll want to know all the time that he’s okay, that he’s healthy, that he’s taking his meds, that…

      Oh my God, he’ll hate that, and I need to get it under control quickly. I take a deep breath and blow it out as it occurs to me that anxiety over his health will be my constant companion, the way it’s been since my mom’s diagnosis.

      “You don’t need to do that,” he says.

      “What am I doing?”

      “Realizing that worrying about me is going to be a full-time job. I don’t need you to do that. I promise you I’m on it every single day. I don’t want you to worry.”

      “That’s easier said than done, but I’ll do my best not to make you feel like you’ve gone all-in with your mother.” Those words are no sooner out of my mouth when we’re crippled with laughter. “That came out wrong.”

      “Ya think?”

      “Blame it on exhaustion. I’m not firing on all cylinders.”

      “You’re adorable when you’re exhausted—and even when you’re not. You’re adorable all the time.”

      “I’m glad you think so.”

      “I do. I also think you’re sexy, beautiful, funny, smart, and did I mention sexy?”

      “I think you did, but a girl can never have too much sexy.” Did I really say that, too? “I need to shut up until I sleep.”

      “Oh please, keep talking. I can’t wait to hear what’s next.”

      I direct him through the neighborhood to my apartment over the garage.

      “If I get the job, we’re going to need a bigger place.”

      “I’m going to require sleep before I have that conversation. Probably caffeine, too.”

      “Got it. We’ll table that until tomorrow, then.”

      Inside, I head right for the shower. “Care to join me?” I ask him.

      “Hell yes.”

      When we’re standing face-to-face in the shower, I take the time to study the tattoo that spans his chest. Now that I know it’s there, I see the faint scar that runs vertically between his pectorals. I trace it with my fingertip. “Was it painful?”

      “Pretty brutal at first, but I healed quickly.”

      I kiss the faint scar from top to bottom. “I wish I could’ve been there to help nurse you back to health.”

      “Would you have worn a sexy-nurse costume?”

      “No, because everyone knows it’s not good to mess with the patient’s blood pressure after major surgery.”

      His low laughter makes me smile. “Everyone knows that, do they?”

      “Uh-huh. That’s right, isn’t it?”

      “Yep, and having you around would’ve seriously tested my fragile cardiovascular system.” He takes my hand and wraps it around his thick erection. “Case in point.”

      “This feels like a critical cardiovascular concern.”

      “It’s very critical.” He puts his arms around me and kisses me until I’m clinging to him, all thoughts of exhaustion and sleep forgotten in a wave of desire so intense, it requires my full attention.

      He lifts me and presses my back against the cool tile. “Is this okay?”

      “So okay.”

      All the air leaves my body in a long gasp when he slides into me in one deep thrust. God, nothing has ever been like it is with him. When I think about how close I came to never knowing this existed… He knows just where to touch me to make me scream from the release that rips through me almost without warning. It’s too much and not enough at the same time. We’re still panting in the aftermath, and I’m already wondering when we can do it again.

      After our shower, Wyatt towels me off, giving special attention to my breasts.

      “I’m becoming obsessed,” he whispers, kissing each of them. “I can’t get enough of you.”

      At least once in every lifetime, a girl should have a boy look at her the way he looks at me right then. In that single second, he proves to me that he’s worth any risk I might be taking to have whatever I can with him. I place my hands on his chest and place a kiss on his breastbone. When I look up at him, his eyes are heated and glassy with unshed tears.

      “You’re beautiful, strong, sweet and sexy. And the only reason I had any interest in coming to Miami to interview for that job was so I’d have the chance to see you again.” He kisses me, and I cling to him as our previously sizzling connection becomes positively incendiary in light of his confession.

      With my arms around his neck, I cling to him as his tongue tangles with mine. We kiss for what feels like hours before he hooks an arm around my waist and lifts me right off my feet. I want to tell him not to do that, not to strain himself or take risks, but I’m already sure that wouldn’t be something he’d want to hear.

      Wyatt puts me on the bed and comes down on top of me, all without missing a beat in the kiss to end all kisses. He breaks the kiss only long enough to remove both our towels before recapturing my lips in another tongue-twisting duel for the ages. No one has ever kissed me this way, as if my life and his depend upon it. We hold each other so tightly that it’s a wonder either of us can breathe. There’s needy desperation to this kiss that hasn’t been there before he told me his truth.

      In the throes of life-changing desire, it occurs to me that shortly after finding out he could die young, I feel more than I ever have in my life. I want to give him everything I can for whatever time he has left, even if I’m well aware that road may lead to ruin for me. I can’t find it in me to care about what might happen to me.

      All I want is to give him everything I’ve got for as long as I possibly can.
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      I’m nervous at brunch the next day. My uncle wants to talk to me. He says it’s nothing big, but it’s odd for him to ask for a minute alone with me. I’m also anxious because my parents didn’t come to brunch. Mom has a 102-degree fever, and Maria is concerned the port might be infected. She’s waiting for a call from the doctor, but my parents encouraged her, Austin and Everly to come to brunch.

      In addition to all that, the word is out about me, Wyatt and his heart transplant. I can tell because everyone is acting weird, which I can’t stand.

      We’re on Nona’s side of the house today, and Wyatt raves about the eggplant. I’m sure it’s great, but I can barely taste anything from being so wound up about everything.

      “Why are you so tense?” he asks.

      “Just everything.”

      “Do you want me to check on your mom after brunch?”

      “Would you?”

      “Of course I would. I’d be happy to.”

      “That’d be great. Thank you.” I already feel better knowing a doctor will examine my mom today, rather than another doctor making educated guesses over the phone. “I just have the thing with my uncle, but that shouldn’t take long.”

      “I’m with you, sweetheart. Whatever you need to do is fine with me.”

      On our second full day together, it already feels like we’ve been a couple much longer. Maybe that’s because we skipped all the preliminary bullshit and went straight to fully committed within a few life-changing hours. I have to say that there’s something to be said for cutting out the bullshit and getting right to the heart of the matter—no pun intended. After sleeping in his arms last night, I know where I want to be every night for as long as I possibly can.

      Under the table, I squeeze his hand. “I’m so happy you’re here with me.”

      “I’m thrilled to be here. I love your family.”

      “I do, too, even when they’re staring at my new boyfriend and me and wanting me to stand and give a speech about all the details they’re dying to know.”

      “Is that what they want? Well, that’s easy enough.” He releases my hand, stands and taps his knife against a wineglass full of water. When the room falls quiet, he says, “Hi, everyone. I’m Wyatt, and you probably remember me from Jason and Carmen’s wedding, which is where I met the amazing, beautiful bridesmaid named Dee Giordino. She and I have kept in close touch since the wedding, and when I had a chance to apply for a job here in Miami, I jumped on it. My interview is tomorrow. Keep your fingers crossed I get the job because Dee and I have decided to take the plunge and be together from now on.”

      My family listens to him in stunned disbelief that they’re getting the scoop on us without having to dig for details. That never happens. My siblings, cousins and I have made a blood sport out of making them wonder what we’re doing.

      “I know the word is out about my medical situation, but for those who haven’t heard, the gist is I had a heart transplant seventeen years ago when I was seventeen. By that time, I’d spent nine years battling cardiomyopathy, which came on suddenly when I was eight. After the transplant, I was truly reborn, and my health has been excellent ever since. I’m hoping it’ll stay that way for many years to come, but the fact of the matter is, I’ve already exceeded the average life expectancy for a heart transplant patient by six years. I’ve never had any kind of life-threatening issue or any sign of rejection.”

      He looks down at me with his heart in his eyes. “I also know how much you all love Dee, and I certainly understand why. I love her, too. She’s convinced me to abandon all my rules about not getting romantically involved with anyone and go all-in with her. If you’re concerned about what she may be getting into with me, I promise you I’ll do everything I can to make her as happy as we both are today for as long as I possibly can. If the worst possible thing happens, I hope I can count on all of you to be there for her when I can’t be. And, ah, that’s all I wanted to say.”

      Through my tears, I see Maria, Carmen, my aunts Vivian and Francesca, as well as Abuela and Nona tending to their tears.

      Nona leads a round of applause for Wyatt. “Welcome to our family, Wyatt. You’re right—we love our Dee very much, and it’s obvious to us that you two share something special. If there’s one thing I’ve learned in my life, it’s that today is all we have. I hope you and Dee will be very happy together, and you have our word that, should the time come, we’ll take very good care of her if you’re not able to.”

      “Thank you, Nona,” I say softly. To Wyatt, I add, “I can’t believe you did that. You’re amazing.”

      “They needed to know how I feel and that I’m going to make you happy.”

      “That means everything to them.” I notice my brother Nico watching me with an odd look on his face. “What’s up, Nico?”

      “Everyone’s so happy for you,” he says. “I want to be happy, but Jesus, Dee.” His gaze shifts to Wyatt, who’s talking to Nona and Abuela. “The guy is like a ticking time bomb.”

      Thankfully, the seats between us are empty at the moment, so we can have this fight in relative privacy. “No, he isn’t. He’s in better health than you are.”

      “Right now, maybe. Look, I know it’s not what you want to hear, but I think you’re crazy to take a chance like this.”

      “Thanks for your input.”

      “Dee, come on. What would you say to me if I was the one telling you I was getting involved with someone who had a looming expiration date?”

      “I’d tell you to be thankful to have found someone to love and who loves you and to be grateful for every second you have with her. Look at what happened to Carmen when Tony went to work one day as a perfectly healthy twenty-four-year-old and never came home. Do you think she regrets the time she spent with him because of how it ended?”

      “She doesn’t, but still… It’s different going into it, knowing it probably won’t last.”

      “Let me tell you something, Nico. I spent years with the wrong man, and you know how I know that? Because I found the right one. I’ll take whatever time I can get with him and be thankful for every second of it. I appreciate your concern, but frankly, I don’t want to hear it.”

      Maria approaches us. “Um, what are you guys fighting about?”

      “Nico doesn’t approve of me being with Wyatt.”

      “I never said that. I said I’m worried about you taking on something like this.” He softens his tone. “None of us want to see you hurt again, Dee.”

      “And I appreciate that. I really do. I know what I’m getting myself into, and I feel very good about it. I just want you to be happy for me. Can you do that?”

      “I’ll work on it.” He glances toward Wyatt, who’s laughing at something Uncle V is telling him. “He seems like a nice enough guy.”

      “He’s a great guy. If he weren’t, I wouldn’t care the way I do.”

      “You’ve said your piece,” Maria tells our brother. “Let it go now.”

      Nico holds up his hands. “Don’t hate on me for caring.”

      “No one is hating on you,” I say. “But I don’t want to talk about gloom and doom today. I’m happy. Oh, and Wyatt offered to take a look at Mommy’s port after this.”

      “That’d be great,” Maria says. “I could use another opinion.”

      “Uncle V wants to talk to me before I leave, and then we’ll head over there.”

      “What’s up with Uncle V?” Maria asks.

      “No clue.” We watch as Nico goes to talk to Sofia, who smiles like I’ve never seen her smile when he says something to her. “What’s up there?”

      “I have no idea, but he’d better not be messing with her.”

      We’ve all become protective of Sofia and her son. It was Nona’s idea to hire her to work at the restaurant, and she and Abuela have taken the young single mother under their formidable wings ever since.

      “Let’s keep an eye on that,” I say to Maria. We love our brother, but because of the trail of broken hearts he’s left in his wake, we don’t always have faith in him to do the right thing when it comes to women. There’s no way we’ll let Sofia end up on that ignoble list.

      When I see Uncle V heading toward the bar, I decide to follow him, hoping we can talk about whatever’s on his mind so I can get on with my day with Wyatt. “I’ll be back in a few,” I tell Wyatt.

      “Take your time.”

      While the rest of the family starts to leave, I take a seat at the bar.

      Uncle V pours me ice water and tops it with a lemon. “Thanks for sticking around.”

      “Sure. What’s up?”

      “I’ve been thinking. Well, Viv and I have been thinking, I should say.”

      “What about?”

      “Retirement.”

      “Seriously?” If you’d asked me to bet on what he might want to tell me, that wouldn’t have made the top one hundred.

      “Ever since your mom got sick, it’s been a big wake-up call to us that we’ve become all work and no play. We’ve got stuff we want to do, places to see… Carmen has no interest in the business. We’ve known that for quite some time, and it’s fine. She needs to follow her path, but we’ve decided we want to hire someone to be our general manager so we can take some time off and leave the business with someone we trust. That way, we can enjoy ourselves.”

      “That sounds like a great idea.” I can’t imagine why he’s telling me this. Does he want my advice on who to hire?

      “When we got to seriously talking about who we might hire, we kept coming back to you.”

      “Me?” I must be looking at him like I think he’s crazy. “Why me?”

      “You have a business degree and worked for years as an office manager—”

      “That’s not the same thing as running a restaurant of this magnitude.”

      “It’s management experience. It’s supervisory experience. We can teach you the rest of what you need to know. We plan to hire someone now and start taking a step back in six months or so. If you want the job, it’s yours.” He recites a six-figure salary that has my mouth hanging open in shock and then sweetens the deal with three weeks of paid vacation, a 401(k) and health insurance. “I’m not joking, Dee. We need someone we can trust, and we’re offering it to you.”

      My aunt Vivian joins him behind the bar. “Judging by the shell-shocked look on Dee’s face, I take it you’ve shared our idea with her.”

      Vincent puts his arm around his wife. “I have, and she’s indeed shell-shocked.”

      I’m also on the verge of tears. That they’d think of me for something like this is beyond overwhelming. “You guys… I have no idea what to say. I’m so honored that you think I’d be capable of this.”

      “It’s not just us, honey,” Viv says. “Nona and Abuela also think it’s a brilliant idea. You’ve worked here on and off since you were fifteen. You know the customers, the routine, the menu, the culture of the place. You’re perfect.”

      “I’m speechless. When you said you wanted to talk to me, I never imagined this.” As I swipe at a stray tear, I can’t find the words to tell my aunt and uncle what this means to me.

      “If you need some time to think about it, we’d certainly understand,” Uncle Vincent says.

      “No, I don’t need time to think about it,” I say, laughing. “I’d be so honored to be your general manager, to run your business for you so you can take some time to enjoy yourselves.” I get up from the stool and go around the bar to hug them both. “You have no idea how badly I needed this. Thank you, and I promise you’ll never be sorry you asked me.”

      “We know we won’t, honey,” Vincent says as he pulls back from me. “You were the only one we considered. We’re relieved you said yes because we didn’t have a plan B.”

      “What did she say?” Nona asks as she, Abuela, Carmen, Jason, Maria, Austin, Everly and Wyatt come into the bar area.

      “She said yes!” Vincent says with a fist pump.

      Excited family members hug and congratulate me.

      “What am I missing?” Wyatt asks when he’s finally able to break through the group and get to me.

      “My aunt and uncle offered me a fabulous opportunity to be the restaurant’s general manager.”

      “Wow!” His face lights up with pleasure. “That’s fantastic. Congratulations, honey.” He hugs me tightly. “I’m so happy for you.”

      “Thank you. I’ll be happy for me when the shock wears off.”

      Carmen hugs me. “You’ll be great. When Mom and Dad told me what they were thinking, I couldn’t have been more excited for them or you.”

      “Thank you so much for trusting me with this.” I’m well aware that this place is her legacy, even if we all feel like it belongs to us.

      She’s been after her parents for a while now to work less and play more.

      Vincent pours flutes of champagne for everyone. “You know what this means, ladies,” he says to Nona and Abuela. “We made a deal.”

      “What deal?” Carmen asks.

      “When we told Abuela and Nona our plan to ask Dee to be the general manager, we got them to agree that if Dee said yes to our offer, they’d also take more time off to do the things they’ve been too busy to do.”

      “I have no idea what to do with myself if I’m not working,” Abuela says, frowning.

      “It’s high time you figured that out, don’t you think?” Carmen asks her.

      Abuela shrugs, seeming sad. We’ll rally around her and try to help her figure out some things she can do outside of work.

      “Maybe it’s time to say yes to poor Mr. Muñoz in C32,” I suggest.

      “Bite your tongue,” Abuela snaps as the rest of us crack up. “The last thing I need is an old man to take care of.”

      “Maybe he would take care of you,” Carmen says.

      Abuela dismisses the topic with a fierce scowl. “Pish.”

      “What about you, Nona?” Maria asks.

      “I’m signing up for flying lessons.”

      Vincent stares at his mother. “What did you just say?”

      “You heard me. I’ve always wanted to learn to fly, and if I’m going to have more time off, that’s what I want to do.”

      “Now, wait just a minute,” Vincent sputters.

      We laugh at his reaction.

      Nona gives her son a defiant look. “You’re not the boss of me, but you are the one saying we need to live more and work less. I’ve already looked into it, and there’s a great flight school at MIA. I’ve got a call into them.”

      “I hate to ask this,” Jason says tentatively, “but is it possible you might be past the age where you can be licensed?”

      Nona gives him her most withering look. “Are you saying I’m old, young man?”

      He swallows hard. “Not at all, ma’am.”

      Laughing, she says, “There’s no age limit on private pilots, as long as my vision checks out and I have all my faculties, which I certainly do. My father was a pilot, and we’d always planned for him to teach me, but he died before he could. I’m closing that circle. I’m doing it for him.”

      “That’s amazing, Nona,” Carmen says. “I’m so excited for you. Isn’t it awesome, Dad?”

      Vincent frowns but gives a subtle nod. “I’d feel better knowing you won’t be up there by yourself, Mama.”

      “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be just fine.”

      She seems so delighted with her plan that I can’t help but be happy for her.

      “I may even give sky-diving a try while I’m at the airport.”

      “Nona!”

      She bursts into laughter, thrilled to have gotten a rise out of us.

      Carmen, Maria and I end up off to the side of the others by ourselves.

      “What do you guys hear about Marcus?” I keep my voice down so no one can overhear me.

      “I heard he checked himself into rehab for thirty days,” Maria whispers.

      I’m shocked to hear that. “What kind of rehab?”

      “Alcohol.”

      “Seriously? Since when?”

      “From what I heard from two other people, for a while now. He was blackout drunk when he married her and has no memory of any of it.”

      “Come on,” Carmen says. “Is that the truth or what he wants people to believe?”

      “I did a little more digging around and heard from two of his close friends that he’s been a mess with booze for quite some time.”

      I’m shocked. “How did I not know this?”

      “You’d been living apart for a long time,” Maria reminds me.

      “Still, he came to New York and spent days with me, and I never saw him drink like that.”

      “He probably made an effort to keep it under control in front of you, and it’s not like his friends were going to report to you about what was going on down here while you were in New York.”

      “Me staying in New York when he moved home screwed up everything.”

      “Don’t go there,” Carmen says fiercely. “Maybe it put some added stress on him, but it’s not your fault he’s an alcoholic.”

      That may be true, but I feel sick hearing this. I notice Nico talking to Sofia at one of the waitress stations. He’s smiling, and her face is flushed as if she’s overheated or embarrassed. Knowing Nico, it’s probably the latter. I nudge Maria and use my chin to point her attention toward them. “What’s he up to?”

      “I don’t know, but I don’t like it.”

      “I don’t, either,” Carmen says when she tunes in to what we’re discussing. “Sofia is a sweetheart. I’d hate to see him play his games with her, of all people.”

      “I’ll talk to him,” Carmen says. “It’ll go better coming from me. I’m not his sister.”

      “Let us know what he says.”

      “What if…” Maria’s unfinished question hangs in the air.

      “What if what?” I ask her.

      “What if she’s really into him and is encouraging his attention?”

      “If she’s into him, she doesn’t know him well enough to make that decision.” I feel immediately guilty for the harsh words about my brother, but his track record with women is awful. “And yes, I feel terrible saying that out loud.”

      “It’s the truth,” Maria says bluntly. “I wouldn’t fix him up with my worst enemy.”

      “Maybe we can fix him up with the skank to get him away from Sofia,” Carmen says, and the three of us lose it laughing. We laugh so hard that we have to hold each other up.

      When we finally calm down, I find Wyatt watching me with the sweetest look on his face, as if it makes him happy to see me having a good time.

      We leave the restaurant a short time later and head to my parents’ home to share our news with them and, if my mom is amenable, have him take a look at the chemo port that’s giving her trouble. I’m nervous about them hearing his story, although, knowing my family, they probably already know all about him. I’m sure one of my aunts called them after brunch to fill them in on the goings-on.

      “My parents might already know everything.” We’re at a red light on Calle Ocho. “News travels fast in our family.”

      He squeezes my hand. “I’m ready for them. Don’t worry.”

      I love how he always wants to be touching me, even if we’re just driving somewhere together.

      “Any thoughts on the possibility of coming to Phoenix and driving back with me?”

      “I’d love to. My uncle and I agreed I’d start next month. He said they need some time to get a few things figured out on their end, but we’re going to start training this week.”

      “That works since I’d have to give a couple of weeks’ notice to my current job. Can you get coverage for your shifts at the restaurant so you can come with me?”

      “I won’t be able to leave the same day you do, but I’ll make it so I can come there later so I can help you pack and drive back with you.”

      “That means a couple of weeks with no Dee. How am I supposed to deal with that?”

      “We can FaceTime every day.”

      “I guess. See what you’ve done to me in three days? The thought of being without you for even two weeks sends me into a deep, dark depression.”

      “Stop being dramatic,” I say, laughing even as he sets my heart to racing with his sweet words.

      “I’m not dramatic. I mean it. I’ll miss you.”

      “I’ll miss you, too. Hopefully, it won’t be for long.”

      “I’m probably jinxing myself by making plans as if I’ve already got the job.”

      “You’ll get it. They’d be crazy not to hire you.”

      “They may have the same concerns you do about my expiration date. I’m under no illusions that they haven’t already discovered I’m a transplant recipient.”

      “I have no concerns whatsoever about your expiration date. I happen to believe you’re going to live to be a cranky old man who drives me crazy chasing me around the house trying to get lucky.”

      “Will you still want to be caught when I’m old and crotchety?”

      “Hell yes.”

      “You give me hope it might happen.”

      “We just have to believe. My mom has been reading a lot of self-help stuff since she got sick, and the one thing she’s always telling us is that we have to stay positive, that an optimistic mindset is as critical as the medical treatment she’s receiving.”

      “She’s right. I see that a lot in my practice. Patients who stay positive and keep fighting tend to be the ones who live the longest. It makes a big difference.” He pauses before he adds, “I appreciate that you have such a strong belief that everything will be okay as long as we stay positive.”

      I take my eyes off the road to glance over at him. “But?”

      “The odds are what they are, no matter how much faith we have in miracles. We need to stay positive, but keep it real at the same time.”

      “We can do that, can’t we?”

      “We can certainly try.”

      “I refuse to obsess over what might happen sometime far off in the future.”

      “That makes you a unique woman, love.”

      “I am rather unique, and did you hear I’m going to be the general manager of one of the most popular restaurants in Miami?”

      “I did get that memo, and I couldn’t be prouder of you.”

      “I have no idea what I’m doing, but Vincent and Viv told me they’d teach me everything I need to know, and of course, they’ll always be available if I need them. It’s just so crazy that they asked me.”

      “No, it isn’t. They see something in you they need, and not just family loyalty, but a practical, no-nonsense, get-things-done professional woman who already knows their business and can pick up the reins from them and run with it.”

      “Wow, you make me sound so amazing.”

      He kisses the back of my hand. “You are amazing, and everyone knows it, especially me.”

      “This weekend started awful and turned into one of the best of my life.”

      “For me, too, only it didn’t start awful like yours did.”

      “I heard some stuff about him today.” I don’t even stop to wonder if I should be sharing things about my ex with him. It’s so easy to talk to Wyatt about anything and everything, and it was like that from the start. We talked about so many things at the wedding, which was why I didn’t hesitate to take him up on the invitation to hang out afterward.

      “What kind of stuff?”

      I tell him what Maria found out. “How can he be an alcoholic, and I had no idea?”

      “I’ve heard of instances where spouses didn’t know that their significant other was a secret alcoholic.”

      “Really? That can happen?”

      “Sure it can. People go to great lengths to keep addictions hidden from their loved ones.”

      “I hate that he was suffering like that, and I was oblivious.”

      “He chose to hide it from you, Dee. There’s probably nothing you could’ve done differently.”

      “I could’ve moved home from New York.”

      “Why didn’t you?”

      “Maria would tell you there’s nowhere better than right here, and I agree with that, but I had this… I don’t know how to describe it except as a burning need to get out of here and be somewhere else for a while before I settled down and got married and raised a family here. That’s why I only applied to colleges in New York and Boston. Marcus and I had started dating by then, and he applied in the same places, so we could still see each other. Everyone here thought I was crazy to go so far from home, but I needed it.”

      “You wanted an adventure.”

      “Yes,” I say on a sigh, relieved that he gets it. “My cousin Dom, who’d been there a year by then, made it sound like so much fun, and for him, it is because he makes bank as a sales rep for a medical supply company.”

      “It wasn’t for you?”

      “Not so much after college. Living in New York City is hard. It’s insanely expensive and crowded, and even the simplest thing, like grocery shopping, is complicated. I barely made enough for my half of the rent, so I didn’t get to go to all the shows I thought I’d see or the concerts or the museums. But hey, at least I can say I did it.”

      “That’s a big accomplishment for someone so close to her family.”

      “I was so homesick at first. It was awful. I missed everyone so much.”

      “It’s interesting to me that you missed them, but you didn’t say you missed Marcus.”

      “I did. Of course, I did.” Sighing, I add, “But not like I missed them.”

      “Interesting.”

      It is. I vividly remember yearning for my family, especially on Sundays when everyone would be together at brunch. While I missed Marcus after he went back to Miami, it wasn’t the same way that I missed everyone else. And I never really thought about it that way until right now. I already know I’d never be content living away from Wyatt. Now that I know he exists in the world, all I want is to spend every second I can with him.

      Very interesting, indeed. Maybe Marcus did us both a favor by blowing up our relationship and giving us a chance to find something better than what we had together.

      When we get to my parents’ house, I park behind my brother Milo’s silver Toyota Highlander. “Milo’s here, so you’ll get to see him, too.”

      “Great.”

      He follows me inside to the kitchen. My dad and brother are at the table playing dominoes while they drink coffee. “Uncle Vin sent some leftovers.” I put the boxes from the restaurant in the fridge.

      “Thank you, honey,” my dad says when I kiss his cheek.

      “Wyatt, you remember my dad, Lorenzo, and my brother Milo from the wedding.”

      He shakes hands with both of them. “Good to see you again.”

      “You, too.” My dad takes a closer look at Wyatt. “Heard you two made quite a stir at brunch.”

      “I told you they’d already know.”

      Wyatt’s smile tells me he doesn’t care.

      “You had a heart transplant,” Milo says. “That’s sick.”

      “Not so much if you’re the one getting your chest cracked open.”

      “Ouch,” Milo says.

      “Not the most fun I’ve ever had.”

      “They said…” Dad looks up at me and then at Wyatt. “That it only lasts for so long.”

      “That’s right, but so far so good for me seventeen years in.”

      “Where’s Mommy?” I don’t wish to dissect Wyatt’s situation again. We’ve already had enough of that for one day.

      “She’s in the living room watching the news.”

      “How’s she feeling?”

      “So-so,” Dad says.

      He looks exhausted and pale. My mother’s illness is taking its toll on him, too.

      “Wyatt said he’d take a look at the port for her if she wants him to. He’s a doctor.”

      “Let’s go see what she has to say.”

      I take one look at my mom and can tell she’s got a fever. Her eyes are glassy, and her cheeks are rosy. “Mom, my friend Wyatt from Car’s wedding is here. He’s a doctor and said he’d be happy to take a look at the port if you want him to. Wyatt, you met my mom, Elena, at the wedding.”

      My mom smiles at the way I come in hot. “Hello to you, too, my sweet.”

      I lean in to kiss her cheek and come away alarmed by how warm she is. “Hello, Mommy.”

      “If your handsome doctor wants to take a look, I won’t say no to that.” She unbuttons her blouse and tugs it to the side so he can see her port.

      “How long has it been red and puffy?” I ask her.

      “Since Friday. The doctor gave me antibiotics, but they don’t seem to be working.”

      Wyatt takes a close look at the site and then sits back to speak to her. “I think you should probably go to the ER, Elena. The port is infected, and you may need IV antibiotics.”

      She moans at the thought of being back in the hospital.

      “Sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but you don’t want to let that get out of control. Infections can be risky.”

      My mom’s deep sigh says it all. “If you think it’s that serious, then I guess that’s what we’ll do.”

      She wants to shower before she goes, so I help her through that, blinking back tears as I always do when I see the scars from her surgery as well as the weight loss, bruises and other ravages of her illness. I engage in cheerful conversation as I help her get dressed in loose-fitting sweats, always focused on keeping her spirits up, regardless of the latest setback.

      “Your Wyatt is gorgeous,” she whispers, even though there’s no one around to hear her.

      “I think so, too.”

      “We need to talk.”

      “I know, but not now, okay? Let’s get you to the ER so we can figure out what’s going on and get you home as soon as possible.”

      My dad insists on taking his car, so Wyatt and I follow them to Miami-Dade in my car. On the way there, I call Jason to ask if he knows anyone in the Emergency Department who can pull some strings, so my mom won’t have to wait in a room with sick people for hours.

      “I’ll make a call and get right back to you,” he says.

      “Thank you so much.”

      “Good idea to call in favors,” Wyatt says. “Her immune system is compromised from the treatment.”

      “I feel so bad that she’s dealing with this when she’s already had so many setbacks.”

      “Cancer treatment is like that. Hell, a lot of treatment is like that. It was for me. One step forward, three steps backward until there was nowhere left to go but on the transplant list.”

      “What do you think will happen for my mom?”

      “They’ll start her on broad-spectrum antibiotics.”

      “What if that doesn’t work?”

      “They may have to remove the port and put in a new one after she recovers from the removal.”

      My heart sinks. That’d be two more surgeries.

      “But port removal is rare. Try not to worry about that until you have to.”

      Thankfully, he offered to drive because I can’t see through my tears.

      His hand covers mine, infusing me with comfort.

      “I hate to drag you to a hospital on a day off,” I say. “If you don’t want to come—”

      “I’m with you, kid. It’s all good.”

      “It’s all good because you’re here with me.”

      “Nowhere else I’d rather be.”

      “It was so heartbreaking just now… helping her in the shower.” I wipe away the tears that slide down my cheeks. “She’s so embarrassed to need the help.”

      “I remember what that was like, too. I was twelve or thirteen, and my dad was helping me in the hospital, and I was just dying from embarrassment. You know what he said?”

      “What?”

      “That he and I have all the same parts and that I shouldn’t be embarrassed about him seeing me. I needed to pretend we were just a couple of guys in a locker room doing what guys do.”

      “That’s so sweet. Your dad knew just what you needed to hear.”

      “He did. After that, it wasn’t as weird to let him help me. Better than my mom, anyway.”

      I laugh at the grimace he adds to the end of that sentence. “I’m sure.”

      “Bottom line—as someone who’s been where your mom is, you appreciate the help even if you wish you didn’t need it. Having you guys around while she’s going through this makes all the difference, even when it’s hard.”

      “I’m so thankful I can be here to help them both through it. My dad is so heartbroken she’s sick that all he does is weep when she suffers. Part of what we’re doing is keeping him busy, too. Nico and Milo take him golfing at least once a week, and I’m hoping to get him out on the water again soon. He doesn’t want to be unreachable, so that’s why we haven’t done it before now. And Uncle Vin is planning to take him to some of Austin’s games this summer. We’re all doing what we can.”

      “They’re fortunate to have so many people looking out for them. Believe it or not, someday when your mom is back to full health, you’ll look back at this very intense time as a blip in the grand scheme of things.”

      “I look forward to that day. Do you think she’ll fully recover?”

      “There’s no way to know for sure, but someone very wise once told me we have to stay positive and hope for the best.”

      I smile at him, which is miraculous when you consider how low I was feeling only a minute ago. “She must be very wise.”

      “One of the wisest people I’ve ever met.”

      “Surely that’s not true.”

      “Yes, it is. She makes me believe anything is possible—even things I used to think were impossible.”

      “And you make me feel much calmer than I would if you weren’t here to tell me my mom is going to be okay.”

      “It’s hard to stay calm when the setbacks happen, but my therapist used to tell me that each setback was a step forward on the overall journey. It took me a while to wrap my head around that, but with hindsight, I could see she was right.”

      “That perspective must mean so much to your patients.”

      “I think it helps. Knowing I’ve been there, done that makes them feel like I get what they’re going through. I want to write a book about going from a transplant patient to a cardiothoracic surgeon.”

      “You totally should. That would be an amazing story.”

      “It’s on my bucket list.”

      As we’re driving into the hospital parking lot, Jason calls me back. “Hey, ask for Dr. Simmons, and he’ll get you right in. He also reached out to your mom’s oncologist to let him know you’re on your way in.”

      “Thank you so much, Jason.”

      “Keep us posted on how she’s doing.”

      “I will.”

      Dr. Simmons takes Mom straight back to a room, examines the port area and orders the IV antibiotics. We send Dad to the cafeteria to get coffees for everyone to give him something to do besides fret over Mom. Milo tags along with him.

      “Thanks for sending him on an errand,” Mom says when she, Wyatt and I are alone. “He makes me so nervous with how upset he gets over everything.”

      “It’s hard for him to watch you suffer,” Wyatt says. “I remember what that was like for my parents when I was sick. Sometimes I felt like it was harder on them than it was on me.”

      Mom eyes him with new appreciation. “So, a heart transplant, huh? Way to one-up breast cancer.”

      Wyatt tips his head back to laugh. “It’s not a competition. It all sucks equally.”

      She pats the side of the bed. “Come sit with me.”

      He glances briefly at me before he accepts her invitation.

      She takes hold of his hand. “You seem like a lovely young man.”

      “Oh, thank you. That’s nice of you to say.”

      “My Dee is an extraordinary person.”

      “I agree. I think she’s amazing.” He leans in to add, “And super pretty.”

      Mom smiles as big as I’ve seen her smile since this nightmare began. “I know I’m biased, but I think my girls are the prettiest girls in the whole world.”

      “You won’t hear me arguing about that,” he says, winking at me.

      Could he be any cuter?

      “I want you to know something,” she says, continuing to hold his hand. “Before I got sick, I probably would’ve told Dee not to take this chance with you. They say the odds aren’t too good for you, right?”

      “That’s right. I’m about six years past the average survival rate.”

      “But you feel good?”

      “I feel great, especially since I met Dee.”

      “Being sick like this… It changes how you look at things. Did that happen to you, too?”

      “It did. You have a new appreciation for every good day.”

      “That’s what I was going to say. And I want you to enjoy every good day you have left with my Dee.”

      “That’s our plan.”

      When he extends his free hand to me, I grab hold of it while trying not to lose my composure once again.

      “Dee’s convinced me that I need to know what it’s like to be in love.”

      “What do you think so far?” Mom asks him.

      He looks right at me when he says, “It’s the best feeling I’ve ever had.”
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      My dad encourages us to go home since it will be a while before we know if the antibiotics are working. Maria, Nico and Milo are with us, and we can’t talk Dad into going, too, so we leave him with orders to check in later and let us know how she’s doing.

      We walk out into late afternoon sunshine so bright it makes my eyes hurt after the manufactured light in the hospital.

      My siblings and I are like the walking wounded as we absorb the shock of yet another crisis in our mother’s cancer journey.

      “She’s going to be fine, guys,” Wyatt tells us. “Port infections are far more common than you might think. The antibiotics work most of the time. Try not to worry too much.”

      I can see his words make a difference to the others, even Maria, who’s a nurse. It can be difficult for her to rely on her professional know-how when her emotions are all out of whack.

      “Do you guys want to get some pizza or something?” Milo asks.

      The others quickly agree with his idea, and they settle on Crust, which is close to home. I don’t want to go, but I defer to Wyatt.

      “You know me, babe. I can always eat.”

      “So it’s already ‘babe,’ huh?” Nico asks.

      Wyatt never blinks when he says, “Yep.”

      “MYOB, Nico.” I use Nona’s favorite acronym from when we were kids and constantly minding each other’s business. Some things never change.

      “I’m just askin’,” Nico says with indignance.

      “No worries, man.” Wyatt puts his arm around me. “I love your sister. We’re together. It’s kinda simple.”

      It’s not easy to shut down Nico, but Wyatt succeeds beautifully.

      Maria sends me a smug look that tells me she’s thinking the same thing I am.

      We head for our cars, and Wyatt holds the passenger door for me.

      As I get in, I notice that Nico is watching us, and I wonder what his problem is. Not that I plan to let him bother me. I’ve got enough on my mind without him adding to the load.

      “Well done with Nico,” I tell Wyatt when we’re on our way to Little Havana.

      “I was hoping you’d think so. What’s his deal, anyway?”

      “Who knows? He’s always poking at someone or something. That’s how he rolls. Mostly we ignore him.”

      “Siblings can be annoying that way.”

      “Yep. He’s a button pusher. That’s why Nona calls him Button.”

      “That’s cute.”

      “He doesn’t think so, but he’d never tell her that. She’s the one person he never messes with because she could destroy him with a few sharp words. And he knows it.”

      “I love that. Your grandmothers are awesome.”

      “I have a third one who lives in Palm Springs—my mom’s mother. We aren’t as close to her as we are to Nona and Abuela. My mom thinks her mother is jealous because we’re close to Abuela, which is so dumb. Abuela was at every sporting event, concert and play we did as kids. We hardly saw my other grandmother, and she’s jealous? People are ridiculous.”

      “They can be. That’s for sure. My grandparents were a big part of our lives growing up. My mom’s parents moved to live near us in Phoenix to take care of my brother and sister when I was in the hospital. My dad’s parents were already there.”

      “They must’ve been a huge help to your parents.”

      “They were for sure. But it was four more people to hover over me. Not that I don’t love them, but by the time I busted loose and moved to North Carolina, I was ready to be out from under all that parenting.”

      The way he says that makes me laugh. “I can only imagine how confining that had to be.”

      “It was. They were all so thankful for my return to good health, but they wanted to roll me in Bubble Wrap and keep me safe from anything and everything. I had to have a sit-down with the six of them and beg them to let me enjoy the second chance I was so lucky to get. And then I sprang it on them that I intended to go to med school in North Carolina.”

      “What’d they say to that?”

      “They started talking about moving there, and I threatened to ghost them.”

      “They were really going to move?”

      “I think they might’ve until I told them I’d never speak to them again if they did. Not to mention my siblings wouldn’t have, either. They were in high school by then, and their lives had been disrupted enough by me. Thankfully, they reconsidered that idea, but they’re still far more involved in my life than they would be if I hadn’t nearly died about six times before I was seventeen.”

      “Jeez, Wyatt. Six times?”

      “Yeah, that’s how many times I coded, and that was so traumatizing for them. I try to be mindful of what they went through, too. Which is my roundabout way of saying they’re going to be super pissed that I’m planning to move, and they might take that out on you.”

      “Yikes.”

      “I don’t want you to worry about them. They’ll come around. They always do.”

      “We never even talked about me moving to Phoenix.”

      “You can’t do that right now with your mom battling cancer. Not to mention this amazing job offer from your aunt and uncle.”

      “I appreciate how you never even hesitated on that.”

      “I understand where you need to be, and since I need to be with you, we’ll do it here. Provided I get the job, but I’ll look elsewhere in South Florida if I don’t. Something will come up.”

      “Does it still seem weird to you that two days ago, you were determined to keep your distance from me, and now we’re making life plans?”

      “Nope, it’s not weird at all because it’s you. Being with you feels so good, no matter what we’re doing, and now that you’ve convinced me, I need to know what it’s like to be in love. I want to feel like that for every day that I have left.”

      His sweet words move me to tears. “I can’t believe everything that’s happened in one weekend. My head is spinning.”

      “In a good way, I hope.”

      “In the best possible way.”

      “We’re going to need to find a place to live. I love Carmen and Jason’s place. What about something like that?”

      “I love their place, too, but I’d rather live in a house with a yard and maybe a pool.”

      “We can do that. Do you know any Realtors?”

      “I’ll ask Car and Mari who they used.”

      “Get whatever you want.”

      “You have to give me some parameters of what you want.”

      “I want to live with you. That’s my parameter.”

      “It’s amazing to me that I’ll be able to buy a house with you because of my new job. On any other weekend, that’d be the lead story.”

      “I’ll buy the house and put it in both our names.”

      “We will buy the house.”

      “Let me do this, Dee. I want to make sure you’re set up, you know, just in case.”

      I ache when I think of the “just in case” scenarios, but I’m determined to take my own advice about remaining optimistic until there’s cause not to be. “It’s important to me that we do it together. I want to contribute.”

      “And I want to take care of you for as long as I can and set things up, so you’re always protected and safe. You have to let me do that.”

      “Since you broke all your rules for me, I suppose I can break one of mine for you.”

      “Look at us compromising and everything. We’re going to be couple goals for other people.”

      Laughing at that, I direct him to the parking lot for Crust. We’re the last ones to arrive, and the others already have a table. Wyatt sits between Nico and me at a circular table.

      “We ordered our usual pizzas,” Milo tells us, “but we weren’t sure what Wyatt wanted.”

      “I’ll just do a salad,” he says, perusing the menu.

      He misses the lip curl Nico directs his way. “You’re just gonna eat salad?”

      “Yeah,” Wyatt says. “Is that a problem?”

      “Leave him alone, Nico. He has to watch what he eats because of his condition.”

      “Oh, right. The condition that could kill him at any point.”

      “Why are you being a bigger dick than usual?” Maria takes the words right out of my mouth.

      “I swear to God I’m not being a dick,” Nico says. “But am I the only one who’s worried about Dee getting involved so quickly with someone who has… You know…” He rolled his hand for us to fill in the blank.

      “An early expiration date?” Wyatt says.

      “Wyatt, don’t.” He doesn’t have to do this again. The only opinion that matters is mine, and he already knows how I feel.

      “It’s fine, hon. Your brother has concerns. I get it.”

      “That’s all it is,” Nico says, softening his tone. “After what happened with Marcus, I can’t bear to see you hurt again.”

      I’m appalled when my eyes fill with tears. He’s never sweet like that.

      “Aw, Jesus, do not cry,” Nico says, sounding more like himself again.

      “I’m not crying.”

      “Liar.”

      “It’s just so shocking when you’re nice to me.”

      Maria and Milo crack up laughing.

      “Shut up,” Nico says. “All of you.”

      I dab at my eyes with a paper napkin and glance at Wyatt, who’s taking in the Giordino family shenanigans with an amused expression.

      Austin arrives with Everly, and we shift the seating to make room for them.

      “What’d I miss?” Austin asks after he kisses Maria and expertly buckles Everly into a wooden high chair. He pulls crayons out of Everly’s backpack and has her working on a drawing on the restaurant’s paper placemat in a matter of seconds.

      I’m always impressed by what a wonderful father he is. He tends to Everly with a natural, practiced ease that’s so sweet.

      “Nico was being a D-I-C-K, but then he was nice to Dee and made her cry,” Maria tells him. They have to watch everything they say around Everly. “Pretty much business as usual.”

      “Sounds like it,” Austin says, smiling. “You’ll get used to them, Wyatt. After a while.”

      “Good to know.”

      “Why was Nico being a D this time?” Austin asks, earning a scowl from his future brother-in-law.

      “I’m worried about Dee. So shoot me.”

      The waitress returns with a pitcher of beer and glasses.

      “Could I please get a water with lemon?” Wyatt asks.

      “Make it a double,” Austin adds. “I’m driving my baby.”

      “Anything in addition to the pizza?” the waitress asks.

      “I’ll do the kale salad with salmon, please,” Wyatt says.

      “And a kid’s cheese pizza,” Austin says.

      “Coming right up.”

      “Back to talking about Nico behind his back in front of his face,” Austin says, grinning at Nico.

      “Here’s a big idea,” Nico says. “Let’s move on.”

      “As much as I’m all for that,” Wyatt says, “we should talk about this so you can get it off your chest.”

      “I’m more worried about your chest than mine,” Nico says, making us all laugh.

      The laughter helps to relieve the tension.

      “My chest is totally fine,” Wyatt assures him. “I get checked monthly, and I’m super vigilant between checkups. I eat healthily, work out religiously—except for this weekend when I’ve been distracted in the best possible way—and I take excellent care of myself. I think that’s why I’ve never had any issues with my new heart.”

      Nico, Milo and Maria hang on his every word, and I appreciate their concern and interest in his situation.

      “That doesn’t mean you’re in the clear, though, right?” Milo asks tentatively.

      He’d never want anyone to think he’s a dick like Nico can be. Nico isn’t a bad guy. He just shoots from the hip sometimes, and that can be irritating to whomever he’s shooting at.

      “No, it doesn’t mean that. I have no idea what to expect going forward. The life expectancy for transplant recipients is about eleven years. I’m well past that but have no reason to be concerned at the moment.”

      “At the moment,” Nico says. “That’s the part that worries me.”

      I glance at Wyatt. “Allow me.”

      He gestures for me to have at it.

      “This moment, right here, right now, is all we have, Nico. There is nothing else. Being with Wyatt makes me happier than I’ve ever been, and I already know that after just a few days, even if that might seem crazy or impulsive to you. We got to know each other really well the weekend of the wedding, and we’ve kept in touch ever since, so it’s not as fast as you think. I want more of the feeling I get when I’m with him. I want as much of that feeling as I can possibly have, and since we might be short on time, there’s none to waste. We’re grabbing this moment, the only one we have, and soaking it for as much as we can get out of it. If the worst possible thing happens, we’ll deal with that when we have to, but I refuse to waste any of the precious time we have together dreading the future. My eyes are wide open to what might happen. I’m not reckless or foolish or stupid. I’m making an informed decision with full appreciation for the possible risks. And I’ve decided Wyatt is worth any potential risk or future heartbreak.”

      For a long time after my word vomit ends, no one says anything until Milo clears his throat and breaks the silence.

      “That’s beautiful, Dee,” he says.

      “I agree,” Austin says. “And for what it’s worth, as someone who’s dealt with a potentially fatal illness in the person I love the most, I’ll just say bravo to living to the fullest right here and now. You just never know what’s lurking around the next bend, waiting to disrupt your entire life. You guys certainly know that since your mom got sick.”

      “That’s true,” Milo says, glancing at Nico.

      My younger brother is a love. Whereas Nico is all sharp edges, Milo is a softie. As the youngest of the four of us, he’s always played the role of peacemaker. He can’t stand conflict and wants everyone to get along.

      “I can see where you’re coming from,” Nico says tentatively as if he’s not sure he should fully speak his mind after everyone calling him a dick earlier.

      “Whatever you want to say, just say it,” I tell him. “Get it out there so we can move on.”

      It’s unusual for my older brother and me to talk this way, so I want to run with it while I have him.

      “When everything happened with Marcus,” he says, peeling a straw and bending it around his fingers, “I wanted to kill him for doing that to you.”

      I had no idea. “I’m glad you didn’t. You’d look washed-out in prison orange.”

      His lips quirk with the start of a smile. “I’m serious. For him to marry someone else and not even tell you, I wanted to kill him.”

      I reach over Wyatt to put my hand on Nico’s. “Thank you for caring. It means a lot.”

      “Of course I care. Maybe I don’t act like it all the time—”

      “Any of the time,” Maria says with a cough as the rest of us crack up.

      “I care,” Nico says, his face flushing. “I never want to see any of you guys hurt the way Marcus hurt you.”

      “Thank you, Nico,” I say. “I appreciate that.”

      “While we’re having this come-to-Jesus conversation,” Maria says, “what’re you up to with Sofia at the restaurant?”

      He recoils from the question. “I’m not up to anything. What does that even mean?”

      “You know what I’m talking about, so don’t play dumb with me.”

      I’ve never in my life seen Nico squirm the way he does under the heat of Maria’s intense glare.

      “I’m honestly not ‘up to’ anything,” Nico says after a long pause. “We’re friends. That’s all it is.”

      “She means a lot to everyone,” Maria tells him. “Abuela and Nona would castrate you if you ever did anything to hurt her.”

      “For Christ’s sake, Maria. Why would I want to hurt her?”

      “Oh, I don’t know.” My sister can be ruthless when she wants to be, and I love that about her. “Maybe you’re just looking to get lucky and move on, and if that’s the case, find someone else to mess around with.”

      “Ease up, will you? We’re just friends. Don’t make it into anything more than that.”

      “As long as you don’t, we’re all good,” Maria says.

      Nico is saved from further inquisition when the food arrives, but I’m glad Maria put him on notice.

      “We need a toast to Dee,” Maria says, smiling. “The new general manager at Giordino’s!”

      “Shut up,” Milo says, grinning. “Is that what V and V were talking to you about after brunch?”

      “How do you know that when you weren’t even there?”

      Milo gives me a withering look. “We got a full report from Aunt Francesca.”

      “I still can’t believe they asked me. They said Mommy’s illness has been a wake-up call for them, and they want to take some time for fun before they’re too old to enjoy all their hard work.”

      “That’s great for them and you,” Nico says. “Congrats.”

      “Thanks. I’m excited about it—and nervous. But Uncle V promised he’d teach me everything I need to know, and as he said, he’s not going anywhere that I can’t reach him if I need him.”

      “You’ll be great,” Austin says. “Congratulations.”

      Their excitement and encouragement mean everything to me. “Thanks, everyone.”

      “So this situation with Mommy,” Milo says tentatively. “How worried do we need to be?” He addresses the question to Maria and Wyatt.

      “It looks like just an infection,” Maria says.

      “And that can happen with chemo ports,” Wyatt adds. “It’s not uncommon. How long ago did she have scans?”

      “A month,” I tell him, “and they were clear.”

      “That’s the most important thing,” he says. “Try not to panic. There’ll be setbacks and a few steps forward, followed by a few steps backward. It’s always like that with these sorts of illnesses.”

      “Was it like that for you?” Maria asks.

      “Hell yes. One month I’d be feeling good and thinking I turned a corner, and the next month, I’d be back in the hospital fighting for my life again. It was a total roller coaster until I had the transplant.”

      “And you immediately felt better?” Milo asks.

      “I felt reborn. Your mom is doing great. This is a setback, but she’s heading in the right direction with clear scans. That’s the most important thing.”

      Nico insists on picking up the check, probably to prove he’s not a dick, and we say our goodbyes in the parking lot. Maria promises to check in with my dad and then update us on our mother’s condition to keep from overwhelming him with texts.

      She gives me an extra-tight hug. “I love Wyatt,” she whispers in my ear.

      “I do, too.”

      “I’m so happy for you.”

      That means everything to me, and she knows it.

      As Wyatt drives us back to my place, I feel content in a way that I haven’t in a very long time. I’m worried about my mom but comforted by what Wyatt said about setbacks being common when fighting major illness.

      I look over at him, drinking in the sight of him while I still can. I hate that he’s leaving tomorrow. “Thanks for being so great with them. It helped them to hear that setbacks are common. It helped me to hear that.”

      “I’m glad it helped. The setbacks can be scary for the families. I get that.”

      When we get back to my place, he asks if he can borrow my iron. I find one that some previous tenant left under the kitchen sink and set it up for him. While he irons his shirt for the interview tomorrow, I check my texts and find one from my cousin Domenic.

      Hey, cuz, I hope things are good there, and Aunt Elena is doing ok. I found a new permanent roommate and wondered if it’s okay for me to pack up your stuff and ship it home. I figured with everything you’ve got going on, that would save you a trip to NYC. Let me know—and I’ll ask Tori to pack your underwear drawer. Ewwww.

      I laugh as I respond to him. He’s been dating Tori for a while but refuses to call her an actual girlfriend. That’d be AWESOME. Just let me know what I owe you for boxes and shipping. I’ll Venmo you. My mom is doing ok. She had a minor setback with an infection in her port, so she’s in the hospital. We’re told it’s nothing to worry about, but that’s easier said than done. Also, LOL about the underwear drawer. Tell Tori thanks for me. How’s it going with her, anyway?

      It’s good. We’re having fun. Not sure she’s THE ONE, but I guess we’ll see. I’ll get your stuff packed up this week. Sorry to hear about Aunt Elena—keep me posted on that. I heard some interesting stuff about you. What gives with the doctor with the bad heart?

      I look over at Wyatt, who’s concentrating on what he’s doing. How is he adorable even when ironing? His heart is just fine—it’s just not the one he was born with. He’s my ONE.

      Shut up! Seriously?

      Very.

      That’s awesome, D. I’m so happy for you. Can’t wait to meet him.

      I can’t wait, either. When are you coming home again?

      Maybe next month. We’ll see. What else is new in Miami?

      You won’t believe it. Uncle V and Aunt V asked me to be the GM of the restaurant. They’re ready to start working less and wanted someone they trust to run the business.

      That’s AMAZING, D. You’ll be great at it.

      I hope so. It’s super exciting. Thanks again for packing me up. That’s a massive load off my mind.

      Happy to help you out. I’ll let you know when it’s on the way.

      Thanks, Dom.

      “Well, that’s a huge relief,” I say to Wyatt.

      “What is?”

      “My cousin Domenic, who was my roommate in New York, is going to pack up my stuff and ship it for me. That saves me a trip to the city.”

      “That’s great. How’s he related to you?”

      “He’s my dad’s sister Francesca’s son. She and her husband, Domenic Senior, own this place.”

      “I’m going to need a map of your family.”

      “I can draw you a picture.”

      He comes to me and slips his arms around me. “That’d help.” He gazes down at me for a long moment before he kisses me softly. “Today was great. I loved every minute with you and your incredible family.”

      I smile up at him. “Even when we were telling Nico what a dick he is?”

      “That was particularly entertaining. I admire the way you guys just put it out there.”

      “We don’t usually do that, so it was interesting to see him on defense. Usually, he’s on offense, as in being as offensive as possible. But he has a good heart. He’s been amazing to our parents since my mom got sick. He’s really stepped up. We all have, but I wouldn’t have expected what we’ve gotten from him. It’s good to know he’s capable.”

      “For sure.” He brushes aside my hair so he can kiss my neck. “And what you said about me and us…”

      It’s all I can do to remain standing because his kisses have made my knees weak. “You liked that, did you?”

      “Mmm, I loved it. I can’t begin to tell you what these last few days have meant to me and how humbled I am that a beautiful woman like you would go all-in with me, even knowing what might be ahead.”

      “I’ve never felt this way before, and it’s freeing to know we might have a time limit because it cuts out all the usual nonsense that people go through before they get to the heart of the matter.”

      “And what is the heart of this matter?”

      “I love you. I love being with you. I want to be with you as much as I can for as long as I can.”

      “That makes me feel like the luckiest guy who ever lived because I love you, too. I love everything about you. I love the way your hair is so shiny and has red highlights in the sun. I love the way your gorgeous brown eyes give away everything you feel and how easily you tear up.”

      I laugh as my eyes flood with tears brought on by his sweet words.

      “I love watching you with your family, the way you fit in with them so perfectly, the way you love them and how they love you. You make me want to be part of them.” He tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. “I love how you are with Maria and Carmen. The bond between the three of you is so adorable. And more than anything, I love the way you make me feel truly optimistic about the future in a way I’ve never been before.”

      With my arms wrapped around his neck, I draw him into a deep, sensual kiss that’s somehow more than anything I’ve experienced so far with him. Sharing our feelings has turned up the intensity, and I can tell how he responds that he feels it as much as I do. And then he’s walking me backward toward my room, without missing a beat in the kiss of all kisses.

      I’m not sure which one of us is more eager to get the other naked, but the competition is fierce and funny when his shirt gets stuck on his head. Laughing, he pulls it off and then goes to work on my bra, which he removes with breathtaking speed.

      “You’re very good at that.”

      He cradles my bare breasts in his hands as he looks at me with fire in his gorgeous eyes. “I did a lot of practicing for the main event.” Easing me onto the bed, he follows, hovering over me, propped on one arm while he caresses my breast with his free hand. “It was all leading to you.”

      I want him so badly. I want everything I can have with him, and I want it right now. When I reach for him, he comes down on top of me, kissing me again with the same desperation as before. I wrap my arms and legs around him, wanting him more than I knew it was possible to want anyone. After so many years in a relationship, I thought I understood love and sex and desire, but I knew nothing until I loved Wyatt.

      He fills me so completely, so perfectly, that I’m on the verge of release before he’s begun to move. Every part of me tingles with awareness and a desperate kind of need that’s all new to me.

      This is love. This is what I want and need, and there’s nothing I won’t do to hold on to him for as long as I possibly can.
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      Dr. Stern’s unblinking stare puts me on notice that she’s not here for my bullshit. “How’re you feeling?”

      “Much better.” Detox was a bitch. I’ve never been sicker in my life.

      “And you’re settling in well here?”

      “So far, so good.” The rehab facility is better than expected, not that I had any idea of what to expect.

      “And you’re going to the group sessions every day?”

      “That’s a requirement.”

      “Are you participating?”

      “I haven’t said much yet, but I’m listening.”

      “That’s a good place to start. Are you hearing stories that sound familiar to yours?”

      “Yeah, for sure.”

      “People in recovery find comfort in knowing they’re not alone. My patients often tell me that the fellowship element of AA is one of the best parts for them. They find people who get it, who understand the struggles and how difficult it can be to stay sober.”

      “I can see how that would be helpful.”

      “What’ve you been thinking about since you’ve been here?” Dr. Stern asks.

      “I’ve been thinking about Dee. I can’t wait to see her and have the chance to apologize and explain to her about what happened.”

      “What would you say to her if she were here?”

      “I’d tell her how sorry I am for everything that happened, that I wasn’t thinking clearly when I was drinking, and I never stopped loving her.”

      “Let’s play out that conversation, shall we? I’ll pretend to be her.”

      I’m not at all sure how I feel about that, but if it kills the time I’m required to spend with the good doctor, then so be it. “Sure.”

      “If I were Dee, I’d say this apology was a long time coming, like more than a year after you married another woman while we were in a relationship. I’d ask where you were for all that time you were married while supposedly feeling bad about what you did to me. How would you respond?”

      I swallow the huge lump in my throat that forms anytime I think about the pain I inflicted on the person I love the most. “I’d say again how sorry I am for everything that happened, that I never intended to hurt her or to go so long without trying to make things right with her. I’d tell her I was sick over what I did, so sick I could barely function.”

      “But you managed to function well enough to stay married for most of a year to a woman you say you married by mistake.”

      “It was a mistake! The whole thing was a gigantic fucking mistake! The only one I ever wanted to be married to was Dee.” I’m appalled when tears flood my eyes. I brush them away with the back of my hand, mortified to break down in front of the doctor. But she’s probably used to it.

      “Why did you stay married for so long if it was a mistake, Marcus? Why not immediately request an annulment or a divorce or whatever it would take to end a marriage you never intended to have?”

      “I was so, so messed up. Ana tried to help me, and I was afraid to face Dee after she found out what I did. I know it was cowardly, but I couldn’t bear to face her knowing I hurt her that way.”

      “So instead, you let it fester for a whole year, during which time Dee presumably picked up the pieces of the life she thought she was going to have with you and figured out a new plan for herself. Is that right?”

      I have no idea what to say to that.

      “A year is a long time to let something like that go without a single word from you. If I’m Dee, I’m thinking, well, if he didn’t care enough even to try to make things right with me for the entire year after he married someone else—and stayed married to her—I guess it’s safe to assume it’s over with him, and I need to move on.”

      Is she trying to piss me off, or does it just seem that way? “It’s not safe to assume that.”

      “Marcus, I want you to listen to me. Really listen. Can you do that?”

      “Isn’t that what I’m doing here?”

      “I need you to hear me when I tell you Dee isn’t coming back. There’s nothing you can say or do at this point to fix what you broke with her. Do you understand that?”

      “You don’t know how we were together for years.”

      “No, I don’t, but as a woman myself, I can tell you that if the man I’d been with for years up and married someone else without so much as a word to me before or after, I wouldn’t have much to say to him more than a year later. I think it’s also pretty safe to assume that all the people who love me would put up a wall so big and so tall that that man would never be able to get near me again. I assume Dee has friends and family who love her.”

      Her family is fantastic, and I miss them almost as much as I miss her. I give a quick nod to answer the doctor’s question. She’s right about Dee’s family and friends. Carmen and Maria alone must want to stab me through the heart, not to mention what Abuela, Nona, Nico, Milo and Dee’s parents, aunts, uncles and cousins must think of me.

      “They won’t let you get anywhere near her. You have to know that.”

      “If I don’t have the possibility of reconciling with Dee to look forward to, then why am I even here? Why am I bothering with rehab? What does it matter?”

      “Don’t do that. Don’t tell yourself there’s no point to all this unless Dee is part of the equation.”

      “Well, there isn’t. She’s the only reason I’m here.”

      “That can’t be the reason. You have to do this for yourself, first and foremost. You have to want to get better, restore your health and fight your addiction. That has to be the primary reason, or all this will be for nothing.”

      “It’s for nothing if I have no chance to reconcile with Dee when it’s over.”

      “Marcus, you have no chance of reconciling with Dee.”

      “How can you know that for sure? Have you talked to her or something?”

      “No, I haven’t talked to her, but I don’t need to talk to her to know for certain there’s almost zero chance she’s going to suddenly decide to forgive you for marrying another woman and take you back as if nothing ever happened.”

      I honestly can’t bear to hear that. The doctor’s words extinguish the tiny flame of hope burning inside me that’s been keeping me going over the last few horrific days.

      “Imagine she’d been the one to marry someone in New York. Imagine you’d been with her just a few weeks earlier when suddenly word starts to reach you, through other people, that Dee had gotten married. What do you suppose that would’ve been like for you to hear it that way?”

      “It would’ve sucked.”

      “And then imagine you didn’t hear anything from her at all for a year after she married this other guy you had no idea she even knew. Imagine having to picture her living with him and sleeping with him when you still hadn’t heard a word from her directly.”

      While she takes a breath, I try to tamp down the rage I feel at this scenario she’s painting for me.

      “And then, after a full year with no contact whatsoever with her, you hear—again through the grapevine—that she’s left that guy, and all she wants is another shot with you. What do you think you’d say to her at that point?”

      I hate to admit the situation looks different to me when she spins it that way.

      Dr. Stern leans toward me, her expression earnest. “There are some things that can never be fixed, no matter how much we might wish otherwise. Some hurts can never be undone or overcome, no matter what we say or do to make amends. The cuts are too deep ever to heal properly.”

      This isn’t at all what I want to hear. Knowing I don’t stand a chance to fix things with Dee makes me feel hopeless about the future. “So what do I do now if you’re telling me there’s no chance I can ever make things right with her?”

      “You have to make things right with yourself. You can’t do it for Dee or anyone other than you.”

      Despite the doctor’s dire commentary, I refuse to believe I have no chance to put things back together with Dee. I cling to that possibility. It might be the only thing keeping me alive. But if I tell the doctor that, she’ll flip the panic switch and declare me suicidal when I’m not. I’m determined. When I get out of here, I’ll find Dee, and I’ll tell her the truth about what happened. Hopefully, I’ll make her see that I made a huge mistake because I was in the grips of an addiction I’d yet to realize or accept fully.

      Until Dee looks me in the eye and tells me there’s no chance for us, I won’t give up on her.

      “Do you understand what you need to do, Marcus? How you need to put yourself first in your recovery?”

      “I understand.”
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      Wyatt and I are ravenous for each other, like two people who’ve been separated for years and finally found our way back to each other. By the time daylight begins to filter into the room, I’m sore, tired and exhilarated after the most fantastic night of my life. It’s even better than the first night we spent together because now I know he loves me, and he knows I love him.

      Love makes all the difference.

      I’m lying on my side, facing him, holding his hand as we stare at each other in a state of stunned disbelief. At least that’s what it is from my end.

      “Is this real?” I ask him, breaking a long silence.

      “So real and so perfect it’s not even funny.”

      Smiling, I raise my head to look over him at the clock on my bedside table. “Your interview is in two hours. Do you want to sleep for an hour?”

      “I can sleep on the flight home.”

      The reminder that he’s leaving this afternoon is like a pinprick to my good-mood balloon. I feel deflated and sad, and he hasn’t even left yet.

      “Don’t do that.”

      “What am I doing?”

      “Thinking about me leaving and things getting messed up. That’s not going to happen.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because neither of us will let that happen. You’re the most important person in my life, and we’re going to make this work. I promise.”

      His sweetness and certainty have me choked up, overwhelmed with all the emotions.

      He slides closer to me, puts his arm around me and kisses me. “Don’t worry about anything.”

      “What? Me worry?”

      “You have to take your own badass warrior princess advice and stay optimistic. I’m going to get the job at Miami-Dade, I’m going to move here, we’re going to live together, and we’re going to be so fucking happy that people will be jealous of how happy we are. And that’s how it’s going to go. You got me?”

      I release his hand and place mine on his face, feeling the subtle tickle of his whiskers against my palm. “I got you, and I’m not letting go.”

      “Don’t you dare. I’d never forgive you after you talked me into falling in love with you.”

      “I won’t. I promise.”

      We stay there for another half hour, whispering, kissing, making plans. I want to exist inside this bubble with him forever and never come out.

      “Come help me in the shower,” he says. “I need you to wash my back.”

      Laughing, I drag myself out of bed and immediately feel shy when the sheet falls away.

      He’s right there, wrapping his arms around me and holding me close. “Don’t ever, ever feel self-conscious around me. I think you’re a fucking goddess come to life.”

      “You make me feel very good about myself.”

      “You ought to feel exceptionally good about yourself.” Smiling, he adds, “I feel exceptionally good about you.” He takes hold of my hands and walks backward toward the bathroom, bringing me with him as he feasts his eyes on every naked inch of me.

      My entire body is on fire with embarrassment and arousal and desire, although I can’t fathom any more of what we’ve already had repeatedly.

      The warm water raining down on my sore muscles feels like heaven, as does the sweet massage he gives my back and shoulders.

      When I turn to face him, I trace a finger down the center of his pectorals over the faint scar from his surgery. “Who designed the image?”

      “I did. It was how I saw myself after the surgery, spreading my wings, ready for anything that might come my way.”

      “It’s beautiful. Have you drawn other things?”

      “Lots of stuff. It was how I stayed sane during the months in the hospital.”

      “I want to see it.”

      “I’ll show you everything when you come to Phoenix.” He runs his soapy hands over my breasts and belly, making my legs feel weak and rubbery beneath me. “I was thinking about Phoenix. I know you said you have to work next weekend, but could you fly out next Sunday? I’m going to give two weeks’ notice at work, and we can drive back the following weekend. That way, you could meet my parents before we leave.”

      My head is spinning but in the best possible way. “As long as my mom is doing okay, I should be able to do that.”

      “If she needs you, don’t sweat it. I can drive back by myself.”

      “I have no doubt Maria and Carmen would be happy to cover for me with my parents so I could make the drive with you.”

      “That’d be very nice of them.”

      “They’ve been saying for a while now that they wanted me to find my Jason or Austin. They wanted me to have what they do. I know they’ll do anything they can to support us.”

      “It makes me feel lucky to have their support. I know how much that matters to you.”

      “It does. They’re my ride-or-die girls.”

      “I’m glad you have them.”

      “We both have them. If I love you, they will do anything for you, too.”

      “That’s good to know.”

      I kiss him and leave him in the shower to shave while I get dressed in leggings and a T-shirt that leaves one shoulder bare. Before I dry my hair, I check my phone, looking for an update on my mom, which Maria has provided.

      Checked in with the nurses this morning. Mommy had a good night, and the antibiotics are doing the trick. Her fever has broken, and she should be released later today with a new prescription for more potent antibiotics. It seems the current crisis has passed.

      I respond to the group text that includes my brothers, Vincent, Vivian, Francesca, Nona and Abuela. That’s such a relief. Thanks for the update. I’ll handle dinner for them tonight. Taking care of my parents will give me something to do after Wyatt leaves.

      And just that quickly, my chest aches from the thought of him leaving. I know it’s temporary, but after this whirlwind weekend, all I want in the entire world—other than my mother’s complete recovery, of course—is to be with him.

      I decide to let my hair dry curly because I’m too tired and lazy to bother with the drying-and-straightening ritual. I put it up in a bun to keep it from making my shirt wet.

      Wyatt emerges from my bedroom wearing a gray suit with a white dress shirt and a navy patterned tie.

      I’m rendered utterly speechless at the sight of him in a suit.

      “Earth to Dee? You okay?”

      I lick my dry lips. “You… You’re so handsome.”

      His smile lights up his eyes. “Thank you. You’re looking rather handsome yourself.” He comes toward me with intent that can’t be mistaken after the time we’ve spent together.

      I hold up a hand to stop him. “Slow your roll, pal. You’ve got somewhere to be.”

      “I hate having somewhere to be, but if it allows me to relocate to my girl’s hometown, then I guess it’s worth it.”

      Hearing him call me his girl makes me feel light-headed and happy. So damned happy. “Good news—my mom’s fever has broken, and they’re sending her home today.”

      “That’s fantastic news.” He checks the fancy watch on his wrist. “I guess I should call for an Uber.”

      “I’ll take you. I can visit Carmen’s office while I wait for you. She’s been telling me to come by for months now.”

      “Are you sure? I don’t want to mess up your day.”

      “You’re going to mess up my day by leaving later. I don’t mind driving you. We can stop for a cortadito at our favorite ventanita.”

      “Um, translation please?”

      “Cuban coffee.”

      “Ah, sign me up for a decaf.”

      “Oh crap. Sorry. I forgot you don’t do caffeine.”

      “It’s no big deal, babe.”

      I roll my lip between my teeth. “I need you to give me a full list of what’s off-limits for you so I don’t tempt you with things you can’t have.”

      “I like when you tempt me.”

      “You know what I mean. I don’t want to cook something bad for you or take you for coffee you can’t drink.”

      “I bet there’s a decaf option. Let’s go find out.”

      “And you’ll make me a list of what we need to avoid?”

      “I’ll make sure you have all the info you need.”

      He grabs a leather portfolio, and we head out with me driving to Juanita’s ventanita, which is a hole-in-the-wall at a gas station. On the way, I describe the four types of Cuban coffee—cafecito, colada, café con leche and cortadito.

      “Which one do you think I should try?”

      “Since you’re not a regular coffee drinker—and honestly, I don’t know how people function without it—I’d try a decaf café con leche. It’s milder than the cortadito, which Abuela says puts hair on your chest.”

      “But I don’t want hair on your beautiful chest.” He pretends to make a note in his portfolio. “Note to self. She needs kick-ass coffee to start her day.”

      “She does, or she isn’t responsible for her crankiness, especially after almost no sleep last night.”

      “Best night ever,” he says, glancing over at me. “Even better than the first one, and I wouldn’t have thought that was possible.”

      “I was so embarrassed about that night afterward.”

      “What? Why?”

      “It was just so unlike me to, um, behave that way with a man I’d only just met. It was like I was outside myself or something. I don’t know how to explain it.”

      “Whoever you were that night, I liked you a lot. So much that I constantly relived it over and over and over again until I thought I’d go mad if I didn’t see you again as soon as possible.”

      “Really?”

      “Really. And that’s never happened. I’ve never been obsessed with seeing someone again the way I was with you. I think I was already well on my way to being in love with you before you made me fall the rest of the way.”

      “I didn’t make you do anything.”

      “Yes, you did. You made me believe, and you have no idea what a big deal that is for me. Before this, before you, I thought I was a pretty optimistic kind of guy. I didn’t dwell too much on the uncertainty that’s such a big part of my life, but I can also see that I was missing out on some pretty incredible things by putting limits on what I allowed to happen. So yeah, you made me see some things just shouldn’t be missed, and I’ll always be thankful to you for pushing me on that.”

      I flash him my best saucy grin. “I made out pretty good, too.”

      “Don’t remind me of that, or you’ll send me into my interview with a boner that won’t quit.”

      “I’m surprised it still works.”

      He takes my hand and places it on the rigid column of his erection. “Works just fine.”

      “Stop!” I sputter, trying to pull my hand away, but he isn’t having it. “Wyatt…”

      “Yes, Dee?”

      “We’re here.”

      He looks up at the gas station, his brows furrowing with confusion.

      I give my hand another tug. “You’ll see, but you have to let me go.”

      “I’ll let you go. For now.”

      We get out of the car and join the line for Juanita’s magical coffee and pastries. It moves slowly because Juanita makes everything herself and takes the time to talk to each of her customers. We’re doing good for time to get Wyatt to the hospital for his nine-thirty appointment, but he keeps checking his watch.

      “I’ll get you there on time. Don’t worry.”

      “What? Me worry?”

      I love him. I love being with him and how easy it is. It’s easy, like breathing. I take hold of his hand with both of mine.

      He gives mine a little squeeze.

      I look up from our joined hands to see Juanita watching us, a big smile lighting up her pretty face. “Hola, amiga ¿Cómo estás? ¿Dónde encuentran tu hermana, tu prima, y tú estos chicos tan atractivos y cómo puedo conseguir uno para mi hija?” Hi, friend. How’re you doing? Where do your sister, cousin and you find these hot men, and how can I get one for my daughter?

      Laughing, I glance at Wyatt and say, “Lo encontré en la boda de Car.” I found this one at Car’s wedding.

      “Ah, sabía que no me hubiera ido a mis vacaciones para ir a esa boda.” Ah, I knew I should’ve skipped my vacation to be at that wedding.

      “Why do I feel like you ladies are talking about me behind my back?” Wyatt asks with a grin.

      Juanita fans her face. “We’re talking about you, all right, but we’re doing it right in front of your very handsome face.”

      “Oh, um, thank you.”

      “Juanita, this is Wyatt. Wyatt, meet Juanita.”

      “Very nice to meet you,” she says.

      “Likewise.”

      “I’ll have a cortadito, and Wyatt would like a decaf café con leche.”

      Juanita makes a face that lets me know what she thinks of the word decaf and gets busy making our drinks. She asks how my mother’s doing, whether Carmen is pregnant yet and not telling her, and how Maria and the sexy baseball player are doing. “His little girl is adorable. She likes the decaf café con leche, too.”

      “She’s so cute.”

      Juanita brings our drinks to the window. “A cortadito and a decaf café con leche for the chico sexy.”

      “Did she just say I’m sexy?” Wyatt asks.

      I sputter with laughter. “Like you didn’t already know that.”

      “Me gusta éste, cariño,” Juanita says. “Es bueno verte sonreír de nuevo.” I like this one, honey. It’s nice to see you smiling again.

      “Gracias, a mi me gusta él también.” Thank you. I like him, too.

      Wyatt pays for the coffees and accepts the bag with delicious pastelitos that come with every order of coffee. I’m not sure if he’ll eat one, but I hope he’ll at least taste the buttery goodness.

      “What’s in here?” he asks, holding up the bag as we walk back to the car.

      “Heaven.”

      “Heaven in a bag, huh?”

      “Yep.”

      In the car, he takes a tentative sip of his coffee. “Wow, that’s good.”

      “I told you.” I take the bag from him, retrieve one of the pastelitos and offer him a bite. “I feel like Eve in the Garden of Eden, offering Adam something bad for him.”

      “One little taste won’t hurt anything.” He takes a bite, and his eyes roll back in his head. “Yeah, that’s fucking awesome. I can’t believe she works out of a gas station and sells the best coffee in Miami.”

      “She does a huge business out of that little hole-in-the-wall. People come from all over the city every day and wait in line for what she’s dishing up.”

      He takes another sip of his drink. “I can see why. I usually could take or leave coffee of any kind, but this could become a habit.”

      “I’m glad you like it.” I feel proud to have introduced him to something that’s been such a big part of my life. “You can’t grow up in Miami with close Cuban relatives and not have some sort of history with coffee. It’s a cornerstone of our social fabric.”

      “I’m intrigued by the cultural aspects of Miami, and by the way, it was super sexy listening to you speak fluent Spanish.” He fans his face dramatically. “I didn’t know you were bilingual.”

      “That comes with growing up here. Everyone speaks Spanish. You can live your whole life here and never speak English.”

      “Did you take Spanish in school?”

      “I did, but I was fluent by the time I was in middle school. I have so many close friends and cousins who speak Spanish that I learned just by being immersed.” I glance over at him. “If you want, after your interview, we can poke around in Little Havana a bit.” His flight isn’t until five-thirty, so we have all afternoon to spend together.

      “That sounds great. I’d love to poke around with you.”

      “I’m talking about walking, just in case you’re thinking about other things.”

      “When you’re around, I’m always thinking about other things, but in this case, I knew what you meant.”

      When we arrive at Miami-Dade, Wyatt takes a critical look at the place and says the landscaping is beautiful. “I can’t get over the difference between here and Phoenix. Everything there is so dry and barren, and here, it’s so lush and green.”

      “We’re all about the landscaping in South Florida. Everything is beautifully landscaped.”

      “I love it.”

      I’m so glad he loves my town and wants to be here, because I don’t think I could bear to leave again, not after having done it once before. Now that I’m home, I’ve realized how painfully homesick I was in New York, even having my cousin there with me. It wasn’t the same as being here, surrounded by most of the people I love and being with them anytime I want.

      We park in the visitor lot and walk inside together, taking the elevator to the executive offices, where Carmen works across the hall from the hospital president, who, along with the medical director, chief of surgery and head of cardiology, will meet with Wyatt.

      “Maybe you should go in before me, so it doesn’t look like you brought a date to an interview.”

      Smiling, he says, “I don’t care if they think I brought a date to an interview.”

      “You need to get this job, Wyatt. I can’t move to Phoenix.”

      “I know you can’t, but don’t worry. If I don’t get this one, I’ll apply to others. I’ll find something.”

      “I want you to find something that makes you happy.”

      “I want to be with you. You make me happy.”

      Before I can reply to that, we’ve arrived at the hospital president’s suite. I’m delighted to see Carmen in the reception area, speaking to a woman seated at a desk. I recognize her from the wedding, but I can’t recall her name.

      Carmen lights up at the sight of us. “Mona, you remember my cousin Dee from the wedding, as well as Jason’s good friend Dr. Wyatt Blake.”

      “Nice to see you both again,” Mona says.

      Car hugs Wyatt and me. “I was hoping to see you before your interview, Wyatt, so I could wish you good luck.” To me, she adds, “This is a nice surprise.”

      “I figured this was a good time to take you up on the invite to see your office. If you’re not busy, that is.”

      “I’ve got time,” she says.

      “You look fantastic, by the way.” She’s wearing a black suit with a red silk blouse and sky-high heels. “You’re rocking that suit.”

      “Aw, thanks.”

      Mr. Augustino emerges from his office. I remember him from the wedding.

      Carmen introduces us to him, and he shakes hands with both of us. “Good to see you again. Dr. Blake, we’re ready for you in my office.”

      “Lead the way.” Wyatt trails a hand over my back as he follows Mr. Augustino into his office.

      I’m a nervous wreck watching him go, hoping and praying he can land this job, the first step in making our plans a reality.

      “Come in.” Car nudges me out of my stupor toward her office, closing the door. “Look at you.”

      I take a seat in one of her visitor chairs. “Huh?”

      She sits next to me. “You’re all dewy-eyed and besotted.”

      “Am I?”

      “Oh yeah, and it’s very nice to see. Tell me every single thing, and don’t leave out anything.”

      “Don’t you have to work?”

      She waves her hand as if to say forget work. “This is far more important. Tell me, Dee.”

      “I love him. Like really, really love him.”

      Carmen lets out a squeal and claps her hands. “This is the most exciting thing since Maria landed herself a hot baseball player.”

      “What about your hot neurosurgeon?”

      “That was so last year.”

      I laugh at the face she makes. “So you feel better about this since you slept on it?”

      “I like to see you so happy, and I’d never do anything to take away from that for you.”

      “Thank you. That means everything to me.”

      “It doesn’t mean I won’t worry about you—and him—but I can see how in love you guys are, and it’s so sweet.”

      “I can’t believe this is happening, Car. I mean, the night of the wedding was crazy, but I never expected to see him again. Now I can’t imagine life without him.”

      “I so hope he gets the job. I put in a good word for him, and so did Jason.”

      “You did? That’s amazing!”

      “Of course we did. He’s great, and Jason says he’s one of the best doctors he knows. They’d be crazy not to hire him.”

      “I’m all wound up in knots. I feel like everything I’ve ever wanted is right within my reach, but I’m so afraid of something messing it up.”

      “It’s going to be great. I know it. And I couldn’t be more thrilled that my parents offered you the GM job. I’ve been after them for years to slow down and smell the roses. It took your mom’s illness to get their attention.”

      “I’m so excited and nervous and humbled that they asked me.”

      “You were the only one they wanted. We talked about it, and we all agreed it should be you.”

      “Thank you for the vote of confidence. I’m looking forward to starting and learning the business side of things.”

      “I’m looking forward to my parents having some time to themselves. They’ve worked so hard. They deserve it.”

      “They sure do.”

      “So you haven’t told me everything yet.”

      “He wants to get a house and live together.”

      “I think it is so awesome that you’re cutting straight to the good stuff.”

      “We have no time to waste.”

      “About that…” She seems to choose her words carefully. “I made Jason explain it all to me in terms I’d understand.”

      “And?”

      “It’s kind of frightening. I wish I hadn’t asked. How are you coping?”

      “By pretending it’s not an issue and just moving forward with our plans. And before you ask, I’m not in denial. I understand the odds aren’t in Wyatt’s favor, which is why we’re trying to live in the moment as much as we can. That’s all we can do.”

      “You’re so brave, Dee. I’ve always thought so, but never more so than I do now.”

      “You’ve always thought I was brave? Seriously?”

      “Hell yes. You picked up and moved to the biggest city in the country. I was so envious of you for that. I couldn’t imagine leaving my safety net here to do something like that.”

      “You could’ve done it.”

      She shakes her head. “I couldn’t have, especially after I lost Tony. I needed the support of my people to keep moving forward. I wouldn’t have done well somewhere else.”

      “You’re the brave one. You survived something that would’ve killed a lesser person.”

      “I survived because I had no choice, and you will, too, if the worst thing happens.”

      “I hope so.” I refuse to let thoughts of that possibility into a day so full of promise.

      “Enough about that. Where will you live?”

      “I want a house with a yard and maybe a pool. Where should we look?”

      “I saw something for sale on the way to Maria’s the other day.” She pulls out her phone, calls up Zillow and, in a matter of minutes, has me booked to tour a three-bedroom, three-bathroom house tomorrow afternoon.

      I laugh at her quick work. “You don’t mess around, woman.”

      “You’re the one who said there’s no time to waste, right?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Here’s another one close to Maria’s. You can look at both tomorrow before work.”

      I blow out a deep breath. “I can’t believe this is happening.”

      “Believe it. You deserve it after, you know…”

      She doesn’t want to say Marcus’s name. “Have you heard anything about how he’s doing?”

      “Just that he’s in rehab, but you know that.”

      “I can’t believe I had no idea he was an alcoholic. How did I miss that?”

      “You didn’t miss it. He just did an excellent job of hiding it from you.” She pauses before she adds, “You might be blaming yourself for staying in New York and putting that strain on your relationship. But I was thinking about that last night, and it occurred to me if you hadn’t done that, it probably would’ve blown up much sooner because you would’ve realized he had a problem with drinking. You would’ve been here to see it.”

      “Part of me feels like I should’ve been here with him.”

      “No, that’s not true. You wanted that time for yourself before you made a permanent commitment to him. You have no reason to feel guilty about that. He also had a choice to continue or not continue your relationship after you decided to stay. He chose to come back to you after the time you spent apart, which makes what he did that much worse, in my opinion.”

      “It’s all so hard to fathom. Even after all this time.”

      “Bianca told Maria he’s still determined to fix things with you.”

      I’m shocked by that information. “What does he think there is to fix after he married someone else?”

      “No idea, but apparently, that’s his only goal in life.”

      “I really can’t hear that. I’m not available to be his only goal in life.”

      “That’s right. He had his chance and blew it epically.”

      “I don’t want to talk about him. Let’s talk about something else.”

      “Such as how I’m starting to think your brother has a thing for Sofia?”

      “I’ve noticed that, too. Maria and I called him out on it last night, and he claims they’re just friends. We let him know we’re watching him, and he’d better not pull any of his Nico shit with her.”

      “I’m glad you guys said something. I’ve been kind of worried about that.”

      “He swears his intentions are good, and he understands we’ll kill him if he pulls any crap with her. But here’s the thing… I think he likes her.”

      “As in really likes her?”

      “Yep, and he has no idea what to do about it because he’s only ever been a player. He has no idea how to do a real relationship. He’s never had one.”

      “Except for Tanya. Remember her?”

      “That was, like, eleventh grade.”

      “But he liked her, and she blew him off. After that, he started acting kind of shitty when it came to girls and women. Like he wasn’t willing to make an effort and have something like that happen again. He was going to be the one to do the leaving.”

      “Huh, I hadn’t thought of it that way, but you may be right.” I glance at the clock on the wall behind her desk. “How long do these interviews take, anyway? Do I have time to pop in on my mother?”

      “She was released already. I went to see her this morning, and they were on their way out.”

      “Oh wow, that’s earlier than she expected.”

      “Sorry, I figured you’d already heard that.”

      “No worries. How’d she seem?”

      “Good. Eager to get out of here and get home.”

      “That sounds like her.” I text the update to my siblings and the others, letting them know my mom should be home by now.

      Everyone responds with relief to hear the news.

      A new message arrives from my mom to our family group chat. I’m home and feeling much better. Thank you for all the good wishes. After she heard I was in the hospital, Mrs. Lopez brought over a casserole, so we’re set for dinner. Everyone take the night off. All is well here. Love you, Mommy

      I show the message to Car, relieved that yet another crisis seems to have passed.

      “She sounds good.”

      “She does, and I’m off the hook for dinner tonight, which is kind of a bummer because Wyatt is leaving, and I was glad to have something to do.”

      “Come to dinner with us.”

      “That’s okay. You guys don’t need to babysit me.”

      “We don’t mind at all. I’ll get reservations somewhere fun, and I’ll invite Maria, Austin and Everly, too. We’ll keep your spirits up.”

      “That sounds good. Thanks, Car.”

      “Anything for you, kid. When do you plan to see him again?”

      “I need to clear it with your dad, but provided he gets the job here, I’m hoping to fly out there next Sunday and spend the week in Phoenix to meet his parents and help him finish packing. Then we’ll drive back together the following weekend.”

      “This is so exciting!”

      “Is it normal to feel like you have bats flying around in your belly when something like this is happening?”

      “Perfectly normal. I felt that way the whole time I was first with Jason until I knew for sure he was going to work here, and we could make a go of it.”

      “I remember that. It was a roller-coaster ride for you.”

      “But so worth it in the end.”

      Her desk phone rings, and she gets up to take the call. “Sure, Mona, tell him to come in.” She puts down the phone and goes to open the door for Wyatt.

      My heart does this crazy somersault thing at the sight of him. I need to ask him if I should be worried about that, but I’m too busy staring at him to put the thought into words.

      “How’d it go?” Carmen asks.

      “Great,” he says. “I think they liked me. Because my schedule is so crazy at home, I’ve already done several meetings and toured the facilities remotely, so today was kind of a formality. But we’ll see.”

      “When will you know anything?” Carmen asks.

      “Mr. Augustino said he’d call me as soon as they make a decision.”

      “Fingers crossed that it’s soon, so you aren’t twisting in the wind.”

      “That’d be nice.”

      I appreciate Carmen doing the grilling for me.

      Wyatt smiles at me and reaches for my hand. “What’ve you ladies been up to?”

      “Just talking.”

      “And shopping for houses,” Carmen adds. “We found two possibilities near Maria’s that might work.”

      “Let me see.” He leans over the back of my chair, surrounding me with his warmth and the subtle scent of his cologne.

      I show him the two houses we found, and he loves them both.

      “I like the one with the pool,” he says. “We could have some good parties in that yard.”

      We visit with Carmen for a few more minutes, and then she walks us to the elevator. “Fingers and toes crossed for you, Wyatt. Let us know as soon as you hear anything.”

      “Will do. Thanks again for the good word.”

      “Hope it helps.”

      When the elevator chimes, I hug my cousin. “Thanks for keeping me company.”

      “Anytime. Call me about dinner.”

      “Will do.”

      “You guys are doing dinner?” Wyatt asks as we ride to the main floor.

      “My mom is home, and their neighbor took care of dinner for tonight. I said I was sad about you leaving and wouldn’t have something to keep me busy. She immediately organized dinner so I’d have something to do.”

      “I’m glad your mom is home, and I sure love your family.”

      “They’re pretty great.”

      He puts an arm around me as we walk to the parking lot. “I have a good feeling I’ll be back here very soon.”

      “I so hope you’re right.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 16

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        WYATT

      

      

      As my flight lifts off from MIA at six p.m., I look out at the place that’s come to mean so much to me in such a short time. Dee is down there somewhere, probably feeling as shitty as I do after saying goodbye at the drop-off area. Leaving her was painful, even if it’s only for a week. Less than a week. Six days.

      We had the best time wandering around Little Havana. We saw cigars being made, watched the old men playing dominoes in the park and shared a Cuban sandwich. She cried when I bought her flowers and again when we said goodbye—for now.

      I love her so much. She’s perfect for me in every way, from her boundless optimism to her sweetness, to the connection she shares with her family, to the way she cares so much about the people she loves. I’m fortunate to be one of them, and I know it.

      Right before I boarded the plane, I received a text from my mom inviting me to a welcome-home dinner tomorrow night. We’re so glad you’re coming home!

      The thought of sharing my plans with them fills me with dread, knowing they won’t be happy for me if it means I’m moving to the other side of the country. I hate that my news will upset them, but after having tasted paradise with Dee this past weekend, I’m sure that moving to be with her is the right thing for me to do, even if it upsets my parents.

      At thirty-four, I should be long past the point where my parents factor into my life decisions. Still, it’s impossible to explain to people who haven’t experienced what a serious childhood illness does to the parent-child dynamics, even long after the “child” is a grown adult.

      I’m exhausted from the sleepless night and nap almost the entire four-hour flight to Phoenix. When we land, I power up my phone and listen to the voice mail from Miami-Dade’s medical director, offering me a position on their cardiothoracic team. I was worried my health situation might be a deal-breaker. In the interview, they asked about my status, and I told them the truth—that I’m fine and intend to stay that way. I’m relieved that didn’t derail the process. He asks me to call him in the morning to discuss the details. It’s all I can do not to let out a whoop of excitement right there in the crowded plane cabin.

      I put through a call to Dee.

      “Hey, did you get there okay?”

      “Just landed and got a message from Miami-Dade along with an offer.”

      She lets loose with the shout I had to contain in a plane full of other passengers. “Congratulations, Wyatt. I’m so happy for you.”

      “I’m so happy for both of us. It’s all coming together, baby.”

      “It sure feels like it.”

      “How was dinner?”

      “It was great. We had Thai at a cool new place downtown.”

      “Will you take me there sometime? I love Thai.”

      “Anytime you want. I’m so excited, Wyatt.”

      “So am I. I loved the people I met today at the hospital, and the job sounds great. But that’s the least of it.”

      “Don’t be silly. You just got an awesome new job. You have every right to be excited.”

      “The job has nothing on you. You’re the exciting part. I miss you so much already. I missed you the second you drove away.”

      “I cried all the way home.”

      “Aw, I hate to hear that.”

      “They were good tears. The best kind. I just want to blink my eyes and have this week be over so we can be together again.”

      “One more week and then together forever.”

      “I can’t wait for together forever.”

      “Me, either.” I talk to her all the way home and late into the night until we’re both yawning so much, we have no choice but to say good night.

      I’m at work by six with back-to-back surgeries scheduled. Between surgeries, I meet with my department head and give him my two weeks’ notice. As a contract employee, I made sure I had an easy out if I needed it in light of my health situation. Most of the time, they’d expect at least ninety days’ notice. My boss is completely shocked to hear I’m leaving, but I never waver in my determination to chase the dream with Dee. When he realizes he’s not going to change my mind, he shakes my hand and wishes me well in my new position. But I can tell he’s pissed I didn’t give him more notice.

      Time is one thing I can’t afford to waste.

      I finish with my last patient just after five and leave my residents in charge of monitoring my patients, with orders to call if they need me. A little after six, I drive out of the parking lot in my black Audi SUV and head for my parents’ home. On the way, I call Dee, feeling cut off from her after not having spoken to her all day.

      “Hi there, how was your day?”

      “Long. But the highlight was giving my notice. How about you?”

      “I’m still at work. Can I call you later?”

      “I’m heading to my parents’ for dinner, but I’ll text you when I’m leaving there.”

      “Sounds good. I miss you.”

      “Same, babe. So bad.”

      “I’ll talk to you in a bit. Enjoy dinner.”

      “Love you.”

      “Love you, too.”

      I can’t believe I’m saying those words to a woman or hearing them back from her. Being in love with Dee is the highest high I’ve experienced since getting my second chance at life. She makes all the hell I went through to survive worth it. She’s the pot of gold at the end of a very long rainbow. Such thoughts would’ve been unimaginable to me before I met her. But now that I know she’s out there somewhere, the only thing in the world I want is to be with her.

      I take that resolve with me into my parents’ contemporary home, covered in the solar panels my dad sells. His success in the solar industry has more than made up for the enormous financial hit they took when I was sick.

      My mom is so happy to see me that she nearly squeezes the life out of me. I get my dark hair from her and my height from my dad.

      “I’m so glad you’re home. Did you have fun?”

      The best time of my entire life. “So much fun.”

      “How’s Jason?”

      “He’s great. Loving married life.”

      “I’m so glad to hear that.”

      She’s put out veggies and hummus for me and cheese and crackers for them.

      “Something smells good. What’d you make?”

      “Shrimp stir-fry. I got those snow peas you love.”

      “Thanks, Mom.” She tends to me like a mother who’s seen her child through a nearly fatal illness—with relentless attention to detail.

      “What’s new with you guys?”

      “Dad landed a big new client that he’s excited about, and my class scored in the top one percent of all fifth grades in the state for reading on the recent statewide testing.”

      “That’s fantastic on both counts.”

      “It’s been a good month.”

      And I’m going to kill their buzz with my news, which dampens my excitement somewhat. But then I think of Dee’s sweet face and what it feels like to lose myself in her, and I have no doubt I’m doing the right thing for myself—and her. We belong together, and it’s up to me to take the steps necessary to make that happen.

      My dad comes in from work, pops open a beer and greets me with a one-armed hug. “Good to see you,” he says as if he hasn’t seen me in weeks.

      I saw them the Sunday before last when we had brunch with my siblings. “You, too. I hear business is good.”

      “Very good. Better than ever.”

      “That’s great, Dad. Glad to hear it.”

      “How’s the heart-and-lung business?” Dad asks.

      “Busy as always. I did three surgeries today and have three more scheduled for tomorrow.”

      “You’re not pushing yourself too hard, are you?” Mom asks. “You look tired.”

      “I am tired. I had a busy weekend and a crazy day at work.” The lack of sleep over the weekend was worth it. “I’m normal tired, Mom. Nothing to worry about.”

      Over dinner, I hear that my brother’s wife has gestational diabetes, and my sister is looking for a shelter dog to adopt. One set of grandparents is enjoying a visit in Palm Springs with friends, and the others are in upstate New York visiting my grandmother’s sister. Everyone is happy, healthy and doing well, which means my parents are in a good place, too, and my news will upset them. I hate that, but as I help them clear the table and clean up the kitchen, I force myself to get on with it.

      “So, guys, I’ve got some news.”

      They stop what they’re doing and turn to me. Their expressions are wary.

      “Nothing bad. It’s kind of the best thing ever.”

      “What is?” Mom asks.

      “I’ve met someone amazing.”

      “Oh, well, who is she?” Dad asks.

      “Jason’s wife’s cousin, Dee. We were matched up at the wedding and really connected.” Oh, how we connected that day—and that night. “We’ve stayed in touch since, and, well, I’ve fallen for her.”

      “That’s wonderful, honey.” Mom’s eyes sparkle with delight. “I’m so happy for you.”

      “Thanks. I’m pretty damned happy for me, too. She’s… She’s everything. You’ll love her. She’s sweet and beautiful and funny and so devoted to her family. She’s one of four siblings, but they have a huge extended family. Her aunt and uncle run a famous Cuban-Italian restaurant in Little Havana, and they recently asked Dee to be their general manager. She’s so excited about the new opportunity.” I realize I’m gushing, but how can I not when talking about Dee?

      “So, if she lives in Miami and you live here, how’s that going to work?” Dad asks, cutting to the chase the way he always does.

      “I’m moving there. I got a job at Miami-Dade General Hospital. Dee and I, we’re going to make a life together.”

      My mom is so flabbergasted that she stares at me in disbelief.

      “Before you can tell me all the reasons why this is a terrible idea, let me tell you why I think it’s the best idea I’ve ever had. I’m truly in love for the first time in my life, and all I want is to be with her for as long as I possibly can. Yes, I only met her a couple of months ago. Yes, it happened fast. But we all know time isn’t on my side, and we want to go for it while we can.”

      Dad clears his throat. “So she knows… everything?”

      “She does, and she’s the one who convinced me to go all-in with her and us, to experience what it’s like to be in love, and it’s…” Now words can adequately express what she means to me or how it feels to be in love with her. “I had the best weekend of my entire life with her, and I can’t wait for more.”

      “Is it fair?” Mom asks, tending to tears with a tissue. “To her?”

      “Probably not, but she’s decided everything is going to be fine, and we’re not going to worry about what might happen in the future. We’re going to live like hell right now.” I can’t even talk about her without grinning like a fool. “I’m telling you—you’re going to love her as much as I do.”

      They glance at each other but don’t say anything more.

      “I’m sorry if this is upsetting to you, but I’m really happy, and I want you to be happy for me.”

      “We’re happy for you, Wyatt,” Mom says. “It’s just a lot to process. We thought you were going to Miami to visit Jason, not to apply for a new job and start a whole new life on the other side of the country.”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about the interview, but I didn’t think there was any point in talking about it until I got the job. And when I went there on Friday, I had no idea what to expect with Dee or whether it would be as great as it was the first time we met.” I didn’t think anything could top that first day and night with her. I was so, so wrong.

      “You’re a grown man, son,” Dad says. “You can do whatever you want, and if this woman in Miami is what you want…” His voice breaks along with my heart.

      I hate upsetting them any more than I already have. “I don’t want to live away from you guys. I hope you know it’s not about that. It’s just that I have a chance to have something I thought was never going to happen for me, mostly because I refused to allow it to happen. And now that it has…”

      “I get it,” Dad says, “and it makes me happy to know you’ll have that experience. It’s just, you know, hard for us. We worry about you.”

      “I know you do, and I hate being the cause of that. But I’m feeling great, better than I ever have. There’s no reason to worry about anything. I’ll live with Dee in Miami. We’ll be surrounded by her family, and Jason will be there, too. It’s not like I’ll be moving somewhere with no support like I did when I went to Duke. Dee even has doting grandmothers to help keep an eye on me. And I was thinking… Maybe you could spend part of the winter with us in Miami. We’re getting a house with plenty of bedrooms, and Dad, you’ve been talking about taking more time off now that the business is doing so well. Mom, you should retire one of these years and enjoy life. You’ve both certainly earned the right to relax.”

      My mom is on her second tissue as she mops up the tears that keep coming. I go to her and hug her. “I’m sorry to upset you, but I promise this is a good thing. The very best thing.”

      “What are we supposed to do if you have some sort of problem, and you’re in Miami?”

      “You can be there in a few hours if it comes to that, which it won’t.”

      “You can’t possibly know that for sure, Wyatt,” Mom says.

      “No, I can’t, but I’ve made up my mind to quit living like I’m dying.”

      “You haven’t been doing that!” Mom’s distress turns to anger in an instant. “Look at what you’ve done with yourself—you’re a board-certified cardiothoracic surgeon. How does that equate to living like you’re dying?”

      “My career is incredible. I’m very proud of what I’ve accomplished there. It’s the rest of my life that’s been lacking. I had fly-by relationships with women, never allowing myself to get too involved out of fear of my loaner heart giving out and how unfair it would be to ask someone to care about me when that could happen.

      “Dee reminded me we’re all one bad decision away from certain death. We could step off the curb at the wrong moment, accelerate through an intersection when someone is running a red light or any number of dreadful things that happen. I’ve been so busy pursuing my career with a ruthless determination that, somewhere along the way, I forgot to live. Dee has shown me something else—something I want more than I’ve ever wanted anything, and I’m going for it. I want you guys to be part of it. But what I don’t want is to add to your stress. I want you to just be happy for me and not worry about me.”

      “It’s tough for us not to worry,” Dad says softly.

      “I know, and I appreciate why. I hate that I put you through such hell, but this is the payoff for what we all went through. Dee is the payoff. She’s my golden ring.”

      “And you know this for sure so quickly?” Mom asks.

      “I knew it right away. The day I met her was unlike any day I’ve ever spent with anyone, and all I’ve thought about since then was seeing her again. Please… Just be happy for me. Let’s not dwell on all the ways it could go wrong. Let’s just be happy in this moment, the only one we have.” I use Dee’s words to seal the deal with them, or so I hope.

      Dad closes the distance between us and hugs me as fiercely as he has in years.

      My eyes burn with tears.

      “We’re happy for you, Wy, and we can’t wait to meet your Dee.”

      “Thanks, Dad. You’ll love her. I know you will.”

      When he releases me, I turn to my mom. “Are you okay?”

      “I suppose I will be. I just can’t bear the thought of you living so far from us.”

      “You got through the four years I was in North Carolina,” I remind her.

      “That was hell, always waiting to get a phone call.”

      “That never came. I was fine. I am fine. I’m going to be fine. We just have to have faith in that, and if the day comes when I’m not fine, we’ll deal with it then. In the meantime, I don’t want you to be upset.”

      “I’m sorry.” She wipes away more tears. “I don’t want to take anything away from your happiness. I just… I need a minute to wrap my head around this.”

      “Take as long as you need. Dee is coming next Sunday for the week before we leave for Miami. I hope you guys can spend some time with her while she’s here. I promise you’ll feel a lot better about this after you meet her.”

      At least, I hope so.
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      The week after Wyatt leaves drags like nothing ever has. Every minute feels like a year, except for the hours I spend talking to him, usually late into the night after my waitressing shifts. I'm so tired, I'm practically delirious, but I wouldn't trade the hours on FaceTime with him for sleep. So far, I've toured six potential houses and have narrowed the choices to two I love. I want him to see them before I make any decisions, but the thought of living with him in either of them fills me with unreasonable joy.

      I've spent time with my parents every day this week but still haven't talked to them about Wyatt and our plans. I haven't even told them I'm leaving for Phoenix on Sunday. I'm planning to see them before my waitressing shift later to let them know.

      It's finally Friday, and I'm due to meet with my aunt and uncle this morning, so I drive out of my way to stop by Juanita's to get a much-needed kick of caffeine.

      “¿Dónde está tu chico sexy?”

      Smiling, I say, "My sexy man is in Phoenix, where he lives. For now, anyway. He's moving here next week."

      "That is awesome. It's so nice to see you smiling again after what that jackass Marcus did."

      "You know about that, huh?"

      "Everyone knows about that. And PS, I know the puta he married, and she's no Dee Giordino."

      "Aw, thanks, but that's all in the past now. I'm in love with Wyatt, and we're making plans. It's all good."

      "You deserve it, cariño." She hands over my cortadito. "Heard about your big new job, too. Congrats."

      "Thanks." As I give her a ten-dollar bill, I gesture to the coffee. "This will be critical to my success on the job."

      "I'm here for you."

      "Bless you, amiga."

      I drive to the restaurant in rush-hour traffic, feeling elated and tired and so ready to see Wyatt again. The time apart has been pure torture, which only confirms my decision to go all-in with him. If I feel this way after a couple of days without him, then I know I'm doing the right thing. It does occur to me that if the worst possible thing happens, I'll have to feel this awful ache every day for the rest of my life.

      "No, you're not going there," I say out loud as if that might make me listen to my advice. "Just stop that right now."

      I refuse to let my mind go to that possible doomsday scenario, not after I promised Wyatt I'd be fine no matter what happens. That's a promise I intend to keep.

      When I arrive at the restaurant, my aunt and uncle are waiting for me in the office with mimosas to celebrate my first day of training. They're too cute.

      "Here's to our new general manager on her first day of what we hope will be a long and happy career," Vincent says.

      "I'll drink to that," Vivian adds.

      Smiling, I say, "Me, too."

      We touch glasses and sip from our drinks.

      "And here's to the two of you, who've built this incredible business. I'm honored and humbled you’ve chosen me to guide it into the future. I promise to do my very best to be worthy of the faith you've placed in me."

      "We couldn't be happier to have you," Viv says.

      We spend the next three hours reviewing the weekly routine—everything from ordering food and liquor to linens and other supplies.

      "I started keeping detailed daily notes about three months ago when this idea first began to take shape." Vincent hands a notebook to me. "It's all in there, what I do every day along with some explanations of what I do and when I do it, and details about how much of everything we usually order along with caveats to account for banquets, weddings, et cetera."

      "It's a lot," Viv says bluntly. "We don't expect you to fully grasp it right away, which is why we planned for you to shadow us for the next few months until you feel confident flying solo."

      "Thank God for that." I'm already overwhelmed but determined. I'll figure it out. It just won't happen overnight.

      Since I'm working tonight, they send me home with a takeout lunch to rest up before my shift.

      I'm eating homemade minestrone and a Caesar salad and poring over Uncle V's notebook when Wyatt calls. His name on my caller ID is all it takes to get my heart racing.

      "Hi there."

      "Hey, babe. I just wanted to say hi between surgeries. How'd your training go?"

      "It was great but daunting. I've got a lot to learn."

      "You'll be running that place by yourself in no time. I have no doubt."

      "I'm glad you don't."

      "You already have so much experience there. That'll come in handy as you take on this new role."

      "Yes, it will. How was your surgery?"

      "It went well—routine angioplasty. The patient should make a full recovery. Next up is an implantable cardioverter-defibrillator.”

      "It's very sexy when you throw around words like angioplasty and implantable cardioverter-defibrillator."

      His ringing laughter makes me smile. "I'll have to remember that the next time I see you."

      "How much longer?"

      "About forty-eight hours."

      "That feels like forever."

      "I'm counting the minutes. I'll probably be at the airport two hours early on Sunday."

      "I can't wait to see you."

      "I can't wait to kiss you and hold you and—"

      "Stop."

      "Don't want to stop. In fact, after work tonight, why don't I tell you exactly what's going to happen when you get to Phoenix on Sunday?"

      I swallow hard. "I'm not sure talking about it will make it better."

      "Let's try it and find out." He groans. "I gotta go. Call me when you get home?"

      "I will. Good luck with your surgery."

      "Thanks. Have a good night at the restaurant. Don't talk to any strange boys who think you're hot."

      Amused, I say, "I'll try not to."

      "Love you."

      "Love you, too."

      "Mmm, I can't wait until Sunday."

      The phone goes dead before I can reply that I can't, either. But he knows that. I feel like a teenager in the throes of first love. I can barely function from wanting to be with him all the time. The feelings are so big and overwhelming that I can't believe I ever thought I was actually in love with Marcus. I loved him. I truly did. But that was nothing like this.

      The realization has me texting my sister, asking her to call me when she gets a break at the clinic.

      She calls me five minutes later. "You caught me grabbing a quick bite between patients. What's up?"

      "I wanted to ask you something kind of personal."

      "Okay… Since when are we ever shy around each other?"

      "This is about Scott."

      "Uh, okay… What about him?"

      "When you were first with Austin, did it seem weird to you that you ever thought you were in love with Scott?"

      "It was different with Austin from the beginning, but I was definitely in love with Scott. Until he cheated, and I wasn't anymore."

      "When you say ‘totally different,’ what do you mean by that?"

      "My connection with Austin is deeper than what I had with Scott. It's hard to explain. It's just more."

      "Yes," I say softly. "That's what I meant."

      "What's brought this up, or shall I say, who has brought this up? Although I can probably guess."

      "It's just so different with Wyatt, and it's made me wonder what I had with Marcus. I loved him. I really did, but it wasn't like this."

      "That's because he was your starter love. Wyatt is your forever love."

      "Leave it to you to sum it up so perfectly."

      "Listen, Dee… From what I hear, Marcus is very determined to put things back together with you."

      "That's not going to happen. How can we make sure he knows that?"

      "I could make sure his sister hears about you and Wyatt."

      "How would you do that?"

      "I could post a picture of you guys on Facebook with a caption that says something like 'cheers to new love.'"

      "I like that idea. It would shut down any efforts to reconcile. I just can't bear the thought of him hunting me down to talk it out. What's there to say?"

      "Absolutely nothing. Do you have a good picture of you and Wyatt?"

      "I do."

      "Send it to me."

      "Should I text him first to ask if he minds if we go Facebook public?"

      "He's moving here to live with you, Dee. He won't mind, and I won't tag him. We'll just be alerting the people here who need to know."

      "You're diabolically brilliant, and I love you."

      "I love you, too. I'm so, so glad to see you smiling again."

      "It feels good, almost too good to be true."

      "It's not. It's as true as it gets. He's crazy about you. We could all see that."

      "I'm just as crazy about him. This week, since he left, has been sheer torture."

      "I remember what that was like after I first met Austin, and he went back to Baltimore for a few days. It was brutal."

      "That's a good word for it, even if I feel like I'm super dramatic. It's just that everything feels so urgent with Wyatt."

      "I get that. You'll be with him soon enough and can get busy living."

      "I can't wait. How're you holding up with Austin in spring training?"

      "It's fine. The team is playing three games in Fort Myers this week. I just miss him when he's away overnight. I've gotten spoiled having him home all winter."

      "I'd offer to keep you company, but I'm working tonight and tomorrow night and flying to Phoenix Sunday morning."

      "Don't worry about me. I'm fine. Austin will be home late tomorrow night. Everly and I will try to come in for dinner tomorrow when you're working."

      "I'll look forward to seeing you both."

      "Send me that picture."

      "I will. Thanks again, Mar."

      "Anything for you. Love you."

      "Love you, too."

      As always, my older sister makes me feel better about whatever is weighing on me. It's always been that way with us. While other sisters we knew fought like she-cats, we never did.

      I find my favorite picture of me and Wyatt, a selfie I took on the boat last weekend, and send it to Maria. He's shirtless, with his gorgeous chest and tattoo on display, and I'm in a cute bikini top. Anyone who sees that picture will have no doubt we're happy and in love.

      It pains me to think of hurting anyone, especially Marcus, even after what he did to me, but he needs to know there's no hope of reconciling with me. Maria is right—a post on her Facebook will shut that down pretty quickly.

      I don't have any time to waste on the past. Not when my present and future are looking so damned perfect.

      At three, I head over to check on my parents before my waitressing shift. I find them in the family room, sitting in side-by-side recliners and holding hands while they watch TV. They're so damned cute, and all I want in this entire world is to be their age someday and still holding hands with Wyatt while we watch TV.

      "Hey, honey," Dad says. "I just talked to Vincent, and he said your first training session went great."

      "Glad to hear he thought so." I kiss them both and sit on the sofa.

      Dad turns off the news.

      "Did you think so?" he asks.

      "It was good. I have a lot to learn, but I've got time. It's an exciting challenge, though. How're you feeling, Mommy?" I've already texted both of them today, but I still have to ask.

      "I'm fine. Nothing to worry about. I have a checkup the week after next."

      "I'm sorry it's been such an ordeal."

      "It is what it is. I'm staying focused on all the positive things in my life, such as the happy glow on my youngest daughter's face because she's found love again."

      I can't stop the smile from stretching across my face at the mention of Wyatt. "I really have. He's amazing."

      "He seems like a special young man," Dad says.

      "He is. I'm going to Phoenix on Sunday to meet Wyatt's parents and drive back with him. I'll be gone about a week. Carmen promised to help out if needed, and Maria said she could do extra, too, especially since Austin is traveling with the team."

      "Don't worry about us, honey," Mommy says. "Go have a wonderful time with your Wyatt. You deserve a break. You've been working and taking care of us for months. We'll be just fine."

      "You promise?"

      "I promise," she says, smiling. Being sick has softened her rough edges, made her sweeter and more loving than she's ever been, even if she was always a wonderful mother.

      "We've been doing some talking, too," Dad says, "and we're going to sell the business."

      She's a lawyer, and he's an accountant. Their firm provides legal and financial services to hundreds of other local businesses. They're self-professed workaholics, so this is somewhat shocking news. "This is a big deal."

      "It's time," he says, sighing. "Duncan and Gloria have done a brilliant job running the show since your mother's illness. We're negotiating a deal for them to buy us out over ten years, which will give us guaranteed income for the next decade. After that, we'll be able to tap into our 401(k), and Social Security will kick in."

      I'm surprised by how far along they are in planning this, and it's the first I've heard of it. "Sounds like a good idea." All this change is a lot to absorb. "Do you think you'll miss it?"

      Dad smiles. "If you'd asked me that six months ago, I would've said there was no way I could be away from it for this long. But now…" He looks over at Mommy, who gazes at him with love and affection. "Now, I couldn't care less about the business, which tells me the time is right to step aside. With Vincent and Vivian doing the same, we're hoping to do some traveling together."

      "That sounds wonderful. I'm happy for all of you. You've worked hard your entire life. It's time to play."

      "That's right. As soon as your mom gets the all-clear from the doctors, we're outta here."

      I just hope she gets that all-clear sooner rather than later. I leave them to head to the restaurant for one of the busiest nights of the week. It's not unusual for me to make as much as three hundred dollars in tips on Friday and Saturday nights.

      On Saturday night, I work on the Cuban side of the house, which I requested to see what's up with her and Mr. Muñoz. As I do my prep work before the rush, Abuela comes to help me roll silverware into linen napkins.

      "Thanks for the help."

      "No problem."

      She's had her hair done, as usual for a Saturday, and looks particularly lovely in a champagne-colored dress. I take a closer look and notice she's wearing eye shadow that matches her dress.

      "You look beautiful, Abuela."

      "Oh, thank you, honey. I do what I can with what I've got left."

      She makes me laugh every time I talk to her. "You've got plenty left."

      We work together in contented silence for quite some time before it occurs to me that contented silence isn't Abuela's thing.

      "What's going on with you?"

      She looks up at me, seeming startled by the question. "What? Nothing is going on."

      "Something is. You're quiet."

      "All this talk of change has me unsettled," she says after a long pause, during which I'm not sure if she's going to tell me what's on her mind. "Vincent told me to think of something I've wanted to do while I used work as an excuse not to do it. I just have no idea what I'd do if I didn't have this place to come to every day."

      "Maybe you should accept Mr. Muñoz's offer to join him for dinner. Although the poor guy would probably die of shock if you said yes."

      Her face flushes with a blush that's adorable and shocking. "Hush."

      "Abuela." I wait until she looks at me. "Do you like him?"

      She shrugs. "He seems nice enough. He sure is persistent."

      "He's been asking you out for how long again?"

      "I don't know. Four years, maybe? Since about a year after his wife died."

      "Have you heard of him going out with anyone else in that time?"

      She thinks about that for a second before shaking her head. "I don't think so."

      "Abuela… He's waiting for you to say yes to him. He's holding out for you."

      "Don't be foolish. He is not."

      "He is. He's waiting for you to say yes, and he's never going to stop asking until you do. What do you have to lose by having dinner with a nice man who likes you?"

      "I can't do that here. Everyone would talk. It would be mortifying."

      I stare at her, incredulous. "Is that why you haven't said yes to him before now?"

      She picks up the pace of her silverware rolling, but the set of her shoulders gives away the truth.

      "If you say yes to him, I'll personally make sure no one says a word about it. I promise."

      "Good luck with that in this family."

      "I'll put up a firewall around you. I promise, Abuela. No one will say a word."

      "But they'll still know."

      "That two consenting adults ate a meal together? What do you care if they know that?"

      "I can't bear to be the center of attention and gossip. I just can't."

      "I'll put out the word that the topic is off-limits. I'll make sure of it, Abuela. Or I'll ask Mr. Muñoz to take you somewhere else."

      "Somewhere else," she says with a disdainful huff of laughter. "There is nowhere else."

      The curse of owning and working for a family restaurant known for its outstanding cuisine has made restaurant snobs out of us all.

      "Say yes to him, Abuela. Please say yes."

      Before she can reply, we spot early birds showing up at the hostess stand, and she takes off to greet them.

      We start to get busy, but I keep an eye on her and watch for Mr. Muñoz, who comes at the same time he does every week, says a few complimentary words to Abuela as she shows him to his table—always C32, from which he can see the hostess desk—and asks her to join him. From across the room, I watch him gesture to the chair across from his. The hopeful expression on his handsome face touches me deeply. Please say yes, Abuela. I'm not sure if I think it or say it, but I watch them so closely, I barely blink or breathe in the full minute it takes for her to pull out a chair and take a seat.

      It's all I can do to contain the joy that fills me as she settles into her seat and drops the napkin we rolled together across her lap.

      The stunned look on his face is priceless.

      Vivian approaches me from behind, taking me by surprise. "What's going on?"

      I use my chin to direct her attention to C32. "Look."

      She gasps at the sight of her long-widowed mother sitting with a man.

      "You can't say anything about it to her. I promised her we wouldn't make a thing of it. Okay?"

      "I, um, okay."

      "Will you tell everyone else? I got the feeling she wanted to say yes to him but didn't want everyone teasing her about it. I promised her we wouldn't."

      "I'll put out the word."

      "Are you okay with it?"

      "Oh, honey, of course I am. She's been alone for such a long time. After my dad died, I always hoped she'd find someone else, but she was so stubbornly determined to stay true to him. What do you suppose made her finally say yes?"

      "I think it was Vincent telling her and Nona that they needed to find something to do besides work. And when I promised her I wouldn't let anyone tease her, that seemed to help make up her mind."

      "That's wonderful, Dee. Well played."

      "I'd better get over there and take their drink order before she starts critiquing the service."

      Vivian laughs. "Good idea."

      "You'll tell everyone to play it cool?"

      "Yep. I'll take care of it, and I'll cover her hostess stand."

      "Thanks, Auntie V." I head over to C32, where Abuela and Mr. Muñoz are engaged in animated conversation that stops when I get close to the table. "Hi there, welcome to Giordino's. I'm Dee, and I'll be taking care of you tonight. Can I offer you a cocktail?"

      I know their drink orders by heart, but I play the role anyway.

      Mr. Muñoz gestures to Abuela. "Marlene, what are you having?" His eyes sparkle with pure delight that makes my heart happy.

      "I'd like a vodka Collins, please, with Absolut and two cherries."

      "Coming right up. And for you?" He always gets Maker's Mark bourbon with branch.

      "I'll have the same," he says, smiling at her. "That sounds delightful."

      She blushes furiously.

      Could they be any cuter? I go to the bar to get their drinks. When I return, his arms are on the table, and he’s hanging on her every word. After placing their drinks on the table, I run through the list of specials and take their order. She orders the ropa vieja, and he requests the picadillo.

      "I'll be right back with salad and bread." As I start to walk away, Vivian brings another party to a nearby table without so much as a glance in her mother's direction.

      Perfect.

      Over the next couple of hours, they enjoy dinner, dessert and a bottle of champagne Vincent sends over.

      Abuela is giggling and smiling and generally having a wonderful time. It's the best thing I've ever seen. They're still there when we begin to clean up for closing.

      "Are we going to have to kick them out?" Vivian asks.

      "Maybe."

      But before we can do that, Mr. Muñoz stands to help Abuela out of her seat.

      I walk over to say good night.

      He hands me his credit card.

      "Vincent said to tell you it's on the house."

      "That's very nice of him. Please thank him for us."

      "I'll do that."

      He puts his card back in his wallet, withdraws a hundred-dollar bill and presses it into my hand. "Marlene tells me you're going to Phoenix to help your new boyfriend move to Miami. Use this for dinner one night on your trip."

      "Thank you so much, Mr. Muñoz. Can I call a cab for you two?"

      "I already ordered an Uber. I'll see Marlene home safely."

      I kiss Abuela and whisper in her ear, "Don't do anything I wouldn't do."

      She sputters and smacks at my arm, but as she walks away with her hand tucked into his bent elbow, she's as happy as I've ever seen her as if she's finally done something she's wanted to do for a long time.

      I'm still high off the success of Abuela's "date" when I get home and jump in the shower. I throw in a load of laundry and pack for the trip to Phoenix before I settle in bed to call Wyatt.

      He immediately accepts my FaceTime call. "Hey, beautiful. How was your night?"

      "It was so great. You won't believe what happened." I tell him all about Abuela and Mr. Muñoz and how she finally said yes to him. "She was so happy. It was the sweetest thing I've ever seen."

      "You did a good thing giving her a push."

      "I know what it's like to have everyone up in my business and how uncomfortable that can be. If all it took was a promise for no one to tease her, it was worth it. I'm so happy for both of them. He's just the nicest man. Vincent treated them to dinner, but Mr. Muñoz gave me a hundred dollars to take you to dinner on our trip."

      "Very nice of him. I'll make sure you get some awesome Southwest food while you're here."

      "How many more hours?"

      "About seventeen."

      "I'm not going to make it."

      "Don't give up on me yet. We're almost there. And the good news is we're going to sleep through most of those hours."

      "I'm so excited. How will I ever sleep?"

      "You need to be very well-rested when you get here."

      His words send a shiver of longing down my spine that lands in a tight knot of need between my legs. I've never craved someone physically before. Not like this. "I can't wait."

      "Me, either, sweetheart."
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      I’m at the airport two hours early. The word is out among my family, friends and colleagues that I’m moving to Miami. My phone has been buzzing with texts all week that I haven’t answered yet. I’m waiting for Dee to get here to take a new selfie of us together that I’ll send to everyone wanting to know what’s in Miami that we don’t have in Phoenix.

      Overall, people seem to be taking the news well. Even my mom has been somewhat restrained this week, checking on me only once since I saw them on Monday, rather than the usual three or four times. I suspect my dad advised her to go with the flow after seeing how intent I am on having this life with Dee.

      I can’t remember the last time I was more excited about anything than I am to see her. Thank God her flight is on time. A delay would send us both over the edge today.

      The anticipation is killing me until they finally announce the arrival of her flight from Miami. Another half-hour goes by with no sign of her—pure torture.

      By the time I see her coming toward me, I feel like I can’t wait another second for something I thought I didn’t need. She was right. It would’ve been a damned shame to miss out on ever feeling the pure joy that overtakes me at the sight of her beautiful, smiling face. She walks into my outstretched arms like she’s coming home, and in a way, we both are.

      She hugs me as tightly as I hug her. “So happy to see you.”

      “Me, too. I was about to spontaneously combust, waiting for you to get here.”

      “Don’t do that. I need you all in one piece.”

      I let go of her only long enough to take her backpack and the handle of her suitcase. I put my arm around her again to walk out of the airport. When we leave the air-conditioned airport, we step into a hot, sunny day in the desert. “What did you think of the view from the air?”

      “It’s so different from Miami.”

      “It looks like Miami in need of a glass of water.”

      She laughs at my description. “Just a different climate. I can’t wait to see more.”

      “I wish we had time to go to Sedona and the Grand Canyon. We’ll do that when we come back to visit. You’ll love Sedona. It’s the most beautiful place.”

      “I can’t wait to see it all.”

      When we get to my SUV, I stash her bag in the back and hold the passenger door for her.

      “This is nice,” she says about the car.

      “Thanks.” Because I can’t wait for another second, I lean into the car to kiss her.

      Her hand cups my face, and her mouth opens to my tongue. Just that fast, I’m completely lost in her. “Hold that thought,” I tell her when I finally withdraw from the kiss to walk around to the driver’s side. Once in the car, I reach for her again, and we pick right up where we left off, both of us straining to get closer.

      “Please tell me we don’t have any plans today.”

      “I have one plan that involves you in my bed for many, many hours.”

      “Let’s get to that.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” I drive us home as fast as I dare, giving her a windshield tour of Phoenix as we go.

      “I love the cacti! We need to get some to take home to Miami for our new house.”

      “We can do that. Speaking of our new house, what’s the latest?”

      “The Realtor set us up with appointments at both for a week from Tuesday. She said they’ve been on the market for a while, so it’s probably safe to wait. She asked the listing agent to let us know if they get other offers.”

      “I told you—if there’s one you like better than the other, it’s okay to make the offer.”

      “I want you to see it first.”

      “As long as you’re there with me, I could live in a tent and be happy.”

      “That’s crazy. You can’t buy a house without ever seeing it.”

      “Yes, I can. Carpe diem. Isn’t that our motto? If you like one of them better than the other, make the offer.”

      Her nervous laughter fills me with a lighthearted, breathless feeling I’m beginning to recognize as joy. It’s the best thing I’ve ever experienced.

      “Are you sure? Like a thousand percent sure you want to buy a house without seeing it?”

      “I’m ten million percent sure. Pull the trigger, babe.”

      “Gulp.” She gets out her phone and calls up a listing on Zillow that she shows me at a stoplight. “This is the one I liked the best.” In the time it takes for the light to change, she gives me a tour of the house I’ve seen once before online. “The kitchen is to die for, with two ovens, a gas range and top-of-the-line appliances. I like that it has two master suites, so if your parents come to visit, they’ll have their own space.”

      “That’d be perfect because I told them they ought to consider wintering in Miami.”

      “They totally should. There’re also four bedrooms and two bathrooms upstairs, a media room and an office we can share.”

      “There’s no one I’d rather share an office with than you. Show me the pool again.”

      She flips to the picture of a fenced-off pool surrounded by lavish, mature landscaping and palm trees.

      “I loved that one, too. That pool is gorgeous. Text the agent. Tell her we’ll take it.”

      Again, she laughs, but there’s a higher tone to it that tells me she’s excited but nervous. I love that I already know these things about her. “Are we really doing this?”

      “We’re really doing this, and it’s the very best thing to ever happen to me. Buy the house, Dee. Let’s make a home there together.”

      Her eyes are bright with excitement when she shows me the asking price at another stoplight. “What do you want to offer?”

      “Full price, so they’ll take it.”

      “No one offers full price, Wyatt. We’re not doing that.” She shaves a hundred thousand off the asking price and sends the offer by text to the Realtor before dropping her phone into her lap like it’s suddenly too hot to handle.

      “You’re not going to puke, are you?”

      Smiling, she looks at me with gorgeous eyes filled with happiness. “I don’t think so, but I reserve the right to puke later.”

      “It’s all good, love. I’ll get a pretty penny for my place here, and I’ve been smart with money. We’ll be fine.”

      “Plus, we have my new job, too.”

      “That’s right.”

      “I know it’s nothing compared to what you probably make—”

      I lean over to kiss the words off her sweet lips. “It’s not nothing. It’s fantastic, and you’re going to be the best general manager in the history of GMs.”

      She rolls her eyes. “If you say so.”

      “I say so. There’s no way your aunt and uncle would’ve asked you if they weren’t as sure as I am that you’ll be great at it. They have a lot on the line entrusting their very successful business to someone. You can bet they gave it a ton of thought before they asked you.”

      “I’m sure they did.”

      “They asked the best person for the job. No question.”

      “As I’ve told you before, you’re very good for my ego.”

      “If you knew how often I thought of you this last week, your ego would be too big to fit in this vehicle.”

      “Is that right? So how many times are we talking?”

      “You want, like, a number?”

      “A number would be good.”

      She’s been here fifteen minutes, and already everything is better. The sun is brighter, the sky is bluer, and my heart is lighter than air. “Maybe, like, a thousand?”

      “Hmm.”

      “What? Is that too low?”

      Her laughter delights me. “Of course not. Were you thinking of me when you were doing surgery?”

      “Yep.”

      “Is that safe?”

      “For who?”

      “The patient!”

      I lose it laughing. “Some of these surgeries I do so often, I could do them in my sleep, even if every one of them is different in some way or another. It’s safe for my mind to wander to thoughts about my favorite person.”

      “I’m your favorite person?”

      “Hell yes, and you were before last weekend. I’ve never thought more about another person in my life than I have about you since the day we met. The whole time I was on the flight to Miami, I was telling myself to stay far away from you, because if I saw you again…”

      “What?” she asks, sounding breathless.

      “I was afraid I wouldn’t have the willpower to do what was best for you, and it turns out I was right about that.”

      “No, you weren’t. What’s best for me is more time with you, as much as I can get for as long as I can.”

      “And you wonder why you’re my favorite person.”

      “You’re mine, too.”

      “You don’t have to say that. You’ve got a lot of people in your life.”

      “But there’s only one you, and you’re my new favorite. I thought of you nonstop this last week, too. I thought Sunday would never get here.”

      I push on the accelerator, dying to get her home so we can spend the rest of the day in bed.

      “Is there a reason you’re speeding?”

      “Yep.”

      “Are you going to tell me?”

      “I’d rather show you.”
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      I’ve never felt anything even close to what happens when I’m with him. During the long week apart, I had a few moments of concern about whether I’m doing the right thing, diving into this thing with him without any of the usual care and concern I’d typically put into such a big decision. The sense of urgency attached to his situation has caused me to skip right over the due diligence my accountant dad taught me.

      Due diligence is about doing my research, making sure the decision is sound and practical, that it makes sense in the context of the rest of my life.

      Dad and I did a cost-benefit analysis before college in New York and then another when I decided to stay after graduation. We made a list of all my expenses and came up with a salary range I needed to live there independently. He says I have the mind of an accountant with the way I analyze everything to death.

      This is what makes my behavior with Wyatt so out of character.

      I don’t care about due diligence. I haven’t spent one minute trying to track down a social media presence for him or looking beyond the initial google searches I did before I knew his whole story. I don’t care about who he’s dated before or who his Facebook friends are.

      I only care about being with him.

      Nothing else matters, except my new job and my family, but even they suddenly matter less than he does.

      I ought to be scared out of my mind. I ought to be questioning everything. I ought to be panicking.

      I’m not. I’m too busy feeling fully alive for the first time in my life to worry about things such as due diligence.

      As I take in the desert topography out the window, I just want him.

      My belly is full of butterflies. The giddy anticipation reminds me of Christmas morning as a child when the excitement threatened to consume me. This is just like that, only better. So much better.

      By the time he pulls into his condo complex, I’m practically bouncing in my seat.

      While he grabs my bag, I wait for him in the blistering sun that feels so much hotter than it does in Florida, even though the temperature is comparable. He takes my hand and leads me up the stairs to the front door of a white townhouse with a blue door.

      “Just a heads-up that my mom and sister helped pick out the furniture, and anything that’s even kind of nice is thanks to them.”

      “Good to know before I give you credit for your lovely home.”

      “I don’t deserve any credit.”

      While the furnishings are mostly neutral colors, it’s the artwork that catches my attention. “I love the art.”

      “It’s from a local artist who specializes in desert landscapes.”

      “It’s beautiful.”

      “I’m glad you like it. We’ll pick a few favorites to bring to Miami.”

      “I want to see your artwork, too.”

      “I’ll show you everything.” He drops my suitcase by the stairs and puts his arms around me. Staring down at me, he smiles and says, “Hi.”

      “Hi.”

      “Welcome to my place.”

      I curl my arms around his neck and go up on tiptoes to kiss him. “Thanks for having me.”

      “Definitely my pleasure. Can I get you anything? I got some of that iced tea you like.”

      “That’s very sweet of you. I’ll have some later.” I look to the stairs. “What’s up there?”

      “Bedrooms.”

      “Show me.”

      “Happy to.” He keeps one arm around me and picks up my suitcase with his free hand as we go up the stairs. “To the right.”

      We pass two other bedrooms and a bathroom on the way to the master, including an en suite bathroom.

      “Nice crib, Doc.”

      “I liked it a lot until I saw that house in Miami, and now I can’t wait to live there with you.”

      “I’m still trying to believe this is happening. You’re moving to Miami, and we’re buying a house together. Someone, please pinch me. I must be dreaming.”

      His hand slides down my back before he pinches my ass. “Not dreaming, although it feels like a dream in some ways. How could something this amazing be real? But it’s so real, and you were right. It would’ve been tragic to miss out on this, so thanks for making me fall in love with you. It’s the best thing I’ve ever done.”

      “I enjoy being right.”

      “Haha, I’ll be sure to remember that going forward.”

      “See that you do.” I love who I am with him. I say whatever comes to mind and never take even so much as a second to ask myself whether I should say it. There’s no self-editing, no worries about him taking something the wrong way. It’s so freeing. “Can I tell you something?”

      He puts my suitcase down next to his dresser. “Anything.”

      “When I was with Marcus, I used to worry about what I said to him and how he would take it. I don’t have to do that with you, and it’s a huge relief to me. I thought you might like to know that.”

      “I love knowing that, and I feel the same way. Being with you is easy like breathing.”

      “I realize that’s the way it should be.”

      “It’s everything,” he whispers in the second before he kisses me.

      While I’m in his arms, the whole world fades away until there’s only him and me and us and this room. The afternoon sun filters in to cast a warm rosy glow over the king-sized bed. This, right here with him, is the single best moment of my entire life so far. As we slowly and reverently undress each other, I have a feeling we’ll top this many times over.

      Wyatt lowers me to the bed and comes down on top of me, all without breaking the kiss that makes every other kiss I’ve ever had, even with him, seem shabby by comparison. His tongue tangles with mine. I strain to get closer to him. I want everything, and I want it right now. That sense of urgency makes the desire sharper and more intense than it’s ever been before.

      “Easy,” he whispers as he breaks the kiss to focus on my neck.

      His lips against my sensitive skin send shivers down my spine and heighten the need to almost unbearable levels.

      He cups my breasts and teases my nipples with his tongue and fingers. “So fucking sexy,” he whispers against my nipple.

      I grasp a handful of his hair, needing something to hold on to, while he seems intent on kissing me everywhere. How can something so elemental be so different with him than it was with the man I used to love? It’s almost confusing that with Wyatt, I feel like I finally understand what it means to make love.

      His hands, lips and tongue take me to the edge of release before backing off and starting over. He does this several times, leaving me a trembling, quivering mess by the time he pushes into me and triggers an orgasm that rockets through me like an out-of-control wildfire.

      I think I scream, which has never happened, except with him.

      Good thing he lives in an end unit, which is my first thought when I come down from the highest of highs to discover he’s still hard and moving in me and not at all finished. Holy crap, he’s going to kill me with his stamina. Heart problems? What heart problems?

      I flatten my hands on his back and slide them down to cup his muscular backside, giving a squeeze that makes him groan. “Turn over.”

      “Hmm?”

      I give his shoulder a gentle push.

      He reaches under me, and with his hands on my ass, he turns us over without losing our connection.

      I sit up and push my hair back from my face. “Impressive.”

      His eyes go hot with desire as he stares at my breasts. “You liked that?”

      Nodding, I pivot my hips and draw another deep groan from him.

      “God, that’s so good. It’s so fucking good.” His fingers dig into my hips as I move on top of him.

      Since his eyes are closed, I take him by surprise when I lean forward to bite down gently on his nipple.

      He comes with a shout as he surges into me.

      I land on his chest, and he wraps his arms around me.

      “I really, really love you, Dee Giordino.”

      “I really, really love you, too, Wyatt Blake.”

      “That makes me happier than anything ever has.”

      “Me, too.”

      We shift to our sides, so we’re facing each other. The ceiling fan sends a steady stream of cool air over us that makes me shiver as my body recovers from the exertion.

      Wyatt pulls a blanket over us, snuggling up to me with an arm around my waist and a leg between mine. “Comfy?”

      “Very. I may never want to leave this bed again.”

      He runs his fingers through my hair. “I’d be fine with that.”

      I’m suddenly exhausted after getting up before five to make my seven o’clock flight. My eyes won’t stay open, but sleep is the last thing I want to do after counting the minutes until I could see him. I open my eyes to find him watching me. “Sorry. I’m super sleepy all of a sudden.”

      “Take a nap. We’ve got all the time in the world.”

      I really hope that’s true.
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      The time in Phoenix is filled with joy in every possible way, except for one—the chilly reception I receive from Wyatt’s parents when we go there for dinner Wednesday night. While he wraps things up at work, I’ve been working during the day to pack up the clothes and personal items he wants to take to Miami.

      We’re tired from staying up way too late every night and excited to start our life together in Miami, but minutes into the get-together with his parents, I feel deflated. His parents are polite, but it’s obvious they don’t approve of Wyatt’s plans or my influence on him.

      It’s nothing they say or do. It’s more the vibe his parents put out.

      They don’t ask about me or my life or make any attempt to get to know me. They mostly speak to him and act like I’m not even there. Wyatt keeps drawing me into the conversation, but it’s awkward and stilted.

      As the four of us sit at the table to eat dinner, it’s all I can do to choke down a few bites around the massive lump in my throat. I’m so afraid his mother will be offended if I don’t eat that I force myself to chew and swallow.

      It doesn’t help that the AC on deep freeze mode, which has me shivering. I’m a Floridian. AC doesn’t usually bother me, but their chilly reception has me so rattled that I’m cold to the bone.

      After dinner, Wyatt takes me upstairs to show me his childhood bedroom. I’m so relieved to be away from his parents that my legs feel shaky. I’m not used to being disliked on sight before I even get to say a word in my defense.

      When we’re in his room, he immediately puts his arms around me. “I’m so sorry. Please know that had nothing to do with you and everything to do with me.”

      “It felt rather personal to me.”

      “I know, babe, and I feel awful. I hate that they acted that way, but it’s not about you. They’re upset about me moving. I told you that.”

      “Yes, you did, but can we please go soon?”

      “Of course. I’m sorry they made you uncomfortable. They’re not like that. Once they get to know you, they’ll love you as much as I do.”

      I’m sure he wants to believe that’s true, but since they made no effort whatsoever to get to know me, I’m not optimistic. For the first time since Wyatt and I hatched our wild plan, I have serious doubts. His parents dislike me simply because he’s moving away from them to live with me.

      As Wyatt shows me the treasures from his childhood, I’m so upset, I can barely focus on him or what he’s saying.

      “I love these Rock ’Em Sock ’Em Robots. I played them with everyone when I was in the hospital. An orderly named Oscar showed me how to win every time, and after that, no one could beat me.”

      “What will happen to the stuff you still have here?”

      “I guess I’ll put away things like the robots for my future nieces and nephews.”

      “What about your kids?”

      He puts the robots back on the shelf where they live and turns to me, looking stricken. “What kids?”

      Suddenly, I’m cold all over once again, albeit for entirely different reasons. “The ones we’re going to have together.”

      “I, um… I’m not having kids, Dee. How could I do that, knowing I may not live to see them grow up?”

      I’m going to be sick. That’s the only thought in my head as the meager contents of my stomach come rushing up. I run for the bathroom in the hallway, managing to shut and lock the door before I bend over the toilet and vomit.

      
        
        WYATT

      

      

      Fuck. This night has been a goddamned disaster. Watching Dee sprint from the room and hearing her retching in the bathroom breaks my heart. Is this going to screw up everything? It can’t. I won’t let that happen. I go to the bathroom and knock softly on the door. “Let me in, sweetheart.”

      “No.”

      “Please?”

      Several minutes later, the lock pops, and the door opens. I step into the scent of the air freshener Dee sprayed to hide the smell of vomit.

      Her face is ghostly pale, and her eyes are big and full of tears that gut me.

      “Dee, honey…”

      She takes a step back from me, not that there’s far she can go in the small bathroom. “Don’t. Please. I’d like to go home, please.”

      “To my place or Miami?” I can barely breathe as I wait for her to reply.

      “To your place for now.”

      For now. Have two words ever carried more weight?

      I find a washcloth in the linen closet, wet it with cold water and wipe the tears from her face. “Please don’t cry. I can’t bear that.”

      “I’m sorry.” She makes an effort to pull herself together, running her fingers through her hair and pinching some color into her cheeks. “Will you please tell them I’m not feeling well so we can go?”

      “Yeah, sure, and don’t apologize for being upset.”

      As we head downstairs, I’m full of fear that everything has changed with Dee in the matter of one disastrous evening. I’ve never been in a situation like this, in which someone else’s happiness means more to me than my own. I’m pissed with my parents, but apparently, they’re pissed with me, too, which makes everything awkward as we say our goodbyes.

      “Will we see you before you leave?” Dad asks.

      “I don’t think so. We’ve got a lot to do to get ready for the movers.”

      “So, when will we see you again?”

      “I’ll come back to visit in a couple of months, and you’re always welcome in Miami. Our house has a guest suite that’s all yours.” Although, after tonight, how can I subject Dee to having my parents staying in our house when they barely spoke to her? I’ll take that up with them on my own when she’s not there to be further hurt by them.

      “Thank you for dinner, Mr. and Mrs. Blake,” she says in a stiff tone that’s so far removed from her usual warmth that it might as well be coming from a stranger. “It was very nice to meet you.”

      “You, too,” Dad says.

      Mom says nothing.

      I want to scream at them. Don’t you realize this woman means everything to me? That she’s the love of my life, the same life they weren’t sure I was going to get to have for a very long time? I’ll say all that and more when I call them tomorrow. But for now, I have to get her out of here and deal with the other issue that arose upstairs.

      I hug them both before I follow Dee out the door. “I’ll call you.”

      Dee’s already in the car when I get in and look over at her, stunned to see tears rolling down her cheeks.

      “I’m so sorry that was such a disaster in there.”

      “It’s fine.”

      I’ve never had a girlfriend before, but one thing I know for sure is if a woman is in tears and says everything is “fine,” it most definitely isn’t. I start the SUV and back out of the driveway, navigating the first streets I ever drove on, after the transplant when the whole world opened to me. Learning to drive and getting my license had been at the top of my list.

      I want to tell her that, but I’m not sure I should say anything until we address the elephant sitting between us. I think back over every conversation we’ve had, and no, we never did talk about kids, which I can now see was a significant oversight on my part. I should’ve told her I don’t intend to have kids, but I sort of assumed she’d know that.

      That was a huge mistake, one I’m not sure can be corrected at this point.

      She says nothing to me on the twenty-minute ride to my place, which is a marked contrast to the usual nonstop chatter between us. We never run out of things to talk about, and the silence sits like a heavy weight on my chest.

      I can’t fuck this up with her. After having been loved by her, I’d be devastated to lose her.

      Back at my place, she goes straight upstairs to shower and change into pajama pants and a long-sleeved T-shirt of mine. It’s the first time she’s put on clothes for bed since she got here, and it makes me sad. I love sleeping naked with her.

      I give her a half hour to herself before I go up to check on her. I bring her a glass of the iced tea she loves and put it on the bedside table on what’s become her side of my bed. I sit on the edge of the bed and reach for her hand, which is icy cold. “Can we talk about it?”

      “Which part? The one about your parents taking an instant dislike to me or the part about you not wanting kids and waiting until now to tell me that?”

      “It’s not that I don’t want kids, Dee. If everything were normal for me, I’d want a bunch of kids, especially if you were going to be their mother. But how do I do that to them or you, not knowing what the future holds for me? Do you want to wake up a single mother to however many kids we have when my heart suddenly gives out?”

      “What I would’ve liked, about two weeks ago, was to know how you felt about this subject. I made the mistake of thinking when you said you were all in, that meant all in.”

      “I’m all in with you. I love you. I want everything with you, but I don’t want to bring kids into this uncertain reality of mine.”

      To my great dismay, she begins to cry so hard that sobs shake her body.

      I reach for her, but she puts her hand up to stop me. “Dee, honey…”

      “Don’t. Please don’t.”

      I’ve never felt so helpless. “I can’t stand that you’re upset because of me.”

      “It’s my fault.” She uses the tissue I hand her to wipe away tears and blow her nose. “I dove in without doing my due diligence. I should’ve asked you about kids before I agreed to go all in. I should’ve told you how I’ve waited my whole life to be a mother. When we talked about my miscarriage, I should’ve said how important it is to me to try again someday.”

      The sinking feeling that overtakes me fills me with the kind of desperation I haven’t experienced since the days when I expected to die at any moment. “I never want you to be upset because of me, but can’t you see, even a little, why I feel this way? What would your life have been like if your dad had died when you were a little kid?”

      “It would’ve been very different, but I would’ve known how much he loved me because my mom would’ve told me every day. I’d get to have a life because he gave that life to me.”

      “But you’d be sad to have lost him, especially if you didn’t even remember him.”

      “Yes, but that wouldn’t have stopped me from going on to live a very satisfying life.” She accepts a second tissue from me and wipes her face again. “When you said you wanted to experience every part of being in love, I thought that extended to kids.”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t say otherwise.”

      “So am I.”

      I feel like I’m going to be sick myself. “What does this mean for us?” I’m terrified to ask that question.

      “I don’t know. We were impulsive. We jumped in so quickly. Maybe we made a mistake.”

      “This wasn’t a mistake.” I’ve never felt so desperate about anything as I do about fixing this with her. “I don’t want to lose you, Dee. I love you so much. You’ve been the best thing to ever happen to me.”

      Her chin quivers and new tears spill from her gorgeous brown eyes. “I love you, too. I really do, but…”

      I stop breathing, waiting for her to finish that thought.

      “You’re asking me to sacrifice one dream for another, and I just don’t know if I can do that, Wyatt. Even for you.” She takes a deep breath and lets it out. “And your parents are so upset about you moving. Maybe you shouldn’t do that to them.”

      “I’m not going to live what’s left of my life for them. I want to live for myself and you.”

      “I want kids.”

      Three little words have never packed a more significant punch than those do. “I don’t have life insurance, Dee. I can’t get it, which means I’d be leaving you without any kind of cushion other than the house and the money I’ve managed to save, a big chunk of which will go toward the house. My savings is decent, but it’s not enough to help you raise a family on your own in an expensive city like Miami.”

      “I have a good job now. I can do it on my own if I have to. Maybe we won’t live in a fancy house, but they’ll have what they need. I’d make sure of it, and my family would be there to support me. I wouldn’t be alone.”

      My guts have twisted into knots, but I feel a tiny spark of hope. “The thought of having children that might never know me is so… It’s overwhelming to me. Can you understand that at all?”

      “Of course I can, but it goes back to what we talked about at the beginning of all this, about not living in fear of a future we can’t control anyway. You have no idea whether you’ll die young or live to be an old man, and I don’t know that for myself, either.”

      “You’ll never be an old man.”

      For the first time in more than an hour, she cracks a small smile. “I don’t know if I’ll live through tomorrow any more than you do.”

      “Please don’t say that. You’re going to live a good long life.”

      “And you might, too. That’s my point. We don’t know what’s going to happen, so why not live to the fullest while we can?”

      “You make excellent points. Could I have some time to think about it?”

      “How much time? You’re supposed to move to Miami in two days. If we’re at an impasse on this topic, maybe…” Her voice catches. “Maybe you shouldn’t move.”

      I draw in a deep breath and release it on a long sigh. “This is why I had rules I never broke. I never wanted someone to look at me the way you are now as if I’ve disappointed you profoundly.”

      “It’s not your fault. We both did this. We dove in headfirst without taking even a second to make sure we were doing the right thing.”

      “Nothing in my entire life has felt more right to me than this has, than you have.” When I reach for her this time, she lets me.

      When her arms encircle me, I’m full of relief to have her back in my arms, even if I know our problems are far from solved.
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      I barely sleep that night. I’m a wreck after the last few hours and fearful that everything has changed between Wyatt and me—and not for the better. He tosses and turns, too, and has dark circles under his eyes when he comes to kiss me goodbye before he leaves for his second-to-last day at work in Phoenix.

      “Should I… um, keep packing?” What was definite only yesterday has now been thrown into complete uncertainty.

      “Yeah, I mean, I quit my job here. Miami-Dade is expecting me the week after next. We made an offer on the house in Miami. This place is going on the market this weekend. It’s all in motion.”

      Everything else is in motion except our relationship, which hit a major roadblock last night.

      “We’ll talk tonight,” he says, kissing me again. “We’ll figure this out. I promise. I wish I didn’t have to go, but I’ve got back-to-back surgeries today.”

      “I know.”

      “I love you, Dee. No matter what you’re thinking or feeling, please remember that.”

      “I love you, too.”

      “As long as we have that, the rest will fall into place. I believe that, and you should, too.”

      I can tell he honestly doesn’t want to leave me but pulls himself away to go to work. After I hear the door close downstairs, I reach for my phone to call my sister. She’s at work by now, but she’ll take the call if she can.

      The call goes to voice mail, and I leave a message asking her to call me when she can.

      I bring the phone with me when I go to shower and then downstairs to make coffee. I feel awful, almost as bad as I did when I found out Marcus married a stranger. The sick feeling, aching eyes and pervasive hopelessness are far too reminiscent of that awful time in my life.

      I never wanted to feel like that again, and here I am. Even in the short time I’ve been with Wyatt, I already know he’s way better for me than Marcus ever was, but I’m discovering that heartache feels the same no matter who causes it.

      Maria calls me back an hour later, when I’m in Wyatt’s room, putting the last of his clothes into boxes.

      “Hey,” she says when I take the call. “How’s it going?”

      “It was going great until last night.”

      “What happened?”

      “Do you have a minute?”

      “I have thirty minutes. It’s lunchtime here.”

      “Oh good. I might need all those minutes. Wyatt took me to meet his parents last night, and they were super chilly to me. He says it’s got nothing to do with me. They’re pissed he’s moving. But it sure felt personal to me.”

      “Yikes, I’ll bet it did.”

      “I was so uncomfortable the whole time. I felt like they were blaming me for his decision to move or something. I don’t know. It was just so screwed up.”

      “I’m sorry that happened.”

      “Me, too, and that’s not even the worst part. Wyatt took me up to the bedroom that’d been his growing up and was showing me some of the stuff he kept for future nieces and nephews. When I asked him what about his kids, he gave me a blank look and said he’s not having kids of his own and figured I knew that.”

      “Oh shit,” Maria says on a long exhale. “What did you say?”

      “I was so shocked to hear him say that I didn’t know what to do. I threw up in the bathroom.”

      “Ah, Dee.”

      “I know. It was awful. Later, when we were back at Wyatt’s place, he told me he doesn’t want to bring kids into the world, knowing he might not be there to raise them. He doesn’t think that’s fair to them or me.”

      “I can sorta see where he’s coming from. Can you?”

      “Of course I can, and I blame myself for not bringing this up with him sooner. I made the mistake of assuming all in meant all in. He also told me how he couldn’t get life insurance because of his condition, so he wouldn’t be able to leave me with a financial cushion if the worst should happen.”

      “Those are very valid concerns, Dee. Raising kids is expensive, and if you were doing it on your own, it’d be tough.”

      “I know.”

      “No, you don’t know. Neither of us can know the truth of it. We think we know, but the reality is probably far more difficult than it seems from the outside looking in. He’s protecting you. You have to see that.”

      “I do, but is it going to be a choice between him or having kids? Because I don’t know how I’d ever make that choice. I’ve always pictured myself with kids.”

      “I know you have.”

      “I love him, Mar,” I whisper. “I know it happened fast, and you guys are probably questioning my sanity, but I love him.”

      “We’re not questioning your sanity. I promise we’re not. We’re concerned about you getting hurt—maybe not right now, but down the road, if the worst should happen. But anyone with two eyes can see that you two are crazy about each other.”

      A tear slides down my cheek, and I brush it off. “We are. It’s the best thing to ever happen to me, and he says it is for him, too.”

      “You have to ask yourself if you could ever be happy again, knowing he’s out there somewhere without you. I hate the idea of you giving up your dream to have kids, but it may come down to a choice.”

      “I hate feeling as if someone punched me in the stomach.”

      “I know that feeling, and it’s awful. I’m sorry that what should be such a happy time for you guys has been messed up this way.”

      “Dad would tell me it’s because I didn’t do my due diligence.”

      Maria laughs. “Yes, he would, but you know the important stuff about Wyatt. You know he’s a really good guy, and he’s wild about you. It made me happy to see the way he looks at you and how you glow around him. I’ve missed seeing you happy like that since it went wrong with Marcus.”

      “I was so excited about everything with him, and now…”

      “Now, it’s gotten real, and that happens to everyone at some point.”

      “Has it happened for you with Austin?”

      “The last few weeks have been kind of real, with him back to work after being home for months. I got used to having him here all the time, and now he’s gone for days at a time. We’re so lucky to have his parents helping with Everly, but I miss him so much when he’s not here.”

      “It’s good to know that reality strikes for everyone, even perfect couples like you two.”

      “We’re not a perfect couple,” she says, laughing. “We fight about how Austin leaves his crap all over the place and how I clog the shower drain with my hair. It drives him crazy that I’m such a neat freak. Neither of us ever wants to go to the grocery store, and we never agree on what to watch on TV. He likes horror movies. I mean, seriously? And don’t even get me started on his love of heavy metal.”

      I’m truly stunned to hear they ever disagree about anything. Austin and Maria seem so in sync all the time. “I had no idea.”

      “Nothing is ever perfect, Dee, but Austin is as close to perfect for me as I ever hoped to find in this lifetime. And if Wyatt is your Austin, be careful drawing lines in the sand and making ultimatums that’ll leave you miserable without him. His situation is unique, and I think he’s wise to plan for worst-case scenarios. I give him major points for being concerned about things like not having life insurance and the financial impact of him being gone and you having to raise kids on your own. Those aren’t small concerns, and you should be thankful he cares enough to worry about that stuff.”

      “I’m so thankful for the way he cares about me, and I’d be miserable without him after what we’ve had so far.”

      “Then find a way to make it work, even if you don’t get everything you want.”

      “Not having kids is a big deal to me, Mari. I’m not sure I can do that.”

      “Then maybe you can get him to compromise on having one.”

      “I’d hate to have my child grow up alone, though.”

      “He or she would not be alone. Your child would have Everly and the other kids Austin and I hope to have together, and Car’s kids and Nico’s and Milo’s kids someday. They’d be surrounded by surrogate siblings the same way Carmen was with us.”

      “That’s true.” I release a deep sigh. “Thank you for this. It helped to talk it out with you.”

      “Keep breathing and keep talking to him. I’m sure you guys can find a way to compromise. I never again want to see you hurt the way you were after Marcus, and I have a feeling if this doesn’t work out with Wyatt, it’ll be worse.”

      “It would be. He’s my one. I know it.”

      “Then do whatever it takes to make it work.”

      “I hear you.”

      “I’m here if I can help.”

      “You already have. More than you know.”

      “Keep me posted, okay?”

      “I will. We’re supposed to leave tomorrow afternoon after the movers leave.”

      “Can’t wait to have you both back in town to stay. Text me later and let me know how you are?”

      “Yeah, for sure. Love you.”

      “Love you, too. Hang in there.”

      “I’m hanging.”

      I end the call with my sister feeling a thousand times better than I did before I talked to her. She always has that effect on me. No matter what’s bothering me, talking to Maria makes it better.

      For a long time after we end the call, I sit on Wyatt’s bed thinking about every minute we’ve spent together since we met at Carmen’s rehearsal. I think about the first night I spent with him and how I discovered something new and special with him.

      I think about how Wyatt texted me frequently after that night, even though we both knew it couldn’t go anywhere with him in Phoenix and me in Miami. I liked that he kept in touch even after we slept together. A lot of guys would’ve moved on after getting “the milk,” as Nona would say. But not Wyatt. He liked me from the start and having sex with me only made him like me more.

      I stepped wildly out of character to have that one-night stand with him in the first place, and I did that because I already knew, even then, that I could trust him. The fact that he’s Jason’s good friend helped, but it was more than that. We had a connection from the beginning, something I’ve never had with anyone else. The first time I saw him again when he came back to Miami, I knew for sure that connection was real.

      Nothing has ever been more real than Wyatt has been, and I don’t want to go back to the life I was living before he was part of it. With that in mind, I download the Instacart app, create an account and order what I need to make dinner for him from a local grocery store. When he gets home tonight, we’re going to talk, and we’re going to work this out.

      I’m not willing to consider any scenario that doesn’t include him right next to me where he belongs.
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      Today has been the most miserable day I’ve had in years. I lost a patient during a routine stent procedure when the guy suddenly coded. We did everything we could to get him back, but nothing worked. I had to tell his wife that the procedure had gone wrong and her husband was dead. I’ll be hearing her heartbroken wails in my dreams.

      I know there was no negligence on my part, but since the procedure ended badly, I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s a lawsuit. Thank goodness for malpractice insurance.

      The heart is a tricky, unpredictable organ in more ways than one. Mine has been aching all day over the disaster that unfolded last night on multiple fronts. After more than ten hours away from her, I’m prepared to give Dee six kids if that’s what it’ll take to keep her happy and with me where she belongs. I had a very long day to ponder the rest of my life without her, and I’m not down for that. We’re going to make this work, no matter what has to happen that wasn’t in my plans.

      Even kids.

      My heart does crazy things at the thought of having babies with Dee. It’s as if all the emotion inside me is too big to fit in the available space. It’s a feeling unlike any other I’ve ever had, and I’m officially addicted to the high of being in love with her.

      I’m almost to a clean escape from my last day of work when my colleagues waylay me with a going-away party that adds another hour to this endless day. But I go through the motions with the people I’ve worked with for years, accepting their good wishes for me, my new girlfriend and our life in Miami. A few of them know what I’ve been through in my life, and they’re incredibly happy for me.

      I just hope it’s not already over, and not knowing where things stand with her has my anxiety spiking to dangerous levels.

      When I’m finally on my way home, an hour later than usual, I put through a call to my dad on Bluetooth. I’ve had all day to think about what I want to say to him. I chose him because he tends to be easier to deal with in situations such as this one. Not that I’ve ever been in any situation quite like this one.

      “Hi there,” Dad says when he picks up the call. “Didn’t expect to hear from you today.”

      “Yeah, so, about last night.”

      “What about it?”

      “Where should I start? How about with the way you guys were super rude to the woman I love?”

      “When were we rude?”

      “When you completely ignored her and took the fact that you’re pissed with me out on her.”

      “We didn’t do that.”

      “Yes, you did, Dad! You made her feel like shit, which makes me feel like shit. I know you don’t want me to move, but aren’t you the slightest bit happy that I’m in love for the first time in my life?”

      “We’re happy for you, son, but what we don’t understand is why you have to move there. Why can’t she come here where your doctors are and where you have the support of family and friends?”

      “There’re doctors in Miami, and she can’t come here because, as I’ve already told you, her mother is battling breast cancer, and she’s just been offered a fantastic career opportunity running her family’s business. I certainly won’t be alone there. I’ll have Dee, her family, Jason.”

      My dad has no reply to that.

      “I know this isn’t what you want, and I get why you feel the way you do. But you and Mom fought so hard for me to get the chance to live. That’s what I’m doing. You have to let me, and you have to be nice to Dee, or there’s going to be trouble between us. I don’t think you want that.”

      “I don’t want that, and neither does Mom. We’ve been upset since you told us you were moving.”

      “I’m sorry to upset you, but that doesn’t give you the right to treat Dee the way you did last night. I was mortified. You never asked her a single thing or talked directly to her. Do you know how awkward that felt for us?”

      “I… I’m sorry, son.”

      “I’m not the one who needs the apology. I’m going to send you Dee’s number. I want you guys to text her and tell her you’re sorry for the awkward night and that you look forward to getting to know her better, and anything else you can think of to smooth this over. You got me?”

      “Yeah, sure. We’ll do that. I hope you know… It’s not about Dee.”

      “I know that! You know that! But how in the hell do you think she felt when my parents would barely look at her because they blame her for a decision I made completely on my own? That’s unacceptable, Dad.”

      “Yes, it is. We’ll fix it with her.”

      “Please do, and sooner rather than later. I’m happy than I’ve ever been with Dee. I want you guys to be happy for me.”

      “We are. We can see that you care for her.”

      “I want you to be part of this and not left on the outside looking in. But if you force me to choose, I’ll choose her. I want this thing with her more than I’ve ever wanted anything.”

      “I understand.”

      “And you’ll talk to Mom?”

      “I will.”

      “Thank you. I hate that you guys are upset about this. I hope you’ll eventually see that this move was the best thing for me, that she is the best thing for me.”

      “We want you to be happy, son. It’s hard for us to let go of the worry we’ve lived with for so long. I hope you can understand that a little.”

      “I hope I never know what that was like for you guys, and I have no doubt I wouldn’t be here without you fighting for me every step of the way. But we won, Dad. I won. I have this chance to truly live, and I’m going to take it.”

      “I, ah…” He sniffles, which makes me realize he’s in tears. I’ll never forget the first time I saw him break down when the doctors first told us how dire my situation was. I’d insisted on knowing everything that was happening, and seeing my strong, stoic dad in tears left a permanent mark on me. “I want that for you, son. All I’ve ever wanted was for you to have everything. You’ve made us so proud with your tenacity and your incredible career.”

      “That means a lot to me, but I never felt like I truly had it all until I met Dee. Now it’s like someone has opened a secret door and shown me how much more there is to discover, and I want it all.”

      Even things I thought I’d never want, like children.

      My dad agrees to text Dee, and I sign off with him feeling like he understands where I’m coming from. Hopefully, he can get my mom on board, too, because I want them to be part of this new life I’m creating with Dee.

      When I’m at a red light, I send her number to him. I drive faster than I should because I want to get home to her so badly. I just hope she’s still there.
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      Rehab sucks. All we do is talk, talk, talk all day long about our problems, our feelings, our addictions. I’m so sick of talking and listening to other people I don’t care about go on endlessly about shit that doesn’t matter.

      In the meantime, I’m acutely aware of time getting away from me where Dee is concerned. It’s been more than a year since I fucked it all up, and that’s a lot of time for someone like her to build a new life for herself that doesn’t include me.

      Desperation, the likes of which I haven’t felt since I first came to in that hotel room in Vegas and learned I married the wrong woman, has overtaken me in the last two days. I have to get out of here. And I have to get out now.

      After another group session, I return to my room and get my wallet from under my mattress. I jam it into my pocket and go to the front office to request my daily allotment of five minutes with my phone.

      I sign for the phone and go to the main lobby to check my messages. There’s one from my sister, another from my mother and two from friends, all checking on me, letting me know they’re thinking of me, etc. I appreciate the support from the people in my life, but the only person I truly care about is the one I haven’t heard from in far too long.

      I wait for my opportunity, and it appears in the form of a UPS man arriving with two big boxes that distract the receptionist and give me the chance to walk out the main door without anyone seeing me go.

      Once I clear the parking lot right outside the facility, I take off running for the main road, stopping only to summon an Uber that will take me to my sister’s. I need someone to talk to, and Bianca is my first choice.

      In the Uber, I vibrate with tension. The desperation is so intense that it makes it hard for me to breathe or swallow or do anything other than stare out the window at the familiar city. Where is she? Home with her parents or back in New York?

      All at once, I remember that we used to be able to track each other’s phones. What if Dee never turned that off?

      I find her in my contacts and click on the info button, waiting with breathless anticipation for it to tell me where she is.

      What the fuck is she doing in Scottsdale, Arizona?

      Because I can’t wait the fifteen minutes it’ll take to get to Bianca’s, I call her.

      “Marcus? How are you?”

      “Why is Dee in Arizona?” Her long pause sends my heart rate soaring. There’s an excellent chance I’m going to stroke out any second. “Bianca! What is she doing there?”

      “She’s met someone else, Marcus.”

      “No, she hasn’t. There is no one else for her but me.”

      “You have to listen to me.”

      My head begins to pound, and my mouth goes dry. “I don’t want to hear this, and how do you even know that, anyway?”

      “Maria posted something on Facebook.”

      I put the call on speaker and fumble around on my phone until I find my Facebook app. I search for Maria and click on her name. Sure enough, the first post is a picture of Dee with some dark-haired guy, the two of them smiling like fools.

      So happy for my sweet sister, Dee, and her new love, Dr. Wyatt! You two are so cute together! No one deserves to be happy more than you guys do. Xoxo

      I’m having a heart attack. Dee has got someone else. The guy’s a doctor, and even someone who’s not into guys can see he’s a good-looking dude. But more than anything, the blissed-out expression on Dee’s face is what hits me the hardest.

      I’ve never seen her look at me the way she’s looking at him.

      “Marcus.”

      I’ve all but forgotten I was on the phone with Bianca.

      “Are you there?”

      “I’m here.”

      “Did you see the post?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What can I do for you?”

      “I’m on my way to your house.”

      “Marcus! What’re you doing? You can’t just leave rehab.”

      “I just did.”

      “I’m not at home, but Tara is there. She’s staying with me for a while. I’m in the Keys for Destiny’s bachelorette.”

      Fucking great… Bianca’s best friend from forever has always had a massive crush on me that I couldn’t do a damned thing about because my sister would’ve neutered me if I so much as looked at the girl.

      Tara is the last thing I need right now, but since I can’t very well hide out at my place until I figure out my next move, I don’t redirect the driver. I’m such a fucking mess that I’m sure Tara will feel only pity when she sees me for the first time in a couple of years.

      Besides, she’s probably moved on, too. Everyone does.

      “Do you want me to come home, Marcus?” Bianca asks.

      “No. Don’t do that.”

      “I’m worried about you.”

      “I’m okay.” I say what she needs to hear because I don’t want to interrupt her good time.

      She promises to check on me later, and we end the call.

      I’m sure she’s texting everyone we know to let them know I’ve busted out of rehab and am not in a reasonable frame of mind. There was a time I would’ve cared about people knowing my business. That time is long in the past now.

      I stare at the picture of Dee and her “new love,” Wyatt. I hate the guy on sight. What right does he have to look at her that way? I want to call Dee and tell her she’s making a huge mistake with him, but I can’t do that because I’ve still got the presence of mind to know she isn’t the one who made the huge mistake.

      And then I’m sobbing in deep, gulping wails that has the driver watching me in the rearview mirror, probably concerned for his safety.

      The worst part of realizing your life is a fucking disaster is knowing you have only yourself to blame for the wreckage scattered all around you.

      “You all right, man?” the driver asks.

      “Yeah, sorry. Got some bad news.”

      “Condolences.”

      “Thank you.”

      The bad news is the love of my life, the one whose heart I shattered by marrying a woman who meant nothing to me, has found someone else to love. I’ve been blessed not to have much experience with grief in my life, but that’s the only word I can think of to describe the awful feeling that’s sunk its claws so deep inside me, I might never be able to rid myself of it. You don’t move on from this kind of pain. It’s permanent.

      I’m sadder than I’ve ever been while I continue to stare at the photo of Dee and Wyatt as if I don’t already have every detail memorized.

      Dee has someone else. Dee is in love with someone else. She’s never coming back to me. There’s nothing I can do or say to fix things with her, and suddenly, there’s no point to rehab. It was all for her. Everything was for her.

      What does it say about how fucked up everything is that even in the fog of grief and despair, I’m able to recognize this as the lowest point in my entire life? This is worse than everything that’s come before. Knowing I have no hope with Dee is a kick in the gut that takes the breath right out of me.

      As long as she was out there somewhere, I had hope. But now, knowing she’s moved on and is happy with someone else…

      I’m done.

      The Uber drops me at Bianca’s complex, but I lack the energy to walk up the two flights of stairs to her place. I fall onto a bench out front that has no protection from the blisteringly hot sun that beats down on me. I can’t find it in me to care that I might be getting badly sunburned. What does that matter?

      What does anything matter?

      I have no idea how long I sit roasting on that bench before someone says my name. I pull myself out of the pits of despair and look up at Tara gazing down at me, brows knitted in confusion. She’s holding a brown bag, and her light blonde hair is up in a bun.

      “What’re you doing here?”

      “I, uh… I don’t have anywhere else to go.”

      “Does Bianca know you’re here?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Do you want to come in?”

      I don’t. Not really, but what else can I do? Broil in the sun until I have a third-degree sunburn to add to my litany of problems? “I guess so.”

      She extends her free hand to help me up. “Come on.”

      I take a good long look at her hand before I raise mine to take it, hoping I’m not replacing one set of problems with another by letting her, of all people, help me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 24

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        DEE

      

      

      Wyatt texted to tell me he was running late, which gave me more time to make sure everything was perfect for the night I’ve planned for us. Nona sent me the recipe for her famous seafood casserole, which I cooked with a tiny bit of olive oil rather than the usual ton of butter in deference to Wyatt’s avoidance of cholesterol.

      I have just enough time to worry that maybe he doesn’t like seafood other than salmon, or perhaps he’s allergic to shellfish. I wonder if I should’ve even bought seafood in freaking Arizona, which isn’t exactly close to the ocean. I’ve worked myself into a full-on anxiety meltdown by the time I hear his key in the door.

      He comes in and stops short at the sight of the table set, lit candles and me in a black dress and heels that I packed in case we went anywhere that required such a thing.

      I spent time on my makeup and hair, which cascades over my shoulder in long spiral curls.

      He drops his work bag and keys right inside the door and comes to me, sliding his arms around me and holding on as tightly to me as I do to him. “I’m so glad you’re still here.”

      “Where else would I be when you have my heart? I can’t leave without that, without you.”

      Pulling back, he looks down at me for a long moment before he kisses me with almost twenty-four hours’ worth of pent-up desire, despair and fear. His tongue brushes up against mine, and my knees go weak from wanting him.

      He has me pressed so tight against him that there’s nothing I can do but surrender to the desperate need for a lifetime of feeling just like this.

      “Dee.” His lips skim lightly over mine. “I love you. I want you. I want us, but more than anything, I want you to be happy. If you need babies to be happy, we’ll have babies. We’ll figure it out. As long as I have you, I have what I need.”

      I’m overwhelmed by relief at being back in his arms and hearing his sweet words. But I’ve learned to be wary of situations that resolve themselves too quickly. “We should talk.”

      He hugs me even tighter. “Let’s do this for another minute first.”

      We hold each other in the soft glow of the candles I placed on the table.

      When he finally pulls back from me, he says, “You look beautiful, and something smells incredible.”

      “I made dinner.”

      “How’d you do that when there’s almost no food in the house?”

      “Instacart.”

      “Ah, very industrious.”

      “Are you hungry?”

      “Starving, as always, but let’s talk first. I need to get some stuff off my chest.”

      “Let me just turn down the oven, and I’m all yours.”

      Before he releases me, he kisses me again, softly this time. “I want you to be all mine forever.”

      I place my hand on his handsome face. “I am all yours. I had a very long day to think about going back to my pre-Wyatt life and concluded there’s no going back to before you. There’s only forward with you.”

      “I feel the same way. Turn down the oven, and let’s talk about it.”

      After I see to the oven, I pour a glass of chardonnay for myself and seltzer for Wyatt and bring them with me to join him on the sofa.

      He’s looking at his phone but puts it down when I sit next to him.

      “Everything all right?”

      “I lost a patient today during a fairly routine procedure. Hell of a way to end my tenure there.”

      “I’m so sorry, Wyatt. That must be horrible.”

      “Having to tell family members that a routine procedure led to death is the worst part of my job, especially when there’s no good explanation for it. Sometimes things just happen that we can’t control or explain.”

      “Do you worry about getting sued when that happens?”

      “Always, but we have pretty airtight consent forms that spell out all the possible outcomes of heart surgery. And I always, always tell the patients I’ll give them my very best, but I can’t promise anything. It just sucks when it happens, and I wouldn’t be surprised if they sue.”

      “Ugh, that’s awful.”

      “It happens. That’s why we have malpractice insurance. This is the first time in my career I’ve lost a patient during what should’ve been a routine stent procedure, but I witnessed similar scenarios two other times during my residency. Both times it happened the same way. Everything was fine until it wasn’t.”

      “I’m sorry it happened today when you should be celebrating the end of a successful time here and the start of a new adventure.”

      “Thanks. It was a bummer of a last day, for sure. But my colleagues had a potluck going-away party for me at the end of the day, and they all signed a card. They made it a nice sendoff.”

      “I’m sure they’ll miss you.”

      “Enough about me. Tell me what’s on your mind, and then I’ll tell you what’s on mine.”

      I roll my lip between my teeth, trying to find the words I need. “I heard what you said before about having as many babies as I want, but just last night, you were pretty adamant about not having any. I’m worried you’re going along with what I want, but maybe you still feel the same way.”

      “I’m trying to pivot to this new anything-is-possible mindset you’ve taught me. For the longest time, I limited myself out of fear of what might happen. You’ve helped me see that’s no way to live, and while I still have the same concerns about leaving you alone to raise kids without a financial cushion that life insurance would provide, I, too, had a long day to think about returning to life before Dee.”

      He turns to face me and takes hold of my hand. “I can’t do it, either. You’ve ruined me for anything other than being with you. I still have major concerns about bringing kids into this world and maybe leaving them far too soon, but I also heard what you said last night about them having a life because of me, even if I’m not there to enjoy it with them. That’s not nothing.”

      “No, it isn’t. And our kids would be surrounded by a big loving family and men like my dad, my uncles, my brothers and friends like Jason and Austin. It wouldn’t be the same as having you, but they’d be okay. I’d make sure of it. And it would leave me and everyone who loves you with a piece of you here with us forever.”

      “That’s true,” he says with a small smile. “I feel better about it when you remind me you wouldn’t be alone, and neither would they. They’d have my family, too, and speaking of them, you should have a text from my parents.”

      “Really?”

      He nods as he gets up to retrieve my phone from where I left it in the kitchen. He brings it back to the sofa and hands it to me.

      Sure enough, there’s a text from a phone number I don’t recognize. I glance at Wyatt before I read it.

      Hi Dee, this is Gary Blake, Wyatt’s dad. I’m here with my wife, and we wanted to apologize for the way we behaved last night. It’s not like us to be unwelcoming to our kids’ friends, especially one who’s as important as you are to Wyatt. We’re upset he’s moving and worried about him for reasons you can certainly understand. However, none of that is about you, and we hope you’ll forgive us for a dreadful first impression and give us another chance. We’re happy you and Wyatt have found each other and that he is getting to have this experience with you. He seems very happy, and we’re determined to be happy for him. Anyway, we’re sorry, and we hope to see you again soon. Gary and Dawn

      “Wow, you must’ve given them one hell of a talking-to.”

      He smiles, which makes his eyes twinkle. “My dad and I had a conversation.”

      “Thank you for smoothing things over with them. I hate to get off to a bad start.”

      “You didn’t. They did, and my dad sounded genuinely remorseful about it. I can’t promise there won’t be more bumps with them because they worry about me at extremely unhealthy levels. But he promised they’ll make a genuine effort to get to know you and to be part of this.”

      “I suppose I can’t ask for anything more than that, and I understand they’re overprotective after what you all went through.”

      “Overprotective isn’t a strong enough word to describe them. Again, I remind you my mom texted me when I was in Miami to make sure I was taking my antirejection meds.”

      Although he’s seriously annoyed, I can’t help but laugh at that.

      “It’s not funny!”

      “It’s kinda funny.”

      He shakes his head. “Not even a little funny.”

      I pinch my fingers together. “A tiny bit.”

      “Just don’t you get any ideas about making sure I take my meds.”

      “I’ll refrain from nagging you about that as long as I’m allowed to nag you about everything else.”

      “Nag away, baby.”

      “So, we’re good?”

      “We’re fantastic.”

      “I want you to know I appreciate the way we dealt with this like two adults and didn’t turn it into a multiday nightmare that undermined all the good stuff.”

      “Is that how it worked for you in the past?”

      “Sometimes. Trust me, this is way better.” I glance at my phone. “Let me respond to them, so they know there’re no hard feelings.”

      Thank you for your message. I appreciate it, and I hope you can visit us in Miami soon. I promise to do my best to make Wyatt happy and to take very good care of him. It means a lot to me that you reached out. Thank you again. Dee

      I show it to him. “Is that good?”

      “It’s lovely and more than they deserve after the way they acted.”

      “They’re frightened parents, Wyatt. We can’t hold it against them. That could be us someday. You just never know what might happen.” Another thought occurs to me that I should’ve had before now. It’s so big it takes my breath away for a second. “The condition that led to the transplant. Is it hereditary?”

      “No, it’s not. My issue was determined to be a rare birth defect that led to damage to my heart. My siblings and parents don’t have it, and there were no genetic links, either.”

      “Well, that’s a relief.”

      “Indeed. If it were a hereditary thing, kids would’ve been a hard stop no matter what. I’d never want to subject a child to what I went through, but our kids will need screening. If they have a defect, we can correct it before it causes damage. The damage had already occurred when mine was discovered.”

      “Would they need heart surgery if they have it?”

      “Yes, but it’s a pretty basic procedure that would prevent a world of problems down the road.”

      I swallow hard as I try to imagine my child having heart surgery.

      “It bodes well for our kids that no one else in my family had the same issue, so we shouldn’t worry about that until we need to. Hopefully, we’ll never have to.” He tips my chin up so he can kiss me. “All good?”

      “All good.”

      “Now about this dinner you made. It smells fantastic, and I’m starving.”

      “Then let’s eat.”
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, I’m lying in Wyatt’s arms, watching him sleep and marveling at how much my life has changed in a few short weeks. My one-night stand has become my once-in-a-lifetime, and I couldn’t be happier to know we get to be together from now on, for as long as we can. Maybe it’ll only be a short time. If it is, I’ll be thankful forever that I knew him and was loved by him.

      Giving your heart into someone else’s care isn’t something any of us should do lightly. It’s a big deal to give someone the power to hurt you. I learned that lesson the hard way, but I already know I’ll never have to worry about Wyatt wanting someone other than me. He’s sowed those so-called wild oats with his history of fleeting encounters with women. We’re both ready for something more lasting.

      “What’re you staring at?” he says in a low grumble.

      “You.”

      “Do I have something on my face?”

      “Yep, a whole lot of handsome.”

      The side of his face that I can see lifts into a smile. “You need to sleep. We’ve got a long day tomorrow.”

      “I don’t want to sleep. I want to look at you.”

      His eyes open, and he draws me in closer to him, our bodies intertwining as if we’ve been doing this for years. “You’ve got a little line between your brows. Right… here.” He leans in to kiss the spot. “What’s that about?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Are you scared, sweetheart?”

      “Of what?”

      “Of all the unknowns and what-ifs?”

      “Maybe a little, but it’s nothing I can’t handle.”

      “I really, really hope I never break your heart, but if I do, I want you to know that loving you made my life whole. We’re just getting started, but I already know that everything before this was leading me to you.”

      “I love you so much,” I whisper. “I never knew things like this could happen, and then there you were at my cousin’s wedding, too handsome to be believed. You have no idea what it meant to me that day to have a guy like you paying attention to me after what I’d been through. You lifted me so high.”

      “You dazzled me at the wedding. I felt like a tongue-tied teenager around you.”

      “No way.”

      “I swear! I was tripping over myself to keep you talking to me and dancing with me.”

      “I would never have known that if you hadn’t told me. I was in a horrible place that day, and you made everything better.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.” He runs his hand up and down my back, making soothing circles. “Do I need to thank your ex for that first night we spent together?”

      “How do you mean?”

      “If he hadn’t put out the word that he regretted what he did and wanted you back, do you think you would’ve had your first one-night stand after the wedding?”

      I think about that for a minute before I speak. “That might’ve had a tiny bit to do with loosening my inhibitions, but I can assure you, it never would’ve happened if I hadn’t felt a connection to you.” With my hand on his chest, I look into his eyes. “And if you hadn’t kept texting me, none of the rest of this would’ve happened. Every time I heard from you after our night together, I got the same lift you gave me at the wedding. Your texts made me so happy during a rough time with my mom. I started to look forward to them.”

      “I was like an eighth-grader with a new cell phone waiting for you to reply to me. I was checking it obsessively, every chance I got. One of my surgical nurses asked me one day if I had a girlfriend, and that shocked me.” He mocks a shocked expression. “That was how I looked at her.”

      “What did you say?” I ask him, laughing.

      “I told her I didn’t have a girlfriend, but for the first time in my life, I thought I might want one. She said, ‘Ah, so you’ve met the one, have you?’ I had no idea what to say to that. It was the first time I understood that maybe you were my one, and after that, all I could think about was getting back to Miami as fast as I could. And then the very next day, Jason called to tell me about the opening at Miami-Dade. He made a joke of it, saying if only I were interested in moving, we could work together again. I took that as a sign from the universe and asked him to send me the info on how to apply, even as I told myself to stay away from you because it wouldn’t be fair. I just couldn’t stay away.”

      “That’s amazing. I loved getting your texts, but I had no idea you were thinking of me so much.”

      “I thought about you all the time. I’ve never thought of anyone more than I’ve thought of you.”

      “I’m thrilled you came back to Miami.”

      “So am I.”

      “The bad stuff from before I met you seems like a lifetime ago as if it happened to someone else. It doesn’t even matter anymore.”

      “It still matters because it’s part of your story, but I’m glad I could help you move on from something that caused you so much pain.”

      “You did help. I thought I was doing so great moving on from it until that night of Carmen’s bachelorette, and suddenly, I was right back at day one.”

      “That must’ve been an awful feeling.”

      “It was! I was home for a happy occasion. My beloved cousin, who’d been through so much after losing her first husband, was getting married again to a great guy. I was ready to celebrate, and then I heard what Marcus had been saying.” I blow out a deep breath. “It just sucked the life out of me to hear that about him.”

      “Did you think about seeing him or getting back together with him?”

      “God, no. Never. My love for him shriveled up and died the second I heard he married someone else. But the hurt… That took a lot longer to go away. The rough part was thinking I was over it and had moved on, only to be right back in that painful space the second they told me what he was saying. That was the same weekend we found out my mom was sick, too.”

      “That’s a lot all at once.”

      “It was, but I shouldn’t be talking about him with you.”

      “Why’s that?”

      Smiling, I tell him, “I know this is your first official relationship, so you may not know that talking about your ex to the new guy is frowned upon.”

      “You can talk about anything with me, even him. He doesn’t threaten me. At least I don’t think I need to be threatened.” He gives me a playful side-eye. “Right?”

      “You don’t need to be threatened by anyone. You’re in a class all by yourself.”

      He kisses me, and as all kisses with him seem to do, one thing leads quickly to another, and he’s on top of me, pushing into me, making me crazy the way only he can. At times like these, when he’s so vital and alive, I find it easy to forget about the threat to his health that’ll be part of our life together.

      I don’t want to think about that or anything else coming between us, not when everything about this feels so damned good.
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        WYATT

      

      

      The movers are quick and efficient and have the truck packed by noon. After we close on our house in Miami, they’ll deliver the furniture from my house. Dee packed up everything in my kitchen, calling it our starter kit. I’m not much of a cook, but she says we can get the rest of what we’ll need when we’re ready.

      This is really happening.

      I’m leaving Phoenix to make a life with Dee in Miami.

      A few weeks ago, none of that would’ve seemed feasible to me, but now she’s shown me anything is possible. All I have to do is believe it. Maybe we’re both being naïve and unrealistic about what’s probably ahead for me—and us—but I’ll be damned if I can find the wherewithal to care inside the happy bubble with her.

      My parents surprise us with lunch. They both hug Dee, which helps to repair the damage they did the other night. My sweet girl is so forgiving, so loving. She treats them like old friends, even after the way they behaved at their first meeting.

      “Did you guys leave work to bring us lunch?” I ask as we stand around the kitchen island to eat the salads they brought.

      “We did,” Dad says. “We wanted to see you before you left.”

      “I’m glad you did.”

      Mom gets a little emotional at the sight of my empty living room. “Wow, you’re really moving.”

      “I’m really moving, and I can’t wait until you guys can come to Miami and meet Dee’s awesome family and eat at their restaurant. It’s the best food you’ve ever had anywhere. And wait until you see the house Dee found for us. It has a second master suite that’s all yours anytime you want to come to visit.”

      “That sounds very nice,” Mom says.

      I know her well enough to understand she’s making an effort for my sake and maybe Dee’s, but she’s still heartbroken about me leaving.

      “It has a pool, and it’s right near a golf course, Dad.”

      “You’re speaking my language.”

      We visit with them for another half hour. They leave with hugs for both of us and promises to come to Miami as soon as we’re settled in our new house.

      “Please check in often, or I’ll worry,” Mom says when she hugs me a second time.

      “I will. I promise.”

      Dee and I walk them out and wave to them as they drive away.

      “It was nice of them to come,” she says.

      “It was. I’m glad you got to see the Mom and Dad I know and not that weird version of them from the other night.”

      “I am, too.”

      We have a quick meeting with the Realtor who’s listing my place so I can sign the agreement that puts it on the market. And with that, it’s time to go.

      At two o’clock, we load suitcases, backpacks and other things we’ll need on the road, including an entire bag devoted to my medication, into my SUV. We take one final walk-through to make sure we didn’t miss anything. As I shut and lock the door on my Phoenix home for the last time, so many emotions overwhelm me.

      Chief among them is excitement for what’s ahead, and that, in and of itself, is such a welcome feeling. Ever since I passed the eleven-year mark, I’ve been living in this odd state of suspended animation, waiting for the sky to fall. There’s not much room for things like hope or excitement inside that mindset.

      Dee has changed everything for me. She’s shown me a different way, a better way, and as I go down the stairs to the parking lot, I don’t look back. I only look ahead to Dee, who’s standing by the car waiting for me. With the sun streaming down on her, she looks like an angel sent from above to show me what it means to truly live rather than just exist.

      I surprise her when I go to her rather than the driver’s side of the vehicle. “Before we leave, I just want to say thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “For showing me another way to live.”

      “You like this better?”

      Nodding, I kiss her softly. “So much better. Thanks for all you did to get ready for the move. I never would’ve gotten it done without your help.”

      “We make a good team.”

      “Yes, we do.”

      “Should we get this show on the road?”

      “Absolutely.” I hold the passenger door for her and wait until she’s settled to steal another kiss. “Let’s go home.”

      
        
        MARCUS

      

      

      I sleep better than I have in weeks and wake up twelve hours later to sunlight pouring into my sister’s bedroom. Since she’s out of town, I slept in her room after talking to Tara for hours about everything that’s happened since we last saw each other.

      Unlike Dr. Stern and the people at rehab, Tara listened to me without interrupting. She let me talk until I had no words left, and then she asked what I needed.

      “I don’t know. I just don’t know.”

      “Maybe you should sleep on it and see how you feel in the morning.”

      I was utterly exhausted after seeing Maria’s post about Dee and talking it all out with Tara, so I took her offer of a place to stay for the night and slept like a dead man.

      I feel a little better today, but I’m so sick of myself and my never-ending litany of problems. I’ve made a God-awful mess of my life. That’s about the one thing I know for sure.

      In Bianca’s bathroom, I “borrow” an unopened toothbrush and take a shower.

      Wearing yesterday’s clothes, I leave the bedroom to figure out what I’m going to do next.

      Tara is in the kitchen standing watch over something on the stove. “Coffee?”

      “Sure, thanks.”

      She pours coffee into a mug and puts it on the counter along with cream and a sugar bowl. “How’d you sleep?”

      “Really well for once.”

      As I watch her move around in the kitchen, I have the same thought I had last night. The cute young girl who used to follow me around like a puppy has grown into a beautiful woman. I haven’t seen her in years, and the change in her is remarkable. “Sorry to make it all about me yesterday. I never even asked where you’ve been since I saw you last.”

      “I was in Ecuador for three years with the Peace Corps.”

      “Oh wow. That’s amazing.”

      “It was great. I taught English as a second language to elementary-aged kids. I loved every minute of it. I got back two weeks ago, and I’m moving into my new place at the end of the month. Bianca was nice enough to let me crash with her in the meantime.”

      So while I was drinking my way into oblivion and making a full-on disaster of my life, Tara was off saving the world. “That’s really cool. I’m impressed.”

      She smiles, which makes her eyes light up. “Thanks. It was fun, but now I have to figure out what’s next. I’ve applied to a bunch of places, and I’m just waiting to hear something. The waiting is making me crazy. I always need to have a plan.”

      When she retrieves plates from the cabinet, her T-shirt rides up on her back, revealing two sexy indents at the base of her spine. Not that I have any business noticing Tara’s sexy indents. Drink your coffee, Marcus, and keep your eyes off your sister’s friend.

      Tara serves scrambled eggs, turkey bacon and buttered toast.

      “Thank you so much for everything, Tara. I really appreciate it.”

      “No problem.” After refilling my coffee, she joins me at the bar, and we eat in silence until she puts down her fork and looks at me. “What’re you going to do?”

      “I don’t know. I just don’t know.”

      “May I offer a suggestion?”

      “Sure. After all, you listened to my bullshit last night. I’m interested in your opinion.”

      “You need to go back to rehab and finish what you started there.”

      That’s the last freaking thing I want to do.

      “Everything you talked about last night comes back to one thing—you need to deal with your alcoholism before you worry about anything else.”

      She’s right. I know she is, but I still don’t want to go back there, even if I know I have to. They’ve called six times since I left, but I’ve declined the calls and haven’t listened to the messages from them or Dr. Stern, who’s called three times.

      “I can give you a ride if you’d like.”

      I want to say no, thank you. I want to tell Tara I’m not going back there, but she looks at me in such a way that lets me know my bullshit isn’t going to fly with her. “I’ve been unfair to you.”

      That seems to surprise her. “How so?”

      “When we were younger, I always felt like you were maybe into me, and I spent hours last night talking to you about Dee and how upset I am that she’s found someone new.”

      “I was into you.”

      “Oh.”

      “So into you, it wasn’t even funny,” she says, laughing. “But you were always with Dee.”

      “I’m sorry if I was clueless.”

      “It’s fine. I got over it.”

      For some strange reason, I’m sad to hear she got over me, which is ridiculous in light of everything else I’ve got going on.

      “I’m sorry you had to hear that Dee’s moved on from a Facebook post.”

      “That was more than she got from me when I married someone else.”

      “True. That wasn’t your finest hour.”

      She’s cute, funny, intelligent and insightful. If things were different, I’d want to sit here all day and talk to her about anything and everything.

      “I know you’re beating yourself up over everything that went down, and while you should feel bad about what happened with Dee, you don’t need to carry that around with you for the rest of your life. It happened. It’s over. She’s moved on. You’re moving on. Life goes on. You need to work on forgiving yourself for things that happened when you were dealing with an illness.”

      “I’m not sure I’ll ever forgive myself for what I did to her.”

      “You have to, Marcus.”

      “I feel like I need to see her for that to happen.”

      Tara shakes her head. “No, you don’t. That’s not what she needs. She’s moved on. Seeing you wouldn’t be good for her.”

      I blow out a deep breath as it finally registers with me that there’s nothing I can do where Dee is concerned besides leave her alone and wish her well. My phone rings with yet another call from the rehab. I decide to take this one.

      “Hello.”

      “Marcus, this is Dr. Stern. We’ve been trying to reach you.”

      “I know. I’m sorry. I had some stuff to take care of.”

      “We’d like you to come back to the facility. Do you have a means of transportation?”

      I look at Tara when I say, “Yeah, I do.”

      “Can we expect you back today, then?”

      I take a deep breath and release it. “Yes, I’ll be there.”

      “I’ll look forward to seeing you soon.”

      After we end the call, I put the phone on the counter.

      “You’re doing the right thing,” Tara says. “You can’t worry about anything else until you’re healthy again.”

      “That’s easier said than done.” I glance at her. “We’d probably better go before I make another bad decision and talk myself out of going back.”

      “I won’t let you do that.” She clears the plates and puts them in the sink. “I’ll be ready in a minute.”

      After she disappears into the other bedroom, I force myself to sit there and wait for her when everything in me wants to bolt. For whatever reason, I feel like that would disappoint Tara, and I don’t want to disappoint her or anyone else. I’ve done enough of that.

      Tara comes out wearing leggings and a tank that clings to her full breasts. She blossomed from an awkward girl to a gorgeous woman since I saw her last. And the best part is she’s beautiful on the inside, too.

      As she drives me to the rehab facility in her silver Hyundai Sonata, we’re both quiet.

      I watch the scenery go by—palm trees, strip malls, colorful flowers and ponds with fountains in front of apartment complexes. It’s all so familiar and yet so foreign, too. When was the last time I bothered to pay attention to the scenery? When was the last time I had the bandwidth to think about anything other than getting drunk or fixing things with Dee? It’s been a long, long time.

      Tara pulls up to the main door at the rehab and puts the car in park. “Unlock your phone and let me see it.”

      I do as she asks, even if I’m not sure why.

      She taps at the screen and then hands it back to me. “I programmed in my number. If you need a visit or a care package or a friend to talk to, call or send a text.”

      “Thank you, Tara. You’ll never know what you did for me just by listening.”

      “I’m glad I was there when you needed a friend.”

      I eye the main doors apprehensively. “Well, here goes nothing.”

      “No, Marcus.” She puts her hand on my arm and looks at me with warm, hazel eyes. “Here goes everything.”

      She puts a huge lump in my throat with that.

      “Thanks again,” I manage to say before I get out of the car and head inside without looking back. If I look back, I suspect she’ll still be there, making sure I’m inside before she leaves.

      It’s the strangest thing. Yesterday, I found out Dee had someone else and nearly lost my mind. I ran from rehab, landed at my sister’s and found an old friend who provided just the support and comfort I needed. Today, I find myself wondering when or if I’ll get to see Tara again.

      I really hope I do.
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      Since we get a late start, we drive six hours to Albuquerque the first day and arrive around nine p.m. And yes, we know Albuquerque is out of the way, but neither of us has ever been there, so we take a detour to the north to check it off the bucket list of all the places we want to go together that we made during the ride. We hold out for dinner at a local restaurant and stumble into a hole-in-the-wall place next door to our hotel that has some of the best food I’ve ever tasted outside of Giordino’s. We walk back to the hotel and fall into bed, exhausted from the long day.

      In the morning, we take a couple of hours to explore Albuquerque. We wander around Old Town, and Wyatt buys me a gorgeous bowl from one of the galleries we visit and two small cacti for our new home. However, I take a pass on his suggestion to check out the Rattlesnake Museum.

      “I can’t believe you don’t want to learn about rattlesnakes,” he says with a playful pout.

      “I’d have nightmares for days if we went there, especially when we’re driving through rattlesnake country.”

      “If you’re gonna be that way about it.”

      “I’m gonna be that way about it.”

      Since our goal today is to make it to Austin, Texas, we don’t linger for long in Old Town and hit the road shortly before ten for the eleven-hour drive to Austin.

      Wyatt seems tired after doing all the driving yesterday, so I insist on taking the first shift.

      We have the windows down and sing along to the eclectic selection of music he plays on the Bluetooth. Everything from Lil Wayne to CCR to Eminem to Tim McGraw to Selena. He’s impressed when I sing the Selena song to him in Spanish.

      “Your musical taste is all over the place,” I tell him.

      “I like songs, not genres. If a song speaks to me, I add it to my playlist. I don’t care who sings it or whether someone my age ought to like it. My grandfather is a huge Rat Pack fan. He had me listening to Sinatra and Dean Martin and Sammy Davis Jr. when I was a little kid. I knew all the words to their songs by the time I was eight.”

      “That’s very sweet.”

      “This is his favorite.” He plays “My Way” and sings along.

      He’s got a great voice, which I learned about him that night in Miami when we stayed up all night listening to music. Since we left Phoenix, I’ve also learned he wants to stop at every cheesy tourist trap we pass on the road, which has me calling him Clark W. Griswold.

      “If you don’t want to see the world’s largest mud hut, I’m not sure we can make this relationship work.”

      “I’ll take my chances.”

      We laugh and joke and tease and sing and eat the healthy trail mix he buys from the convenience store when I would’ve gone for chocolate and chips. I can already see his influence is going to be good for me.

      Being on the road with him is the most fun I’ve ever had in my entire life.

      Much later that night, we’re driving through the ghost town that’s West Texas when we see a sign for a bus stop that cracks us up.

      “Who in the hell is coming out to the middle of nowhere to catch the bus?” Wyatt asks.

      He took over the driving when we rolled into Texas a few hours ago, and I’m manning the playlist.

      I’ve added some of my favorite salsa and hip-hop songs to keep things interesting as we drive for miles without seeing another car.

      “I could put the cruise control on ninety, put my feet up on the dash and take a nap, and we’d be totally fine,” he says.

      “Except you’re not going to do that.”

      “But I could. Have you ever been on a more desolate road in your life?”

      “I don't think so.” I keep checking my cell phone to make sure we still have service out here. So far, so good, but I wouldn’t be surprised to lose service at some point.

      We drive for what feels like forever before we see headlights coming from the other direction.

      “Check it out!” Wyatt bounces in the driver’s seat. “Someone else survived the zombie apocalypse!”

      “That’s such a relief. Maybe we can form a new community with the other survivors.”

      As the vehicle approaches, the bright lights blind us after so much darkness.

      “What the hell’s he doing?” Wyatt asks as the other car closes in on us.

      The car seems to be partly in our lane, or it appears to be. “I can’t tell if my eyes are playing tricks on me or what.”

      Wyatt slows down and inches closer to the far right side of the road as the other vehicle comes so close to us, it nearly sideswipes us. He has no choice but to wrench the wheel to the right, which sends us careening off the road into the brush.

      I scream as I grab the handle above the passenger door window and hold on until the car comes to a jarring stop about ten feet from the road. Thankfully, the airbags don’t deploy.

      Behind us, we hear a loud boom as the other vehicle crashes.

      “Are you okay?” Wyatt asks, his expression panicked.

      “I think so. Are you?”

      “Yeah, the seat belt didn’t feel good against my chest, but otherwise, I’m okay. I should check on the other driver.” He throws the SUV into reverse, drives up onto the road and heads back to where the other vehicle landed. “Try calling 911 and see if there’s service out here.”

      As I make the call, I realize my hands are shaking. Thankfully, the call goes through, and I can report the accident, although I have no idea where we are.

      “We’ll use GPS to locate you, ma’am,” the operator says. “Just keep the line open.”

      “My boyfriend is a doctor. He’s going back to check on the other driver.”

      Wyatt parks our car and turns on the hazard lights before getting out to jog over to the other vehicle. He returns a few minutes later. “Just grabbing the first aid kit. His head is bleeding. He says he fell asleep and is all apologies.”

      When I realize how close we came to a devastating crash, I can’t stop shaking as I convey the new information to the 911 operator.

      Help arrives fifteen minutes later in a helicopter that lands right on the road.

      After I tell the operator the chopper has arrived, we end the call, and I get out of the car to watch. In the bright lights coming from the helicopter, I can see Wyatt talking to the paramedics. I wonder if the other driver knows he got lucky by nearly crashing into a car driven by a doctor.

      With the paramedics on the job, Wyatt returns to our car, holding the first aid kit.

      “Is he going to be okay?”

      “Yeah, he might have a concussion and some broken ribs, but he’ll be fine.” He tosses the kit inside the car and then puts his arms around me. “That was scary.”

      I cling to him as the adrenaline seems to leave my body all at once. “Sure was. You did a good job avoiding the accident.”

      “All I could think about was what I’d ever do if something happened to you.”

      “I’m fine. You’re fine. We’re fine.”

      “Keep reminding me.” He brushes the hair back from my face. “You referred to me as your boyfriend.”

      Laughing, I say, “Well, you are.”

      “That’s a first for me. I need a minute to enjoy it.”

      “I’ll say it every day if you want.”

      “That’d be good.”

      We stand there, holding each other until the chopper departs, leaving us once again alone in the dark.

      “Come on,” he says, “let’s get going.” He holds the door for me and closes it after I get settled.

      When he gets in the car, he looks over at me. “You sure you’re not hurt at all?” He rubs his chest as he asks.

      “I’m fine, but are you? Should we get your chest checked?”

      “I don’t think we need to. It’s just bruised from the seat belt.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure. I don’t take any chances in that area. Nothing to worry about.” He turns the car back toward Austin, and we set out, both of us subdued after our close call.

      “You know,” I say a while later, “this was a sign.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Nona is a big believer in the universe sending us signs, like the one you got when Jason called about the job in Miami. Think about what just happened. We’re out in the middle of nowhere, not another car in sight, and the one car we encounter nearly hits us head on. One or both of us could’ve been killed. It’s proof we’re doing the right thing.”

      “I’m glad we’re doing the right thing—and PS, I already knew that—but I’m not sure I follow how it’s a sign.”

      “We could’ve died right here on this lonely road in West Texas, Wyatt. We’re all going to die someday. You might go sooner than the rest of us, but it could’ve been me today if that car had hit us just right.”

      “Don’t even say that. I can’t bear to think of anything happening to you.”

      “I can’t bear to think of anything happening to you, either, but it will. Someday. In the meantime, we have to soak up every single moment of happiness and joy out of the time we do have without spending another second worrying about when it all might end.”

      “It sounds so simple when you say it like that, but for so many years, I just didn’t think that was possible.”

      “That’s because you were planning for worst-case rather than living best-case. You just needed me to show you that.”

      He surprises me when he pulls the car over and turns on the flashers.

      “What’re you doing?” I ask him.

      Reaching for me, he tips my chin up to receive his kiss. “I’m so, so thankful I found you, and you showed me how to live.”

      I place my hand on his sweet, handsome face and return the kiss with a bit of tongue that makes him gasp. “Have you ever done it in the desert?”

      “Not in the Texas desert.”

      That makes me laugh even as I continue to kiss him.

      “As much as I’d love to christen the Texas desert, I’d be afraid of someone hitting us.”

      “Good point.”

      We reluctantly separate, but he takes hold of my hand and doesn’t let go.

      I hope he never lets go.
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        DEE

      

      

      We’re moving into our gorgeous new home today, and the entire family has come to help us. Wyatt had his first week at Miami-Dade and loves his new coworkers and patients. He thinks he’s going to be very happy there, which is a huge relief to me. I want him to be happy in his new hometown. I want him to be as happy as I am since we came home to Miami to stay.

      Ever since the night in the desert, when the universe sent us a sign, Wyatt hasn’t once mentioned any worries about the future. We’re too busy loving the present to spend any of our precious time being concerned about things we can’t control.

      Maria told me Marcus is making progress in rehab, which is good news. Despite what happened between us, I want only good things for him.

      When my parents come to help us move in, my mom hands me a letter sent to their house. I can tell it’s from Marcus, but I haven’t opened it yet. Today is about new beginnings, and I don’t want to bring my painful past into it. I’ll read it later.

      “Where do you want this box?” Milo asks, carrying one of the many boxes my cousin Domenic sent from my former apartment in New York.

      “In the kitchen, please.”

      “You got it.”

      Jason and Austin help Wyatt and Nico move the sofa from Phoenix to three different locations in the great room before I find the perfect spot.

      “Thank God,” Nico says, scowling at me.

      “What? I wanted to get it right while we have the help.” I’m worried about Wyatt doing too much, but I’d never say that to him. He wouldn’t appreciate it.

      We arrange the furniture from his place in Phoenix, put away the items we’ve purchased locally in the last week and unpack boxes from my New York apartment. Nona and Abuela take over the kitchen, and I happily defer to the experts. My mom and Aunt V make our bed while Uncle V and my dad put together Wyatt’s desk from Phoenix in the room we’re planning to use as an office.

      My mom is feeling much better since she ended her course of antibiotics. She insisted on coming to help today, and I’m thankful she felt up to it.

      Carmen and Maria help me set up the master bathroom and put away the towels from his house and my apartment.

      “It’s cool that your towels match his,” Maria says, noting that the pattern in mine complements the navy in his.

      “Is it normal to be so happy that you feel like you’re going to burst?” I ask them.

      “Entirely normal,” Maria replies. “I still feel that way with Austin. Like it’s too much to contain inside one heart.”

      I’m relieved to have her put it into words for me. “Yes, it’s just like that.”

      “For me, too,” Carmen says. “When I’m with Jason and even when I’m not. That’s how I knew at the beginning that he was special.”

      “Are you going to read the letter from Marcus?” Maria asks.

      I had to tell them about it. “Eventually. I’m sure it’s another apology, which is nice, but it’s all in the past now.”

      “I heard Bianca’s friend Tara has been to see him a few times.”

      “I remember her! She’s a nice girl.”

      “I suppose he deserves a nice girl after being married to the skank,” Maria says begrudgingly.

      We share a good laugh, and it amazes me that a conversation that would’ve hurt so much not that long ago has no impact on me whatsoever. I’ve found my happily ever after with Wyatt, and I want Marcus to find his. Despite the pain he caused me, I’m rooting for him and his sobriety.

      It’s a long day, but we make a considerable dent in turning our house into a home.

      At dinnertime, Wyatt passes his phone around for a massive takeout order for all our helpers. We eat Mexican outside by the pool, sitting on furniture he put together last night after it arrived in six different boxes.

      I’m thrilled to have my family at my house for dinner. That they seem to love Wyatt as much as I do makes the first day in our new home one of the best of my life.

      “We should all do a weekend away somewhere,” Carmen says as she sips her second margarita. She and Jason brought the drink mix and tequila along with a super fancy blender as a housewarming gift.

      “Oh, we should,” Maria says. “Before Austin’s season starts.”

      “My season has already started, babe,” Austin says.

      They left Everly with his parents today so they could help us.

      “I know, but not the regular season. You’ll have at least one weekend free between now and the official start, won’t you?”

      “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Where should we go?” Jason asks.

      “Key West,” Carmen says. “Or Islamorada. Either would be awesome.”

      “I’m down with that,” Wyatt says. “We need a vacation after moving.”

      “I wanna go,” Milo says.

      “Me, too,” Nico adds. “I’ll bring Sofia and Mateo. He’d love to play with Everly.”

      I can’t believe Nico drops that so casually, as if him bringing Sofia and Mateo on a getaway wouldn’t be a big deal.

      “Just when we thought we’d hired our way out of working all the time, she’s already planning a vacation,” Vincent says with a teasing smile.

      “Jeez, I never even thought of work,” I tell him.

      “It’s so hard to get good help these days,” Vivian says, and we all share a laugh.

      “I promise I’d make sure everything is fully covered if I took off for a weekend,” I tell my new “bosses.”

      “We’re not worried about it, honey,” Vincent says. “It’ll take a while for us to get used to not working all the time. We’re around.”

      “You guys are taking the trip to Italy this fall, though, right?” Carmen asks her dad.

      Her parents and mine booked the trip for September, with everyone hoping my mom’s treatments will be completed by then. They need something to look forward to, other than Maria and Austin’s wedding in November, and we couldn’t be more excited for them.

      “Hell yes. It’s on. Two weeks in Tuscany, a week at Amalfi and another week in Sicily.”

      “I’m so jealous,” Wyatt says. “That sounds amazing.”

      I decide right then and there to start saving up to take him to Italy as soon as possible.

      “I have big news.” When Nona has everyone’s attention, she smiles as big as I’ve ever seen her smile. “I start my flying lessons tomorrow afternoon.”

      “That’s great, Nona,” Carmen says. “We’re so proud of you.”

      “I don’t know about this.” My dad glances at Vincent. “Are you sure about this, Mother?”

      “I’m very sure,” Nona says. “I can’t wait.”

      “Leave her alone and be happy for her, Lorenzo,” Abuela says. “She’s wanted to do this for as long as I’ve known her.”

      “How do you know that, but her sons don’t?” Vincent asks.

      “Because she told me, and she didn’t tell you because she didn’t want you to worry about her doing something that’ll bring her joy.”

      “This is all your fault,” my dad tells Vincent. “You decided everyone needed to get a life outside of work, and now our mother is taking flying lessons.”

      Vincent laughs at his brother’s good-natured jab. “I’ll take the blame if it makes her happy.”

      “Thank you, Vincent,” Nona says. “I haven’t been this excited about anything in years.”

      “That’s sweet, Nona,” Milo says. “I can’t wait to see you fly.”

      She smiles lovingly at him. We joke that he’s her favorite. “Thank you, honey.”

      “Speaking of getting a life, how’s Mr. Muñoz, Abuela?” Carmen asks.

      Abuela gives her a withering look. “Mind your own business.”

      “Since when is your business not my business?” Carmen asks with an innocent expression.

      “Since she started dating Mr. Muñoz,” I say, earning a scowl from Abuela.

      “Where did we go wrong with these children?” Abuela asks our parents. “They’re so impertinent.”

      “That's her vocabulary word of the week,” Nona says.

      Ever since Carmen’s parents took Abuela and her sister back to Cuba for a visit that’d broken their hearts, Abuela has been determined to speak only English. She’s accepted she’s never going “home” again.

      “It’s funny how it’s impertinence when we want to know her business, but it’s not impertinence when she wants to know ours,” Maria says, making everyone laugh.

      “Talk about someone else.” Abuela waves her hand. “Nothing to see here.”

      “Where there’s smoke, there’s fire,” Jason says.

      “And here I thought I liked you,” Abuela says, making us howl with laughter.

      The family leaves around eight with promises to be back tomorrow after brunch to help us finish unpacking. I head for the shower with every muscle in my body aching after working nonstop for most of the day.

      When I emerge from the shower, I find a gift bag on the counter that Wyatt must’ve put there. I look around the corner into the bedroom, but I don’t see him. There’s a card in the bag that I open first. It says, “Congratulations on your new home! May you know only love and joy as you make new memories.”

      We’re so, so, SO happy for you and Wyatt, and we wanted to help you enjoy your first night in your new home. We love you so much, and we’re thrilled to have you here with us where you belong! Love you both! Car and Mari

      I have tears in my eyes as I pull the tissue paper out of the gift bag to find a sexy silk nightgown in the palest shade of pink, a scented candle and a bottle of champagne.

      My girls are the best, and I couldn’t be happier to be living close to them again. I put on the nightgown and bring the candle and champagne with me into the bedroom where I find another gift, this one a big white box with a red ribbon on it.

      “Wyatt?”

      He comes into the bedroom and stops short at the sight of me standing next to the bed, his eyes gone hot with desire. “What have we here?”

      I strike a pose. “This old thing? Just a gift from my sister and cousin.”

      Walking toward me, he flashes the warm, sexy grin I love so much. “Have I mentioned how much I adore your sister and cousin?”

      “I do, too. They also gave us this yummy-smelling candle and a bottle of champagne.”

      He kisses me. “Stay put. I need to grab a shower, and then I’ll find a lighter and some glasses.”

      “What’s in that box?”

      Over his shoulder, he says, “You’ll have to open it to find out.”

      “I didn’t get you anything.”

      He stops and turns to me, looking at me in a way that makes my knees go weak. “Please, Dee. You’ve given me everything.”

      “Right back atcha.”

      “Don’t go anywhere.”

      “Nowhere else I’d rather be than right here with you.”

      After he goes into the bathroom to shower, I push the box toward the center of the bed and discover it’s lighter than expected. I get into bed and wait for him, taking a look around at the big, beautiful room we’ll share. I can’t believe this is my home, that this is my life, that he is my life.

      While I have a second to myself, I decide to read Marcus’s letter. Not that it matters what he has to say, but since he took the time to write it, the least I can do is read it. His familiar handwriting takes me right back in time to when I thought I was going to spend my life with him.

      
        
        Dee,

      

        

      
        I’m sorry. If I say that a million times, it still won’t be enough. I’m deeply, profoundly sorry for what I did to you and us with my thoughtless behavior. I’m sure you’ve heard by now that I’m in rehab, getting treatment for what became full-blown alcoholism over the last few years. And yes, I hid that from you. I never wanted you to know how messed up I was. I’m trying to fix that now and also trying to accept that I can never fix the mess I made with you, the most precious person in my life.

      

        

      
        I’m sorry for what I did, that you had to hear it from others and that I never reached out to you. I was so appalled and ashamed of myself that I couldn’t bring myself to contact you. I was a coward, Dee. I couldn’t bear to know how badly I must’ve hurt you.

      

        

      
        I heard you met someone else, and you’re happy. That’s all I’ve ever wanted for you. I hope if we see each other again someday, we can be friends or at least be cordial. That might be more than I deserve, but I’ll hope for it anyway.

      

        

      
        Please accept my apology and know that I love you very much. I always will.

      

        

      
        Marcus

      

      

      I’m deeply moved by his heartfelt words and relieved to hear directly from him about how he feels about me and what happened. It doesn’t change anything, but it’s nice to hear after all this time. I put the letter in my bedside drawer and return my focus to the present, where it belongs.

      Ten minutes later, Wyatt comes out of the bathroom with a towel wrapped around his waist. “Stand by for fire and glass.”

      “Standing by.”

      He returns with the glasses and a fire striker we bought when we went to Home Depot for batteries, trash cans and other household necessities. While he opens the champagne, I light the “Home Sweet Home” candle that puts out a sweet, spicy scent.

      Wyatt sits on the edge of the bed and hands me a glass. “Here’s to home sweet home and happily ever after.”

      I touch my glass to his, more than willing to drink to that.

      He surprises me when he takes a sip of champagne.

      “Are you breaking another rule?”

      “Just one sip to be polite.” He puts his glass on the table and takes mine to put it next to his. “Open your present.”

      I reach for the box and bring it toward me. “When did you do this?”

      “The other night when I had to ‘work late.’”

      “Ah, so you’re already lying to me, huh?”

      His grin is big and goofy and adorable. “Yep.”

      “I’ll allow it anytime gifts are involved.” I pull the bow off the box and open it to find nothing but tissue paper that I pull out until I uncover another smaller package wrapped in shiny silver paper. I’m all thumbs as I try to get the paper off, and my heart nearly stops when I reveal a navy blue velvet box. “Wyatt…”

      He takes the box from me, gets down on his knees next to the bed and takes hold of my hand.

      My heart is beating so fast that I fear I might hyperventilate. “Wh-what’re you doing?”

      Wyatt kisses the back of my hand. “I was so thrilled when Jason asked me to be in his wedding. He’s one of the best friends I’ve ever had, and I was looking forward to sharing his big day with him. But I had no idea whatsoever how that weekend in Miami would change my life forever. I spent one day and one night with you, and all I knew was I needed more of you. When Jason told me there was an opening at his hospital, he was joking around. Wishful thinking, he said. He never expected me to jump on it and ask him to get me an interview because he didn’t know yet that I’d fallen hard for his wife’s cousin.”

      “Wyatt.” I use my free hand to wipe tears from my face.

      “You can’t begin to know what you’ve done for me, Dee, how you’ve given me things I never dared to dream possible for myself. Before I knew you, I was living half a life, and now…” His voice catches, and he takes a second to deal with his emotions. “Now, my new heart doesn’t have enough room for all the love I have for you and the life we’re building together. When I said you gave me everything, I meant it. You’ve shown me that the things I denied myself are the very best things, the things that make life worth living. I know it’s all happened fast, but as you said, we have no time to waste. I already know what I want, and that’s to spend the rest of my life with you. Will you marry me, Dee?”

      “Yes! Oh my God, Wyatt! Yes, yes, yes, a million times yes.”

      Smiling, he pushes himself up and onto the bed to kiss and hug me so tightly, I can barely breathe. “Thank you for everything. I can’t wait to marry you.”

      I pull back so I can see his gorgeous face. “You say I’ve given you so much, but you’ve done the same for me. When I think about the place I was in that Friday night when you came back to Miami, that seems like another lifetime after everything that’s happened since then.”

      “None of it would’ve happened if you hadn’t been the strongest, most courageous person I’ve ever met. You never blinked an eye when I told you about my situation. You just grabbed me by the hand and demanded I live as fully as possible for as long as I can.”

      “And you… You’ve restored my faith and put me back together.”

      He shakes his head. “You did that on your own. That’s why you were ready for me when I came along.”

      “I like the way I look to you.”

      “I love the way you look to me.” Flashing a dirty grin, he runs his hand down my back to cup my ass and pulls me in tight against his erection. “Wait! We forgot the ring!”

      I dissolve into laughter. Once upon a time, the ring might’ve been the most important part of this moment. Not anymore. Not with him.

      He finds the velvet box and opens it to reveal a stunning diamond ring that he slides onto the third finger of my left hand, holding it up to admire how it looks. “What do you think?”

      I can’t believe we’re engaged or how gorgeous the ring is. “I love it, Wyatt. Almost as much as I love you.”

      “Carmen and Jason helped me pick it out.”

      “She knew about this and didn’t tell me?”

      “I swore her to secrecy. I wanted us always to remember the first night we spent in our new home.”

      “Safe to say I’ll never forget it.”

      “Let’s make sure, shall we?”

      When he kisses me, I wrap my arms and legs around him, wanting him and our life together more than I’ve ever wanted anything. For however long it may last, being loved by him makes me feel like the luckiest woman who’s ever lived.
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        Turn the page to read Nochebuena, the Miami Nights holiday story.
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        MARIA

      

      

      “I have to get home. There’s no way I can miss Nochebuena, the biggest and best night of the year in our family.” Literally translated, Nochebuena means good night, and it’s how the Cuban community celebrates Christmas Eve. Abuela pulls out all the stops to put on a feast of such epic proportions, we can’t move for days afterward. We look forward to it all year, and missing not only the party itself, but the day-long prep with my grandmothers, mother, aunts, sister and cousins is inconceivable to me.

      Austin has had the patience of a saint as we grapple with weather delays on the way home from ten days in Hawaii, where we attended the wedding of one of his Miami Marlins teammates while enjoying the vacation of a lifetime.

      Our honeymoon is going to have to work awfully hard to top this trip, which was perfect until we landed at LAX and learned we probably can’t get to Miami today due to a massive storm in the middle of the country. Tomorrow, which is Christmas Eve, is looking iffy, too.

      He reaches for my hand and draws me down into the seat next to him. “Weather delays mean rough air, and you don’t like rough air any more than I do. I know it sucks to be stranded, especially at Christmas, but I’d rather spend the holiday in this airport than fly through that crap.”

      He’s right. I know he is, especially since I totally freaked out on the flight to Hawaii when we flew through thirty minutes of pretty intense turbulence over the Pacific. I had visions of crashing into the ocean that had me on the verge of hyperventilating for the full half hour that the plane bounced through the sky.

      I sag into the chair, feeling defeated.

      “At least we have each other, right?” he asks with the cute grin that turns my insides to mush every time it’s directed my way, which is often.

      My gorgeous man is even more so than usual after ten days of sunshine turned his skin a dark tan and made his blond hair even lighter. He’s unfairly beautiful, and I notice women looking at him everywhere we go. However, he never looks at anyone but me, which is one of many ways that loving him makes me a very lucky girl.

      “What about poor Everly?” I ask of his three-year-old daughter, home with his parents and counting the days until Daddy and Rie get back from Hawaii. “We can’t miss Christmas with her.” I want to wail at the thought of missing our first Christmas as a family.

      “Even if we can’t get there, she’ll still have a wonderful day thanks to everything we did to prepare before we left, and we’ll make it up to her with a trip to Disney or something when we get home.” He puts his arm around me and draws my head onto his shoulder. “What is it that Nona always says? We can plan everything except the weather.”

      “That’s Abuela’s saying.”

      “I knew it was one of them, the sources of more valuable wisdom than anyone I’ve ever met. They’d tell you the same thing I am—sit tight with your wonderful fiancé and stay safe for Christmas. What else can we do?”

      “Nothing, I guess.” I can’t believe this is happening. I’ve been counting down to the first Nochebuena with Austin, Everly and Austin’s parents as part of my family. I couldn’t wait for them to experience the magnificence that is Christmas Eve with the Giordinos.

      “I wanted to be there for Dee tomorrow, too. Wyatt is having his annual cardiac checkup, and she’s losing it.” My sister’s fiancé is a seventeen-year heart transplant survivor. With the average life expectancy after transplant right around eleven years, the annual checkups are a source of tremendous stress to everyone who loves Dr. Wyatt Blake, especially my sister, who is enduring it for the first time after falling for him this year.

      “Why’s he having that done on Christmas Eve?”

      “I guess it’s the one day no one wants to schedule surgery, so it’s a lighter day for him.”

      Wyatt has parlayed his personal experiences into a successful career as a cardiothoracic surgeon.

      Austin runs his fingers through my hair, which he knows soothes me when I’m wound up about something. “Can I ask a weird question?”

      “Sure.”

      “Why does your family celebrate Nochebuena? You guys aren’t even Cuban.”

      That’s true. I’m not, but my cousin Carmen is, and her Cuban grandmother belongs to all of us, regardless of whether we’re related by blood. That’s how it works in our family. Christmas Eve has always belonged to Abuela, and it always will. I lift my head off Austin’s shoulder to look him in the eye. “Baby, on Nochebuena, we’re all Cuban.”
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        DEE

      

      

      I tell myself to calm the hell down, but myself isn’t listening. Wyatt is fine and has told me repeatedly there’s no reason to worry about a routine cardiac checkup. Try telling that to my blood pressure, which must be sky-high as I’ve counted down to Christmas Eve and the only thing that truly matters to me on a day that’s usually full of family, food and fun. I’m the one who’s going to end up with a life-threatening cardiac condition unless I can find a way to chill.

      Easier said than done.

      I need him to be okay.

      That is all I need to be okay myself, and it’s all I want for Christmas.

      I’m so brittle with anxiety that I fear one wrong look from someone will break me, which is why I’m going with Wyatt to the hospital rather than helping with Nochebuena preparations tomorrow.

      I’ve never once, in my entire life, missed that time with the women in my family, but I’ve also never had to deal with the possibility of losing the man I love to the heart condition that’s been at the center of his life since he was eight and diagnosed with cardiomyopathy.

      Wyatt tried to save me from days like tomorrow by attempting to talk me out of loving him. He failed miserably at that, thank goodness. Every other day I’ve spent with him has been pure bliss. Today—and tomorrow—are the only days on which his situation has invaded our happily ever after. I tell myself I can get through two days of hell to have the rest of the time with him, but I have to be honest. The worry is more debilitating than I expected it to be when I decided to fight for the life I want with him.

      I’m so upset, I feel sick, which I’m going to have to hide from him when he comes to bed after a shower. I hear the water turn off and steel myself to be my usual chipper self when I’m with the man of my dreams. And everything about our life together is a dream come true.

      Except for this one thing—the specter of his uncertain health that hangs over days like today when we’re forced to confront his reality. The rest of the time we do a pretty good job of pretending like we have nothing to worry about.

      He jokes about having outlived his warranty.

      I don’t think that’s funny, but I laugh so he doesn’t think I’m fretting over him.

      He doesn’t like when I do that.

      I’m wound tighter than a drum tonight, and there’s no way I’m going to be able to hide that from him. I need to remember this for next year and have my doctor fiancé prescribe me a sedative that’ll knock me out for two full days so I can wake up when it’s over to hear he’s fine. What do you suppose the ethics of something like that would be?

      Before I can think of something I can do—immediately—to diffuse my stress, he’s coming out of the bathroom, naked as the day he was born with the gorgeous, elaborate chest tattoo that hides his surgical scars on full display.

      “I love that freaking Peloton,” he announces. “Best workout I’ve ever had. Makes me sweat my balls off.”

      I hate that freaking Peloton and hold my breath every minute he’s on it, pushing himself to extremes that cannot be good for his transplanted heart. Okay, I admit it, living with a man who’s outlived his warranty is harder than I thought it would be.

      “Don’t sweat your balls off. I need them for procreation.” I try for a flip, nothing-on-my-mind tone that I think I pull off rather convincingly, since he laughs at my comment.

      Here’s the truth—he was right, and I was wrong. But even knowing how hard it is to live with his potential medical challenges, I wouldn’t change a thing about days that end this way, with him curling that hot, muscular, perfectly healthy body around mine and setting me on fire with needs I never knew I had until Dr. Wyatt Blake showed me.

      “What’s wrong?” he asks, zeroing right in on the fact that my muscles are so tense they must feel like concrete to him.

      “Nothing. What could be wrong two days before Christmas?”

      He raises a dark brow that manages to call me out on my bullshit without him having to say a word. “You promised me you wouldn’t do this.”

      “What am I doing?”

      “Freaking out over what will be a perfectly routine annual check of the ticker.”

      “I’m not freaking out about that.”

      “Yes, you are.”

      “No, I’m worried about how Abuela assigned the sweet plantains and yuca to me for the first time ever, and I want to get them right. She’ll never let me hear the end of it if the plantains aren’t sweet enough.”

      “You did a trial run last week, and I ate every bite of what you made. I think you’ve got this, babe.”

      “You’re hardly an impartial customer. You like everything I make for you.”

      “Yes, I do.” He kisses the end of my nose and then my lips. “And your family will, too, so how about you stop feeding me sweet-plantain bullshit and tell me the truth about how you’re having a thermonuclear meltdown about this checkup I’m having tomorrow?”

      “No, I’m not!” That my voice is a full octave higher than my usual tone doesn’t do much to make my case.

      His soft laughter echoes off the walls of our huge bedroom in the house we bought to live happily ever after together. Except that won’t be possible unless he’s here with me for a very long time. “Let’s see what we can do to make you nice and relaxed so you can get some sleep.”

      After months of nights just like this, he knows exactly how to kiss and touch me until I’m not thinking about anything other than how I can get more of his special brand of magic. His tongue is soft, persuasive and insistent when it encircles my nipple, making it stand up with attention and interest in what might come next.

      Sometimes that might be teeth, other times it might be gentle suction that’s almost enough on its own to take me right over the edge into orgasm. He’s that good. Tonight, seeming to realize they’re needed, he brings out the big guns and has me quivering like a bowl full of jelly under him in no time at all.

      What, me worry? Ha, who has the brain cells for that when Wyatt Blake has your legs on his shoulders and his face buried in your hoo-ha? Not me, that’s for sure. He’s found the natural sedative I needed in the form of multiple orgasms—and that’s before we get to the main event.

      And you wonder why I was willing to risk epic heartbreak to have this with him?

      “Dee.”

      His voice pulls me out of my head to open my eyes, blinking his gorgeous face into focus.

      He’s propped above me, watching over me with blue eyes gone fierce with love.

      When he looks at me that way, he can have anything he wants.

      “Are you with me?” he asks as he begins to press his hard cock into me.

      “I’m with you.”

      “I want you to repeat after me. Are you ready?”

      He expects me to speak when he’s stretching me to my absolute limit? I lick my lips and nod.

      “I, Dee Giordino…”

      “I, um, Dee Giordino…”

      “Do solemnly swear to stop worrying about Wyatt Blake…”

      I don’t want to say those words, so I shake my head.

      “Say it.”

      Begrudgingly, I say the words.

      “Because he swears to God on a stack of Bibles there’s nothing to worry about. If something was wrong, he would know it.”

      My chin quivers as I battle emotions that want to suck me into a spiral from which I might never recover.

      “Do you hear me, babe?” he asks in a soft but urgent tone. “I would know if there was something wrong. There’s nothing wrong, and they aren’t going to find anything tomorrow. You got me?”

      I want so badly to believe that.

      “Delores…”

      He’s pulling out the biggest of guns now—in more ways than one as he withdraws completely from me.

      I grasp his muscular ass cheeks and try to put him back where I want him. “Why did you stop?”

      “Because you’re not hearing me.”

      “I am!”

      “Then why are you still all tense, and not in a good way?”

      “Can’t help it. I love you, so I worry.”

      “We had a deal about this. You promised if I let you fall in love with me, you wouldn’t be stressed all the time.”

      “Haha, let me fall in love with you… As if I had any choice. I think I loved you the first time you turned those potent blue eyes my way at Carmen and Jason’s wedding and smiled.”

      “That was all I had to do?” he asks with a small grin.

      “I was that easy.”

      “You were so beautiful that day in your bridesmaid gown.” He kisses me sweetly as he enters me once again, making me gasp from the pressure and the pleasure. “So happy for your cousin getting a second chance at love.”

      “She deserves it.”

      “She does, and so do you. I promised you I’d give you everything, and I intend to keep that promise. But you need to keep your promise to trust me that I’ll tell you if there’s anything to worry about. Right now, today, there’s nothing. I swear it, Dee.” He kisses me again, deeper this time, rubbing his tongue against mine before he retreats. He never stops moving in me, firing up my body even as he touches my soul with his heartfelt words. “My heart has never been in better shape than since I found you.”

      Swoon.

      “But you have stop making yourself sick over me. What good will it do if I live to be a cranky old man, and you worry yourself into an early grave over me?”

      He does make a good point.

      His hands slide beneath me to grasp my ass as he picks up the pace. For several minutes, there’re no words, only sharp gasps and deep sighs of pleasure as we reach the peak together in a loud crescendo that makes me thankful we don’t have neighbors close by.

      Wyatt comes down on top of me and wraps his arms around me.

      I hold on tight to my one true love.

      “Do you feel any better?” he asks after a long silence.

      “I feel sublime, as I always do when I get to be with you like this.”

      Bending his neck, he plants a kiss on my chest. “What about on the inside, where your freak-o-meter has been running on overtime?”

      “I’m trying to find ways to cope with the worries.”

      “And how’s that going?”

      “Good days. Bad days. The day before your annual checkup? Not so great.”

      “I think we need therapy about this.”

      “You do? Really?”

      “Yes, I do. I’m used to living with the uncertainty of it all, but you’re not, and you need some coping skills beyond my ability to sex you into relaxation.”

      “Don’t underestimate your potent capabilities.” I smile at him. “I feel better than I have all day.”

      “Which is great, but since I can’t keep you in bed for days at a time—although we really ought to do that sometime—we need extra help with this. Would you be willing to go?”

      “If you think it would help, of course I would.”

      “I do think it would help. I had a ton of therapy when I was younger and first dealing with my precarious health situation. It made a big difference for me. I want that for you, too.”

      “I’m sorry if I’ve done a poor job of hiding my worries from you.”

      “I don’t want you to hide anything from me, Dee, especially worries about me. I’ll ask around about a good therapist and get us in there in January, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “And in the meantime, you’re going to help with the Nochebuena preparations tomorrow while I do my thing at the hospital.”

      “No, I want to go with you.”

      He kisses the words right off my lips. “You’re going to be with your family like you are on Christmas Eve every year. There’s nothing you can do for me but lose an entire day sitting in waiting rooms. You won’t even get to see me.”

      “But I’ll be near you.”

      “There’s nothing you can do, sweetheart, but shiver in overly chilled waiting rooms. You’re already cold all the time. That’ll make for a miserable day for you when you could be having fun with your girls. I promise I’ll come straight to Abuela’s the second I get out of there.”

      I think about that for a second. “You’re sure there’s nothing I can do if I go with you?”

      “One thousand percent positive.”

      “All right, then,” I say on a long sigh. “I’ll do it your way, but I’d better be the first to know if there’s anything wrong.”

      “There won’t be anything wrong, and you’ll always be the first to know everything.”

      “I guess I can live with that if it means I get to live with you.”

      “That’s my girl,” he says with another sweet kiss as he gathers me in close to him. “Now get some sleep. You’ve got a pig to roast tomorrow.”
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      The smell of the roasting pig is making me want to vomit, but that’s not surprising since every smell makes me sick lately, or so it seems. I’m constantly swallowing bile as my stomach churns relentlessly. No one told me pregnancy was going to be this difficult. Sure, I’ve heard stories about morning sickness, but it’s the all-day sickness that’s killing me. And after a miscarriage earlier in the year that no one knows I had, I’ve held off on telling people about this pregnancy for fear of having to take it all back if this one doesn’t take either.

      “What’s wrong with you?” my mom, Vivian, asks me when we’re in Abuela’s hot, crowded kitchen with the other women in our family, less my cousin Maria, who’s stuck in LA.

      “What? Nothing.”

      She raises a dark brow that lets me know she sees right through my bullshit. As the only child of a woman who suffered nine miscarriages before she had me, trust me when I tell you that not only does she see through my bullshit, sometimes I feel like she can also read my mind. “Are you fighting with your sexy neurosurgeon?”

      “No, I’m not fighting with Jason.”

      “Well, then, what is it? This is your favorite day of the year, and you look like you’d rather be anywhere else.”

      Before I can come up with a reply she’ll accept, she takes me by the arm and all but perp-walks me outside, thankfully to the front of the house and not the back where the pig is roasting in the above-ground Caja China that Abuela bought years ago for Nochebuena. It replaced the hole in the ground where the pig used to be roasted.

      My cousins Nico, Milo and Dom, all of whom are actually from the Italian side of the family, were recruited yesterday to go with Abuela to choose the pig. They were also in charge of cleaning and preparing it for roasting. I can’t think about that process, or I’ll lose the meager contents of my stomach. “Tell me what’s wrong so whatever it is won’t ruin both our days.”

      “Nothing is wrong, Mami. It’s actually something good.”

      Again with the eyebrow.

      “We were waiting to tell you—”

      She lets out a shriek that the entire neighborhood probably hears and wraps me in a hug so tight she nearly squeezes the puke right out of me.

      “Mami! Stop your screaming before someone calls the cops!”

      “A woman is allowed to scream when she finds out she’s going to be a grandmother, and why in the world didn’t you tell me before now?” With her hands on my shoulders, she holds me back so she can give me a full inspection. “What’s the problem?”

      “No problem other than feeling like I’m going to die every minute of every day.”

      She winces. “I was like that with you, too, but not with any of the others. That’s how I knew you were going to stick.”

      That information renders me nearly speechless. “Really?” I ask in a higher-than-usual tone.

      “Yep. I swear I subsisted for months on wafer crackers and ginger ale.”

      “That’s what I’ve been eating, too.”

      “And the smells!” She makes a revolted face.

      “Oh my God! The worst. The pig is taking me over the edge.”

      “Then let’s get you out of here for now.”

      “I can’t leave.” Just that quickly, I’m battling tears, which is another thing that’s been ridiculous lately. Jason laughs at how I cry over everything. “I’ll miss all the fun.”

      “No, you won’t. You can come back later when everything is cooked, and the scents won’t be so pungent.”

      “We don’t want people to know yet, Mami. I’m not even three months. I want to wait awhile longer.”

      “I won’t say anything.”

      Now it’s my turn to give her the famous eyebrow.

      “I won’t! I swear. I certainly understand about being superstitious. After the fourth time, we didn’t tell anyone.”

      She’s so rarely referred to her difficult road to motherhood, preferring instead to focus on the joy she found in finally having me.

      “I have no idea how you managed to get through that nine times.”

      “It was brutal, but I wanted you so badly that I kept trying, and you, my precious girl, made all the struggle worth it from the second you took your first breath.” She sweeps my hair back off my shoulders. “And now you’re going to make me an abuela.” Fanning her face, she fails to stem a flood of tears.

      I hug her. “I’ve been dying to tell you.”

      “I’m so glad you did and that we have this sweet secret. There’s nothing you could give me for Christmas that I’d love more than this.”

      “I had a feeling.”

      “Go home, rest up and come back later to enjoy the party. If you’re anything like me, everything is better later in the day.”

      “Yes, it is. What’ll I tell everyone?”

      “I’ll tell them you have a terrible headache, and you wanted to go home and lie down so you can be here for tonight.”

      “Thank you. The pig took me over the top.”

      “I had the same issue the year I was expecting you. I couldn’t come to Nochebuena at all that year.”

      “I can’t imagine it without you there.”

      “I cried all night, and Daddy was right there with me the whole time, telling me I’d have a lifetime of holiday celebrations, and missing one wasn’t going to kill me.” She laughs in a low, husky tone as she rolls her eyes at her own foolishness. “I was so dramatic then.”

      I bite my lip to keep from telling her she’s never outgrown her flair for the dramatic.

      “Oh, stop it! I can hear what you’re trying not to say!”

      We lose it laughing. It’s the best laugh I’ve had in weeks, and we end up clinging to each other as we wipe away the good kind of tears. We’ve had more than our share of the not-so-good kind, especially after I lost my first husband when we were twenty-four. “Will I be able to read my child’s mind the way you read mine?”

      “God, I hope so. You never could keep anything from me, and it seems you still can’t.”

      I give her a saucy, defiant look. “You didn’t know I was pregnant for a whole month.”

      “I suspected you were.”

      “You did not!”

      “Ask Daddy! I told him your cheeks were fuller, and you had a glow to you.”

      “My cheeks are full of puke, and the glow has to be a gorgeous shade of green. Jason says he’s afraid to hug me lately out of fear I might spontaneously puke.”

      “My poor baby. It’s so dreadful, but so, so worth it. You’re the best thing to ever happen to me, and this baby will be that for you, too.”

      “Thank you, Mami. I’m sure it’ll all be fine once I get past this lovely stage. I think I’ll take you up on the offer to make up a headache for me so I can go home for a while. Would you mind grabbing my purse and keys off the counter? I can’t go back in there.” What normally makes my mouth water in anticipation of holiday feasting is having the opposite effect today.

      “Wait right here. I’ll be back.”

      While she goes inside to retrieve my stuff, I focus on breathing in through my nose and out through my mouth. I’m not sure why that helps suppress the nausea, but it does, and I’ll take what I can get. My phone chimes with a text to me and Dee from Maria.

      There may be hope. Austin and several of his teammates are chartering a plane to get us back to Miami! She includes the praying hands emoji.

      Oh, thank goodness! It wouldn’t be Nochebuena without you!

      What she said, Dee adds. What’s your ETA?

      Hoping by six. The plan is to fly south to avoid the weather in the Plains. Gulp. I’m scared.

      They wouldn’t do it if it wasn’t safe, I tell her. Try not to worry. We’re so glad you’re coming. Keep us posted!

      Will do.

      Mami returns with my purse and keys. “I told the others about your headache, and they said to feel better and get back here for the fun later.”

      “I will. Thank you for this. I just heard from Maria. Austin and his teammates are chartering a plane.”

      “That’s great news. We were just saying she has to be having a meltdown over possibly missing Nochebuena.”

      “She is.”

      “Now get yourself off to nap. Whatever you need, Mamacita, whenever you need it, you tell your Mami, and it shall be.”

      Hugging her, I blink back ridiculous tears. “What would I ever do without you?”

      “Your life would be too boring to bear without me.”

      “I hope I never find out.”

      “Text me if you need anything.”

      “I’ll be fine. Jason is taking a half day today, so he may even be home when I get there.”

      “Tell him I said to take good care of my baby and her baby.”

      “I will, but he’s been amazing, of course.”

      “I have no doubt.”

      She’s still standing outside the house to wave when I drive away. I wonder if she’s going to go back inside and tell the others I’m pregnant, but then I decide she won’t do that. After what she endured, she knows why this is a secret that needs to be kept until we’re sure. And if she does tell people? Oh well, it’s not like they won’t find out eventually.

      I never told any of them about the miscarriage I suffered in August. I didn’t even know I was pregnant when I was already losing it. The whole thing was sad and traumatic. I made the choice to keep it between my husband and me because we were both too raw to have my entire family descend upon us, wanting to help.

      There was nothing anyone could do, and as long as Jason and I had each other, we got through it. My doctor told me to expect it might take a while to conceive again, so we were surprised when it happened quickly. But I’m still superstitious and slightly worried that history might repeat itself. How did my mother go through that nine times? How and where did she find the wherewithal to keep trying after an ordeal like that?

      After having it happen once to me, I have all-new respect for the fact that she stuck with it long enough to get to me. It’s interesting that, until it happened to me, the concept of nine miscarriages was just words to me. I had no earthly idea of how devastating an ordeal a miscarriage is.

      I spent days sobbing in my husband’s arms, thinking the world had ended, which, with hindsight, I blame on the hormonal overload.

      Jason was a freaking saint through the whole thing. He never left my side until he absolutely had to go to work, because, you know… brain surgeon. People needed him, so I had to let him go. But I took three days out of work, waiting until I was certain I could get through the day without hysterics before I went back to my job in the Miami-Dade General Hospital’s public relations department.

      But I was sad for a long time afterward and shocked to find out I was pregnant again so soon. Now, I’m anxious—and nauseated—all the time. What my mother said about being nauseated only with me gives me comfort. Maybe feeling like shit is actually a good sign.

      When I arrive at our place in Brickell, I take the elevator to the seventh floor and am about to put my key in the door when it opens to reveal my husband dressed in running clothes.

      “Oh, hey,” he says, surprised to see me. “You’re home.” He takes a closer look. “What’s wrong?”

      “Couldn’t handle the smell of the pig roasting.”

      “Aw, poor baby.” He puts an arm around me and guides me into our gorgeous condo, which is even more so decorated for the holidays. I absolutely love our view of Biscayne Bay and never get tired of watching the activity on the water.

      We sit together on the sofa, Jason with his arms around me and my head on his chest.

      “What can I get you?”

      “This is helping.”

      “I got plenty of that anytime you need it.”

      After being widowed so young, I’d gotten used to soldiering through life’s challenges on my own. Doing it with Jason is so much better. “Did you hear from your mom? Is her flight all set for the morning?”

      “It is. She’ll be here by noon. She and my brother are going to my grandmother’s tonight. Speaking of my grandmother, I had a nice chat with Mimi on the way home. She says to say hi to you.”

      “Glad you got to talk to her.” I stifle a yawn. My eyes are so heavy, you’d think I didn’t sleep for ten hours last night.

      “Let’s put you down for a nap so you’ll feel up to going later. It’s not Christmas for you without Nochebuena, so we gotta get you there.”

      I take the hand he offers me and let him help me up. “Not sure I can do it. The pig took me over the top, and that’s never happened before.”

      “You’ve never been pregnant for Nochebuena before.”

      “True. What if I don’t feel up to going back? People will know something’s up. I told my mom—”

      His brows rise so high they nearly touch his hairline. He certainly knows by now the way news travels in my family—at the speed of light times a million. “You did? I thought you didn’t want to tell anyone yet.”

      “She was worried, and I didn’t want her to be.”

      “Will she keep a lid on it?”

      “I think so. She understands better than anyone why we’d want to sit on it for a while.”

      “I keep thinking about them going through what we did nine times.”

      “I know,” I say with a sigh as I settle on the bed.

      Jason lies down next to me and pulls a throw blanket over me.

      “You were going for a run.”

      “I’d much rather snuggle with you.”

      “Not that I’d ever say no to that, but if you don’t run before tonight’s epic feed, you’ll be miserable.”

      “I keep forgetting how this feed is even more epic than Sunday brunch.”

      “This feed makes Sunday brunch look minor league, and it lasts for hours.”

      “I remember from last year. I couldn’t move for days after.”

      “Exactly. Go run so you won’t hate yourself later.”

      “First I need a kiss to hold me over.” He tips my chin up to receive a soft, sweet kiss. “Will you be okay?”

      “I will. I promise. I just want to sleep.”

      “Should I wake you to go back to Abuela’s?”

      “By four thirty at the latest.”

      “Will do. Sleep tight. I love my gorgeous baby mama.”

      “She loves you, too, and promises to forgive you for doing this to her in ten to fifteen years.”

      His laughter makes me smile even as my eyes close. I can’t keep them open for another second. That’s the last thing I recall before he’s kissing me awake hours later. The first thing I notice is how good he smells.

      “Wake up, my sleeping beauty.”

      “Don’t wanna.”

      “You can’t miss Nochebuena.”

      I give myself another second before I force my eyes open to view the face of my adorable husband. This is our second Christmas together, and I continue to be amazed by how fast the time goes by. After I was widowed when my police officer husband was killed on the job, time seemed to come to a complete stop. Now it seems like the days fly by so fast I can barely keep up.

      “What’re you thinking about?” He kisses the spot between my brows. “You’re doing that thing you do when something’s on your mind.”

      “Just thinking about Tony and you and life and how amazing and painful it all is.”

      “You must miss him even more at this time of year.”

      “I do. He loved Nochebuena and was the one who went with Abuela to get the pig every year. That was their special outing together.”

      “That’s so sweet.”

      “Thank you for helping me keep him close.”

      “He’s part of you, and I love every part of you.”

      I raise my hand to his freshly shaven face and draw him into a kiss. “Let’s get going so we don’t miss any of the fun.”

      “Ready when you are.”
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      Nochebuena is my favorite day of the year, but I might be getting too old for the work that goes into it. Don’t get me wrong—I have outstanding help from my daughter, Vivian, and our wonderful extended family, but it takes weeks of preparations and planning to pull off this Christmas Eve spectacular. Every year, I swear I’m going to turn it over to a younger member of the family, and every year, I end up committing to one more time.

      “Where do you want the avocado and tomato salad?” my sweet, special gentleman friend, Alfredo Muñoz, asks.

      “Garage fridge, please, and then remind me it’s there later when I can’t remember where I put it?”

      “You got it, mi amor.”

      I want to sigh every time he calls me that. My love. They say there’s no fool like an old fool, and I’m the biggest of old fools, because that man makes my knees weak every single day with the way he looks at me and speaks to me and treats me like I’m the most precious thing in the entire world to him.

      I have a boyfriend at seventy-six.

      The notion is so funny as to be laughable.

      Livia Giordino, Vivian’s mother-in-law, my best friend and favorite sparring partner, comes in from the garage, carrying the huge arroz con leche, or rice pudding, that she makes every year after I showed my Italian friend the secret years ago.

      “Did you remember the extra sugar?” I ask her, as I do every time she makes it, because pushing her buttons is so much fun.

      She gives me her trademarked withering look. “I make it better than you do.”

      “No way.”

      “Yes way.”

      I could fight all day with her and never get tired of it, but today I don’t have the time—or the energy—to go ten rounds with her. “I saved room for it in the kitchen fridge. Thanks for making it every year. We all look forward to it.” See? We can be nice to each other once in a while. Blame it on the holidays that put us all in a festive mood.

      “Thank you for hosting and letting the Italians in. We appreciate it.”

      “What is it we always say? Everyone is Cuban on Nochebuena.”

      One of my greatest pleasures is seeing my grandchildren—and Livia’s—enjoying the traditions we brought to Miami from our homeland more than sixty years ago now. My mother, siblings and I fled with the clothes on our backs after my father was executed in the days leading up to the revolution. I vividly remember the last Nochebuena we celebrated at home in Havana and how stark our first Christmas Eve in Miami was by comparison.

      But the exile community opened its arms to us, and by the second Christmas, we were once again embracing our traditions. No matter how many years pass, however, I’ve never forgotten that first Christmas in Miami. I think that’s why I carry on with hosting Nochebuena, even if I’m ready to hand it off to the next generation.

      One more year…

      Alfredo returns from the garage, carrying the buñuelos, or yuca doughnuts, made by Elena, mother to Nico, Maria, Dee and Milo.

      Elena follows him in. “Maria texted that they’re still scheduled to land at six. Austin’s parents are going to bring Everly to meet them here.”

      “I’m so glad she’ll make it in time.” Our sweet Maria adores Nochebuena and looks forward to it all year. I adore the way our Italian family members embrace my Cuban heritage on this special day.

      “The bakery was absolutely mobbed,” Elena adds. “I’m glad we ordered ahead. Lorenzo is bringing the Cuban bread and pastelitos.” She’s married to my son-in-law Vincent’s brother, but we’re all one big happy family. I wouldn’t have it any other way, especially on Nochebuena.

      “Excellent.” It’s all coming together.

      Alfredo puts the buñuelos on the counter and comes over to me.

      I smile up at the handsome man who has become so special to me over these last few months. “Thank you for all the help.”

      “My pleasure, but you look tired. I want you to sit for a bit and put your feet up. You need to pace yourself.”

      A few months ago, I would’ve scowled at any man who tried to tell me what to do. Decades of widowhood made me fiercely independent, but Alfredo wants only what’s best for me, which is why I allow him to take me by the hand and lead me into the front parlor that’s always ready for guests.

      For four years, he asked me to have dinner with him every Saturday night at Giordino’s, the Cuban-Italian restaurant Vivian and her husband, Vincent, own and run with my help and Livia’s—and now Dee, the new general manager. Every week for four years, I declined Alfredo’s kind offer. Until I finally said yes, which was the best thing I’ve done for myself in years.

      When we’re seated together on the sofa, still holding hands, he turns to face me. “You’re running yourself ragged.”

      “I do that once a year.”

      “You do it every day, but today more than the others. What a production this is!”

      “You have Nochebuena in your family, too.”

      “We do, but yours is spectacular by anyone’s standards.”

      “What’s that English saying the kids like so much? Go big or go home?”

      “Ah, yes, one of my favorites. Speaking of going big or going home… I’ve been thinking about you and me and our special friendship as we count down to the holidays and the new year.”

      “What about it?” I ask warily.

      “Don’t give me that look,” he says, smiling. “It’s all good things. Such as whether I might convince you to marry me one of these days.”

      “Marry you?”

      “You told me to speak English to you, right? That you want to learn?”

      “Yes, Sofia and I are learning together,” I say of the young woman our family has “adopted” since Jason saved her young son’s life.

      “So you understand what the word ‘marry’ means.”

      “As I have been married in the past, I do understand.”

      “Excellent.”

      “I don’t want to get married again.”

      He frowns. “Why not?”

      “Because.”

      “That’s not an answer, Marlene.”

      “It’s the only answer I have, Alfredo. I like things the way they are. We have a nice time together. Why does it have to be more than that?”

      “Because I love you, and I want to be with you all the time and not just some of the time.”

      I knew he cared for me, but to hear him come right out and say he loves me and wants to be with me all the time comes as a surprise. Well, sort of a surprise… It hasn’t been so long since I lost my husband that I don’t understand the difference between friendship and romance. My time with Alfredo is most definitely the latter. I just learned that term—latter—in English class last week. There’s former and latter. While I enjoy my friendship with Alfredo, it is indeed a romance.

      “And I’m a fool,” Alfredo says, “because today is certainly not the day to have this conversation when you’re preparing for the biggest party of the year. My apologizes, sweetheart. We shall revisit this at a more appropriate time.”

      He’s so dear and so kind and so… well, everything, that I reach for his hand and cradle it between both of mine. “Will you give me some time to think about your kind offer?”

      “Of course. Take all the time you need. I’m not going anywhere. I just… I want you to know that the time we’ve spent together is the best time I’ve had since I lost my dear wife. You are so very special to me.”

      “And you are special to me. Very special indeed.”

      “It’s enough for now to know that.” He leans in to give me a kiss on the cheek. “Have you eaten anything since breakfast?”

      I think about that for a minute. “I can’t say that I have.”

      “I’ll go find you a snack. Be right back.”

      After he goes, my mind races with thoughts I never expected to have again. Marriage. My goodness, the man is full of surprises!

      Livia comes into the room. “There you are.” She’s as tall as I am petite, and while my hair has gone snow-white, hers is still dark with streaks of silver running through it.

      “Alfredo made me take a break.”

      She sits next to me and puts her feet up on my coffee table, as at home here as she is in her own home. I wouldn’t have it any other way. “He’s a good man.”

      “Yes, he is.” Lowering my voice, I tell her, “He wants to get married.”

      “That’s no surprise.”

      “It was to me!”

      “Because you’re stupid that way. Can’t see the forest for the trees when you’re standing in the middle of them.”

      “Can we talk about the ways you’re muy estúpida?”

      “We’re talking about you right now. That man is hopelessly devoted to you, and of course he wants to marry you.”

      “We’re old, Livia!”

      “So what?”

      “What in the world am I going to do with a husband at my age?”

      “Are you so demented that you really need me to tell you that?”

      I scowl at her, which only makes her laugh. The bitch. That’s one of my favorite English words. “There hasn’t been anyone since my Jorge passed.” I lost my husband suddenly a lifetime ago, when we were forty-two. “I’m not sure I could do… that… with someone else.” Jorge was my one and only, my one true love.

      “You could.”

      “What makes you so sure?”

      “I see a man who adores you and would do everything he could to make you comfortable.”

      “I can’t picture it, no matter how hard I try.”

      “So, you have thought about it…”

      She makes me want to smack her, which of course she knows.

      “I wish I could find a nice man like Alfredo.”

      That shocks me. “You do?”

      “Yes, I do. I’m tired of being alone. Aren’t you tired of it?”

      “No,” I say, glancing at the doorway. I wouldn’t want Alfredo to overhear us.

      “You want to hear a secret?”

      Siempre. “Always.”

      “I have a crush on my flight instructor.” Ever since Vincent decided the four of us needed lives outside of work, Livia has been fulfilling a lifelong dream of becoming a pilot.

      “How old is he?”

      “Sixty.”

      “That’s fifteen years younger than you!”

      “Believe it or not, I was able to do that math myself. And besides, it doesn’t matter. I like him. He likes me, and if he asks me out, I’m going to say yes.”

      “You’d be a cradle-robbing cougar.”

      “I liked you better before your English was so good.”

      That makes me laugh harder than I have in days. I’m still laughing when Alfredo returns with a bowl and a glass of iced tea with lemon, just the way I like it.

      “I never know if I’m going to find you two laughing or locked in mortal combat.”

      “It’s a minute-to-minute thing,” Livia says, standing to give him her spot on the sofa.

      “Don’t get up on my account,” Alfredo says.

      “I need to go check on the boys and the pig. I heard Domenic is taking regular samples,” she says of her grandson, who’s home from New York City, “and with his appetite, there won’t be anything left for the rest of us if he’s not stopped.”

      “Get right on that, then,” I tell her, well aware of Domenic’s ferocious appetite. Although not even he could put a dent in the gigantic pig roasting in the backyard.

      “Sofia was putting the finishing touches on the moro,” Alfredo says of the black beans and rice that are a Nochebuena staple. “She wanted you to try it.”

      The smell has my mouth watering as I take the steaming bowl from him. As I take the first bite, flavor explodes on my tongue. “Oh yes, that’s muy bueno.”

      “Your protégé is coming right along.”

      “Yes, she is.”

      “Lovely Sofia has blossomed under your tutelage and Livia’s this year.”

      “She’s a wonderful young woman, and we’re thrilled to have her as part of our family.”

      “I think you’re a wonderful woman with the way you made her and her son part of your lives. You have no idea what you’ve done for her.”

      “She’s a very special person and so is her little Mateo. We’re the lucky ones.”

      “And you wonder why I love you.”

      “Actually, I don’t. I’m very lovable.”

      His laughter rocks his entire body. “Yes, you are.”

      “I want you to know… I appreciate having you in my life, and I’m very happy I finally said yes to you after all those years of you asking me to join you for dinner.”

      “But?”

      “No buts. Just that. I will think about what you asked me.”

      He leans in and kisses me. “You make me very happy, mi amor.”

      I use another of my new vocabulary words to sum things up. “Likewise.”
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      I’m keeping careful watch over the moro after Marlene taught me how quickly the rice and beans can become mushy. After I turn down the heat on the gas stove, I stir the huge pot to keep the rice from sticking to the bottom of the pan. Marlene taught me it’s a delicate balancing act. I had to look up the meaning of that expression and learned it means to carefully manage two or more things. Today, I’m managing the rice and beans and the attention of a man who makes my heart race when he looks at me the way he does.

      Nico Giordino.

      His sisters and cousin have warned me away from him.

      Maria says he’s toxic with women. I had to look up the meaning of the word toxic, too. I found out that means his behavior would add negativity and upset to my life, which is the last thing I need after what I’ve gone through with Mateo’s father.

      Speak of the devil…  That’s another phrase I learned from Livia. Anytime I hear something I don’t understand, I ask for the meaning. Since the medical emergency that brought me to Dr. Jason Northrup and the Giordino family, I’m determined to learn as much English as I can. While I was blessed with wonderful translators who helped me navigate the medical maze, I decided that I need a basic understanding of English, too.

      Marlene, who committed to learning English after her first trip “home” to Cuba since the revolution made her realize that Miami is now her home, has been my partner in learning English. While we will always be proud native Spanish speakers, we’re pleased with what we’ve learned so far at our ESL classes.

      Back to the devil… He’s due any minute to deliver our son to me for Nochebuena and Christmas morning.

      Joaquín Diaz was my childhood sweetheart, who somewhere along the way fell into the wrong crowd, got himself into trouble with drugs and petty crime and made my life a living hell for years with intense emotional abuse that later became physical. I’ve finally broken free of him, thanks in no small part to Marlene and Livia, who heard about our plight when Mateo was sick, offered me a job with benefits and quite simply saved my life—and my son’s. Thanks to them and a friend who’s a lawyer, I’ve filed for divorce and received a protective order that requires Joaquín to stay five hundred feet from me. The only exception to the order is when we hand off our son between visits.

      Sometimes I still can’t believe it’s come to a need for official protection from the man I loved for most of my life.

      “Sofia,” Nico’s cousin Domenic says. “Someone’s asking for you outside.”

      I experience a moment of pure joy at the thought of seeing my little boy that’s quickly followed by the dread of having to see his father. After washing my hands, I ask Dee to keep an eye on the moro for me and go out through the garage to greet my son.

      He’s doing a lot better than he was, but he’s still got a long way to go in his recovery from brain surgery to remove a cancerous tumor. Thankfully, Jason got it all, and he recommended a course of radiation that’s now completed. But the damage to his fine motor skills, another English term that has become familiar to me, was significant, thus the ongoing physical and occupational therapy.

      Nico pulls up in his father’s truck as I emerge from the garage into bright South Florida sunshine. Marlene sent him to pick up the keg from a nearby liquor store. He approaches Joaquín’s old red sedan, which is parked in the driveway. “I’ll take him,” he says to Joaquín.

      I stand back and allow Nico to intervene on my behalf, not willing to admit what a relief it is to have him deal with Joaquín so I don’t have to.

      “I need to speak to my wife,” Joaquín says in Spanish as he tightens his hold on Mateo.

      “She’s not your wife any longer,” Nico reminds him, also in Spanish, as he reaches for my son.

      “Back off, dude.”

      I step forward before the two of them get physical. I wouldn’t put it past either of them. “It’s okay, Nico. I’ve got this.”

      Glaring at Joaquín, Nico takes a step back but stays nearby. Just in case.

      I take Mateo from Joaquín and hold him close. He smells like cigarette smoke, which enrages me. How can Joaquín smoke around him—or allow anyone else to—after what he’s been through? “What do you need?”

      “I want you to come home for Christmas,” he says in Spanish. “Where you belong.”

      “I’m sorry, that’s not possible,” I reply in English.

      His scowl turns a face I once found handsome ugly. “You’re so fancy now, you can’t even speak your own language?”

      “I’ll see you on the twenty-seventh.” I turn away from him to carry Mateo inside. He’s looking forward to swimming in Marlene’s pool before the party begins later this afternoon.

      “Don’t take another step,” Nico says to Joaquín.

      I continue on as if I didn’t hear that. I trust Nico to make sure Joaquín doesn’t follow us inside. But the minute I’m safely in the house, I rush to the front window to look out to make sure the situation isn’t escalating. Mateo snuggles into my embrace, seeming relieved, as he always is, to be back with me. I cringe to think about what goes on when he’s alone with Joaquín, but the court requires one overnight a week with his father.

      The two men are exchanging words, but that’s all it is.

      After Joaquín makes an obscene gesture at him, Nico walks away, his fists rolled tightly by his sides. My heart races at the sight of him, angry on my behalf. Why does that mean so much to me? Maybe it’s because for years no one was ever angry on my behalf while Joaquín was bullying me into doing everything his way.

      Nico comes to find me in Marlene’s dining room where the huge table is covered with serving dishes and other party items.

      “Gracias,” I say to him. “Lo siento.” When I’m upset, I revert to my native language.

      “Don’t thank me or apologize to me,” he says in a harsh tone that’s not directed at me.

      How do I know that? I couldn’t say other than he has never been anything other than sweet to me, but Joaquín can make the sweetest person angry in a matter of seconds. I never saw that side of him until after we were married.

      “I don’t like the way that guy acts as if you still belong to him.”

      “He knows I don’t.”

      Nico puts his hands on his hips, frustration apparent in his pose and expression. “Does he?”

      “If he doesn’t, that’s not my fault. What else can I do besides file for divorce?”

      “I hate the idea of you guys not being safe,” he says, softly so as not to alarm Mateo.

      “We’re safe,” I say, but the waver in my voice tells the true story. I never feel truly safe except for when I’m at work, surrounded by people like him who care about me. And Nico doesn’t even work at Giordino’s. He’s just there a lot, especially when I’m working.

      “I wish…” He stops himself and shakes his head.

      “What do you wish?”

      “We should talk about that sometime when we’re not surrounded by people during a holiday.”

      My heart is beating so fast I wonder if I’m going to pass out, or something equally embarrassing, in front of the man who has become a close friend over the last few months. What does he want to talk about?

      “I’m going to contact a friend of mine who’s a cop and ask him to send cars by here later, just in case your ex decides to come back and start trouble.”

      I swallow hard at the thought of my ex-husband causing trouble for the family that’s been so good to us. “You really think that’s necessary?”

      “I do.”

      “Maybe Mateo and I should just go. If we’re not here, then no one will bother your family.”

      “You’re safer here than you’d be anywhere else. The people here would kill for you.”

      “Would they?”

      “They would.”

      “All of them, or just you?”

      “All of them, but especially me.”

      “And why is that?”

      “That’s the thing we should maybe talk about when my entire family isn’t about to arrive for Nochebuena.”

      The look he gives me when he says those words steals the breath from my lungs. Nico Giordino is the sexiest man on the planet, and I’ll fight anyone who says otherwise. Right in that moment, I don’t care that his own sisters and cousin think he’s toxic toward women.

      I just want more of him and the way he makes me feel.
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      I feel like I’m going to hyperventilate if we don’t get to Abuela’s soon. The flight from LA that took us to the southernmost part of Texas to avoid the storms in the Plains, seemed endless, even if it was “only” six hours. I can’t wait to see Everly.

      Austin and I bonded a year after I donated the bone marrow that saved Everly’s life. With her mother not in the picture, she’s now as much my daughter as she is his, and I’ve been counting down to my first Christmas with both of them.

      We’ve finally landed in Miami and are trudging through the terminal with several of Austin’s teammates and their wives or girlfriends, all of whom are as eager to get home as I am. Some of them have kids and were afraid they were going to miss Christmas with them.

      As they head to the parking garage where we left our cars, Austin stops me. “We’re going that way.” He points to the left of the garage.

      “What do you mean? We parked over there.”

      “Just come with me,” he says, taking my hand as we say goodbye to the others. One of them is having a New Year’s Eve party that we’re looking forward to. Austin has fit right in with his new Marlins teammates, and their significant others have been welcoming to me, as well.

      Because I’d follow him anywhere, I let him lead me away from where we left his BMW SUV. I don’t get why he’d want to delay seeing Everly any longer than we already have. I’m about to ask that question when he stops next to a white Mercedes G-Class SUV parked at the curb. It has a gigantic red bow on top. A man I’ve never met is standing next to it. Austin greets him with a handshake.

      “Thanks again for this,” Austin says to him.

      “My pleasure.”

      “Uh, what’s this?” I ask Austin in a low tone that can’t be overheard by the other man.

      “It’s your new ride,” he says, grinning widely. “Merry Christmas.”

      I stare at the gorgeous vehicle, recalling how I said the one his teammate had gotten for his wife was cool. But that didn’t mean I wanted one for myself.

      “Say something,” he says, his smile fading.

      “It’s really nice, Austin.” My stomach begins to ache. “Thank you.”

      He tips his head to look at me more closely. “Why do you not seem happy?”

      “I, uh… Tell me you didn’t get rid of the Honda.” I’ve had my silver Honda Civic for years, and I love that car.

      “Not yet,” he says, seeming baffled. “But we won’t have any problem selling it.”

      “I can’t sell that car.”

      “What’s going on here, Maria?”

      I eye the G-Wagon, which is what his teammate called theirs. “Could we maybe discuss this in private?” In addition to the man who apparently delivered the new vehicle, people are swirling all around us, hustling to get to where they’re going for the holidays. It’s only a matter of minutes before someone recognizes the Marlins’ famous new pitcher.

      “Sure.” He gives the man a hundred-dollar bill he had ready for him. “Merry Christmas.”

      “Same to you, and if I might add, I’m a huge fan. Go Marlins.”

      “Thanks, man.” Austin accepts the bro-shake-back-slap guys do these days and then holds the passenger door for me.

      The new-car smell is the first thing I notice.

      Austin takes the bow off the top, stashes it in the back and gets into the driver’s side.

      “What about the BMW?”

      “We’ll get it tomorrow.” He looks over at me. “I should’ve asked if you wanted to drive.”

      “No, you can. I’d be afraid to drive a car this expensive.”

      “The car is yours, Maria. Of course you’re going to drive it. And why do you want to keep the Honda if you have this?”

      “I can’t drive this to the clinic where I work with people who don’t have enough to eat, Austin.”

      He releases a deep sigh. “You said you liked the one Lolo got for Elle.”

      “I do, but that doesn’t mean I expected you to get one for me.”

      “I wanted to do something cool for you for Christmas. I thought you’d love it.”

      “Anyone would love this car, Austin.”

      “Anyone but my fiancée, you mean.”

      My stomach aches in earnest now. “Please don’t be hurt. You’re so amazingly generous, and you know how much I appreciate that, but this car is not me.” And it sort of pains me that he didn’t already know that. How could he not know?

      He surprises me when he pulls over just outside the airport and puts the SUV in Park before turning to me. “We give a ton of money to charity. I’ve fully funded the new clinic.”

      “And I love you so much for that. You’ll never know what that means to me.”

      “I do know what it means to you, because I know you. I know what matters to you. As long as we’re taking care of those less fortunate, aren’t we allowed to enjoy a few luxuries?”

      “We live in the most beautiful home I’ve ever seen and just had ten magical days in Hawaii. Our life is one big luxury.”

      “So, what’s one more?”

      “I don’t want to hurt your feelings. You obviously went to some trouble to arrange a nice surprise for me, and I don’t want to ruin it.”

      “You’re not hurting my feelings. I just thought you’d need a bigger car for when we started adding to our family, and this thing is a beast. I want my family in something super safe, because the way people drive around here freaks me out. I pity the fool who hits you in this thing.”

      “It does seem rather rugged.”

      “It has amazing safety ratings.”

      “I am a safety girl.”

      “See? I knew that. Please don’t be thinking I don’t get you, because I do.”

      I reach for his hand and curl mine around it. “It’s a really nice surprise. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “But I can keep the Honda for driving to work?”

      He rolls his eyes. “If you must.”

      “I must.”

      Leaning across the center console, he says, “Kiss me.”

      So I kiss him because there’s almost nothing else I’d rather do at any given moment.

      “If you’re not happy, I’m not happy,” he says. “If you decide you don’t want to keep the G-Wagon, we won’t keep it. It’s no big deal.”

      “It’s a big deal that you want me to drive the safest car you could find.”

      “Keeping you and Ev and any other kids we have safe is the only thing I care about.”

      He’s still grappling with the trauma of seeing his beloved daughter through a near-fatal illness, and knowing that makes me understand one of the primary reasons he wants me to have this particular vehicle. “Then I’ll drive it with pleasure to everywhere but the clinic because it brings you peace of mind.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I love you.”

      “I love you more,” he says as he pulls back into traffic and hits the gas to get us to Abuela’s.

      “No way.”

      “Yes way.”

      “I can’t wait to see Everly.”

      “I know. This is the longest I’ve been away from her for anything other than work.”

      We debated taking her with us to Hawaii, but after a rocky transition, she’s gotten into a good routine in Miami with a preschool she loves and new friends. She spends so much time with Austin’s parents, who live with us, that we decided it would be better for her to stay in her routine. Not to mention, it was the first time we’ve truly had to ourselves since we became a couple. Even though we FaceTimed with her every day, we still missed her like crazy.

      I’m almost bouncing in my seat by the time we pull up to Abuela’s, which is mobbed with cars. We end up parking two blocks down the street and are walking to the house when we see Wyatt approaching from the other direction. I’ve been so caught up in getting home to Everly that I almost forgot about his big annual checkup today.

      “How’d it go?” I ask him before we even say hello.

      My sister is happier with him than she’s ever been in her life, and the thought of anything happening to him is simply unbearable—even if we all know he’s living on borrowed time.

      He gives a thumbs-up. “All good. Got my inspection sticker renewed for another year.”

      “Oh, thank God.” I hug him tightly. “Thank God.”

      “Awww, you guys love me.”

      “Yes, we do.”

      Dee comes running out of the house, stopping short six feet from him. “You were supposed to text me!”

      “I got done early so I came right here. All good under the hood, baby.”

      She lets out a cry and runs for him.

      He wraps his arms around her and lifts her off her feet.

      “Put me down! Your heart!”

      “Is in perfect shape, especially since it found you.”

      He puts her down and kisses her as Austin gives my hand a tug toward the house. “Let’s give them a minute.”

      “Thank God he’s okay.”

      “You said it.”

      “They’ve only been together a short time, and I already can’t imagine her without him.”

      “Me either. They’re a great couple.”

      We enter into chaos in Abuela’s kitchen. Every woman in my family, or so it seems, is overseeing some part of the feast, but the only “woman” I want to see is the little one who’s wrapped herself so deeply around my heart that it’s like she’s always been there.

      “So glad you made it,” my mom, Elena, says when she hugs me and then Austin.

      “Us, too,” I reply.

      My mom is wearing a stylish wig after battling stage three breast cancer. She finishes treatment in January, and we’re all counting the days until that nightmare is behind us. That was another reason why I couldn’t bear to miss Christmas in Miami this year.

      “Where’s our princess?” Austin asks.

      “In the pool with your dad. She can’t wait to see you guys.”

      I clap my hands with glee as I accept hugs from Abuela and Nona. “We can’t wait to see her.”

      We greet a million other family members, or so it seems, on the way outside where the scent of roasting meat fills the air and makes my mouth water. I was too wound up to eat on the plane, and I’m starving.

      Everly sees us coming and lets out a blood-curdling shriek that startles her poor grandfather. Austin’s dad recovers quickly, lifting her out of the pool so she can run to us, soaking wet. But ask us if we care as we engage in a tight group hug.

      “Rie! Swim!”

      I’m laughing through tears as I breathe in the sweet scent of her blonde hair, which is plastered to her head. She has cute little earplugs, since she contracted an ear infection from too much swimming.

      “Daddy’s here, too,” Austin says as he kisses her whole face.

      “Daddy! Swim! Now!”

      “Give us one minute to catch our breath and get changed, and then we’ll swim,” Austin tells her.

      She’s already squirming to get loose so she can return to her favorite thing.

      Austin puts her down, and she rushes to her grandfather, who holds out his arms to catch her when she jumps fearlessly into the pool.

      “Business as usual around here,” I tell him.

      “Did she grow like six inches while we were gone, or does it just seem like that to me?”

      “Not quite six inches, but she does seem taller.”

      We accept hugs from the entire family. I’m thrilled to see my cousin Domenic and other cousins and friends who’ve gathered for our favorite night of the year. Abuela has gone all out as usual, and the musical group that comes every year is already playing all our favorite Cuban songs. My cousin Carmen looks a little odd, which immediately has me wondering what’s up with her.

      “Nothing,” she says when I ask her that. “I’m just feeling a little off.”

      I gasp. “Are you preggo?”

      “No, no, nothing like that.”

      “You’re a terrible liar. You always have been.”

      “Don’t say anything, please?” she asks, her eyes filling. “I’m not ready.”

      I hug her as tightly as I have in ages, so happy for her, even if she looks like she’s about to puke. “My lips are sealed.”

      I’m so relieved to be here, among my people with the new people I fell in love with this year, ready to celebrate and enjoy this sacred night of family and gratitude. We eat like the good Cubans we all are on this special occasion, devouring the ton of food Abuela and the others made—but leaving more than enough for the lazy day of leftovers we’ll enjoy tomorrow.

      For hours, we dance, sing and laugh with cousins and friends. We drink beer from the keg and gorge on desserts, such as arroz con leche, flan, buñuelos, natilla (a custard dessert) and turon (a semisweet and nutty delicacy). If you asked me to pick my favorite, I wouldn’t be able to, so I have a taste of everything. At eleven fifteen, we walk the short distance to Midnight Mass at the parish Abuela has belonged to since the sixties.

      Austin’s parents took Everly home to bed, and we promised to tuck her in again when we get home after Mass.

      I love the music most of all—“O Come, All Ye Faithful,” “Silent Night,” “The First Noel,” “Joy to the World,” “O Holy Night” and “Ave Maria.” Tears fill my eyes as my heart overflows with joy and gratitude.

      A year ago on Nochebuena, I couldn’t have imagined how my life was about to change or that a year later, I’d be engaged to the most wonderful man and preparing to adopt his beautiful daughter. Everly and I will always share a special bond, one that is literally bone-deep.

      I give thanks to God for bringing them and Austin’s family into my life and pray that we have many happy years together. I pray for Wyatt’s continued good health, for my mother’s recovery, for Carmen and Jason and the baby they’re expecting, for Carmen’s late husband, Tony, and his family, for my dad, brothers, sister, grandmothers, aunts, uncles and precious cousins. I’m blessed beyond measure, and I know it.

      “Are you okay?” Austin whispers.

      “I’m so happy. So, so happy, to be here with you and my entire family and to get to go home to Everly. Everything is perfect.”

      Smiling, he says, “Feliz Navidad, mi amor.”

      “Feliz Navidad.”
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        SOFIA

      

      

      I’m keeping careful watch over the moro after Marlene taught me how quickly the rice and beans can become mushy. After I turn down the heat on the gas stove, I stir the huge pot to keep the rice from sticking to the bottom of the pan. Marlene said it’s a delicate balancing act. I had to look up the meaning of that expression and learned it means to carefully manage two or more things. Today, I’m managing the rice and beans and the attention of a man who makes my heart race when he looks at me the way he does.

      Nico Giordino.

      His sisters and cousin have warned me away from him.

      Maria says he’s toxic with women. I had to look up the meaning of the word toxic, too. I found out that means his behavior would add negativity and upset to my life, which is the last thing I need after what I’ve gone through with Mateo’s father.

      Speak of the devil… That’s another phrase I learned from Livia. Anytime I hear something I don’t understand, I ask for the meaning and then add it to the notebook I keep full of English words and sayings I want to remember. Since my son’s medical emergency brought me to Dr. Jason Northrup and the Giordino family, I’m determined to learn as much English as I can. While I was blessed with wonderful translators who helped me navigate the medical maze, I decided I need a much better understanding of spoken English.

      After spending most of my childhood in Mexico, I returned to Miami when I was in high school and worked hard to catch up to my classmates. I’m pretty good with reading and writing. It’s the speaking and comprehension part I’m working on now. I like that word—comprehension.

      Marlene, who committed to learning English after her first trip “home” to Cuba since the revolution made her realize that Miami is now her home, has been my partner in improving my English. While we’ll always be proud native Spanish speakers, we’re pleased with what we’ve learned at our ESL classes. The instructor says I’m a natural, and I’m on my way to being fluent. I had to look up that word, and the meaning made me proud of what I’ve accomplished. We start back to class in March, and in the meantime, I’ve been reading books in English to help with my comprehension. I try to learn at least ten new words a day that I keep in a notebook that I study every night before bed.

      Back to the devil… He’s due any minute to deliver our son to me for Nochebuena and Christmas.

      Joaquín Diaz was my high school boyfriend, who, somewhere along the way, fell into the wrong crowd, got himself into trouble with drugs and petty crime and made my life a living hell for years with intense emotional abuse that later became physical. I’ve finally broken free of him, thanks in no small part to Marlene and Livia, who heard about our plight when Mateo was sick, offered me a job with benefits and quite simply saved my life—and my son’s. Thanks to them and a friend who’s a lawyer, I’ve filed for divorce and received a protective order that requires Joaquín to stay five hundred feet from me. The only exception to the order is when we hand off our son between visits.

      Sometimes I still can’t believe it’s come to a need for official protection from the man I once loved.

      “Sofia,” Nico’s cousin Domenic says. “Someone’s asking for you outside.”

      I experience a moment of pure joy at the thought of seeing my little boy, quickly followed by the dread of having to see his father. After washing my hands, I ask Dee to keep an eye on the moro for me and go out through the garage to greet my son.

      Mateo, who is five, is doing a lot better than he was, but he’s still got a long way to go in his recovery from brain surgery to remove a cancerous tumor. Thankfully, Jason got it all, and he recommended a course of radiation that’s now completed. But the damage to his fine motor skills, another English term that has become familiar to me, was significant, thus the ongoing physical and occupational therapy. He also has a slight sag on the right side of his face that Jason says may or may not correct itself. We’re waiting to see on that.

      Nico pulls up in his truck as I emerge from the garage into bright South Florida sunshine. Marlene sent him to pick up the keg from a nearby liquor store. He approaches Joaquín’s old red sedan, which is parked in the driveway. “I’ll take him,” Nico says.

      I stand back and allow Nico to intervene on my behalf, not willing to admit what a relief it is to have him deal with Joaquín so I don’t have to.

      “I need to speak to my wife,” Joaquín says in Spanish as he tightens his hold on Mateo.

      “She’s not your wife any longer,” Nico reminds him, also in Spanish, as he reaches for my son.

      “Back off, dude.”

      I step forward before they get physical. I wouldn’t put it past either of them. “It’s okay, Nico. I’ve got this.”

      Glaring at Joaquín, Nico takes a step back but stays nearby. Just in case.

      I take Mateo from Joaquín and hold him close. He smells like cigarette smoke, which enrages me. How can Joaquín smoke around him—or allow anyone else to—after what he’s been through? “What do you need?”

      “I want you to come home for Christmas,” he says in Spanish. “Where you belong.”

      “I’m sorry, that’s not possible,” I reply in English.

      His scowl turns a face I once found handsome ugly. “You’re so fancy now, you can’t even speak your own language?”

      “I’ll see you on the thirtieth.” I turn away from him to carry Mateo inside. He’s looking forward to swimming in Marlene’s pool before the party begins later this afternoon.

      “Don’t take another step,” Nico says to Joaquín.

      I keep walking as if I didn’t hear that. I trust Nico to make sure Joaquín doesn’t follow us inside. But the minute I’m safely in the house, I rush to the front window to look out to make sure the situation isn’t escalating. Mateo snuggles into my embrace, seeming relieved, as he always is, to be back with me.

      The two men are exchanging words, but that’s all it is.

      After Joaquín makes an obscene gesture at him, Nico walks away, his fists rolled tightly by his sides. My heart races at the sight of him, angry on my behalf. Why does that mean so much to me? Maybe it’s because for years no one was ever angry on my behalf while Joaquín was bullying me into doing everything his way.

      Nico comes to find me in Marlene’s dining room, where the huge table is covered with serving dishes and other party items.

      “Gracias,” I say to him. “Lo siento.” When I’m upset, I revert to my native language.

      “Don’t thank me or apologize to me,” he says in a harsh tone that’s not directed at me.

      How do I know that? I couldn’t say other than he’s never been anything other than sweet to me, but Joaquín can make the sweetest person angry in a matter of seconds. I never saw that side of him until after we were married.

      “I don’t like the way that guy acts as if you still belong to him.”

      “He knows I don’t.”

      Nico puts his hands on his hips, frustration apparent in his pose and expression. “Does he?”

      “If he doesn’t, that’s not my fault. What else can I do besides file for divorce?”

      “I hate the idea of you guys not being safe,” he says, softly so as not to alarm Mateo.

      “We’re safe.” The waver in my voice tells the true story. I never feel truly safe except for when I’m at work, surrounded by people like him who care about me. And Nico doesn’t even work at Giordino’s. He’s just there a lot, especially when I’m working.

      “I wish…” He stops himself and shakes his head.

      “What do you wish?”

      “We should talk about that sometime when we’re not surrounded by people during a holiday.”

      My heart is beating so fast I wonder if I’m going to pass out, or something equally embarrassing, in front of the man who’s become a close friend over the last few months. What does he want to talk about?

      “I’m going to contact a friend who’s a cop and ask him to send cars by here later, just in case your ex decides to come back and start trouble.”

      I swallow hard at the thought of my ex-husband causing trouble for the family that’s been so good to us. “You really think that’s necessary?”

      “I do.”

      “Maybe Mateo and I should go. If we’re not here, then no one will bother your family.”

      “You’re safer here than you’d be anywhere else. The people here would kill for you.”

      “Would they?”

      “They would.”

      “All of them, or just you?”

      “All of them, but especially me.”

      “And why is that?”

      “That’s the thing we should maybe talk about when my entire family isn’t about to arrive for Nochebuena.”

      The look he gives me when he says those words steals the breath from my lungs. Nico Giordino is the sexiest man on the planet, and I’ll fight anyone who says otherwise. Right in that moment, I don’t care that his sisters and cousin think he’s toxic toward women.

      I just want more of him and the way he makes me feel.

      
        
        NICO

      

      

      Nochebuena is usually my favorite night of the year, but I can’t relax after the encounter with Sofia’s ex. Not to mention work is busy, and I’m keeping an eye on things while my family parties all around me. My phone buzzes with constant questions that only I can answer as the owner of the car service that’s running at full tilt tonight. Normally, I’d be thrilled about that, but I can’t think about anything other than Sofia, Mateo and the son of a bitch who is her child’s father.

      I got to see him in action earlier when he dropped Mateo at Abuela’s for the party. After he hassled Sofia—and me when I got involved—I asked my friend Miguel, who’s a cop, to send patrols past the house in case he comes back looking for trouble. Miguel filled me in on Joaquín’s background, which put me even more on edge.

      He has a record a mile long and is well known to local police.

      And he’s still legally married to the woman I want with every fiber of my being.

      My stomach tightens to the point of nausea at the thought of her or Mateo being in danger from a man who should’ve been the one to protect them.

      They have me now, and I’d die before I’d let anything happen to either of them.

      Abuela’s annual Christmas Eve celebration rages all around me, with family, friends, food, music, booze and presents. Santa is due to arrive any minute, and the local Cuban band that plays every year is better than ever.

      I can’t bring myself to care about any of it. My entire focus is on Sofia and Mateo.

      Watching them playing in Abuela’s heated pool with my sister Maria and her fiancé’s daughter, Everly, I can’t help but smile at Mateo’s pleasure at being in the water. The poor little guy has been through a rough ordeal since Carmen’s now-husband Jason discovered the tumor and removed it in an emergency surgery. The cancer is gone, but the child is still fighting his way back to full health after months of rigorous physical and occupational therapy.

      In time, he’s expected to make a complete recovery, but he may always have deficiencies to overcome. We don’t know yet what the future holds for him, and we won’t know for a while yet, but I want to be there for them both.

      That’s a first for me.

      I’ve never felt that way about anyone else, but for some reason, the minute I met Sofia, I wanted her in a way I’ve never wanted anyone else.

      My sisters and cousin have told her to stay away from me. They say I’m “toxic” with women, and sure, that’s probably been true in the past. But everything about her is different, and I’m determined to be different, too. I understand the stakes. She’s a single mom of a child with special needs and is in the middle of a contentious divorce from a potentially dangerous man.

      The last thing she needs is bullshit of any kind, which is why I’m determined to be a much better version of myself with her.

      If only I can convince her to give me a chance to prove that to her.

      So far, we’ve been all about the flirtation, but nothing has come of it.

      Yet.

      My cousin Domenic, home from New York for the holidays, brings me another beer.

      I take the icy bottle from him. “Thanks.”

      “What’s up with you, hombre? You’re wound tighter than a drum today.”

      “Nothing. Just busy at work. I probably ought to be there, but I didn’t want to miss Nochebuena.”

      “Try telling that to someone who doesn’t know you better than just about anyone. Work doesn’t stress you out like this.”

      “It’s my first Christmas as the owner. It is stressing me out. Every car is booked through New Year’s.”

      “That’s great, primo. Congratulations.”

      I shrug. If you want to know how far gone I am over Sofia, the fact that I don't care that my new business is killing it is a pretty good indication.

      Dom sits on the barstool next to mine. “What’s going on, Nico? And tell me the truth this time.”

      “Sofia.”

      “Sofia-from-the-restaurant Sofia?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What about her?”

      I hesitate to say words that can never be taken back, even to my cousin and close friend. However, I’m clearly doing a piss-poor job of hiding my torment if Dom picked up on it. “Everything about her.”

      He goes still, his expression completely blank. “Seriously?”

      “As serious as it gets.”

      “Are you… like… seeing her?”

      “Not officially, but I’d like to be.”

      “Dude…”

      “What?”

      “It’s just… you know… not like you to be into a single mom.”

      I keep my gaze fixed on her and Mateo. If she’s anywhere near me, I can’t help but look at her. “She’s special.”

      “How so?”

      “I can’t explain it. She does it for me.”

      “What does she think of you?”

      “She likes me, but the girls told her to stay away from me. The word ‘toxic’ was used.”

      Domenic cracks up at that. “I bet it was.”

      “You’re supposed to be on my side.”

      He holds up his free hand. “I am. Always. But, Nico… A single mom? Really? You can’t do what you do with her.”

      The comment pisses me off. “I know that.”

      “Isn’t her son sick, too?”

      “He was. He’s better now, but he has a long way to go before he’s fully recovered. I like him as much as I like her. He’s the sweetest kid.”

      Domenic places his hand on my forehead. “No fever.”

      I push his hand away. “You can fuck off if you’re going to be a jackass about it.”

      “Wow, this is more serious than I thought.”

      “I don’t know how to convince her I’m for real.”

      “I suppose you just show up for her—and her son—consistently with no games, no bullshit, no nonsense.”

      “I can do that.”

      “Maybe some romance, too.” He gives me a side-eye look. “You know what that is?”

      “Fuck off, will you please?”

      Dom loses it laughing, which doesn’t surprise me.

      “She’s checking you out, too.”

      “What? She is?”

      “Jesus Christmas.” Dom rolls his eyes. “You’ve barely looked away from her. You can see as well as I can that she’s watching you.”

      That information makes my heart do this weird flipping thing that leaves me light-headed for a second, until I see Miguel step onto Abuela’s patio with a concerned expression on his face. When he finds me in the crowd, he tilts his head, asking me to come to him.

      “What’s up?” Dom asks.

      “I don’t know, but I’m going to find out.”
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        SOFIA

      

      

      My stomach hurts as I watch Nico cross the pool deck to speak to a uniformed police officer. His presence here can mean only one thing—trouble caused by my ex-husband. He’s not technically my ex yet. I’m counting the days until he is.

      “Are you okay?” Maria asks.

      I force myself to look away from what’s happening with Nico and the cop. “My ex has been causing some problems. Nico asked his friend to keep an eye on things here in case he tried to come back. It’s probably not a good thing that he’s come in.”

      The thought of bringing any trouble into the lives of people who’ve been so good to me makes me sick.

      “Go see what’s going on,” Maria says. “I’ve got Mateo.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, of course. Go.”

      “Thank you, Maria.”

      I get out of the pool and grab a towel on my way to join Nico and the police officer.

      “This is my friend, Sergeant Miguel Silva with the Miami Police,” Nico says. “Miguel, this is Sofia Diaz, Joaquín’s ex-wife. Miguel found him lurking outside and arrested him for violating the protective order. He wanted to let us know.”

      My stomach hurts even worse as I hear that Joaquín will spend Christmas in jail, which means his family and friends will blame me for that. Nothing is ever his fault with them. No, all his troubles are because of me, according to them.

      Nico puts his arm around me like that’s something he does all the time, but it’s the first time he’s ever touched me.

      I can’t help but lean into his warm, solid body as tremors shake me. Just when things with Joaquín have started to settle down… There hasn’t been any trouble between us in weeks, since the judge approved the protective order after an altercation got physical, and he left bruises on my arms and shoulders.

      He apologized to me for that via text and said the order wasn’t necessary.

      I didn’t respond to the text. The protective order has given me some badly needed peace of mind. “What will happen to him?”

      “He’ll be arraigned on new charges the day after Christmas,” Miguel says, confirming my fears.

      “His family and friends won’t be happy with me.”

      “You aren’t the one who violated the protective order,” Nico says.

      “Still…”

      “We can assign some people to keep an eye on your place, too,” Miguel says.

      “I’ll be with her and Mateo tonight.”

      Gasping, I look up at Nico.

      “I won’t let anything happen to them,” he says to Miguel.

      “I’ll still send some patrol cars by. What’s the address?”

      While still processing that Nico plans to come home with me and Mateo, I recite my address for Miguel.

      “Try not to worry,” he says. “We’ll be keeping an eye out. You folks have a Merry Christmas.”

      “You do the same,” Nico says, releasing his hold on me to shake hands with his friend. “Thanks again.”

      “You got it, brother.”

      “Are you okay?” Nico asks me after the officer goes into the house on the way out.

      “I, um… What do you suppose Joaquín was doing here? He knows better than to come here or be near me unless we’re exchanging Mateo.”

      “He was looking for trouble, and he found it.” Nico’s voice has a hard edge to it, but Joaquín does that to people. “I don’t want you to worry about anything. You and your little boy are going to have a wonderful Christmas.”

      “You don’t have to come home with us.”

      “I won’t sleep for a second if I’m worried about you guys. Besides, you probably need help putting together Mateo’s toys.”

      “I was going to do that when I get home.”

      “Now you have help. If you want it, that is. I can stay in my car outside if you’d prefer that.”

      “Why would you do that for me?”

      He runs a fingertip over my face, a touch so fleeting, it might as well have never happened, but I feel it everywhere. “Because I care, Sofia. I care about both of you, and I don’t want anything to happen, especially not at Christmas.”

      I’m breathless and speechless and every other “less” I can think of.

      “If you don’t want me there, I can keep an eye on things from outside. It’s no big deal.”

      “Sure. No big deal to sleep in your car on Christmas Eve.”

      “I’d do it for you.”

      “Why?”

      His gaze shifts from my eyes to my lips, lingering for a second before he looks up again. “Because.”

      “Okay,” I say with a nervous laugh.

      “Are you ready to get Mateo home?”

      “The party is just getting started. You don’t want to leave yet.”

      “Yes, I do.”

      “If you’re sure, I’ll get him out of the pool.” I hope Mateo doesn’t throw a fit. He doesn’t do transitions well. We’re working on that. I return to the edge of the pool where Maria is playing with him and Everly. When she sees me coming, she deftly lifts Mateo out of the pool and into my arms.

      I speak to him in Spanish when I tell him it’s time to go home so Santa can come and bring presents. Only because he’s excited for Christmas does he go along with me when I change him into dry clothes and remind him to thank Marlene when we say goodbye. I want him to be bilingual, so I’m teaching him the English I’m learning and switch back and forth between the two languages with him.

      In one of the few times we’ve seen her in recent years, my mother told me I’m going to confuse him. So far, he seems to be getting it. If you ask me, he has much more of a natural affinity for English than I ever will. When Mateo is dressed in Christmas pajamas, I grab my backpack and shove my feet into flip-flops. I zip sweatshirts onto both of us, as the night has grown cooler, like it does this time of year. Then I pick him up to find Marlene among the sea of family members and friends enjoying the music. She’s turned her backyard into a wonderland of white lights woven through palms and strung along the fence. Chairs and tables brought in from a rental company are scattered throughout the pool area along with high-tops and barstools.

      I’ve never seen more food in my life than what was prepared for this party, and that’s saying something since the weekly Sunday brunch at the restaurant is no joke.

      Marlene, who is seated with her gentleman friend, Mr. Muñoz, her daughter, Vivian, and Vivian’s husband, Vincent, jumps up when she sees us coming. “Are you heading home?”

      “We are. This little guy needs to get to bed so Santa can come.”

      “Yes, you do,” Marlene says, tickling his feet.

      Mateo’s laugh makes everyone smile, as always.

      “But guess what? Santa already came to my house, and he left something for you. Do you want to see, my love?”

      Mateo nods and goes willingly into her outstretched arms, which is rare for him. If I’m anywhere near him, he wants me and only me. But Marlene has a way with him, as does Vincent’s mother, Livia, who joins us as we head inside to see what Santa brought for Mateo. They’ve told him to call them Abuela and Nona, which is such a lovely honor since his maternal grandmother couldn’t care less about him—or me—and he sees Joaquín’s mother only occasionally.

      Nico gives his cousin Domenic a bro hug, punches his brother, Milo, on the arm and follows us inside to the family room, where a stack of gifts is piled next to the tree.

      “These are for Mateo.” Marlene gestures to a huge pile. “From me and Livia.”

      “What? No…” Tears fill my eyes so rapidly, it’s like someone has turned on a faucet.

      “We had the best time shopping for him,” Marlene says. “Don’t spoil our fun.”

      “It was fun,” Livia adds. “Been a while since we had any babies to spoil, so we went a little nuts over him and Everly.”

      “You guys… You’ve already been so good to us. It’s too much.”

      Marlene puts Mateo down on the carpeted floor. “Do you want to open your presents, love?”

      He looks up at me, his big brown eyes huge with the wonder of it all.

      “Go ahead, sweetheart.” My eyes are so flooded with tears, I can barely see through them as Mateo rips into the brightly wrapped packages that are full of trucks and trains and even a Clifford the Big Red Dog, who is his absolute favorite.

      Their generosity never fails to astound me. I’ve never in my life known people like them, who wrap their arms around a perfect stranger and make her—and her son—part of their family like that’s no big deal.

      “What do you say to Abuela and Nona?” I ask him.

      “Muchas gracias,” he says softly as he struggles to his feet and walks to each of them with his crooked gait to hug them. “Thank you.”

      “You are very welcome, mi amor,” Abuela says. “I hope you have a very Merry Christmas.”

      “Feliz Navidad,” he says. “That means Merry Christmas en Español.”

      “Yes, it does,” Nona replies. “Aren’t you just the smartest boy?” She kisses him on the cheek and then sends him back to me while the two of them pack up his presents in a bag one of them produces out of nowhere.

      That’s how they are—anticipating every need before you even have it. I want to be them when I grow up. I hug them both and blink back more tears as I thank them again. “I don’t know where we’d be without you and your family,” I tell them.

      “We love you both,” Nona says. “You’ll always have a family with us.”

      “We love you, too.”

      Nico hugs them. “You guys never fail to amaze me. Love you so much.”

      “Love you, too, sweetheart,” Nona tells her grandson. “Are you going to see them home?”

      “I am,” Nico says.

      “Good,” Abuela says as she crooks her finger to bring him down close enough for her to kiss his cheek. “Take good care of them. They’re very precious to us.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He carries Mateo’s gifts in a bag big enough to be Santa’s.

      “Mama, play toys?”

      “In the morning, love. First you must go to sleep so Santa can come to our house, too.”

      “Don’t wanna sleep. Wanna play.”

      “I know.”

      As I buckle him into his car seat, Nico stashes the bag of toys in my trunk. “I’ll be right behind you.”

      I straighten and turn to face him. “You really don’t have to.”

      “We’ve already had that argument. I won. Don’t lose me.”

      Smiling, I say, “I’ll try not to.”
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      I have no idea what the hell I’m doing with her. Domenic is right. She’s so far from my type as to be a whole other species from what I’m accustomed to, but as I follow her home to a rough part of town near Little Haiti, I’m more determined than ever to make her—and her son—mine. I don’t care what it takes or what I have to do to achieve my goal of having her in my life, in my arms and in my bed.

      I can’t even think about that last one, or I’ll be hard as a rock in two seconds flat. No other woman in the history of women has had this kind of immediate effect on me. Sure, other women have turned me on and gotten me fired up, but not like this. Sofia is unique in every possible way, which is why it’s so important for me to keep her and her son safe and as close to me as possible.

      They’re coming with me to my parents’ house tomorrow, too, not that she knows that yet. I’ll talk her into it, or I won’t go.

      My cell rings with a call from Angelo, my right hand at work. “What’s up?”

      “Dude, we’re getting killed over here with last-minute requests for rides. We could really use you and one more car if you can break free.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Nico… We’ll have to turn people away.”

      “Let me call my brother. I’ll get right back to you.”

      I use the Bluetooth in my car to call Milo.

      “Yo. I thought you left?”

      “I did. I need a favor.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Can you drive for us tonight? Just for a couple of hours?”

      Milo’s groan tells me he feels the same way I do about working on Christmas Eve.

      “I know it’s a lot to ask, but I’ve got a situation, and I need one more driver right away.” Milo rarely has more than one drink per event, so I’m not worried about him being impaired.

      “Is your situation named Sofia?”

      “So what if it is?”

      “Let me get this straight—you want me to leave my family on Christmas Eve so you can be with your girlfriend or whatever she is?”

      “Did you see Miguel there earlier?”

      “Yeah, I was going to ask you what was up with that.”

      “He arrested her ex-husband, or soon-to-be ex, lurking outside Abuela’s and probably looking for some trouble. She has a protective order against him. Now he’s in jail for Christmas, and she’s worried about his friends and family coming for her, so I’m following her home and planning to stick around.”

      “I’ve got you covered at work, bro. Tell Angelo I’m on my way.”

      I breathe out a sigh of relief. “Thanks, Milo. Seriously. I owe you.”

      “One of these days, I’m going to cash in on all those IOUs.”

      “Any time, brother.”

      “Call me if you need backup at Sofia’s.”

      “I will. Thanks again.”

      “Will we see you tomorrow at Mom’s?”

      “I’ll be there.”

      “See you then.”

      I call Angelo back. “My brother is on his way.”

      “Great, thanks.”

      “Let me know if anything else comes up.”

      “You’ll be the first to know.”

      Angelo abruptly ends the call, which is fine. He’s busy. No need for formalities between us when we spend hours together or on the phone every day.

      As always, I give thanks for Milo. He’s the best of the best, and everyone knows it. Milo would be perfect for Sofia and her little boy. He’s the sort of upstanding man she needs in her life.

      That’s a depressing thought, but it’s the truth.

      As I take a left turn and follow her into the parking lot at her apartment complex, I’m fully aware that my little brother is a far superior man. But I’m determined to be better for Sofia and for her son, even if that means changing everything about the life I’ve led up to now.

      My gut clenches with concern for her living alone with her little boy in such a rough neighborhood. I haven’t been anywhere near here in years, and I liked it better when I didn’t know where she lives. Calling this place run-down would be generous.

      I take a good look around as I park in a visitor spot and follow her up a flight of outdoor stairs to the second floor, toting the big bag of gifts from my grandmothers. Paint is chipping, one of the stairs sags under my weight, and I doubt the banister would stop anyone from taking a bad fall.

      She juggles Mateo, who’s half asleep on her shoulder, and her purse as she uses her key in the door. She’d be incredibly vulnerable if someone wanted to harm her in the unlit corridor.

      Is this place even up to code? Doubtful. Maybe I’ll make a call to the building inspector at city hall tomorrow and get them over here to do their freaking jobs. But then I remember it’s Christmas tomorrow, and no one will answer the phone at city hall. I’ll save that call for another day.

      Sofia flips on a light inside the door and steps aside for me to go by her into a warm, cheerful, cozy space. I marvel at how she’s made the most of every square inch of the place to create a home for herself and her son.

      “This is so nice.” She’s asked me to speak to her in English so she can continue to learn.

      “Oh, thanks. If you can ignore the outside, it’s not so bad.”

      It’s really bad outside, but she doesn’t need me to tell her that.

      She turns the dead bolt and applies the chain lock. Both look sturdy, which is a relief. “Let me just get him down.”

      “Take your time.”

      “His gifts are in that closet.” She uses her chin to gesture to a door. “If you want to get started.”

      I wish I’d thought to bring tools. “Sure. I can do that.”

      “I have a few tools in the drawer by the fridge.”

      “You read my mind.”

      Her smile lights up her gorgeous face and makes my heart skip a beat, which is another thing that never happened to me until she happened to me.

      “Be right back.”

      As my Nona would say, there’s not a pin out of place in the apartment, which is clean and ruthlessly organized. A poster on the wall lists the seven rules of life: Smile, Be Kind, Don’t Give Up, Don’t Compare, Avoid Negativity, Make Peace with Your Past, Take Care of Your Body and Mind.

      Words to live by, for sure.

      Another poster has a quote from Maya Angelou: “People will forget what you said, people will forget what you did, but people will never forget how you made them feel.”

      That one makes me feel guilty over the broken hearts I’ve left in my wake. I’m not proud of my track record with women, but the one thing I’ll say in my own defense is I’ve never made any kind of promise to a woman. If they read more into casual encounters than I did, how is that my fault?

      It’s not, but I could’ve been less of a dick in my dealings with them. That much is for certain.

      I find the tools right where she told me they’d be and get busy unloading the boxes of toys from the well-organized closet. Everything in her home has a place, and nothing is left lying around. She’d hate my house, which is in bad need of some of her organizational skills. I also don’t own a single Christmas decoration, except the tree my sisters insisted I needed. I spend the holidays with my parents and grandmothers, who have the market cornered on that stuff. What do I need with it?

      Sofia, on the other hand, has an adorable little tree on a tabletop in a corner. It’s decorated with colored lights and ornaments made from Mateo’s art projects. Everything about her home is cozy, warm and sweet, like her.

      “The pool really wore him out,” Sofia says when she returns to the living room. “Usually, I have to read The Night Before Christmas book and put out the cookies and milk for Santa, but he didn’t ask about any of that tonight.”

      “I’m glad he had fun in the pool.”

      “Swimming is so good for him. None of his problems bother him when he’s swimming. He’s just like a regular kid.”

      I turn so I can see her. “He’s doing great, Sofia. You can see that, can’t you?”

      She shrugs. “Sometimes all I can see are the things he can’t do.”

      “That list is getting shorter all the time. He’s bouncing back, and soon the whole thing will be like a bad memory that happened years ago.”

      She links her index fingers as if she needs to do something with her hands. “He might always have some limitations.”

      “He’ll find a way to work around them.”

      “I hope so.” I can see her trying to shake off her worries about her son to focus on what I’m doing with the toys. “Let me help.”

      “I’ve got this if you have other things to do.”

      “I can’t let you do all that!”

      “I don’t mind at all. I like doing it.”

      “No one likes spending Christmas Eve putting together toys, but I sure appreciate your help. Usually, it’s me doing it myself until three in the morning, and then I’m a wreck the next day.”

      “Joaquín didn’t help?” I ask as casually as I can, wanting to know more about the man who’s caused her such heartache.

      “God, no,” she says, laughing. “He can’t change a lightbulb without help, but he can fix anything on a car. I think it was mostly he didn’t care about helping me.”

      “My dad was adamant that we all learn the basics of how to survive in this world, as he put it. If something happened to the water heater, for example, he’d march the four of us to the utility closet for a lesson on what to do.”

      “That’s so smart.” She sits on the floor next to me. “He gave you invaluable life skills.”

      Her appealing scent surrounds me like a cloud of sweetness. “Yes, he did, even if we had zero interest at the time. Although, I was more interested than the others. He identified a mechanical ability in me early and nurtured that as I was growing up. There’s not much I can’t fix as a result.”

      “That’s an incredibly useful skill to have. Your dad is amazing. You were lucky.”

      “Yes, we were, and we know it.”

      “How’s your mom doing?”

      The reminder of my mom’s battle with breast cancer is like a fist to the gut, the same as it’s been since I first heard of her diagnosis. “She’s doing well. Her treatment is due to end in January, and then I guess we’ll see. It’s stressful to think it could come back.”

      “You have to stay positive and hope for the best.”

      “I’m trying.”

      “I didn’t even offer you a drink! How about some of the coquito that my neighbor made for me?”

      The Spanish eggnog spiked with rum is one of my favorites. “I wouldn’t say no to that.”

      She jumps up from the floor and goes into the kitchen, returning a few minutes later with the drinks. “It’s the rum that Mr. Muñoz gave me for Christmas—along with a huge tip. He’s so lovely.”

      I take a sip of the drink, and the rum sends warmth all the way through me. “Mmm, that’s good, and yes, he is.”

      “Do you think he and Marlene will get married?”

      “I’m not sure. She’s fiercely independent after being a widow for decades. I’m not sure she’d want to give that up.”

      “He’s so crazy about her that she wouldn’t have to give up anything to marry him. He’d give her the world.”

      I can’t help but note the wistful tone of her voice. Without looking up from the train station I’m assembling, I ask her, “Is that what you want? A man who’ll give you the world?”

      “In part. I also want someone who doesn’t want to change me or keep me from pursuing my dreams.”

      “Is that what Joaquín did?”

      “That was the least of what he did. He wanted to control my every thought, movement, emotion. He isolated me from my friends, who tried to tell me he was no good. I wish I’d listened to them, but then I wouldn’t have Mateo. He was worth it all.”

      “I’m so glad you left him. For many reasons, but mostly because you deserve so much better than that.”

      She eyes me over the rim of her glass. “What other reasons?”

      “What do you mean?” I know full well what she’s asking but need to buy myself a minute to figure out what to say.

      Apparently, I’m not fooling her if the look she gives me is any indication. “What are the other reasons you’re glad I left him?”

      “Oh, so you want an actual list?”

      Smiling, she says, “A list would be good.”

      That smile does it for me, big-time. “Hmm, well… Of course, the fact that you’re single is good news for me.”

      “How so?”

      My gaze shoots to her, and I find her hiding a smile. “You’re messing with me and enjoying it.”

      “I am enjoying it. It’s so rare to see Nico Giordino unsettled. You’re usually very confident.”

      “Not around you, I’m not.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m always nervous and off my game with you.”

      “Your game… Is that why your sisters and cousin told me to stay away from you?”

      I tighten a screw into a train station toy that I would’ve loved as a kid. “I guess.”

      “What’s your usual game?”

      How can I answer her question without making her think I’m a total asshole? “It’s not a game. At least that’s not the intention.”

      “What’s the intention?”

      If I tell her my goal has been to remain free of complications and anything that smelled like commitment, I’ll never see her again. Not like this, anyway. Not in her home with her little boy sleeping in the next room. “I’ve just kind of tried to, you know, keep things casual. In the past, that is.”

      “Ah, I see.”

      I look up to find her watching me closely, a hint of amusement remaining in her gorgeous brown eyes. “Look, I know how that must sound to you, but the truth is… I want to be different with you.”

      “Different how?”

      “You and your probing questions,” I reply with the hint of a grin.

      She shrugs. “When a girl hears a guy is toxic, it makes sense to try to get to the bottom of what that means before she decides whether she wants to spend more time with him.”

      “Yeah, I suppose it does,” I say with a sigh. “I promise not to be toxic with you.”

      “Have you promised other women that?”

      “I’ve never promised anyone anything, which is how I got the toxic title. From the outside, I must look like an asshole, but I never make promises I can’t keep. So, usually, I make no promises.”

      “But you’re promising not to be toxic with me.”

      “You noticed that, huh?” I place the train station on the carpet so I can install the tower piece that goes on top.

      “I’ve noticed a lot of things where you’re concerned.”

      “Like what?”

      “You’re very handsome, for one thing.”

      “Am I?”

      She rolls her eyes. “As if you haven’t heard that your whole damned life.”

      I laugh harder than I have in a long time. It’s been a rough year with my mom’s illness and getting a new business off the ground. Sofia has been a bright spot, and she’s getting brighter by the second. “I might’ve heard that a few times.”

      “Whatever. It’s the cause of all your problems.”

      “I didn’t know I had problems.”

      “With women. You attract them too easily and discard them just as easily.”

      “Ouch. That hurts.”

      “Truth hurts.”

      “Can I tell you the truth?”

      “I wish you would.”

      I put down the screwdriver and look at her—really look at her. “I like you. I want to spend time with you and Mateo. I want to be a better man for you so you can have everything you want and deserve. But the thing is… I’ve never really done this before.”

      “Done what?”

      “I think it’s called a relationship?”

      She loses it laughing. She laughs so hard, tears fill her eyes.

      “You think that’s funny, huh?”

      Nodding, she wipes away tears. “Hysterical.”

      I shake my head in pretend despair. “I’m baring my soul to you, and all you do is laugh at me.”

      “Is that what you’re doing? Baring your soul?”

      “This is as bare as my soul gets. I don’t have these conversations with women. Well, usually I don’t.”

      “Right, because you’re too busy taking whatever they’ll give before you move on to the next one.”

      I wince at how close to the mark she strikes with that comment.

      “I don’t want to be one of your conquests, Nico. I learned that word in a romance novel about a guy like you.”

      “I want to do better for you, Sofia. And for Mateo.”

      “We’ve been through a lot, he and I.” All hints of amusement are now gone. “Between his illness and everything with his father… It’s been a lot.”

      “I know.”

      “You don’t know the half of it.” The sharp tone of her voice catches me by surprise. “I’ve been through hell, and the last thing I need is another man in my life.”

      And here I thought we were getting somewhere… “I understand if it’s not the right time for you.”

      “I’m not saying that. Exactly.”

      “Then what are you saying?”

      She takes a second and seems to choose her words carefully. “If we’re going to do this thing you refer to as a relationship, we’re going to do it very, very, very slowly or not at all.”

      “I can do slow. Isn’t that what we’ve been doing all along?”

      “I suppose we have.”

      I glance at her. “We’ve both got a lot going on, and neither of us was looking for what this has become.”

      “What’s it become?”

      “Something special and important to me. I wasn’t expecting that.”

      “Neither was I.”

      I venture a glance her way. “So it’s important to you, too?”

      “If it wasn’t, you wouldn’t be here.”
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      What the hell am I doing with this guy? He’s too sexy, too slick, too everything, and yet, I can’t seem to help myself when it comes to him. It’s been this way since I met him during one of my first shifts at Giordino’s, after the family swooped in to help us after Mateo’s diagnosis. Livia and Marlene raised money for us, offered me a job and generally made me part of their family.

      I’m so incredibly grateful to them, which is why I’ve felt guilty for secretly crushing on Livia’s sexy grandson. No matter how many times I tell myself I have no space in my life for a man, anytime he’s around, he’s all I see or think about.

      While dealing with a difficult divorce and custody battle and nursing my son back to health after a hellish ordeal, the last thing I need is more drama in my life.

      Nico Giordino is drama personified, or at least he has been in the past if the warnings from his family members are to be believed. And I do believe them. Carmen, Maria and Dee were pained telling me to watch out for him, as if it hurt them to be disloyal to their cousin and brother. But their concern for me was truly touching. I’ve missed having girlfriends, and each of them has become a good friend over the last year.

      Maybe I’m a fool, but I believe him when he says he wants to be a better man for me and Mateo. The only way I can find out for certain is to let him try, to let him in. I hate feeling like I’m starting something that won’t end well, especially after having already been down that road with my ex. In the back of my mind, I knew from the beginning that probably wouldn’t end well, and I did it anyway because I wanted out of my mother’s home so badly. I went all in with him and ended up pregnant and married to a man who wasn’t worthy of either of us. I don’t regret anything with him, though, because I got my Mateo out of it. He’s worth any hell or heartache I had to go through.

      But I’d like to think I can learn from past mistakes, and falling into this thing with Nico has heartache written all over it.

      “What’re you guys doing tomorrow?” he asks.

      “Nothing much.” I haven’t spoken to my mother in months. “We’re going to have a nice quiet day, just the two of us.”

      Without looking up from what he’s doing, he says, “Do you want to come with me to my mom’s?”

      As if that sort of thing is no big deal.

      “You can’t just invite people to someone else’s house on Christmas.”

      “It’s my parents, and yes, I can. They’d be mad if I didn’t invite you.”

      I give him a skeptical look. “Your mom has enough people to feed without adding more.”

      “My mom loves to feed people, and she’d love to have you two. But only if you want to. No pressure. I can hang here with you guys.”

      “You’re not doing that. You need to be with your family on Christmas.”

      “I need to be sure you guys are safe. I didn’t like the vibe I got from him today. He’s looking for trouble, and with him locked up, there might be others looking for trouble.”

      “That’s nothing new. It’s just how it is.”

      “Was he always that way?”

      “Not like he is now. He’s changed a lot in the last few years. I barely recognize him anymore.”

      He sits back against the sofa and takes a sip from his glass. “What happened?”

      “I wish I knew. I suspect it might be mental health issues, but don’t try to suggest that to him. He doesn’t want to hear it. He was always difficult and moody. The cruelty started after we were married a year or so. At first, it was just verbal abuse that escalated to emotional and physical abuse. I’d only just recently worked up the courage to leave when Mateo got sick. I almost went back when I couldn’t pay my rent.”

      “I’m glad you didn’t.”

      “I would’ve had to if it hadn’t been for your grandmothers and the Giordino family.”

      “Thank goodness for them.”

      “I say that every single day. I have no idea what would’ve become of me and Mateo without their generosity and the job that allows me to live independent of him and my mother, who’s almost as bad as he is. Not quite, but close.” It’s all I can do not to shudder thinking of her. She made my life a living hell before I traded one hell for another.

      My goal now is to make good decisions for myself and my son.

      “So tomorrow… What do you think?”

      “Are you sure your mom won’t mind?”

      “I’m positive, but I could text her if that would make you feel better.”

      “It’s too late to text her now.”

      He glances at the clock on the wall. “They’re just getting out of Midnight Mass.”

      “How come you didn’t go?”

      “Because I had something better to do.” He types the text and no sooner puts his phone down than it dings with a text. “She says to ‘please tell Sofia and Mateo we’d love to have them.’”

      “You’re all so kind. I’ve never known people like your family.”

      “They are pretty great.”

      “Since your mom doesn’t mind, I’d like to go tomorrow, but only if you tell me what I can bring.”

      “You don’t need to bring a thing.”

      “I can’t go empty-handed.”

      “A bottle of wine, then.”

      “I can do that.”

      He pushes the tricycle across the carpet, eyeing the wheels he just installed. “How does that look?”

      “Perfect. The PT said he was still too unsteady for a big-boy bike and suggested the trike to help strengthen his legs.”

      “He’ll love it. I think that’s everything.”

      “Thank you so much. This would’ve taken me all night.”

      “Now you can get a good night’s sleep.”

      “You don’t have to stay.”

      “Yes, I do, but act like I’m not here. Do your thing. I’ll be here just in case.”

      “Right.” I roll my eyes. “Pretend like you’re not here. As if that’s possible.”

      “Does that mean you might like me, too?”

      “A little. Maybe.”

      His smile is lethal. “Well, that’s good to know.”

      “Don’t get all full of yourself.”

      “According to my loving family, I was born full of myself.”

      That makes me laugh. “They keep you humble.”

      “They try.” His smile fades, and he becomes more serious. “I want you to know… It’s important to me that you know…”

      “What, Nico?”

      “That I really like you—and Mateo. And it’s super important to me that you know I’d never do anything to hurt either of you. I know my sisters and cousin gave you an earful about me, and trust me, I deserve everything they said about me. But I’m very determined to be different with you.”

      “That means a lot to me. I’ve had a really hard time for a very long time, and the last thing I need is more trouble. I’m exhausted, Nico. Mentally, physically and emotionally.”

      “I want to be the one who brings you some relief, not more problems.”

      “I wish you knew how badly I want to let you be that person for me.”

      “What’s stopping you?”

      “I’ve made some big mistakes. I don’t want to make another.”

      “What if I could promise you that I won’t be a mistake?”

      “You can’t do that.”

      “I can do that. I can look you in the eye right here and right now and swear to you that I won’t be a mistake.” He takes hold of my hand, and I let him while trying not to notice the jolt of electricity that travels through me when he touches me. “I swear to you, Sofia. You can have faith in me.”

      Reluctantly, I pull back my hand. “I need to think about it some more before I decide anything.”

      “I completely respect that, but will you give me the chance to show you how it might be with us while you do your thinking?”

      “How would you show me?”

      “One hour at a time. One day at a time. One week at a time. However long it takes to prove to you that you can put your faith in me.”

      “Can I ask you something?”

      “Anything.”

      “Why me?”

      
        
        NICO

      

      

      I’ve never worked so hard to convince a woman to date me. Sofia has been unique that way from the beginning, and now I have to find a way to tell her how and why she’s special. “Have you ever had something—a toy, a car, a friend, anything—that made you feel better when you were around that thing or person?”

      “I have that with Mateo.”

      “That’s how it is for me with you. When you’re around, I feel better. I feel lighter, happier, excited. It’s like the best kind of natural high. I felt it when we got our first dog and when I bought my first car and when I started my business. But I’d never felt that with a woman until I met you. Every time I see you or talk to you, I can’t wait until I can do it again. I never want to leave wherever you are, and it absolutely kills me to see your ex giving you a hard time and making you feel unsafe. I want to fix every problem you have or will ever have, and I just want to take care of you and Mateo.” I feel like an idiot for going on for so long. “To answer your question, that’s why.”

      She surprises the fuck out of me when she rises to her knees and comes toward me, stopping when she’s an inch from me. Then she nearly stops my heart when she curls her arms around my neck and presses her lips to mine. I’m afraid to move or breathe or do anything that’ll spook her.

      “Are you going to kiss me back?”

      “Do you want me to?”

      Before she finishes nodding, I’m up on my knees, with my arms around her and my lips sliding over hers, while reminding myself to go slow, to take it easy, to let her set the pace. I quickly discover that her pace is all in, right now, much to my astonishment. When her tongue caresses my bottom lip, I almost come in my pants for the first time since my nightmare teenage years when it seemed to happen every time a girl looked at me.

      Christ have mercy, she’s sexy and sweet and curvy in all the right places. I’m not sure what I’m allowed to touch, so I keep my hands on her back even though they’re dying to wander and explore. But the last thing I want to do is startle her or remind her that she wanted to think about this as recently as ten seconds ago, and now she’s kissing me like she’s done thinking.

      I wish my mind would shut off and let me fully enjoy the feeling of her tongue rubbing up against mine, her full breasts smashed against my chest and the extremely tempting ass that’s located just below my hands. But I want to do this right. I’ve never been less inclined to end a kiss, but that’s what I do, withdrawing gradually as she whimpers.

      “Easy, love.” With my hands on her face, I compel her to look at me while I try to ignore the sexy pout on her swollen lips. “A minute ago, you said you didn’t want to rush into anything, and if you keep kissing me like that, things are gonna get real.”

      “What if that’s what I want?”

      “I’d love it if that’s what you wanted, but I want to do this right. I want us to date and for you to totally trust me before we take this any further.”

      “What you said…” She’s staring at my lips, which makes it hard for me to think about anything other than kissing her again. Being honorable truly sucks sometimes.

      “What did I say?”

      “About how you feel when I’m around and how you want to keep us safe…” She tips her gaze up to meet mine. “No one has ever said things like that to me before.”

      I take her hand and place it on my chest. “Feel that?”

      My heart is hammering so hard, I can hear it fluttering in my ears.

      She licks her lips and nods.

      I’m so hard, I ache for her. “That’s what being with you like this does to me. That’s what happens when you look at me or smile at me or walk into a room. Every. Fucking. Time.”

      She turns our hands so mine is now flat against her chest. Her heart is doing the same dance as mine. As she releases a shuddering, deep breath, I realize she wants me every bit as much as I want her.

      But with so much at stake, I refuse to let our hormones overtake common sense. She has very real concerns about me, and before we take this any further, I want to prove myself to her. For whatever reason, that feels much more critical than satisfying the powerful desire I feel for her.

      Let me just say—this is a first for me. Never have I had a woman in my arms who was obviously willing to take this all the way, only to have me call a stop to it. Who in their right mind would walk away from an invitation as blatant as the one coming from her?

      I must not be in my right mind. All that matters to me is doing this right—for once. And I know in my pounding heart that having sex with her now would fuck things up.

      So I regretfully and painfully move away from her, settling back on my heels.

      Her gaze travels over me, coming to a halt at my groin, which is throbbing.

      “You don’t want to…”

      “Hell yes, I want to, but more than anything, I want you to trust me, Sofia. And us getting naked right now might screw things up when you wake up tomorrow and realize you did something you weren’t ready for. I heard what you said earlier about how it’s been for you. I want to prove to you that I can give you something better. And the last thing I’d ever want you to think is I only want this from you.” I use my hand to gesture between us. “I want everything from you, which is why we’re going to do this right.”

      She takes a deep breath and releases it slowly. “I didn’t mean to kiss you.”

      Smiling, I say, “I’m so glad you did.”

      “So am I.” She bites her bottom lip as she stares at my mouth with those eyes that just ruin me.

      “You should get some rest. Mateo will be up early looking for Santa.”

      “Yes, he will.”

      “Go ahead. I’ll be here to make sure you’re safe.” I lean in to kiss her forehead and then her lips one more time. “Rest easy.”

      She gets up from the floor and takes a second, seemingly to shake off what just happened between us. I get that. It’s going to take me all night to shake that off because all I’ll be thinking about is how soon we can do it again.

      We work together to arrange Mateo’s toys next to the tiny tree that sparkles with multicolored lights and handmade ornaments. Again, I admire the way she makes a cozy, loving home for her son using the resources she has available.

      “I’ll get you a pillow and blanket.”

      “Thank you.”

      She goes into the bedroom and returns a minute later with a pillow and a crocheted afghan that reminds me of my late great-grandmother’s home. “This was my abuela’s. It’s my favorite.”

      “My great-grandmother had one just like it that she made.”

      “I have so many sweet memories of watching TV with my abuela under that blanket.”

      “I’ll take good care of it.”

      She hands me an unopened toothbrush. “Thought you might want that, too.”

      “I do. Thanks. Go ahead and use the bathroom. I’ll go after you.”

      “Thank you again for your help with the toys. I really appreciate it.”

      I flash her my dirtiest grin. “It was entirely my pleasure.”

      Her face turns bright red in the second before she turns away from me and goes into the bathroom, closing the door behind her with a loud whack that makes me laugh.

      It’s nice to know I’m not the only one thrown completely off my game by this situation.

      When I’m settled in for the night on the sofa, I check my phone for the first time in hours. Angelo has texted a couple of times. Your brother saved our asses tonight. You owe him big.

      Thanks, I’ll spot him some cash for filling in.

      Not like you to disappear when we’re busy. What’s going on?

      Just some personal stuff that came up. Sorry to leave you hanging.

      No worries. I’m going home. Will be back on it tomorrow afternoon.

      Thanks for working during the holidays.

      Thanks for paying me double time to do it.

      LOL. You got it.

      I wanted to be free to spend as much time with my family as I could this Christmas. We’re all so thankful to see my mom heading toward the end of her cancer treatment—we hope—and I was hoping for the chance to be with Sofia and Mateo as much as she’d let me be. I never expected to be crashed on her sofa on Christmas Eve.

      I send a text to Miguel. Are you hearing anything from Joaquín’s crew that I need to worry about?

      Miguel responds ten minutes later. Just some smack talk, but nothing concrete. We’re keeping an eye on her place. R u there?

      Yeah.

      If there’s any trouble, call me. Don’t get into it with them.

      I hear you.

      I’ll check in tomorrow.

      Thanks for this.

      You got it.

      The thought of anyone coming after her because of her asshole ex fills me with anxiety. I can’t be with her and Mateo all the time, as much as I wish I could. After tomorrow, I’m back to work driving customers and tending to my fledgling business. I’ve got everything riding on its success, and I can’t afford to check out.

      Between maintenance, insurance and staffing, it’ll be a while before we’re fully profitable, but I can see the light at the end of the tunnel coming in the next few years.

      Like most small-business owners, I work part-time—twelve hours a day most days. I heard that joke at a meeting I attended to network with other business owners. I handed out a hundred business cards that day and landed at least ten new regulars. The parking at the airport is obscenely expensive. By undercutting prices offered by ride-sharing services, we get a lot of that business.

      People told me I was crazy to get into the car service business in the age of Uber and Lyft, but we’re finding that customers like doing business with a local company. It hasn’t hurt that my uncle Vincent lets me put business cards in every check delivered at Giordino’s. We’ve gotten a ton of new customers from that outreach and from word of mouth.

      I’m enjoying the challenge of building something from the bottom up. We started with two cars and now have fifteen. I hope to have thirty by the end of next year. The more cars we have, the more money we can make, but the key is to keep them all running at least seven hours a day. We’re getting closer all the time to that goal, but we’re not quite there yet. Once we surpass that milestone, I’ll start adding more cars to the fleet.

      My father, the accountant, and my mother, the lawyer, have been instrumental in helping to get my business up and running. But all the risk is mine, and I intend to make a success of it.
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      I receive a text from my cousin Dom. Where you at, playa? Looking for the afterparty.

      I’m at Sofia’s making sure her ex’s friends don’t bother her when they find out he’s spending Christmas in jail.

      Oh damn. Everything ok?

      So far so good, and I intend to keep it that way.

      The girls say you really like this one.

      I do.

      I need a minute. My cousin Nico is talking serious about a woman for the second time today. I’m worried the aliens are gonna land next. He adds laughing emojis that make me smile.

      I’m glad everyone is so entertained by my serious interest in Sofia—and her son.

      Shut up.

      More laughing emojis. What makes this one so special? Serious question.

      Everything. She’s sweet and sexy and kind and a wonderful mother. Her life has been hard. I want to make it better.

      Never thought I’d see the day that the stud named Nico G fell in love.

      I’m told it happens to the best of us. What about you and the GF in NY?

      That’s over. Ended badly when I told her I didn’t want to get married.

      Ouch.

      It’s for the best if that’s how she behaves when she doesn’t get what she wants, you know?

      Hell yes. I know all too well.

      Thinking about moving home. My lease is up at the end of Jan. Not as much fun since Dee left. Applied for a couple of jobs here. We’ll see if anything pops.

      That’d be awesome! You can come to work for me until you find something. If you want to, that is. You still have a driver’s license, right? It’s a reasonable question since he’s spent the better part of a decade living in New York City without a car.

      Yep.

      Job is yours if you want it. The money is decent, and the tips are great.

      Uncle V told me I can wait tables, too, so between those two things, I could make it work until I find something. Thanks for helping me make the decision. I’m moving home!

      YES! Dom is not only my first cousin. He’s also one of my lifelong best friends, and I’ve missed him since he moved north.

      Got some extra rooms at my place. All yours if you want.

      Seriously? The thought of moving back with my parents is unbearable.

      I gotchu covered.

      You’re the best, Nico. Thanks for the job and the room.

      Can’t wait to get you back here. Let me know if you need help moving.

      I’m getting rid of a bunch of stuff and shipping the rest to keep it easy.

      Sounds good.

      I guess I’ll go to bed since you’re being all domestic and Milo went out with some girl he knows from school. The girls are super boring these days. No one to play with. He adds frown emojis that make me laugh out loud.

      Everyone went and grew up while you were gone.

      I know! It’s ridiculous. I’m never going to grow up if it’s this boring.

      I recall kissing Sofia earlier, easily one of the most exciting things to ever happen to me. It’s not all boring, primo. You’ll see.

      I’ll take your word for it. I’d rather be single than put up with the bullshit that was happening recently.

      When it’s the right one, there won’t be bullshit.

      That’s what Carmen said, too. She said everything was different from the beginning with Jason.

      And now she’s having a baby. So happy for her. Our sweet cousin went through hell years ago when she lost her young police officer husband on the job.

      Me, too. Well, get some sleep. I’ll see you tomorrow?

      We’ll be there. Everyone usually ends up at my parents’ house on Christmas Day. It’s one of the many traditions we all take for granted after so many years of the same routines. I can’t wait to bring Sofia and Mateo. I’ve never brought a woman to anything with my family, so it’ll be a big deal to show up with them tomorrow.

      Even knowing that, I don’t care. I want her with me for the holiday—and not just because I’m concerned about her safety. Mostly, it’s because at some point over the last few months, she’s become the most important person in the world to me. Not that long ago, a realization like that would’ve had me running for my life, changing my name and living in exile to avoid anything that resembled commitment.

      Now? I want to be committed to her and Mateo. I want to be wherever they are as much as I possibly can. The thought of being with anyone but her is revolting to me. There’s only her. I’ve got to bring my A game with her, to show her what life with me might be like. I just need to figure out what an A game looks like, and I need to do it soon.

      
        
        SOFIA

      

      

      Riding in Nico’s truck the next day, I’m still replaying the events of last night. I can’t believe I kissed him like that, but how could I not after he said what he did to me? I want to have those words tattooed onto my arm so I can see them every day and never forget them. Not that there’s any chance I’ll forget.

      “I’ve got to run by my place to shower and change. Is that okay?”

      “Of course. We’re along for the ride.” Mateo is in his booster seat in the back, with his tricycle strapped into the seat next to him because he refused to leave it at home. It’d been Nico’s idea to seat-belt it in next to Mateo, which delighted my little boy. “My parents have the perfect driveway for riding a trike,” he said, promising to move all the cars out so Mateo could ride.

      Who is this man who makes everything so much better for both of us? I ought to be scared senseless of the way he makes me feel, but I’m like an addict wanting my next fix as soon as I can get it. He was great with Mateo, playing on the floor with him and his new toys all morning while I made us coffee and breakfast. It was the nicest Christmas morning I’ve ever had, and it was all thanks to him.

      I can hear my mother’s nasty voice in my head telling me I’m doing it again. I’m getting carried away by a man who’ll treat me like shit and leave me with bigger problems than I already have when it ends. Because it always ends. That’s been her experience—and mine, much to her delight. I’ve never understood why my own mother would want my life to be a mess like hers has been. Why wouldn’t she want the best for me? That’s a question I’ve been asking for as long as I can remember. Anytime something good happened for me, she’d find a way to undercut it.

      Like when I was offered a scholarship to the University of Florida, and she told me I’d never cut it there even though I got mostly A’s in high school. She overdosed for the first time three weeks before I was supposed to leave, and since she doesn’t have anyone else, I had no choice but to stay home to take care of her. I can still recall her smug smile when I told her I deferred my scholarship. She got exactly what she wanted—me under her control indefinitely.

      Breaking free of her was my first act of independence. Unfortunately, I relied on Joaquín to get me out of her house, trading one bad situation for another. I didn’t see it that way at first because I thought I was in love with him and he with me, but what we had wasn’t love. I don’t even know what love is. I just know that wasn’t it, not when he thought he could control everything I said and did and every dime I spent and isolated me from the few friends I still had in the area after most of my friends went to college out of state.

      I could only look on with envy as they lived the life I wanted for myself. I still dream of going to college, even though that dream is so far out of reach now as to be laughable. It’ll take the rest of my life to pay off the medical bills incurred from Mateo’s emergency surgery. Jason deferred his charges for the surgery, but there were so many other expenses. I’ve never had health insurance, and Joaquín refuses to pay for anything since I left him and took his son, so it’s all on me until I can hopefully get a court to eventually make him pay his share.

      I try not to care about any of that as long as Mateo is on the road to recovery. Jason said it will take another year or two, and he may always have some deficiencies due to the location of the tumor, but he ought to live a relatively normal life if the cancer doesn’t return. So, while I live in fear of that happening, I work diligently with him on his physical and occupational therapy while hoping the nerve in his face that was impacted by the surgery will eventually recover to rid him of the sag on the right side that makes him look like a sad little clown. Jason told me that nerve healing is a very slow process, but since there’s been some improvement since the surgery, we’re hopeful it might eventually heal completely.

      I wish I could afford more actual therapy for him. Since I can’t, I took what we learned from the therapists and work with him to the best of my ability. I’ve spent hours on YouTube watching videos about the best therapies for his condition. I think he’s making good progress, but it’s hard to tell. I’m no expert, just a mom who loves her kid more than anything in this world.

      “Everything okay over there?”

      Nico’s deep voice brings me out of the rabbit hole my thoughts have dragged me into.

      “Everything is great. Thanks for playing with Mateo this morning. He loved it.”

      “He’s adorable. I had a blast.”

      A short time later, we drive up to a gatehouse where the guard smiles and waves us through.

      “This is where you live?” I eye the gorgeous homes and lush landscaping with disbelief.

      “I bought a foreclosure about six years ago. Got a great deal.”

      The road winds through the kind of neighborhood I can only dream of living in.

      “How old were you when you bought it?”

      “Twenty-six.”

      “You bought a house in this neighborhood at twenty-six.” I can’t fathom that. Also, now I know he’s thirty-two—six years older than me.

      “I got it for about half what they go for normally. The bank was eager to unload it.”

      “That’s amazing.”

      “It’s also now mortgaged again to get my business off the ground, so don’t be too impressed. I’m in debt up to my eyeballs.”

      “What does that expression mean—‘up to your eyeballs’?”

      “‘It means I’m in deep.”

      “Ah, I see, and I’m impressed. You own a home and a business at thirty-two.”

      “I’ve been lucky, and I know it. My uncle gave me an awesome job when I was sixteen that allowed me to make and save the money I needed for the down payment, and my dad helped me navigate the process to bid on a foreclosure.”

      “It’s more than luck. It’s also hard work and… What’s the word…”

      “Determination?”

      “Yes, that’s it. Determination.” I make a mental note to add that one to my list of new words.

      “Your English is fantastic.”

      “I don’t know about that, but it’s getting better. I try to learn new words and expressions every day. I hope you don’t mind when I ask what something means.”

      “Of course not. Ask me anything you want.” He pulls into the driveway of a two-story home painted white with gorgeous landscaping that includes palm trees.

      I love palm trees and always have. Looking at them makes me happy. “This is your house?”

      “Yep. Come on in. I just need to grab a quick shower and the gifts for my family.” He’s out of the car and unbuckling Mateo from his car seat while I’m still processing the fact that he lives in a palace. At least that’s what it looks like to me. I experience an odd twinge of anxiety as I follow him into the house after he punches in a code on the front door.

      My mouth falls open as I take in high ceilings, an open floor plan, a grand staircase and a pool in the backyard that I can see through French doors to the patio. I can’t believe he actually lives here.

      “Sofia?”

      I realize I’m still standing just inside the door.

      “Do you want to come in?”

      Nico’s holding my son and looking at me as if he’s wondering what’s the matter with me. I’m wondering the same thing. What the hell am I even doing in a house like this with a man like him? But I can’t be rude, so I step forward and take my son from him.

      “I’ll be quick. Make yourselves at home.”

      Mateo wants to get down, so I lower him to the tile floor and hold his hand when he leads me to check out Nico’s huge Christmas tree.

      “My sisters did that for us,” he says from the kitchen, where he’s downing a beverage. “They can’t bear that I don’t own a single Christmas decoration. Can I get you anything? Coffee, water, tea, soda?”

      “I’m good, thank you.”

      “How about Mateo?”

      “I’ve got his cup. Thanks.”

      I can barely breathe around the huge lump that settled in my throat the second I walked into this incredible house. I’m not sure what I pictured when I imagined where he lived, but it wasn’t anything like this. I’m further surprised when his brother Milo walks into the room, wearing only a pair of basketball shorts, his muscular chest on full display.

      “Oh, hey, Sofia,” he says. “I was wondering who was out here.”

      “Did we wake you?” Nico asks him.

      “Nope. I was up and getting ready to go to Mom’s. Merry Christmas.”

      “Same to you. We’re headed there, too. I just need to shower. I heard you saved our asses last night. Thank you.”

      “No problem. It got me out of Mass, so…”

      Nico laughs at the face his brother makes.

      Milo waves to my son. “Hi there, Mateo.”

      “Santa came,” Mateo says with Christmas Day excitement.

      “What did he bring?”

      “I got a bike!”

      “His new tricycle is his favorite thing,” Nico says. “We’re going to try it out in Mom’s driveway.”

      “That sounds fun.”

      “Ride soon,” Mateo says.

      “I hear you, little buddy,” Nico says. “I’ll be quick. Be right back.”

      After Nico leaves the kitchen, Milo pours a cup of coffee and asks if I’d like some.

      “Sure, thanks.”

      “Cream and sugar?”

      “Just a little cream, please.” I scoop up Mateo and bring him with me to take a seat at the kitchen table that looks out over the beautiful pool.

      “Swim, Mama.”

      “Not today, sweetie.”

      “Mama. Swim!”

      “Can he put his feet in?” Milo asks.

      “Sure. Why not?”

      He brings his coffee and mine to the pool deck as I follow with Mateo. I sit on a sectional sofa and remove his sandals.

      Milo puts a mug of coffee on the table next to me and holds out his hand to Mateo. “Want to put your feet in, buddy?”

      “Feet, Mama.”

      “Just your feet. Don’t get your clothes wet.”

      While I sip my coffee, Milo sits with Mateo on the edge of the pool and puts his feet in to show Mateo what to do.

      Mateo follows suit and then giggles as he kicks and splashes. Good thing I packed a change of clothes for him, just in case, because he’s going to get wet.

      With dark hair and black-framed glasses, Milo is every bit as handsome as Nico. I’ve noticed before that he’s all sweetness and lacks his older brother’s rough edges. He’s the sort of man I ought to be attracted to, not the one described as “toxic” by his own family members.

      “So you live here, too?”

      “Yep. My big brother is good to me.”

      For some reason, hearing that makes me feel a tiny bit better about what I seem to be getting into with Nico. “What do you do?”

      “Computer stuff.”

      “He’s a nerd,” Nico says when he steps onto the pool deck, freshly shaved and showered, dressed in khaki shorts and a Cuban guayabera shirt. He smells good. Really, really good.

      “You wish you were a nerd like me,” Milo responds.

      “I’ll pass on that.”

      “And yet, you’re more than happy to get my free services for your business.”

      “And you’re more than happy to have free rent at my house.”

      Despite the back-and-forth, I can tell they’re close, and I like seeing the devoted-older-brother side of Nico.

      “Don’t listen to him,” Milo says. “I’m the only one who ever cleans around here. If it wasn’t for me, this place would be a pigsty.”

      “That is not true,” Nico says.

      “It’s absolutely true, and you know it.”

      “Whatever you say, bro.” He rolls his eyes at me. “You guys ready to go?”

      “I am, but we might have trouble getting Mateo to leave the pool.”

      “Hey, buddy, want to go ride the bike?”

      “Bike!” He struggles to stand, but Milo is right there to help him up and onto the pool deck.

      Before I have a chance to stand, Nico has picked him up and smoothly grabbed the sandals. I can tell Milo is as impressed as I am by the way Nico tends to Mateo.

      “See you over there,” Nico says to Milo as he heads inside.

      “I’m right behind you.”

      “Thanks for playing with Mateo,” I say to Milo.

      “No problem. He’s a cutie.”

      “I think so, too.”

      “See you at my mom’s.”

      “It’s okay that I’m going with Nico, right?”

      “You should know by now that everyone is welcome with our family.”

      “Your family is very special.”

      “It is. We’re blessed, and we know it.”

      Nico returns to the door. “You coming, Sofia?”

      “I’m coming. Thanks again for the coffee and for playing with Mateo.”

      “Sure thing.”

      His warm smile ought to make my heart flutter, but it does nothing other than fill me with a sweet feeling of friendship. When I look at Nico, however, his expression has grown stormy. Is he annoyed? And if so, why?
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      “What’s wrong?” I ask as I follow him out the front door. He’s still carrying Mateo, who’s watching me over Nico’s shoulder. He’s comfortable with Nico, but wants to be certain I’m coming, too.

      “Nothing.” He straps Mateo into the car seat and puts the sandals back on his feet before getting into the driver’s side.

      “Why are you saying nothing when it’s obvious that something has upset you?”

      Sighing, he says, “You were having a good time with my brother.”

      “I was drinking coffee while he played in the pool with Mateo.”

      “You were laughing and stuff.”

      “Because Mateo was being cute. Are you jealous of your own brother? What is this, Nico?”

      “I’m an a-hole because it made me crazy to see you laughing and talking with him, even though I know he’d never go near you because he knows I like you.”

      “I wouldn’t go near him either. That’s not how I am. Although, he’s the one I should like.”

      Oh, he doesn’t like that, but what’s interesting is that I felt comfortable enough saying something to Nico that might’ve gotten me a backhand from Joaquín.

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      I give him the side-eye. “I bet no one has ever described him as toxic.”

      “Nope. He’s too good to be true. And you’re right. You’d be way better off with him.”

      “And yet, here I am with you.”

      “You don’t have to be if you’d prefer him.”

      “Is that right? You’d just turn me over to your brother and be fine with that?”

      He tightens his grip on the steering wheel and stares straight ahead, a muscle in his face twitching. “I wouldn’t be fine with that at all. But if it was what you wanted…”

      “It’s not. For some reason, I want you, the toxic one, which is probably the last thing I ought to want.”

      He glances over at me, his dark eyes as serious as I’ve ever seen them. “I said you don’t have to worry about that crap.”

      “I know.”

      “You don’t believe me?”

      “I want to.”

      “Give me the chance to prove it to you.”

      “How will you do that?”

      “Like I said, one day at a time. Today, it’s Christmas, and we’re going to my mom’s, where you’re going to have a nice, worry-free day with your little boy.”

      “That’s a good start.”

      “We’ll see what we can do to make it an awesome start.” He pushes the button to turn on the engine and backs out of the driveway.

      “I like your brother. He’s a very nice guy.”

      “Yes, he is.”

      “I wasn’t trying to make you jealous by talking to him.”

      “I know. I’m just being ridiculous, and you should know I’ve never been jealous over a woman in my life. I probably didn’t handle that as well as I could have.”

      “Do you think?”

      His grunt of laughter fills me with relief that whatever that was, it’s over now, and it happened without an ugly argument, raised voices or the dreaded backhand. It’s going to take me time to get used to being with someone who doesn’t behave that way.

      “Could I tell you something else?” I ask him.

      “Anything you want.”

      “I appreciate that we talked about it and got through it without an ugly incident.”

      He reaches over and takes my hand. “No ugly incidents with me. I promise.”

      “That’s another promise that might be hard to keep.”

      He raises my hand to his lips and sends shivers down my spine with the tender kiss he places on my hand. “That’ll be the easiest promise I’ll ever keep. I will never, ever be ugly or violent with you or your son. I swear to God and on the lives of everyone I love that you can count on that promise.”

      “You can’t imagine what that means to me.”

      “I want to kill him for hurting you.”

      “Don’t do that, okay?”

      “I won’t as long as you know I want to.” He continues to kiss my hand and the inside of my wrist and has every pleasure point in my body humming with awareness of him in a matter of seconds.

      “I wanna ride my bike!”

      Nico smiles as he glances in the rearview mirror. “Almost there, buddy. A few more minutes.”

      “In case I forget to tell you later, this is the nicest Christmas I’ve ever had.”

      
        
        NICO

      

      

      I’m falling so hard for both of them, it’s not even funny. When she said this was the nicest Christmas she’d ever had before we’d even done anything… My heart felt like it was being squeezed inside the tightest vise, and I could barely breathe. After moving all the cars out, I’ve been chasing Mateo around in the driveway for at least an hour while Sofia sits on the front steps, clapping and cheering him on.

      Watching Mateo laugh and smile and work his tiny legs on the pedals has been the most fun I’ve had in a long time. After the ordeal he’s been through, to see him playing like a healthy child is super rewarding, and I can tell it’s making his mom happy, too.

      “You want to take a break and get a snack?” I ask him.

      When he nods, I pluck him off the bike and plop him onto my shoulders. “Let’s go see what Mrs. Elena has cooked up.”

      “Mama!”

      “I’m coming.”

      I lead the way into the house through the garage. My mother is bustling around the kitchen, barking out orders to my sisters, Maria and Dee, like a drill sergeant.

      “My buddy Mateo is getting hungry, Mom. How much longer until dinner?”

      “Thirty minutes.”

      “Can I do anything to help?” Sofia asks.

      Mom smiles at her. “Absolutely not. You’re our guest. You should relax and enjoy.”

      “Technically, I’m a guest, too,” Maria says. “Since I don’t live here anymore.”

      “You hush and keep stirring.”

      Dee snorts out a laugh. “Nice try, sis.”

      “You be quiet, too. If that rice is sticky, I’ll have your head.”

      I lift the lid on a pot to peek inside. “She told you, DeeDee.”

      Mom smacks my hand away. “Get out of here, and get our guests settled in the family room with drinks.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I say as Dee returns my snort.

      “I guess she told you,” Dee retorts.

      “I’m going to tell you all if you don’t quit the bickering,” Mom says.

      “You’re still hoping that’s gonna happen, Ma?” Milo asks when he comes in from the garage carrying a big bag of presents and flowers for Mom.

      “Suck-up,” Maria says.

      Mom holds her arms out to Milo, who gives me, Dee and Maria a smug smile as he goes to her. “Come here and give me a hug, my sweet boy.”

      “Mama’s boy,” I say on a cough.

      “You wish you were her favorite,” Milo says.

      “You’re all my favorites,” Mom says. “Especially when you’re not talking.”

      “Right,” Maria says, her tone dripping with sarcasm. “Milo is your favorite, and we all know it.”

      “Lord save me from these children,” Mom says to the ceiling.

      We used to make mad fun of her for talking to the ceiling, as if God could hear her through the roof.

      “What are they doing now?” Dad asks when he joins us in the kitchen.

      “They won’t shut up and quit bickering.”

      “Nothing new there, my love. Kids, get out of here, and let your mother spin her magic.”

      Maria’s fiancé, Austin, walks in with Everly in his arms and his parents trailing behind them.

      “Perfect timing,” Maria says as she goes to hug them. “I just got kicked out of the kitchen.”

      
        
        SOFIA

      

      

      “Swim, Rie!” Everly says, reaching for Maria.

      “Not until we go home, Pooh. Let’s play with Mateo until then.”

      “Bike,” Mateo says.

      “You can stay in here with me if you’d like,” Elena says to me from her post at the stove. “Let Nico take him back outside for a bit.”

      “Do you mind?” I ask him.

      “Not at all.” He takes Mateo from me, and I marvel at how easily he goes to Nico when he usually wants me and only me. That drives Joaquín crazy. He says Mateo cries for Mama the whole time he’s with him. Secretly, I love that, even though it breaks my heart to know Mateo is so unhappy when he’s away from me.

      I love watching Nico’s family interact. They’re like a TV show with the banter and the one-liners, the insults and the love. There’s so much love, even when they’re picking on one another. I’d never known a family like them until I started working at the restaurant and saw them together. There’re so many of them, too. It took me a while to figure out who goes with who, but now I’ve got it down.

      “You did such a good job with the moro yesterday that you can have that job again, if you’d like,” Elena says.

      “Sure.” I take the wooden spoon she offers me. “Thank you again for having us today.”

      “We’re delighted to have you and your little boy.” She glances at the door to the garage that the others closed behind them when they went outside. “It may be premature for me to say anything, but it does my heart good to see my son with your son in his arms.”

      “He’s very good with him.”

      “You have to understand…” Her gaze shifts again to the door. “It’s not like him… I’ve never seen him with a little one in his arms.”

      “Mateo adores him.”

      “You should know he’s also never brought a woman to a family holiday or dinner.”

      She adds this so casually, as if it’s not a major disclosure. “Is that right?”

      “Uh-huh. He must really like you.”

      “I really like him. He’s a very nice man.”

      “He can be.”

      “I’m aware of his sharper edges, Mrs. Giordino. Maria, Dee and Carmen have filled me in.”

      She smiles. “You should call me Elena, and I’m sure they did. They’d take a bullet for him, but they wouldn’t let him hurt you, not after all you’ve been through with your little boy.”

      “He promised he wouldn’t hurt me. I’ve decided to give him a chance to prove that.”

      Elena puts her hand over her heart, her eyes filling with the start of tears. “That makes me so happy. You have no idea. He’s the one I’ve been the most concerned about since my illness. Maria and Dee have settled down with Austin and Wyatt, men I would’ve hand-picked for them, and my Milo, he’ll find a nice, sweet girl when he’s ready. But my Nico… He’s the one I’ve lain awake at night worrying about what’ll become of him, especially if I don’t make it.”

      “You’re doing well, though, right?”

      “I am, thank the Lord, but a serious illness makes you think about all the worst-case scenarios.”

      “What does that word mean? ‘Scenarios’?”

      “It means the various things that could happen.”

      “Ah, okay. Thank you.”

      “Anyway, as a mother, you think the worst. And add the potentially fatal illness to the mix, and you start planning their lives without you. Nico was the one I was most concerned about, but knowing he’d have you and your little boy makes me feel so much better.”

      “It’s all very new still.”

      “I know, and I don’t mean to put pressure on you. It just does my heart good to see him making a real effort.”

      “He’s very special.”

      “I think so, too, and I prayed he’d find someone who can see that.”

      Nico comes bursting through the door from the garage, looking spooked.

      I’m immediately panicked. “What’s wrong? Is it Mateo?”

      “No, I realized I left you alone with my mother.”

      “Oh, for goodness’ sake, Nico,” Elena says while I try not to howl with laughter at the expression on his face. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      He holds out a hand to me. “Come with me. I can’t leave you alone with her. She’ll be planning our wedding. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      He’d probably lose it completely if he’d heard our conversation.

      “Go ahead with my idiot son,” Elena says. “I can take it from here.”

      I hand her the spoon and take Nico’s hand, noting the way he relaxes the instant my fingers link with his. “Sorry about him,” I say to her.

      “No problem, love. Enjoy the sunshine.”

      When we’re in the garage, Nico stops and turns to me. “Tell me everything she said from the second I left you with her.”

      “She didn’t say anything. Oh, wait, she did ask if I’m willing to have more children and how many I’d be willing to have and if I know what a terribly naughty boy you are.”

      His face goes completely flat. “She did not.”

      Laughter explodes out of my chest. I laugh so hard that tears fill my eyes.

      “Did she ask those things?”

      Shaking my head, I wipe tears from my eyes.

      “That was mean, Sofia.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say between gasps of laughter that stop only when he puts his arms around me and kisses me the way he did last night.

      In a single second, I go from laughter to intense desire in a blast of heat that threatens to consume me and everything around me.

      “Cripes,” Milo says when he comes upon us. “There’re children present.”

      “Shut up or die,” Nico says while continuing to kiss me as if we’re alone and not surrounded by his family.

      The hard press of his erection against my belly makes me wish we were alone. I haven’t had sex in so long, I’ve almost forgotten what it’s like. Not that it was very good with Joaquín the last few years.

      “Break it up, lovers,” Dee says.

      My face burns with embarrassment.

      “To be continued later,” Nico whispers when he finally releases me.

      Mateo’s laughter snaps me out of the sex coma kissing Nico put me into. I venture outside to find him riding the tricycle with Everly standing on the back, her hands on his shoulders while Austin takes video of them.

      My heart does that tightening thing again when I realize my little boy has made a friend. He’s craved the company of other children, and to see him laughing and playing with Everly is the best thing ever. I love that she doesn’t see anything wrong with him. She just sees a friend.

      “He looks so happy,” Nico says when he comes up behind me, putting his hands on my shoulders and pressing against my back to let me know he’s still aroused.

      “I’ve never seen him as happy as he’s been today.” I glance back at him. “Thank you.”

      “You don’t have to thank me. By having you guys here, I’m happy, too.”

      I give myself permission to lean back against him, to let him wrap his arms around me and to fully enjoy this perfect moment. This sort of contentment has been missing in my life. My earliest memories are full of angst, drama, pain and disappointment. The Giordinos are showing me something different. Something better.

      Carmen and Jason arrive with her parents, Vincent and Vivian.

      Jason stops to give Mateo a high five and marvels at how good he is at pedaling.

      “Watch me go, Doc,” Mateo says as he takes off with Everly riding shotgun again.

      I learned that term, riding shotgun, from a movie.

      Mateo adores Jason, who told me months ago to call him that when I want to still call him Dr. Northrup. The man saved my son’s life, and I’ll be forever thankful to him and to Carmen, who had the idea for him to volunteer at the free clinic where Maria is a nurse. Jason immediately realized Mateo was seriously ill and in need of immediate emergency surgery. I found out later that he donated his services.

      When he approaches us, I step out of Nico’s arms to hug Jason.

      “Merry Christmas,” he says.

      “Feliz Navidad.”

      “Our little friend is doing fantastically well, it seems,” Jason says as he shakes hands with Nico.

      “He’s having a wonderful day.”

      “I love seeing him on the trike. That’s great for his fine motor skills.”

      “The therapist told me it would be.”

      Carmen hugs us both. “Mateo is adorable on that bike!”

      “I’m afraid he’s going to want to sleep with it.”

      “We can put it right next to his bed,” Nico says.

      Vincent and Vivian hug me like I’m one of the family, as do Livia, Marlene and Mr. Muñoz when they arrive a few minutes later.

      “So glad you and Mateo could join us, honey,” Livia says.

      “Thank you for having us.”

      I love these people. I love their warmth, their generosity, their kindness and the way they make me feel like I belong with them even if we all know I don’t. Not really. That doesn’t matter to them. I have no idea where Mateo and I would be without them, which is part of the reason things with Joaquín have gotten so bad. He hates the way I’ve been taken in by them and how I consider them like family.

      “They’re not your family,” he once said, practically spitting the words at me. “You’re just a charity case to them.”

      I know better. I might’ve started off as a charity case, but I’ve been on the receiving end of their love and generosity for too long now not to appreciate how deeply their affection for me and Mateo runs. Without the job at Giordino’s, I would’ve had no choice but to go back to him when I lost the first job I’d had in years and would’ve soon lost my apartment, too. I’d probably be dead by now if I’d gone back to him.

      Christmas Day with Nico’s family will be remembered as one of the best days of my life. Not only do they make us feel like part of their family, but they have thoughtful gifts for me and for Mateo, and they didn’t even know we were coming until last night.

      I receive bath gel, a candle, a gorgeous silk scarf and a gift certificate from Nico for a massage at a local spa. “I’ll babysit,” he adds after I thank him for the thoughtful gift. He loves the watch I bought for him, hoping it would be something he’d like.

      Mateo receives more toys and games, including a matching game from Jason and Carmen that Jason says will help with his occupational therapy.

      I’m overwhelmed and deeply grateful as well as stuffed from the delicious prime rib dinner Elena served. I’m sent home with a massive bag of leftovers.

      Mateo is exhausted and falls asleep minutes into the ride.

      “This was such a wonderful day. Thank you again for inviting me. I’ve never had a Christmas like this one.”

      “I’m glad you enjoyed it. My family is crazy, but I love them.”

      “You’re so lucky to have them.”

      “I know. I didn’t always appreciate them the way I do now. It took seeing the crap some of my friends have dealt with to understand how lucky I am. And when my mom got sick, all I cared about was doing whatever it took to get her through it.”

      “She seems to be doing well now.”

      “She is. It’s just the fear of it coming back that I can’t handle.”

      “What do the doctors say about that?”

      “They don’t make predictions. But the kind of cancer she had recurs pretty frequently. Often when it does, it’s considered stage four, which is terminal.”

      “What does that word mean?”

      “That you’re going to die.”

      “God. That’s scary.”

      “I can’t even think about it without feeling like I’m going to lose my shit. She’s one of the best people I know. She’d do anything for anyone. Seeing her suffer has been hell.”

      I reach across the console for his hand. “I’m so sorry you’ve been through that.”

      “I’m sorry for her.”

      “I’m sorry for you.”

      “Thanks. I keep telling myself that she’s doing great now, but it’s going to be a long five years until they consider her cured.”

      “Five years is a long time. Same for Mateo.”

      “Yep. Regular scans and bloodwork and then sweating the results every time. It sucks.”

      As he brings the truck to a stop at a red light, he glances over at me just as someone slams into the back of the truck.
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      “What the fuck?” Nico growls as he glances at the rearview mirror. He puts the truck in Park. “Call 911.” He releases his seat belt.

      I grab his arm while juggling the phone to make the call and checking on Mateo, who’s still asleep. “What’re you doing?”

      “Someone just hit us. I need to check the damage.”

      I recoil from the face in the car next to us. “Wait. It’s Joaquín’s cousins. They probably have guns.” I no sooner say those words than one is pointed at us from the next car over. Diego points to me and crooks his finger. If I go with him, he’ll kill me. I have no doubt about that, but if I stay, he’s apt to kill Nico and Mateo, and I can’t risk that.

      I release my seat belt.

      “Don’t move,” Nico says in a low, scary tone I’ve never heard from him before.

      “911, state your emergency.”

      Thankfully, Nico does the talking for us, because I’m so scared, I can hardly breathe.

      Diego gets out of his car and uses the gun to bang on the window.

      Nico ignores him while holding my hand as tightly as he ever has before.

      The scream of sirens is the best sound I’ve ever heard.

      Diego glances in the direction of the sirens and then gives me a menacing glare. He stares at me, makes a gun of his fingers and points it at me and Mateo in the backseat. With his message delivered, he gets into his car and takes off before the police arrive.

      My hands are shaking so hard that I push my free hand between my legs to try to make it stop.

      The police arrive, and Nico gets out to talk to them.

      I need to end this with him right now. This is the last thing he needs in his life, even though leaving him will be the most heartbreaking thing that’s happened since Mateo’s illness. I’m sick to my stomach and everywhere else by the time Nico returns, bringing a police officer with him.

      “We’ll need to get your statement, Ms. Diaz,” the officer says.

      “There’s not much to say. They hit us, pulled a gun on us and threatened me and my son.”

      “Can you give me the names of the people you recognized?”

      I feel like I’m risking my life as well as Mateo’s when I recite the names and tell him where they’re most likely to find them.

      “Do you have somewhere safe you can stay while we sort this out?” the officer asks.

      “She and her son will be at my house in a gated community.”

      “No,” I say. “We’ll be at home.”

      “No, you won’t,” Nico says, his expression unyielding. “You’re not safe there.”

      “I’m not safe anywhere, and there’s no way I’m endangering you with my mess.”

      “I can take care of myself.” To the officer, he says, “They’ll be at my place.” He gives the address and his phone number to the officer.

      “We’ll be in touch.”

      After he walks away, I look over at Nico. “Please take us home and go on with your life. You don’t need this.”

      “Maybe not, but I do need you, and there’s no way I’m taking you somewhere that you can be easily found and possibly harmed. We’ll go get what you need, and then you guys can stay with me for as long as you need to. No one is getting in my neighborhood who doesn’t belong there.”

      “I don’t want to involve you in this.”

      “Too late. I’m already involved.”

      “I don’t want you to be. This is my problem, not yours.”

      “Do you honestly think I’m going to leave you on your own to deal with men who threatened to kill you?"

      "I'm afraid you'll get hurt."

      "I'm afraid you will. Or, God forbid, Mateo will. Let me keep you both safe, Sofia. Please.”

      That last word gets to me. He said please. I’m so used to being told what to do, to not being given a choice, to not being asked nicely. And what he said about Mateo getting hurt also matters.

      “Your family will hate me if anything happens to you because of me.”

      “They’d be furious with me if I let anything happen to you guys. They love you.”

      I can’t stop the tears that spill down my cheeks.

      Nico reaches over to wipe them away. “Everything’s going to be okay. I promise.”

      “You can’t promise that.”

      “I can promise you’ll be safe. Now let’s go pack up what you need and get Mateo home to bed at my place.”

      I still don’t like his plan, because it puts him in danger with us, but I’m so afraid of Diego and the others that I go along with it. They wouldn’t hesitate to kill me to get me out of the way, and the thought of my son being raised by Joaquín and his band of thugs is revolting to me. For Mateo’s sake, I decide to let Nico help us.

      But I’m terrified of the man I’ve come to care about being harmed in any way.

      
        
        NICO

      

      

      My heart is still beating so fast, it’s a wonder I don’t hyperventilate. Seeing that scumbag threaten Sofia made me want to kill him right then and there. As I follow her up the stairs to her place with Mateo asleep in my arms, I keep a vigilant eye on our surroundings. While I don’t see anyone, I’m sure we’re being watched.

      They blame Sofia for the fact that Joaquín is in jail, but he’s the one who violated the protective order in the first place.

      All I want is to get her and Mateo out of here and back to my place as fast as possible. So I put Mateo carefully on the sofa, cover him with his blanket and go to see what I can do to expedite matters.

      In the bedroom, Sofia is sitting on one of two twin beds, both of which are pushed against walls. The other has a rail on it, probably to keep Mateo from falling out of bed. She looks so defeated that I can’t bear it. I go to her, sit next to her and put an arm around her. “None of this is your fault.”

      “I chose a bad man to father my son.”

      “Did you know he was a bad man when you chose him?”

      She shakes her head. “He was so sweet and kind until about four years ago. I don’t know what happened, but everything changed, and he made my life a living hell. One of my friends said it’s because he was jealous of Mateo and all the attention I gave him.”

      “What do you think of that?”

      “I suspect it’s something much more involved, not that he’ll ever admit to such a thing. That would be a sign of weakness, and he’d rather be dead than show weakness.”

      “What can I do to help you pack?”

      “Maybe grab some of the toys from this morning?”

      “I can do that. Let’s be quick so we can get out of here before anyone knows we’re here.”

      “You’re sure I can’t talk you out of making my problem your problem?”

      I kiss the top of her head. “One hundred percent positive.”

      “What about the damage to your truck?”

      “Dom has a buddy from high school who does body work. He’ll fix it for me. Don’t worry about that.”

      I’m working on nervous energy as I quickly collect some of the toys Mateo liked the best this morning and put them in one of the boxes that’s still piled in the living room from last night. “I’m going to take this stuff down,” I say to Sofia. “Come lock the door.”

      “Please be careful.”

      I can’t stand the sick, worried tone of her voice. What kind of monster—and his family and friends—would threaten a mother and her child? I head down the stairs, carrying an armload of Mateo’s new toys, and scan the parking lot, looking for trouble. I don’t see anything concerning, but I’m not deluding myself that they won’t be back for her. When they come, they won’t be able to find her.

      I glance at the back of my truck and see a small dent that’ll be easily fixed. Messing up my truck wasn’t the point of this mission for them.

      I’m worried about her going back to work, but I’ll talk to Uncle Vin about that and figure something out. I’ll do whatever it takes to keep her and Mateo safe. I make several trips to bring toys and the bags she packed for them before I carry him down and strap him into his seat. The little guy never stirs, having worn himself out playing earlier.

      On the ride to my house, Sofia doesn’t say a word as she stares out the passenger window.

      I don’t try to make conversation with her because I understand she’s processing everything that’s happened and is fearful for herself, her son and me. I also get that she’d much rather I not be involved in her problems, but it’s too late for that. I’m involved, and I plan to stay that way.

      When we arrive, Milo is on the sofa watching a movie and drinking a beer. “Hey,” he says, his eyes widening with surprise when he sees that Sofia and Mateo are with me.

      “Hey. Sofia and Mateo are going to stay with us for a while.”

      “You want me to make the bed in the guest room?”

      I’d much rather have her in my bed, but that’s probably not going to happen. Not tonight, anyway. “That’d be great. Thanks, M.” Once I tell him why Sofia is here, he’ll be fully on board with helping to keep her and Mateo safe.

      “Sure. No problem.”

      Sofia stands next to me, seeming as if she doesn’t know what to do with herself.

      With my finger under her chin, I tip up her face and gaze into her eyes. “Mi casa es su casa.”

      “Gracias.”

      “Make yourself completely at home, okay?”

      She nods, but I still sense her reluctance. She doesn’t want to be here, doesn’t want me involved in her problems, but what am I supposed to do? Let her fend for herself against people who’d threaten her life and Mateo’s?

      I’ve never been so agitated as I show her to the guest room, where Milo is finishing making the bed, and help her get Mateo settled in the queen-sized bed. “We can set him up with something separate tomorrow, if you’d like,” I tell her after my brother has left the room.

      “This is fine. Thank you.” Her words are stilted and the distance between us vast. Gone is all the warmth from last night when she put her arms around me and changed my life forever with one kiss.

      It’ll take time to get back to that, but I’m in it for the long haul. I want her. I want Mateo. I’ll do whatever it takes to make them mine, including protect them, whether she wants me to or not.

      “There’re towels in the bathroom closet. If you need anything at all, just let me know.”

      She sits on the edge of the mattress, seemingly riddled with anxiety. “Thank you.”

      “I’ll check on you before I go to bed.”

      She gives a brief nod but doesn’t say anything.

      I ache for the sweet, sexy, happy woman she was last night, which was one of the best nights of my entire life and certainly the best night I’ve had with any woman. All I want is more of what we had then, and if I have to be patient to get back to that, then so be it.

      “My room is right there,” I say, pointing across the hall.

      “Okay.”

      I leave her to get settled and go to the kitchen to pour myself a drink. I’ve never needed one more than I do right now.

      “What’s going on?” Milo asks as he leans against the counter, beer in hand.

      I fill him in on what happened earlier.

      “No way. Jeez.”

      “She doesn’t want me involved.”

      “Too late for that, huh?”

      “Way too late. I had to talk her into coming here.”

      My phone rings, and I take the call from my friend Miguel. “Hey.”

      “Hey, I thought you’d want to know we picked up Diego and the others. They had unregistered weapons on them that’ll allow us to hold them until they can be arraigned.”

      “Can we request a protective order that covers them, too?”

      “Already in the works, but you know… Sometimes they’re not worth the paper they’re written on.”

      “It’s making me crazy that she and her son are in danger from these people when she hasn’t done anything but leave a man who was abusive toward her. He’s the one who violated the protective order and got himself arrested.”

      “Logic doesn’t work in these situations,” Miguel says, promising to call me with an update in the morning.

      I update my brother on what Miguel said. “I feel like I’m coming out of my skin. Is that normal?” Milo may be six years younger than me, but he’s what Nona calls an “old soul.” He’s wiser than his years, and I often turn to him for advice.

      “It’s because you care about them.”

      “I really do. I’m crazy about them.”

      “Damn,” Milo says with a teasing glint in his eyes. “I need a minute to wrap my head around this development.”

      “I’m not joking about this.”

      “That doesn’t mean the rest of us can’t joke about it.”

      “I’m trying to be serious here, M.”

      “I know, and that’s what’s so amazing. You’re never serious about women. They’re serious about you—not the other way around.”

      “Is it normal to feel like your head and everything else is going to explode?”

      Milo laughs, that bastard. “I think it’s normal to feel like your whole world has been turned upside down.”

      “Yeah, that’s it exactly.”

      “It’s a good feeling, though, right?”

      “It’s the best feeling ever, but I can’t stand that these guys are blaming her for what her ex did. They threatened her life and Mateo’s. It’s unbearable.”

      “You’ve got them in the best possible place. Doug and the other security people won’t let anyone in here who doesn’t belong.”

      “I probably ought to text him, so he knows what’s going on.”

      “Not a bad idea.”

      “She doesn’t want me involved. She told me to go home and let her deal with it.”

      “Because she’s afraid for you. Not because she doesn’t care about you. She probably cares too much.”

      “You think she does?”

      Milo snorts out another laugh. “For some strange reason, she digs you.”

      “You really think so?” I can’t believe how needy I sound, but that’s what she’s done to me.

      “Everyone thinks so. We can’t for the life of us figure out why.”

      “Very funny.”

      “No, really. She’s a very sweet woman who’s had a rough time of it. You don’t seem like the kind of guy she’d be drawn to after that.”

      Milo articulates all my greatest fears with one sentence that hits me in the chest like a fist. “Why do you say that?”

      “I’d think she’d want someone low-key and easygoing. That’s not you.”

      “No, that’s you, which is why I hated seeing you talking to her earlier.”

      His friendly expression immediately hardens. “What the fuck? I wasn’t making a move. I know you like her. I’d never do that.”

      “I know,” I say with a sigh. “But it bugged me anyway, because you’d be better for her than I’ll ever be.”

      “That’s not true. You’ve got everything she needs. You just haven’t had to tap into that stuff before.”

      “What stuff in particular?”

      “Concern for someone other than yourself or your family.”

      “Do you have to be so fucking blunt?”

      “Do you want me to blow smoke up your ass or tell you the truth?”

      “The truth. I guess.”

      “The truth is, brother, you’re not exactly a prince among men when it comes to women. But that doesn’t mean you can’t change to meet the moment.”

      “I want to be everything she needs.”

      “That’s a good start. Bringing her here was the right move. She might not want you involved, but she needs the protection you and the rest of us can offer her.”

      “She doesn’t have anyone, M. She and Mateo were going to spend Christmas alone.”

      “You and I… We can’t imagine that with our huge family all around us.”

      “Yeah, for sure. The family used to drive me mad when we were younger, always up in my business. But since Mom got sick, I have a whole new appreciation for how lucky we are.” Our extended family has rallied around us with love and food and comfort and anything we needed before we even knew we needed it. “I want her to know she’s not alone anymore.”

      “You’re showing her that. Just give her time to get her head around it and don’t be overbearing. She’s used to taking care of herself and her son. She won’t take kindly to you telling her what to do.”

      “That’s true.”

      “You can be protective without being a dick.”

      “How do you always know the right thing to do?”

      Milo shrugs. “I pay attention to people.”

      “Whereas I only pay attention to myself.”

      “You said that, not me.”

      “If you laugh, I’m gonna fucking punch you.”

      “Truth hurts, huh?”

      Before I can fire back with a cutting reply, Sofia comes into the kitchen carrying something that looks like a small radio, and the debate with Milo is forgotten.

      “Baby monitor,” she says when she sees me looking at it. “I got it for a gift when I had Mateo, but I’ve never needed it in my small place. Sometimes he wakes up in pain at night.”

      “Ah, that’s good to have here.”

      “Yes, it is. Could I please have a glass of water?”

      “Of course.” I grab a glass, fill it with ice and water and hand it to her. “You want to watch a movie or something?” Anything to keep her out here with us.

      “I don’t think I could concentrate.”

      “How about a swim in the pool, then? It’s warm enough, and the pool is heated.”

      She eyes the pool through the kitchen window, and I’m thankful for the weekend Milo and I spent installing the lighting in the gardens, which make the pool look inviting. “You wouldn’t mind?”

      “I told you my house is your house. Whatever you want, whenever you want it.”

      “That might be relaxing.”

      I’m glad I reminded her to bring a swimsuit. “Go get changed. I’ll meet you out there.”

      She looks at Milo. “Sorry to invade your house with my kid and my troubles.”

      “We’re very happy to have you,” he says in the sweet, gentle way that’s so him. “Don’t worry about a thing, okay?”

      She puts the glass on the counter and crosses her arms. “You’re all so kind.”

      “We care about you, Sofia,” I say before Milo can beat me to it. “And Mateo. We want to be there for you both.”

      “Thank you.” Her sweet smile fills me with hope and the kind of happiness that turns men into fools over women. I’ve managed to avoid that until now, but all I want is to make a complete fool of myself over her. “I’ll, ah, be out there in a minute.”

      “You’re welcome to join us,” I tell Milo after she takes her water and leaves the room.

      “Thanks, but you don’t need your little brother in the middle of this.” He finishes his beer, tosses the bottle in the recycling and gives me a salute as he heads for the doorway.

      “I always need my little brother.”

      Milo shoots a smile over his shoulder. “Likewise, bro, only change ‘little’ to ‘big.’”

      The two of us have always been close, despite the years between us and the vast differences in our personalities. Maria says we’re the yin to the other’s yang, whatever that means. He drove me crazy until he was about seventeen and started making himself useful to me in more ways than I can count. Now I don’t know what I’d do without his calming influence in my life. He’s truly my best friend, along with our cousin Dom.

      I need to hit up Dom to see when he’s going back to New York. I’ll do that later. Right now, I need all my wits about me to deal with Sofia in a bikini. She has a cloth thing tied around her waist, but I’m not looking at her waist. All I can see is a stunning face and gorgeous breasts. I also see uncertainty, anxiety and discomfort.

      I want her to be more comfortable with me than with anyone else in the world, so I go to her, extend my hand and hope she’ll take hold and never let go. After she grasps my hand, I realize I was holding my breath waiting for her to decide.

      “The water is nice. Let’s swim.”
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      Sofia unties the skirt around her waist before we go down the stairs to the shallow end. I don’t let go of her hand even when we’re fully submerged.

      “This is why I love Miami. Swimming in December.”

      “It’s really nice. I still can’t believe you live in a house like this.”

      “Where did you think I lived?”

      “I don’t know, but I didn’t picture this.”

      “It’s just a building.”

      “Right,” she says with a laugh. “Just a building. It’s like a palace to me. My apartment would fit in your guest room.”

      “I want you to be comfortable here.”

      “Anyone would be comfortable here, Nico.”

      “I want you to be.”

      “I am, thank you.”

      “You’re welcome to stay for as long as you want or need to.” Forever would be good, but I don’t dare say that to her. Not yet, anyway.

      “I’ll figure something out tomorrow.”

      “I won’t want you to leave tomorrow or the next day or the day after that.” As I say that, I move closer to her, hoping I’ll still be welcome to put my arms around her, to hold her close, to offer comfort and protection and anything else she needs.

      “It’s not up to you to solve my problems.”

      “I know that, but why can’t I help you? I thought, maybe, we were starting something here.”

      “We are. Or we were. I don’t want you involved in this crap with Joaquín and his band of thugs. If something ever happened to you, I don’t know what I’d do.”

      “That’s how I feel about something happening to you—or Mateo.” I smooth the hair back from her face. “My friend Miguel called and said they’ve arrested Diego and the men with him. They’re charging them since they hit us with their car on purpose and threatened us with unregistered guns.”

      “They’ll make bail and be out in a day or two. That’s how it always works.”

      “He said they’re going to be under a protective order, too, and they’re facing some pretty significant charges. They’d be crazy to come anywhere near you.”

      “That won’t stop them. They think I’ve done him wrong, and they won’t leave me alone no matter what. They’ll find a way to harass me endlessly. I’ve seen them in action for years. Diego’s ex-girlfriend ended up in a mental hospital when she tried to leave him and take their children. Now he has custody of them, and she never sees them.”

      “That’s not going to happen to you. I won’t let it.”

      “Is there anything I can say that would convince you to let me handle this on my own?”

      I shake my head. “Not a single thing.”

      Her deep sigh says it all.

      “Hold on to me. Let me help.” I kiss her neck until she shivers in my arms. “I care so much about you and Mateo. I’d go insane if you didn’t let me help keep you safe.”

      “You have enough going on in your own life. You don’t need my stuff, too.”

      “Yes, I really do. How am I supposed to concentrate on anything if I’m worried about whether you guys are safe?”

      “I have to work tomorrow—or I guess it’s tonight now.”

      “I’ll take you and watch Mateo while you’re there.”

      “You don’t have to do that! I have someone who watches him while I’m at work.”

      “Where?”

      “In my building.”

      “You can’t go back there right now, Sofia, and you can’t leave Mateo there either. I assume Joaquín knows what you do with him while you’re working. What if he makes bail, and you come home to find Mateo gone?”

      “He… He can’t do that. We have a custody agreement. He only gets him one night a week.”

      “And he’s been so great about following the rules and the law. He’s in jail for violating the protective order. I imagine he’s pretty angry to be locked up, and who’s he going to blame for putting him there? Himself? I highly doubt that.”

      She rolls her bottom lip between her teeth. “Maybe I shouldn’t go to work if there’s a chance of trouble.”

      “We’ll talk to my uncle Vin and tell him what’s going on so he can be aware.”

      “He’s not going to want me there if I bring trouble with me.”

      I tip her chin up. “You’re family to us, Sofia. Your troubles are our troubles. That’s how it works in a family.”

      “But I’m not really family. This might be too much for them.”

      “My family doesn’t only care about me when things are going well for me. They care about me all the time. They feel the same way about you and Mateo. Abuela and Nona would beat the shit out of anyone who tried to hassle you.”

      That draws the first hint of a smile I’ve seen since Diego and his buddies smashed into us in traffic.

      “I wouldn’t want to mess with them,” Sofia says of my grandmothers.

      “They’re a formidable team, and they protect their own. They’ve made you and Mateo part of our family, and that extends to bad times as well as good.”

      “They’ve done so much for me. The last thing I’d ever want is to bring trouble into their lives.”

      “You’re not the one bringing the trouble.”

      “You know what I mean. There’d be no trouble to worry about if I wasn’t here.”

      “Maybe not, but we’d worry about you if you weren’t here.” I put my arms around her and hold her close under the water. “I’ll talk to Vin in the morning, tell him what’s going on, and we’ll see what he has to say. All right?”

      “I guess so. I just hate that this is happening and that I have to involve him. It’s the best job I’ve ever had. I love everything about it.”

      “I’ve heard everyone say how great you are with the customers and how much they love having you on the team.”

      “They say that?”

      “All the time. Giordino’s is a very special place. They don’t let just anyone work there. If you weren’t a good fit, they would’ve helped you find another job somewhere else. They wouldn’t have kept you on. One of my dad and Vin’s cousin’s daughters lasted two weeks before he showed her the door. She was a terrible waitress, which is bad for business. Vin apologized to his cousin and said it wasn’t going to work out. End of story.”

      “Wow, that must’ve been awkward.”

      “It was, but he’s very unapologetic about doing what’s best for the business that supports a lot of families, not just his. He takes that obligation very seriously.”

      “I’ve learned so much working there, not just about the restaurant business, but about life and people, too.”

      “I know what you mean. Every day, I apply some lesson I learned working there in my own business.”

      “Thank you for everything you’re doing for me.”

      “You don’t have to thank me. I’m so glad you’re here. You and Mateo are welcome for as long as you’d like to be here.”

      “You and your brother don’t need me and my kid in your… What’s it called…”

      “Bachelor pad?”

      “Yes, that’s it. I heard Livia call it that.”

      “In case you haven’t noticed, I’ve been actively trying to change my status from ‘bachelor’ to ‘in a relationship.’”

      “You could find someone less complicated than I am.”

      “Maybe so, but I’ve never found anyone who I wanted to be with the way I want to be with you. I look at you, and I just want you. It’s been that way since the first time I saw you at the restaurant and I asked my uncle who you were. He told me you were our new waitress, Sofia, and that I’d better watch myself with you because Nona and Abuela had appointed themselves your guardians and would kneecap me if I stepped out of line with you.”

      “He did not say that!”

      “He did, and they’d do it, too, which is yet another reason why you have nothing to fear from me. I’m terrified of them.”

      That makes her giggle, which utterly transforms her and makes me realize how serious and anxious she is most of the time. I vow right then and there to make her laugh as often as I possibly can. I told myself I’d keep my distance tonight, knowing she’s upset, but damn if I can be this close to her and not want to kiss and touch her.

      I move in slowly, giving her time to say no. She doesn’t say no. Instead, she runs her fingers through my hair and sends a jolt of need straight down my spine. As my lips connect with hers, I feel light-headed as all the blood in my body seems to gather in one central location. I try to pull back a bit so she won’t feel what she does to me, but she wraps her arms and legs around me, nearly making me whimper from the surge of desire.

      Christ have mercy, she’s so hot and sexy and sweet and everything I’ll ever want or need. I know that without a shadow of a doubt only twenty-four hours after we kissed for the first time. She just does it for me, and as my hands slide over soft, wet skin, I’m completely lost to her. We end up reclined on the stairs, her under me, her arms and legs keeping me trapped in the sweetest web ever.

      My hard cock presses against the heat between her legs as I slide a hand up to cover her breast. I’m starting to wonder if we’re going to get busy right here in the pool when my phone rings with the tone I assigned to Angelo. Groaning, I withdraw from the kiss with the greatest reluctance of my life. “I’ve got to take that. It’s work.”

      She looks as shell-shocked as I feel as we disentangle, and I stumble out of the pool to find the phone I left on a table.

      “What’s up?”

      “Dude… Someone just hit one of our cars when it was stopped at a light and then took off.”

      My heart sinks at this news. How can it not be related to what happened earlier? “Anyone hurt?”

      “The passenger complained of neck pain, so Rudy called 911. They took her to the hospital to get checked out.”

      “And Rudy is okay?”

      “Yeah, just pissed. He said the other car came racing up behind him, smashed into the car and was gone before he could react. Happened fast.”

      “How bad is the damage to the car?”

      “The whole back end is smashed in.”

      “Did he get a description of the car that hit him?”

      “He did, and the police have the info.”

      “Thanks, Angelo. I’ll be in tomorrow. Appreciate you covering me this weekend.”

      “No problem, boss.”

      I put down the phone, my heart heavy with the realization that this shit is only going to intensify if I’m with Sofia. I’m undeterred. They can come for me any way they want, and I’ll deal with it as long as she and Mateo are safe.

      Sofia gets out of the pool and takes the towel I hand her. “What happened?”

      
        
        SOFIA

      

      

      I’m sick to my stomach after hearing about the hit-and-run with one of Nico’s cars. Knowing how hard he’s working to build his business, the certainty that the “accident” is related to me is devastating. For a minute there in the pool, I was able to forget the chaos swirling around us.

      Even as my entire body continues to hum with desire so intense it took my breath away, I’m fully aware that I can’t do this to him.

      Tomorrow, I’ll figure out a way to distance myself from him.

      It’s the right thing to do, but it kills me to think of being separated from him after having experienced a small taste of what might be possible for us.

      “I can see your wheels turning…”

      “What does that mean?”

      “That you’re thinking of a way to get free of me, so your trouble won’t spill over onto me.”

      It’s a little scary how he knows exactly what I was thinking.

      “Cut it out,” he says. “We’re in this together.”

      “How would you feel if something in your life was putting me in danger?”

      “I’d feel very determined to protect you from it, but I wouldn’t push you away.” He puts his arms around me and draws me in close to him. “I’d hold you like this through all the storms that come our way until we’re free to fully enjoy the good stuff.” His lips are warm against my neck, and just that quickly, the fire between us reignites. “Don’t push me away.”

      My fingers dig into the dense muscles that cover his hips, even as I tell myself to let him go. I don’t want to, which makes me feel totally selfish. I’m not good for him or his family. I’ve brought trouble into his life that he doesn’t need.

      However, I can’t deny that we fit together like two pieces of a puzzle, his chin resting on my head and his erection hot against my belly.

      “Let’s go to bed and get some rest. Tomorrow, we’ll figure out what we need to do about the nonsense.”

      “I should just drive away from here with Mateo and go somewhere that no one can find us.”

      “I’d find you.”

      “You’re not making it easy for me to do the right thing.”

      “The right thing is for you to be here with me, surrounded by everyone who cares about you and can help keep you and your son safe.”

      “While I bring turmoil into their lives.” I loved that word until it applied to this situation.

      “You’re not the one bringing the turmoil.”

      “It’s related to me.”

      “It’s not your fault. None of this is your fault.”

      “It feels like it is. Two of your cars are damaged because of me.”

      “No, it’s because of Joaquín and how he can’t accept that you don’t want to be with him anymore. Everything that’s happened stems from that simple truth.”

      He releases my hair from the clip that held it up while we were in the pool and runs his fingers through it, making my scalp tingle with sensation. I’m not sure why my body reacts to his every touch this way, but I’m quickly becoming addicted to the way I feel when I’m close to him.

      “If we let him drive us apart with his bullshit, then he gets what he wants and succeeds in keeping you afraid of him. We can’t let him have that.”

      “I am afraid of him. Not just for me and Mateo, but for you and your family, too.”

      “I’ll text Uncle Vin to let him know what’s going on and what we’re doing about it. That way, he’ll know to be vigilant on your behalf and their own. Joaquín will regret the day he crossed the Giordino family. I promise you that.”

      His sisters and cousin warned me to stay away from him, but all I see is a man who’d do anything for me and my son and who’s proven that numerous times today alone. I still believe he’d be better off without me, but he’s made it clear he’s not going to let me go easily.

      I follow him inside and watch him set the alarm.

      “The code is 1215, which is also the code to the keyless entry on the front door and the garage. If you need to turn the alarm off, you just press in that code. To set it, you hit Armed Stay, which means you can move around in the house without setting it off. Armed Away sets the motion detectors, too.”

      “Will you write that down for me?”

      “Yep. I’ll text it to you. Let me see your phone. I’ll put the app on it so you can control it from anywhere.”

      As I hand over my phone to him, I’m astounded by the trust he’s placing in me by giving me access to his home.

      A minute later, he returns the phone to me. “There you go.” He shows me how to use the app for the security system. “I realized I never showed you my room. Come see.”

      The look he gives me is all heat. I take the hand he offers me and follow him to the first-floor main bedroom, which is huge even with a king-sized bed taking up a big chunk of the space. “You have a fireplace!”

      “Yeah, it’s pretty nice on the four or five days it gets really cold in the winter.”

      “I love fireplaces.”

      “I’d be happy to light it—and turn down the AC so it doesn’t sweat us out—if you’d like.”

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      “I know I don’t. I want to. Go get comfy and come back.”

      “You’re like the devil.” Although this devil is nothing like the one I was married to. Nico is a different kind of devil—the best kind.

      His brow furrows. “How so?”

      “I keep telling myself I need to walk away from you—for your own good—but you keep giving me reasons to stay.”

      “Please don’t walk away from me. You’re what’s good for me.”

      “We both know that’s not true.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “Everyone was warning me away from you, but they should’ve been warning you away from me.”

      “All the warnings in the world wouldn’t change the fact that I want you like I’ve never wanted anyone else.”

      I fan my face. “It’s getting warm in here, and you haven’t lit the fireplace yet.”

      His smile is the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen. “You haven’t seen hot yet, baby.”

      “Oh boy. Be right back.”

      “I’ll be here.”
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        SOFIA

      

      

      I go into the guestroom, check on Mateo, who hasn’t moved since I put him down, and rush through a shower. As I rub lotion all over and dress in a tank and boy shorts, I ignore the many alarms blaring in my mind that tell me I need to slow this down, to proceed with caution, to protect myself and Mateo—and even Nico. But I don’t care about any of that. All I want is more of him and the way he makes me feel when I’m in his arms.

      This is madness.

      I don’t do things like this.

      I work and take care of my son and study English and keep my head down since I left Joaquín, promising myself I was done with men forever.

      That was before Nico Giordino walked into his aunt and uncle’s restaurant one night and blew all my promises to bits. I didn’t even try to hide my fascination with him. I happened to be working with his cousin Carmen, who’d gotten me the job in the first place and noticed me staring at him like a lovesick teenager.

      “Don’t go there,” she said. “He’s nothing but trouble for women.”

      After what I’ve been through, those words should’ve been more than enough to end my fascination right then and there. But it only grew every time I saw him, which was often once I realized the fascination was two-sided. He seemed to come in every time I was working, which of course Carmen and the others noticed. She and Jason come in for dinner most Saturday nights, which is one of my usual nights.

      “He’s never here this much,” Luisa, one of the other waitresses, told me.

      I got the feeling she was pissed that he was obviously coming to see me and not her. The more I saw him, the more I wanted him. I even dreamed about him—more than once—and the dreams were R-rated. I’d wake up sweating and throbbing and wanting him with every part of me, even if I’d been told that wanting him wasn’t a good idea.

      I didn’t care.

      I just wanted.

      And now… Now I can have him, and I’m terrified I’m going to be the one to screw things up for him rather than the other way around. If I had an ounce of decency in me, I’d take Mateo and leave Nico’s home to go somewhere else that Joaquín and his friends couldn’t find us. But where?

      Where could I go on my limited resources? I make very decent money at the restaurant—the most money I’ve ever made in my life—but it barely covers the rent, utilities, food, clothing, transportation, childcare and small monthly payments on the staggering medical bills from Mateo’s illness. That’s why I had to stop most of the PT and OT for now. There’s nothing left for the co-pays when the other bills are paid.

      Vincent added me and Mateo to the restaurant’s health insurance as soon as he possibly could, and that’s been a lifesaver. In between occasional therapy appointments, I work with Mateo as much as I can on the things we learn.

      Leaving the area isn’t an option with Mateo’s doctors and therapists here, not to mention my job.

      I hate feeling like I have no choice but to accept the help Nico has offered, even though I worry about what his generosity toward us will cost him. Now two of his vehicles are damaged, the second one most likely done by another friend or family member of Joaquín’s looking for revenge by hassling the new guy in my life.

      It’s all so ridiculous.

      Our marriage was in trouble long before our son got sick, and Joaquín was nowhere to be found during those dreadful first days. And when he finally decided to show his face, he was angry with me for incurring hundreds of thousands in medical bills to save our son. “It’ll take the rest of our lives to pay down that debt,” he screamed, his face red and his fists raised to me.

      When I look back at it all, that was the moment when I truly began to hate him. It wasn’t when he failed to show up or be there for us during the crisis. It was when he put money ahead of our son’s life.

      Only when I was offered the job at Giordino’s, along with the friendship of Marlene and Livia, did I have the courage and the resources to file for divorce, thanks to a regular customer at the restaurant who offered to help me for free.

      That’s when Joaquín got really angry.

      A soft knock on the door drags me out of the rabbit hole I’ve fallen into. I go to the door to open it to a shirtless Nico, which is a thing of beauty. “You didn’t come back.”

      “I… I was thinking.”

      “Don’t do that.”

      He makes me forget every problem I have the second he touches me in any way. He places his hand on my face and runs his thumb gently over my cheek. “Don’t think. Just feel.”

      That quickly, I’ve forgotten why this could be a terrible idea, and I’m right back to wanting him with everything I am.

      “I lit the fire for you. Want to come see?”

      I nod. “Let me just grab the monitor for Mateo.”

      A minute later, he leads me into his room across the hall and closes the door. The fire has cast a cozy glow in the room that makes it look so inviting. I try to imagine what it would be like to live in a house like this one, and I just can’t.

      “What do you think?” he asks from behind me, his hands on my shoulders.

      “It’s beautiful. The most beautiful bedroom I’ve ever seen.”

      “You really think so? I haven’t done much with it.”

      “I really think so.” I turn to face him. “You should put some fun wallpaper on the wall behind the bed.”

      He looks over my shoulder at the wall in question. “Maybe you could do that for me?”

      “If you want me to.”

      “I’d love to see what you’d do.”

      “And you wouldn’t care what it looks like?”

      “If you like it, I’ll like it.”

      I give him a playful side-eye. “How do you know that?”

      “Because whatever you do will be better than what’s there now, which is nothing. And besides, I’m curious to see what you have in mind.”

      “I love to decorate. My teachers used to say I could make something out of nothing.”

      “I can tell you’re good at it. Your place is awesome.”

      “It’s all just junk.”

      “You’d never know that to look at it. You made something amazing from it.”

      “I’m glad you think so. Decorating on a budget has always been fun for me. If I could do anything I wanted, that’s what I’d want to do for work. Decorate and organize people’s homes.”

      “You can start right here. Do whatever you want to this place. Take before-and-after photos you can use for a website later.”

      My heart begins to beat faster at the thought of what he’s suggesting. “Sure. I should just completely redecorate your house like that’s no big deal.”

      Smiling, he says, “In order to redecorate, you have to decorate—and I’ve never done that. I’ve lived here for years with basic furniture and nothing else. My sisters have been after me for ages to do something with the place, but I have no idea what to do. So have at it.”

      “You’re serious.”

      “Completely. I can’t spend a ton of money, because most of what I have is invested in the business.”

      “I’m at my best on a budget.”

      “Your eyes are glittering right now.”

      “It’s exciting to think about decorating a house like this.”

      He takes hold of my hand and leads me to his bed. “I like the way excitement looks on you.”

      I’m not sure if being in a bed together will lead to the logical conclusion, but either way, I’m here for whatever he wants. “I must look excited a lot when you’re around.” I can’t believe I said that, but oh well. It’s true.

      His grin is the sexiest thing ever as he pulls a light blanket over us and brings me in close to him.

      I breathe in the scent of his skin. “You smell so good.”

      “Dee gave me new body wash and cologne for Christmas. I decided to break it out.”

      “I like it.”

      “Then I’ll use it every day.” His hands move over me with gentle reverence that has everything female in me wanting to be as close to him as I can get. “Tell me more about your life. I want to know everything. Were you born here in Miami?”

      “Yep. My mom had me when she was nineteen. My father was a one-night stand, a navy guy from Minnesota, of all places. He never knew about me.”

      “Have you ever tried to find him?”

      “Nah. What would be the point?”

      “You could have your father in your life.”

      “I wouldn’t even know how to go about that.”

      “You could do one of those DNA kits and see if you match with anyone. A friend of mine from high school connected with his birth parents by doing that, although a lawyer friend of ours says it’s not a good idea to put your DNA out there to be found by law enforcement.”

      “If you don’t plan to be a criminal, that shouldn’t be an issue.”

      “That’s what I said, too. But his point was that someone related to you could be caught.”

      “Mateo isn’t going to be a criminal either, so I suppose I could try it. I’ve always wondered about my father.”

      “You could try social media, too. Imagine his shock at finding out he has a twentysomething daughter he never knew existed.”

      “I’m twenty-six. What if he had an affair with my mother and hearing about me sets off a bomb in his life?”

      “Yeah, that’d suck, but it would be cool to know, wouldn’t it?”

      “I suppose. I doubt it would change my life in any meaningful way.”

      “You never know.” He never stops playing with my hair. “Tell me more. Were you a good student?”

      “I was. I got mostly A’s all through school. I even got a scholarship to UF.”

      “Why didn’t you go?”

      “My mom OD’d for the first time three weeks before I was supposed to leave. I’m her only family, so I couldn’t go. I soon realized she’d done it on purpose because she didn’t want me to have that opportunity.”

      “Why in the hell would she not want that for you?”

      “She was jealous of me my whole life. She hated the attention her boyfriends paid to me—and I hated that, too. I was two when she drove us to Mexico, following yet another loser guy, who ditched us shortly after we arrived. It took until I was almost fifteen to get back to Miami, which is why my English isn’t as good as it should be.”

      “Ah, I see. Your mom didn’t speak English at all?”

      “God, no. She was raised in Puerto Rico, came here when she was seventeen and basically refused to learn English. She hates that I know it and she doesn’t, though. All my life, she hated when people would comment on how smart or pretty or talented I was. It infuriated her, and she took that out on me. She’d treat me like shit and tell me I thought I was better than her when I was nothing but a one-night-stand bastard who never should’ve been born.”

      “Jesus,” he whispers. “She actually said that to you?”

      “More times than I can count. If you wonder why she’s no longer in my life, that’s why, although she didn’t go quietly either. I keep thinking I should block her so she can’t bother me anymore, but I still hope that maybe someday, she might act like a mother.”

      “I’m so sorry she treated you that way and that you had to give up your scholarship. Maybe you can still go to school somehow.”

      “I’d probably suck at it now. It’s been so long since I had to really study, I’ve forgotten how.”

      “You’d still be a great student. Look at how well you’re doing with ESL classes.”

      “I guess.” He’s quiet for a long time, which leads me to ask, “What’re you thinking?”

      “That you’ve had an incredibly difficult life, and all I want to do is make things better for you.”

      “It’s not up to you to make things better for me.”

      “I know that, but I still want to.”

      For the longest time, we simply stare at each other, breathing the same air, which crackles with an electric energy that I’ve never experienced with anyone else. When he reaches for me, I go willingly, my mouth fusing with his, our bodies aligning as arms and legs intertwine. During the hottest kiss of my life, I’m aware enough to know that everything is changing, and I’m allowing it—and loving it.

      
        
        NICO

      

      

      She’s the sweetest person I’ve ever known, and I meant what I said about wanting to make things better for her. I hate that her life has been such a struggle up to now. I hate the way her mother treated her, the way Joaquín abused her, that she lost her scholarship and how everything has been so difficult from the start. She never stood a chance with her only parent working against her.

      As one kiss spins into another, I’m desperate to show her how much I care about her. But I don’t want her to think this is all I want, even if I want it with a fiery desire I didn’t know I was capable of until I felt it for her. I remember wondering, as recently as when Carmen fell for Jason and Maria fell for Austin, why people limit themselves to one person for the rest of their lives when there are so many people to meet and experience.

      Now I get it. If this is what Carmen feels for Jason or Maria feels for Austin or Dee for Wyatt, I understand why they’d go all in with one person. It’s a feeling like nothing else, the highest of highs, and all I want is as much of it as I can get for as long as I can have it. Pulling back from the kiss pains me.

      Her eyes open slowly, and she blinks me into focus. “Why did you stop?”

      “I don’t want you to think this is all I want.”

      “I want it, too, or I wouldn’t be in your bed.”

      “I don’t want to rush you into something you might not be ready for.”

      “We’ve been leading up to this for months.”

      “Yeah, I suppose we have. I want you to know…” I cup her face as she looks up at me with big brown eyes that seem to see right through to the very heart of me.

      “What do you want me to know?”

      “That I really, really, really care about you. More than I’ve ever cared about anyone.”

      “I feel that, Nico. I see it in the way you look at me, how you touch me, how you care for Mateo. And I feel the same way about you, even if I still think it would be better for you not to be involved with me when my life is such a mess.”

      “No, it wouldn’t be better, and your life isn’t a mess. Your ex-husband’s life is a mess, but I don’t want to talk about him.”

      “What do you want to talk about?” she asks with the biggest smile I’ve ever seen from her.

      “You and me and us.”

      “What about us?”

      “This.” I kiss her neck and down to her chest while tugging on her tank. “Can we lose this?”

      “Uh-huh.” She sits up and draws the garment up and over her head, leaving full, gorgeous breasts on full display.

      With my hands on her hips, I lean over her as she lies back and puts her arms around my neck. “You’re so fucking sexy. You have no idea how crazy you’ve made me from the first time I ever saw you.”

      “All that time?”

      “Mmm.” My lips can’t get enough of her soft skin. “I haven’t been with anyone else since I met you. I also wanted you to know that.”

      With her fingers buried in my hair, she directs me to the hard tip of her left breast.

      I have a whole new appreciation for the expression died and gone to heaven, because that’s exactly what this is like. I’m so fucking hard, I feel like my cock is going to burst from wanting her so desperately. I could live right here, with my face buried in her perfect breasts, for the rest of my life and be happy. I want to make her feel so good, she won’t ever need anyone but me forever.

      Though I’m desperate for her, I take my time and kiss her everywhere. I bury my tongue and fingers inside her and make her come twice, one right after the other, leaving her gasping and panting and begging me to give her what we both want more than anything. I grab a condom from the bedside table drawer and roll it on as she watches me, her face flushed, her lips swollen, her body ready for me.

      I want to ask her again if she’s sure about this, but I don’t. She knows she can tell me to stop at any time, and I would, even if it’d kill me to stop.

      She runs her hands down my back and pulls me toward her, wrapping her legs around my hips as I sink into her heat.

      Holy. Shit.

      The sound she makes as I fill her completely goes straight to the base of my spine. It takes everything I have not to lose it within the first two seconds inside her. “Christ, Sofia.”

      “Feels so good. Don’t stop.”

      I grunt out a laugh. “Not going to stop.” I’m never going to stop wanting her or this. One minute inside her, and I’m addicted for life.

      She moves with me like she was made to love me.

      I pick up the pace, and we go at it like it’s the first time after years without. It’s like the first time all over again because it’s her and me and us.

      Her fingers dig into my back, and the desperate sounds coming from her as she comes again are my undoing. I press into her and let go in the most intense release of my life. Nothing has ever been like this or her, although I’ve known from the start it would be this way with her.

      Epic.

      Life changing.

      It’s all I can do not to tell her I love her. Maybe I should so she knows. It feels too soon and not soon enough all at the same time. I’ve never said those words to a woman, so I have no idea what the proper timing would be. All I know is that what I feel for her is something I’ve never felt for anyone else.

      I raise my head off her chest and kiss her. “Are you okay?”

      “Mmm, so okay.”

      “That was incredible.”

      “Knew it would be.”

      “Did you?”

      She smiles and nods, but keeps her eyes closed. “I’ve had some pretty vivid dreams about you and this.”

      “Really? Do tell.”

      “I’d rather show you.”

      Four little words are all it takes to get my blood boiling all over again. “I’m down with that.”

      “I just need a little nap first. You wore me out.”

      “It was the other way around.” I can’t stop kissing and touching her now that I’m allowed to. I want to turn her over, kiss her back and fuck her from behind, but I’ll save that for next time.

      I withdraw from her and leave the bed to get rid of the condom. After I put on shorts, I cross the hall to check on Mateo. He’s sleeping right where we left him in the guest bed.

      Then I return to Sofia. She’s on her side, sound asleep, one bare shoulder peeking out from under the covers. I place a kiss on her shoulder and smooth the hair back from her face as I watch her sleep. Another thing I never do is sleep with women. It conveys intimacy and commitment, which are two things I never wanted anything to do with until now.

      Until her.

      She’s sweet perfection, and I love having her sleeping in my bed, which is also a first. I never bring women to my home.

      I’ve played by a set of rules that worked for me. What my sisters and cousin call toxic was hardly that. I was honest with every woman I ever dated about what I wanted and what I didn’t. Was it my fault that every one of them thought they would be the one to change my mind about the things I didn’t want?

      Yes, I broke some hearts, but I didn’t do it intentionally. I was honest when I told them not to fall in love with me. Is it my fault that they did anyway?

      I hate thinking about this shit or having to feel guilty for choices other people made even after being told not to go there. I’m filled with nervous energy after the best sex of my life. I get up to grab a glass of water and find Milo doing the same in the kitchen. He’s glistening with sweat after a workout in our basement gym.

      I prefer the kind of workout I just had with Sofia, a thought that nearly makes me laugh as I drop ice into a glass and get water from the dispenser on the door of the fridge.

      “Are your guests asleep?”

      “Yep. They’re out cold.”

      “I was just thinking this is the first time I’ve ever seen you bring a woman here.”

      “Funny, I was thinking the same thing. Not my usual routine, but nothing about this is usual or normal.”

      “She seems really great.”

      “She is, and she’s been through so fucking much, it’s not even funny—and it’s not over.”

      “I heard about one of the cars getting hit. You think that’s related?”

      “A hundred percent related. He’s refusing to let her go even months after she left him and filed for divorce. He’s got his friends and cousins and who knows who else hassling her even when he’s locked up.”

      “I hate to think of her or Mateo being in that kind of danger.”

      “I do, too. Makes me crazy.”

      Milo gives me a serious look. “It makes me crazy worrying that they’re going to come after you.”

      “I can take care of myself.”

      “You don’t carry a weapon, Nico. You’re no match for a gun.”

      “With the cops already all over them, they’d be crazy to take it to that level.”

      “They’ve already run cars into your truck and now one of your work cars. It doesn’t seem like the cops are deterring them.”

      “I’ll talk to Miguel tomorrow. Try not to worry, and don’t say anything about this to the family. I’m going to tell Uncle Vin what’s going on so he can help to keep Sofia safe at work, but I don’t want Mom and Dad all over me about it.”

      “I won’t say anything, but you have to promise me you’ll be careful. Out of curiosity, I did a search online for Sofia’s ex, and he’s got a long rap sheet, as do his known associates. It doesn’t seem to me that he and his pals are all that worried about the cops.”

      “When I talk to Miguel in the morning, I’ll ask him what can be done about a repeat offender who can’t accept that his wife doesn’t want to be married to him any longer.”

      “I know you care about her, but I want you to look out for yourself in this, too.”

      “I hear you, and I do care about her. I think I might even love her.”

      Milo’s eyes bug behind his black-framed glasses. “Seriously?”

      “As seriously as it gets.”

      “Well, this is definitely a first.”

      “Yeah, for sure. I kinda get it now.”

      “Get what?”

      “Why other guys make fools of themselves over one woman.”

      Milo loses it laughing. “Oh, how the mighty fall.”

      “I guess it happens eventually to the best of us.”

      “I gotta be honest, bro. I never thought I’d see the day with you, but the first time I saw you with Sofia, I thought something was different about you with her.”

      “That’s how it’s felt from the beginning. I’ve wanted her since the first time I saw her. The thought of this guy hassling her because she doesn’t want to be with him anymore is making me nuts.”

      “Happens all the time, unfortunately.”

      “I hate this for her. I just want her to be free of him so we can make some plans.” I mess up Milo’s hair as I walk past him. “Thanks for having my back.”

      “Always.”

      I return to my room and crawl into bed next to Sofia, putting an arm around her to keep her close to me while she sleeps. I’m determined that no harm will come to her or her little boy on my watch. I’d die myself before I’d let that happen.
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      I wake from a deep sleep to a kiss from my beloved.

      “Are you alive in there?” Austin asks, smiling down at me as the scent of freshly brewed coffee fills my senses and turns my stomach.

      If I’m looking for proof that I’m sick, sleeping like a dead woman and recoiling from coffee is all the evidence I need. “Barely,” I say in reply to his question. “I think I have the flu or something. All I want is sleep. Thank God I’m off this week.”

      “I thought we might go do something fun, like hit the beach.”

      “I don’t think I can, but you and Everly should go.”

      “She won’t want to go without her Rie.”

      “Rie is a drag.”

      “No, she isn’t. Don’t talk that way about my beautiful fiancée.”

      “Your fiancée is a drag.” Soon he’ll be reporting to spring training in Jupiter, a thought that only exhausts me further. His parents live with us, but I’ll be the primary caregiver for his daughter, Everly, while he’s at camp. Most of the games are in Jupiter or West Palm Beach, so we’ll go up to watch him play on the weekends, but Austin is going to be staying up there most nights.

      With his season looming, we’ve looked forward to this week off together, and now I’m sleeping through it. Determined to power through, I force myself to sit up and get my shit together. Except this shit isn’t having it. My head spins with dizziness that immediately makes me nauseated.

      “Jeez, babe. You’re green.”

      “I feel awful. Maybe it’s an inner ear thing. I’ve had that before.”

      “Can you get it checked today?”

      “I suppose I can go to the clinic. Miranda will check me out.”

      “I’ll drive you.”

      “I’d tell you I can drive myself, but I honestly don’t think I should.”

      “Of course you shouldn’t drive when you feel this shitty. I’ll ask my mom if she can watch Ev for a few hours.”

      “Sounds good, thanks.”

      After I call the clinic where I work to ask if I can pop in for a quick ear check, I struggle through a shower that leaves me completely drained and dying to go back to bed. When Austin returns to the bedroom, he finds me right where he left me—sitting on the side of the bed, trying to stay awake.

      Whatever this is, it sucks. I started feeling like crap on Christmas Eve after we got home from Nochebuena at Abuela’s, and it’s been all downhill since then. I got through Christmas Day at my parents’, but I’ve been asleep since we got home from there.

      Thank goodness for Austin, because he keeps his arm tight around me on the way to the new Mercedes G-Wagon he bought me for Christmas that I’ve ridden in only twice. This will be the third time, but I’m too exhausted to enjoy the new-car smell or the smooth ride or anything other than more sleep in the time it takes Austin to drive us to the clinic.

      Because I texted my boss, she’s waiting for us when we arrive.

      “Ah, chica, you don’t look good.”

      “Thanks, amiga.”

      Miranda laughs. “Well, you always look good, you bitch, but today, not so great.”

      “I feel like absolute shit.”

      “Let’s take a look.” To Austin, she says, “Are you coming, or would you rather wait out here?”

      “I’ll come if Maria doesn’t mind.”

      “I don’t.” I always want him with me, even when I feel like shit.

      In the exam room, Miranda begins the exam with a look inside my ears. “Everything looks fine in there. Why do you think it’s an ear thing?”

      “I’m super dizzy and exhausted. I’ve had ear infections before that’ve been like that.”

      “Your ears look great. Lie back and let me check the rest of you.”

      It says a lot about how lousy I feel that I nearly doze off while a friend is palpating my abdomen.

      “Is there any chance you could be pregnant?”

      Suddenly, I’m wide awake. “No. There’s no chance of that.”

      She grins at me and glances at Austin. “None at all?”

      “I’m on birth control. I get the shot.”

      Miranda moves away from me and types something into the computer. “I show you overdue for a shot by six weeks.”

      “What? No way. That’s not possible. I get alerts on my phone.”

      “Unless you get the shots somewhere else, you’re overdue. Our system is fully automated to alert patients, but as you know, we don’t have the staff to follow up with people who don’t show up.”

      “You will when we open the new place,” Austin says, though his face has been flat with shock since Miranda said the word ‘pregnant’. As the clinic’s primary benefactor, he’s tuned in to the many improvements that will come with the new clinic that’s under construction.

      “How about we do a quick test?”

      After she helps me sit up, I begin to cry at the sheer preposterousness of me forgetting about my birth control shot and getting pregnant. I’m a nurse, for crying out loud. Who knows better than me not to let things like that slide?

      Austin puts his arms around me. “Shhhh. If you’re pregnant, we’ll have a beautiful baby to love. It’s no biggie.”

      “But our wedding and your season and everything… I’m not ready for this.”

      “Let’s make sure that’s what it is before you worry about all that, okay?” Miranda asks.

      Nodding, I wipe the tears from my face, fully aware that an accidental pregnancy in my blessed life hardly counts as a crisis. Austin and I have the resources and the ability to handle anything that comes our way, and as someone who works with people who have serious needs, I never forget the privilege that comes with that reality. But damn it, I’m not ready to have a baby.

      “We’re not even married yet.” We’ve been planning our wedding for November, after his upcoming season.

      “We can fix that anytime you’d like.”

      “We’re supposed to have a wedding, not a shotgun thing.”

      Laughing, Austin says, “No one’s holding a gun to my head, sweetheart. You know I can’t wait to marry you and have more babies with you and everything else with you.” He kisses away my tears. “We can get married and have our baby and then throw a big party to celebrate our marriage when the season is over. It’ll all be fine.”

      Miranda returns with the items needed to take the test.

      Austin helps me down from the table. “You got this?”

      “I got this. You don’t need to help me pee.”

      “I would if you needed me to.”

      “It hasn’t quite come to that. Not yet, anyway.”

      “I’m here for it, babe. I’m here for it all.”

      “We’ll be right back,” Miranda tells Austin. She walks with me to the bathroom that’s reserved for staff. “Whatever happens, you’ve got a great guy who’d do anything for you. It’s all going to be fine.”

      “I’m fully aware that I have no business reacting this way to the possibility of being pregnant.”

      “You’re allowed to react any way you wish to.”

      “We see plenty of people here for whom this would be a certified crisis. For me, it’s not even close to that.”

      “Pregnancy is always a shock when it’s not planned.” Miranda pats my arm with the maternal affection she’s always given me and the others who work with us.

      “Suddenly, it all makes sense, though. The over-the-top exhaustion, the sore boobs, the ravenous appetite, the missing period. Jeez, Miranda. What kind of nurse am I if I can’t put those pieces together on my own?”

      “You’re one of the best nurses I’ve ever worked with, and you’ve been crazy busy working, taking care of your parents during your mom’s treatment, settling into a new relationship and becoming a mother to your fiancé’s child, with the holidays on top of everything. That’s a lot for anyone.”

      “I suppose that’s true.”

      “It is true. We’ve all been amazed at how you’ve kept it all together when you had so much going on.”

      “We all have a lot going on.”

      “You’ve had more than most, so please be kind to yourself, amiga. Go take the test and confirm what you already know so you and your Austin can have some answers.”

      I take the test kit from her, give her a grateful smile and go into the bathroom to take care of business. I swear the freaking thing pops positive the second my pee touches the wand. I break down into tears all over again.

      Holy shit. We’re having a baby.

      A streak of excitement goes through me. Carmen is pregnant, too, and now our babies will grow up together the way we did. That’s definitely a silver lining in this unexpected situation. I’ll have to figure out my due date, but we’ll probably have to postpone our November wedding to give me time to recover from having a baby.

      Ugh.

      I can’t believe this.

      Miranda knocks on the door. “Everything all right in there?”

      I wash my hands and then open the door. “As positive as it gets.”

      “I had a feeling it would be. Am I allowed to say congratulations?”

      “You are.”

      She hugs me. “I’m thrilled for you both and for your sweet Everly. She’ll be a wonderful big sister.”

      “Yes, she will.” The thought of that has me sobbing again.

      Austin comes out of the exam room, sees me crying and comes to me. “Are these good-news tears or bad-news tears?”

      “What counts as good news in this situation?”

      He gives me an exasperated look that’s adorable on him, but then again, everything is.

      “Good news.”

      “Whoop!” He picks me up and twirls me around before I can tell him that might not be a good idea. “I know we didn’t plan this, babe, but this is one of the best days of my whole life. We’re gonna have a baby!”

      “Everly is going to be a big sister.”

      “She’ll be the best big sister ever.”

      “Miranda just said that, and it made me cry.”

      “Those are the best kind of tears.” He tips my chin up and kisses me right there in the hallway where anyone might see us. “I know we didn’t plan this, but it’s going to be great. I promise.”

      “I know. I just freaked out for a second there.”

      He leads me into the exam room and closes the door. “Take a deep breath. It’s all good.” He bends his knees so he can look into my eyes. “We made a baby!”

      “This is what happens when I play with fire.”

      His grin is the sexiest thing in this universe and the next. I continue to wonder what I did to get so lucky as to find him in this world. Well, I donated the bone marrow that saved his daughter’s life, but the rest of the story, our story, is one that continues to amaze me all the time. “You’re hot like fire, and I can’t get enough of you. I love that we made a baby. I can’t wait.”

      “It takes a few months, you know.”

      “Really? How long?”

      I roll my eyes at his silliness. “You know because you’ve already had a baby.”

      “When can we tell everyone we know?”

      “Not until at least three months along. We want to make sure nothing goes wrong.”

      “Nothing will go wrong. I won’t let it.”

      “Unfortunately, not even you can control that, and besides, you won’t be here for most of it.”

      His grin falters for the first time. “I hate that I’ll be gone so much. Maybe I should just retire so I can stay home and rub your belly and your feet and any other part of you that needs rubbed.”

      “You just signed a new contract, so stop that nonsense right now.”

      He hugs me tightly. “I don’t want to be away from you.”

      I breathe in the clean, citrusy scent of my love. “I don’t want you to be away from me either, but your career is important, and you need to stay focused on that during your season.”

      “We’ve got a few more weeks to spend together, and I’m going to take such good care of you before I have to go.” He smooths the hair back from my face. “Don’t worry about anything, okay?”

      “I’ll try not to. As long as I have you and Everly and now our baby on the way, I have nothing to worry about.”

      Austin’s eyes brighten for a second. “You know how my brothers are coming this weekend to hang out before the season starts?”

      “Sure, what about it?”

      “I have the perfect idea.”

      “What idea is that?”

      “Let me see if I can pull it off, and then I’ll let you know.” Austin kisses my forehead and hugs me again. “In the meantime, don’t worry about a thing. You’ll always have us. Forever and ever.”

      “That’s all I need.”
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      As I wait for Sofia to get ready for work, I feel like the proverbial cat on a hot tin roof. I can’t stop pacing, moving, worrying. I’m not able to be at the restaurant for her full shift, and the thought of her being unsafe for even a minute is more than I can handle. However, I have my own work to see to, and we’re booked solid tonight.

      With a driver out sick, I have to be there.

      We’ve arranged for Mateo’s usual sitter to come to my house to watch him while Sofia and I are at work. I sent one of my guys to pick her up, and she should be here any minute. I’ll drive Sofia to the restaurant and pick her up after her shift. I’m doing everything I can to keep her safe, but it doesn’t feel like enough, and that’s what is making me crazy as the clock ticks down to four o’clock.

      We had a fun, relaxing day by the pool with Mateo, followed by two amazing hours in bed while he napped. It took about ten minutes in bed with Sofia to become completely addicted to her. I love everything about her, from her soft skin to her silky hair to her sweet curves and the way she responds to my touch. I wish we had nothing else to do but spend days in bed together, but that’s not an option.

      She comes out of the bathroom with her hair up in the sexy bun she wears to work, her crisp white shirt tucked into a short black skirt that puts her killer legs on full display. As she ties her apron in a bow behind her back, she glances at me. “Why are you staring at me?”

      “Because you’re the sexiest woman I’ve ever seen.”

      “You’ve already gotten what you wanted from me, so you don’t need to say that stuff.”

      I get up and go to her, putting my hands on her hips as I look into her eyes. “I’ve only begun to get what I want from you, which is everything, and you are, without any doubt, the sexiest woman I’ve ever seen. Please don’t think for one second that the only thing I want from you is sex. That’s one-tenth of it, although it’s a very nice tenth.”

      “I didn’t mean to offend you.”

      “You didn’t, but this isn’t just about sex. I’d hate if you thought that.”

      “I don’t. I know it’s more than that, which makes it kind of scary.”

      “Why?”

      “I promised myself I’d never again give a man the power to hurt me.”

      “I’d rather die than hurt you.”

      “I believe that, and it’s why I’m here.”

      “I mean it, Sofia. I’ll never do anything to hurt you.”

      “Yes, you will.” She looks up at me with those big eyes. “I’ll probably hurt you, too. But it won’t be intentional, and that makes all the difference.”

      “You have no idea how much I care about you.”

      “I think maybe I do, and I care about you, too. Just as much. I wish I didn’t have to work tonight so we could spend more time together.”

      “I wish that, too.”

      “This was the best Christmas of my whole life, and I’ll never forget it.”

      “Same goes.”

      “Let’s go to work so we can have more time together afterward.”

      I hold her close for another moment. “Do you promise you’ll be vigilant and let Vin know if you see anything concerning?”

      “I will. I promise. I’m scared of bringing trouble there.”

      “You aren’t bringing the trouble. They are, and we all know it.”

      “My stomach hurts from worrying about it.”

      “Don’t make yourself sick over it. Joaquín and his boys are still locked up for now.”

      “Not all of them. He has a lot of friends and more cousins than I can count. His parents both came from big families, and he’s tight with a lot of them.”

      “I’d think the fact that he and several others are locked up after messing with you would send a message to the rest of them.”

      “That would be giving them far too much credit.”

      “Miguel said he’d make sure patrol cars are in the area. We’re doing everything we can, so try not to worry.” A chime sounds, indicating a door opening in another part of the house. “That’ll be Gladys.”

      She’s a former neighbor from when Sofia was a kid. She said Gladys was always kind to her. They kept in touch over the years, and when Sofia decided to leave Joaquín, Gladys helped her get an apartment in her building. Sofia says Gladys has been a godsend to her by helping with Mateo while she’s at work. Gladys treats him like a grandchild, which is the sweetest thing.

      “Thanks again for having all this at your house.”

      “Mi casa es su casa.” I’ll keep saying that until she believes me.

      “Muchas gracias.”

      She goes to meet Gladys while I stand rooted in place, fearing the trouble she’s worried about and wondering how I’ll concentrate on anything else while we’re apart.

      In the kitchen, I’m surprised to see Milo dressed in his Big G Car Service shirt. “What’re you doing home already?”

      “I was done at work, so I thought I’d cover your rides tonight. I figured you’d want to keep an eye on things at the restaurant.

      His kindness and thoughtfulness overwhelm me. “I… I can’t afford to pay you very much.”

      “I don’t care about the money. I care about Sofia being safe. Make sure she is, okay?”

      I hug him tighter than I have in years. “I don’t know what I ever did to deserve a little brother and best friend as great as you, but whatever it is, I’m goddamned thankful for it and you.”

      “You’d do the same for me.”

      I pull back from him but keep my hands on his shoulders. “I’m not sure I would. I probably wouldn’t think of it.”

      “You don’t give yourself enough credit. You’d do anything for me, the same way I’d do anything for you.”

      “I wish I was more like you.”

      “You’re just fine the way you are.”

      Sofia comes into the kitchen with an older woman. “Nico and Milo, I wanted to introduce you to Gladys.”

      She greets us in Spanish, so we reply in kind. I thank her for coming to care for Mateo. She compliments my home and says she’s thrilled to see her little friend. He’s clearly just as happy as he hovers next to Gladys, waiting for her to play with him.

      “I made pasta and chicken for your dinner,” Sofia tells her. “It’s in the fridge, and there’s ice cream for dessert.”

      I told her to use anything she needed in the house, but she insisted on having groceries delivered earlier.

      While she talks to Gladys, I hang on her every word, enjoying seeing her in mom mode. She has a moment with Mateo before he scampers off to play, and then I lead her to the garage. “Guess what?”

      “What?”

      “Milo is taking my rides so I can hang with you at the restaurant tonight.”

      I help her up into the cab of my truck. “Did you ask him to do that?”

      “Nope, he volunteered.”

      “Wow. That's so sweet of him.”

      “He’s the best person I know.”

      “You’re pretty great yourself.” She hooks a hand around my neck. “Interrupting your own life to keep me safe.”

      “I’d do anything to keep you safe.”

      When she kisses me, my knees nearly buckle. I wish we had nowhere to be. I’ll be counting the hours until we get home later.

      “Thank you for everything, Nico. I don’t know what I’d be doing if you hadn’t made it your goal to keep me safe.”

      “That’s not my only goal, you know.”

      “I’d like to hear more about them. But for right now, I need to get to work.”

      “Then you have to let me go so I can drive.”

      Smiling, she kisses me one more time before she releases me, seeming as reluctant as I feel. Soon enough, I hope we’ll have every Saturday night to spend together, but for now, duty calls.

      I drive her to the restaurant and walk her in through the back door, keeping a watchful eye out as we go. I breathe a little easier once we’re inside, surrounded by people who care about us both.

      Nona greets us with hugs. “What’re you doing here, Button?”

      “Don’t call me that in front of Sofia, Nona. She doesn’t need to know the bad stuff about me.”

      Sofia’s eyes light up with interest. “Yes, I do. Why do you call him that, Livia?”

      “Because he’s our button pusher. Always starting something with someone and causing trouble.”

      “I used to be that way. I’m not anymore.” I’m desperate for Sofia to see only the good things in me and not the stuff that drives people crazy.

      Nona raises a brow that calls me out on my bullshit. “And when did this miraculous transformation take place?”

      “Recently.”

      My grandmother howls with laughter. “I see how it is.”

      I kiss Sofia’s cheek. “Go on to work, and don’t listen to anything they say about me.”

      “Oh, I’ll be listening,” she says with a sexy grin.

      It’s going to be a very long night.

      After she walks away, Nona’s hand on my arm keeps me from following her. Having Sofia out of my line of sight makes me itchy.

      “What’s going on?”

      “With Sofia?”

      “With all of it, and don’t say it’s nothing. Vin told us you asked for security for her.”

      I give her a brief rundown of what’s happened—enough so she’ll be aware, but not so much that she’ll be afraid.

      She listens with her usual sharp focus. “Is that why you’re here rather than at work where you belong on a busy Saturday night?”

      “Milo offered to cover for me so I can be here with her.”

      “That’s good of him.”

      “Very good of him, and I told him so. He’s the best.”

      “So are you.”

      I give her the side-eye. “What’s with the sudden compliments?”

      “We give you a hard time because you can take it.” She draws me out of the fray into a quiet alcove near the back door. “You’ve always been a good sport about the family razzing you. But sometimes I worry that you don’t see the many ways we also respect and admire you.”

      This is unprecedented. I have no idea how to respond.

      “You’ve grown a successful business from nothing while working a second job until recently to pay the bills. You’ve taken beautiful care of your parents during your mother’s illness, including doing all the yard work for your dad, bringing meals, visiting and doing anything else you could to make life easier for them. You’re a wonderful brother, cousin and friend, and now you’ve decided to be a protector to Sofia and her little boy. I’m not sure what you see when you look in the mirror, but I see a young man anyone would be proud of.”

      “Jeez, Nona, you’re gonna make me bawl over here.”

      She smiles as she hugs me. “I see a man coming into his own and perhaps having found the love of his life.”

      “I think maybe I have.”

      “That makes me so, so happy. She’s a lovely young woman, strong and brave and hardworking. And she’s a wonderful mother. I couldn’t love her more if she was actually family.”

      “She loves you and Abuela, too. She’s so thankful for everything the family has done for her.”

      “She and her little boy are delightful.”

      “Yes, they are.”

      “Her situation is complicated.”

      “In many, many ways.” I step back to look out to the hallway, but I can’t see her, and that makes me anxious.

      “You’ve never been serious about a woman.”

      “No, not like this.”

      “Which is why you need to be careful, Nico. I know the girls have warned her about you, but you need to look out for yourself, too. She’s not officially divorced, her son is facing serious health challenges for years to come, and she doesn’t need any more drama or nonsense in her life.”

      “I know that, Nona. I just want to make things better for her.”

      “And I applaud you for that, but what I’m saying is she might need more than you have to give.”

      The thought of that sends an arrow of fear straight to my gut. “I’d give her anything. Everything. And she knows that.”

      “Still… Everything might not be enough. Be careful, my love. Guard your heart even as you give it to her. That’s all I’m saying.”

      She’s rocked my world by suggesting that everything I have might not be enough for Sofia. How is that possible?

      “I’ve upset you. I’m sorry. That wasn’t my intention. I’m just a worried old granny butting into things that’re none of my business.”

      “You’re not old, and since when is my business not your business?”

      I love her bark of laughter. “True.”

      I hug her and kiss her cheek. “I heard what you said, and even if I didn’t like some of it, I appreciate that you care so much about me—and about Sofia and Mateo. In case I haven’t told you lately, you’re the best Nona in the whole world, even when you’re calling me that stupid Button name.”

      Her smile is positively wicked. “That’s the best nickname I’ve ever given anyone.”

      “If you say so.”

      “Oh, I do. I say so.”

      I roll my eyes and leave her to go find Sofia. She’s chatting with Abuela and her gentleman friend, Mr. Muñoz. I’m so relieved to see her that I feel light-headed for a second from the rush of air that leaves my lungs. It occurs to me that I’ve never experienced fear this potent, not even when my mom was diagnosed. I’ve believed from the start that she would beat the cancer. But this… This is something else altogether, and the fear is palpable.

      “Come have a drink, Nico,” Vin calls from the bar.

      I force myself to pull my gaze off Sofia. She has her back to me, so she can’t see me staring at her. I head to the bar and take a seat on one of the barstools.

      My uncle puts a Tanqueray and tonic in front of me and twists a lime on top. “Drink.”

      “Do I look like I need it?”

      “Yep.”

      Vin, who is my father’s brother, has been a giant in my life, a second dad to me and my siblings. “Miguel is here.”

      “He came himself?”

      “He did.” When I would’ve gotten up to go find him, Vin stops me with a hand across the bar. “He’s pretending to be a customer, so don’t blow his cover.”

      I relax into my seat, or at least I try to. “Yeah, right, okay.”

      “Take a breath, Nico, before you have a stroke or a heart attack or something else that’ll make a mess of my restaurant.”

      I give him a small grin and take a deep gulp of my drink. “Thanks for looking out for Sofia—and me.”

      “Always.”

      All my life, I’ve known our family is special, but I appreciate them more than ever tonight when my girlfriend and I have possibly brought trouble to their doorstep.

      Rather than telling us to stay away, they’ve closed the circle around us both. I pity the fool who messes with the Giordinos or their friends. For the first time in hours, I exhale ever so slightly. My chest still feels tight with anxiety, but at least I can breathe a bit easier and enjoy watching Sofia work.

      She’s a natural with the customers, laughing and talking with them in Spanish and English, which makes me ridiculously proud of her after knowing how hard she’s worked to perfect her English. She did that primarily to communicate more easily with English-speaking medical personnel when her son first became ill, but it comes in handy here, too, as Giordino’s attracts tourists from all over the country as well as locals who are more apt to speak Spanish.

      Abuela has told me Sofia is a natural when it comes to learning English, whereas she’s an old bird who can’t be taught new tricks. But that’s not true. Abuela’s English is much better than it used to be, and I told her she needs to be proud of her accomplishments.

      I love this place all the time, but especially on Saturday nights when the regulars come in, and on Sundays when the family gathers for brunch. I need to ask Sofia and Mateo to come with me tomorrow, although that would be another coming-out party for us as a couple. Not that I care about that, but she might not be ready.

      I want so badly to talk to her about that and a million other things that’ll have to wait until later.

      I check my watch. Five thirty.

      This night is going to crawl by.
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      I feel him watching me during my shift. He never moves from his post at the bar where he can see the Italian side of the house where I’m working tonight. I wonder if they put me here because it’s more sealed off than the Cuban side.

      I wouldn’t be surprised.

      I spotted Nico’s friend Miguel squatting at one of the tables in my section, but Livia told me to ignore him so he could do his job.

      It makes me a little sick to think that Vin and Viv might be paying a cop to keep an eye on things while I’m working. I wonder how much that’s costing them. Perhaps I should offer to have them take it out of my pay.

      “What’s wrong?” Livia asks when she finds me stewing in front of the soda machine.

      “Nothing.” I straighten up to head back to work.

      She shifts to block my exit path. “What is wrong, Sofia?”

      “How much is it costing to have the police officer here?”

      “I don’t know. Why?”

      “I should pay for it since he’s here to protect you from people in my life.”

      “They’re not people in your life. They’re people in your soon-to-be ex-husband’s life.”

      “What is the English word for when something means the same thing or something similar? We learned it in school.”

      “Semantics.”

      “Yes, you’re using semantics. They wouldn’t be of concern to you or your family if it wasn’t for me.”

      “Let me tell you something about how things work in this family. You are one of us. We protect our own. Period. The end.”

      I’m mortified when tears fill my eyes. “You’re far too kind.”

      “This isn’t kindness. It’s family, Sofia. We’d do this for anyone in our family who was in danger. I know I speak for Vin and Viv when I tell you not to give another thought to the cost of having Miguel here. They don’t care, and you shouldn’t either.”

      “I do care. I hate that this is happening.”

      “We hate it for you.”

      “He… He wasn’t always this way. He used to be sweet and kind and…” My chin wobbles. “He wasn’t like this.”

      Livia looks around to make sure the early customers have drinks and bread. “Once upon a time, before I met my husband, I had a boyfriend like your Joaquín. Oh, he was so sweet and funny and handsome as all get-out. I was madly in love with him. So madly in love that I didn’t notice for the longest time that he didn’t like it when I disagreed with him or wanted to do things with my friends that didn’t include him. Every time I went anywhere, he asked where I’d been, who I’d talked to and if I was interested in other men. He controlled my money, my mind, my body and made me afraid to tell him the truth and just as afraid to lie to him. He made me afraid of everything, and that was before he started hitting me.”

      A sob erupts from the deepest part of me as Livia wraps her arms around me.

      “Shhh. It’s all right now. You’re free of him, even if he hasn’t realized it yet. He will. Eventually. And in the meantime, you must stay firm in your resolve to move on without him.”

      “I’ll never go back to him.”

      “You may be tempted to before all is said and done.”

      “I won’t be.”

      “No matter what happens from here on out, we’ve got your back. We’re here for you and your son. You’re not alone with it. Not anymore.”

      “Thank you so much. For everything. For the job and the family and for letting me know you understand how I found myself in this situation.”

      “I understand all too well. I saw it in you from the beginning. You looked stunned, the way I did when I finally came out of the fog and saw what he’d done to me. I get it, and I’m here for you and Nico. Whatever you need. I’m here. We’re all here.”

      I hug her this time. “I love you all so much. I’d die before I’d bring any trouble into your lives.”

      “We love you, too, and we know that.” She kisses the top of my head. “Now take five, dry your eyes and go on back to work. Mr. Andruzzi doesn’t like to wait for his gnocchi.”

      “No, he doesn’t,” I say, laughing as I dab at my eyes with a napkin.

      “What’s wrong?” Nico asks from behind Livia.

      She turns to him. “Nothing is wrong. Just some girl talk.”

      “Why has Sofia been crying?”

      “Because your Nona was exceptionally kind to me.”

      “I’ll never understand the things women cry over.”

      Livia bops him on the head. “You don’t need to understand. You only need to make her cry with happiness and nothing else, you got me?”

      “I got you.”

      “Good, now I’m going back to work.”

      After she walks away, Nico puts his arms around me. “Are you really okay?”

      “I am.”

      “Then I’ll let you get back to work, too.”

      I hold him tighter so he can’t get away. “One more minute of this first.”

      “Gladly.”

      We’re still there a full minute later when Mario, one of the busboys, comes to find me. “Delivery for you, Sofia.”

      “For me?”

      “Yep, and you’re gonna want to see this.”

      I glance at Nico, who shrugs as he follows me to the restaurant’s main entrance, which is full of white roses. There are dozens of them, and the scent is so overwhelming, it drowns out the usual smell of Cuban and Italian food. “What the heck?”

      Marlene hands me a card. “For you.”

      I turn to Nico. “Is this you?”

      “No,” he says, his face tight with tension.

      My hands tremble as I open the card that says, I’m so sorry for everything. I love you and Mateo more than my own life. I’d give you anything, do anything to have our life back. Everything would be different this time. I swear on my mother’s life. I love you. Please come home. J

      I feel like I’m going to be sick. This must mean he’s made bail, which has the bile rising to burn my throat. Thank God Mateo is at Nico’s in that secure, gated community while I’m at work. “Is the delivery truck still here?”

      Mario looks out the front door. “It is.”

      “Tell them to take them back. Take all of them back.”

      “I, uh…”

      I push by him and go outside, waving to the delivery driver parked at the curb. He puts down the passenger side window. “You need to take those flowers back. I don’t want them.”

      “Take them back?”

      “You heard me. Come get them out of here.”

      “I’m going to have to check with my boss.”

      “Why? I’m not asking for a refund. I’m just returning the flowers.”

      “I’ve never had anyone return flowers before.”

      “Then I guess this is the first time. Come. Get. Them. Now.”

      The young man swallows hard, making his Adam’s apple bob. “Y-yes, ma’am.”

      It’s the first time I’ve been called “ma’am,” but whatever. I just want the flowers and everything they stand for gone. While I stand on the sidewalk, watching and hoping someone is taking care of my tables inside, he makes multiple trips to return the vases of flowers to the truck. I count twelve dozen.

      Idiot.

      As if that’s going to fix everything that’s so wrong between us.

      I recall my birthday two years ago and how he made a big deal out of it with flowers and gifts and a cake that had me on edge all day because he hadn’t remembered my birthday in years. He was so proud of himself for the effort he expended and expected me to be proud of him, too. What he didn’t get was how sick I felt at the realization that I expected so little of him that when he did come through for me, I was shocked.

      “Can you, uh, sign here to say you don’t want the flowers?”

      “Sure.” I sign my name and write REJECTED next to the signature. “Ask your boss to inform the customer that the flowers were returned.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      I head back inside, but over my shoulder I say, “And don’t call me ma’am.”

      Marlene, Livia, Nico and Vivian are in the reception area when I enter through the front door.

      “Everything all right?” Vivian asks.

      “It is now. Sorry for the disruption.”

      “Don’t be,” Marlene says. “You didn’t cause it.”

      “Still… I’m sorry.” I glance toward the Italian dining room. “I’ll get back to work now.”

      As I walk away, I feel their eyes on me, probably filled with sympathy I don’t want. I hate feeling like a charity case who can’t handle her own life. I’m tired of my life being a chaotic mess. I want some peace and quiet, like what I’ve found with Nico.

      As I go through the motions of picking up where I left off with my early-bird customers, I tell myself I’m not trading one man for another. I’ve lived separately of Joaquín for months now, and during that time, there hasn’t been anyone else. Thanks in large part to this job, I’m able to provide a clean, loving, stable home for my son, even if it’s not in the best part of town.

      I’m not trading one man for another. I’ve begun a new relationship with a hardworking man from a wonderful, loving family. What I have with Nico is nothing like what I had with Joaquín. For one thing, Nico would never tell me what to do or how to feel or who I can talk to. He’d never isolate me from my friends or weaponize the love I feel for my son against me.

      All he wants is to care for me and Mateo, not control us. That makes him as different from Joaquín as night is from day. I learned that expression from a TV show and looked it up on Google to make sure I understood the meaning. I added it to my notebook full of English words and expressions so I won’t forget it.

      I love to learn. I always have. That was another thing my mother hated about me—how easily I pick up new things and how well I did in school. What Nico said about me going to college now has been on my mind since he mentioned it. God, I’d love to go back to school, get a degree and have a profession that could support me and my son. That kind of safety net under us would change our lives forever.

      But for now, I need to be checking on Mr. Ricci’s chicken marsala and picking up house salads for Mr. and Mrs. Marino. All of them are regulars and order the same things every week.

      “We’re in such a rut,” Mrs. Marino says every Saturday. “But I look forward to Giordino’s chicken parm all week long.”

      The routine comforts me. Same people, same food, same conversations and generous tips at the end before the second wave arrives at six thirty. That’s when we get really busy, and I have no time to think about anything other than cocktails, salads, appetizers, entrées, dessert, coffee, check, rinse and repeat.

      On a regular Saturday night, I clock about twelve thousand steps. I was shocked when one of the other waitresses showed me how to find the counter on my phone. I never would’ve guessed the number would be that high, but Saturday nights are the craziest—and most lucrative—nights of the week. Mateo and I can almost live on what I make on Saturdays alone, which is such a blessing.

      Livia and Marlene have probably told the customers about my son’s illness, which is why they’re so good to me. The generosity of strangers has been overwhelming, to say the least.

      We’ve reached the busiest part of the evening when I see Miguel suddenly stand and rush toward the main door.

      My heart is in my throat, and I’m frozen in place as I notice numerous other officers standing just outside the door. Something has happened, and I’m terrified it has to do with me.

      Nico appears by my side.

      “Wh-what’s wrong?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “But something…”

      Vincent lets out a sound that’s a cross between a wail and a howl.

      Nico leaves me to go to his uncle.

      I follow him, even though I’m afraid to hear whatever this might be.

      “What’s wrong?” Nico asks Vincent, who’s now in tears.

      “Milo.”

      Every muscle in Nico’s body goes rigid. “What about him?”

      “He was shot while stopped at a light on Coral Way. They’re taking him to Miami-Dade, but they said it’s bad. I… I need to go tell your parents.”

      Dee, who’s come out of the office to see what’s going on, let’s out a scream I’ll never forget when she hears Milo’s been shot.

      I can’t breathe or think or do anything other than silently shriek at the possibility that people related to me have harmed Nico’s beloved brother. I can’t bear it.

      And then Marlene is there with her hands on my shoulders and tears in her eyes. “Go with him, cariño. He’s going to need you.”

      “My… My tables. I can’t… Oh God, Marlene. This is because of me. They thought he was Nico.”

      “Unless you were the one to point a gun at our Milo and shoot it, this is not because of you. Go with Nico. He needs you. I’ll finish your shift and collect your tips for you.”

      I want to tell her I don’t care about the money, but I don’t have that luxury.

      Marlene squeezes my arm. “Breathe, Sofia.”

      Nodding to her, I take the hand that Nico extends to me and follow him out to the back door, practically running to keep up. Just before we reach the door, Carmen and Jason come in, all smiles until they see us rushing toward them.

      “What’s wrong?” Carmen asks.

      “Milo’s been shot. They’re taking him to Miami-Dade.”

      “We’ll be right behind you,” Jason says. He’s on the medical staff there, and having him with us will help tremendously.

      “Thank you,” Nico says, his voice wavering with emotion.

      We jump into his truck and peel out of the parking lot seconds later.

      Nico is so tense I fear he might explode. I wouldn’t blame him. I don’t know what to say or do or think. My skin feels too small and tight to contain the emotional storm raging inside me. If he loses his beautiful brother because of me, I’ll die. I’ll simply cease to exist in any meaningful form.

      It takes thirty grueling minutes of tense silence to get to the hospital. We park in the emergency lot and run for the doors. I’m aware of Carmen and Jason behind us, as well as Vincent, Vivian and Livia. We’re there a few minutes, waiting for information, when Nico’s distraught parents and sisters arrive with Austin and Wyatt.

      Everyone is so upset.

      I want to disappear.

      Jason goes through the double doors to the trauma unit to find out what he can.

      Miguel comes in a few minutes later and signals for Nico. “We’ve got the whole thing on video. We’ll get them.”

      “Could I see it?” I ask, my voice wavering from the storm of emotions rushing through me.

      Miguel calls it up on his phone and shows it to us.

      Nico moans at the sight of his brother being shot while stopped at a red light in one of Nico’s black cars.

      I gasp at the red ’69 Pontiac GTO that Joaquín helped his cousin Diego restore. They worked on it over an entire winter four years ago. “The car belongs to Diego Garcia, Joaquín’s first cousin on his mother’s side. He’s the one who threatened us in traffic.” As I rattle off his address, a place I visited many times while they were working on the car, I’m completely dead inside from the confirmation that the shooting is, in fact, tied to me.

      “This is good information,” Miguel says. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me. None of this would be happening if it wasn’t for me.”

      Nico puts his arm around me, but I shake him off. I can’t bear to be touched.

      Jason comes out from the back, his expression grim. Everyone surrounds him, desperate for any information they can get. “He was shot in the neck, and the bullet is lodged next to his spine.”

      Elena would’ve fallen to the floor if Lorenzo and Vincent hadn’t grabbed her.

      “He needs emergency surgery,” Jason says. “I’ll do it. I’m his best chance for a full recovery, and I’ll do everything I can to make sure that’s what he gets.”

      “Jason,” Elena says, wailing. “Please save my baby. Please.”

      “I’ll do everything I can, Elena, but his condition is grave. I need to be honest with you. The surgery could result in anything from death to paralysis to complete recovery. I won’t know for sure until we get in there and see how bad the damage is.”

      “Oh my God,” Maria whispers.

      Dee weeps silently next to me as Wyatt keeps an arm around her.

      “We’ll pray for you,” Carmen tells her husband. “And for Milo. Go save him.” She hugs him, tells him she loves him and lets him go to do what he does best. “Let’s pray,” she says to the rest of us.

      Since the day I met this amazing, generous, loving family, they’ve wrapped their arms around me and made me—and my son—a part of their family. This is the first time I’ve felt that I don’t belong with them. As they gather into a tight circle to pray for Milo, I take a step back. I feel sick to the depths of my soul that I brought this horror to them, even if inadvertently.

      If Milo dies or is paralyzed, they’ll never forgive me. I’ll never forgive myself. He’s the sweetest guy, and to think of either of those fates befalling him is crushing, to say the least.
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      For the first time since Miguel suddenly stood and ran for the front door of the restaurant, I think of Mateo at Nico’s with Gladys.

      I step outside into the humid night and pull my phone from the pocket of my apron. My hands are shaking so badly, I can barely put through the call.

      “Hi there,” Gladys says. “All is well here. He went down nice and easy and has been asleep for more than an hour.”

      “Gladys.”

      “What, honey? What’s wrong?”

      I can’t get the words past the massive lump in my throat.

      “Are you all right?”

      “Nico’s brother, Milo, was shot. He’s in surgery. It’s bad.”

      “Oh God. Oh no.”

      “It was Joaquín. They must have thought he was Nico. They shot him because of me.”

      “Oh, honey. My Lord.”

      “He was shot in the neck. The doctor said he could die or be paralyzed.”

      “And you’re blaming yourself for what that son of a bitch and his friends did. Am I right?”

      “They wouldn’t be targeting Nico or his brother if it wasn’t for me.”

      “This is about them, not you. How long have I been telling you that man was trouble?”

      “As long as I can remember.”

      “I was so thankful when you finally listened to me and left him, chica.”

      “I don’t know what to do. The Giordinos have been so good to me and Mateo, and this is the thanks they get? One of their beloved family members fighting for his life because of me?”

      “It’s because of him, not you.”

      “I didn’t pull the trigger, but dear God, Gladys. Milo could die because of my ex-husband. And Nico… He’s blaming himself. He let Milo take his rides tonight knowing Joaquín and his boys were harassing us. We just never imagined they’d go this far.” And then another thought occurs to me. “Oh my God. The flowers. I sent back his flowers.”

      “What flowers?”

      “He sent dozens of roses to me at work with a note apologizing for everything and promising it would be different if I gave him another chance. I sent them back.” I slide down the stucco wall to sit on the sidewalk as sobs shake my entire body. “I made him mad, Gladys, and he took it out on poor Milo.”

      “He’s a sociopath, Sofia, who should’ve been locked up forever years ago. This is not your fault!”

      “I didn’t even know he’d made bail until the flowers arrived.”

      “What did he think sending flowers was going to do? Change your mind about leaving him? He’s insane. We knew that before he shot Nico’s brother. The best thing you ever did was get yourself and your son away from him. If there’s any good news in all of this, perhaps the court will ban him now from seeing Mateo.”

      That’s a speck of good news in a sea of despair.

      “I’ll be here for as long as you need me. Don’t worry about me or Mateo. Take care of Nico and do what you can for the family.”

      “Are you sure I should be here? Maybe I should go back to my place—”

      “No! Do not go near there, do you hear me? Stay with Nico. You’re safer with him.”

      “But is he safer with me?”

      Gladys’s deep sigh says it all.

      “I need to get away from him.”

      “That’s not happening.” His deep voice from above startles me. “You’re not going anywhere.”

      “I, uh, Gladys, I need to go. I’ll keep you posted.”

      “Don’t worry about a thing here. Mateo and I are fine.”

      “Thank you for that. It means the world.”

      “Love you, chica. Stay strong.”

      “Love you, too.”

      Nico sits next to me. “You’re not leaving me. Unless you don’t care about me anymore, and then, of course, you’re free to do whatever you want. But if you do still care, please don’t leave me.”

      “Of course I still care about you, but this is my fault, Nico,” I say in a whisper. “Your brother is fighting for his life because of me and us.”

      “That isn’t why. It’s because of people who can’t take no for an answer and who think they can do something like this to an innocent person who has nothing to do with anything.” His voice catches on a sob. “If anything, it’s my fault. I knew they were coming for me, and I let him take my rides. I never should’ve done that.”

      I reach for him, put my arms around him and cradle his head on my chest as he breaks down.

      “I’m so sorry I brought this hell into your life.”

      “No one blames you, Sofia.”

      “They will if he’s paralyzed or… God forbid…”

      “Don’t say it. He can’t die. And we all know this isn’t your fault. If anything, we’re more thankful than ever that you left him if this is what he’s capable of.”

      I use my sleeve to wipe tears from my face. “It’s because I sent back the flowers. I shouldn’t have done that. It made him mad.”

      “Him being mad or jealous doesn’t give him the right to shoot at me or my brother. That’s on him, not you. Please tell me you can see that.”

      “What I see, once again, is the incredible grace and generosity of a family that took me in and is now paying for that in the worst possible way.”

      “I thought I might find you two out here blaming yourselves for things you had nothing to do with,” Livia says.

      We look up at her, staring down at us, hands on hips and her expression conveying devastation and determination.

      “Don’t do that,” she says. “You can’t change what’s happened. We know who did it, and they’re going to pay. Milo is young and strong and has the best neurosurgeon in Florida operating on him. We must believe he’s going to be all right. And if he isn’t… We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it, but you two sitting out here gnashing your teeth over blame isn’t helping anyone. Especially you.”

      “How can you be so kind to me when this is tied to me?” I ask her.

      “It’s tied to your ex-husband. Not you. You, my darling girl, had every right to leave him, to divorce him, to make a new life for yourself that includes a new love if you so choose. You’ve done nothing wrong and certainly nothing to warrant what he’s done to you and others.” Her glance shifts to Nico. “And it’s not your fault for letting your brother take your rides tonight. You were doing what you thought was best by keeping an eye on Sofia.”

      “He’s my little brother,” Nico says softly as tears slide down his face. “My best friend.”

      “Which is why he stepped up to help when you needed him, the same way you would’ve done for him if the situation was reversed. Taking the blame for someone else’s violent behavior is pointless. No one in there blames you for this, Sofia. They know exactly who is responsible for putting Milo in this hospital, and it is not you.”

      Livia’s grace toward me at a time like this amazes me. Though I can see she’s completely wrecked by what’s happened to Milo, her voice never wavers as she exonerates us from responsibility. I want to be her when I grow up. I want to always do the right thing and be there for people when they need me and shine light on darkness the way she does.

      A man comes rushing up to us, someone I don’t recognize. “Livia! I got here as soon as I could. How’s your grandson?” He’s ruggedly handsome, with brown eyes and wavy dark hair shot through with hints of silver. He’s deeply tanned in the way of someone who spends most of his time outdoors.

      She seems stunned to see him, whoever he is. “Uh, Chris… You didn’t have to come.”

      He gives her a perplexed look. “Of course I came to support you.”

      “Um, this is my grandson Nico and his girlfriend, Sofia. This is, uh, Chris, my flight instructor.”

      “Ohhhh,” I say on a deep exhale. I’ve heard a rumor that Livia may have a crush on the man who’s been teaching her to fly. “You’re Chris, the flight instructor.”

      Nico stands, offers me a hand up and then shakes the other man’s hand. “Good to meet you.”

      “You as well. How is your grandson, Livia?”

      “He’s in surgery. We don’t know anything more than what I told you in the text.”

      “What can I do for you?”

      “Nothing, really. It’s going to be a long night.”

      “Then I’ll wait with you and get you anything you might need.”

      Is it my imagination, or does the formidable Livia Giordino blush when he says that? “You don’t have to do that.”

      “I insist.”

      Before she lets him guide her inside, where his arrival will give everyone something else to think about other than the dread we all feel over Milo, she looks at both of us again. “Are we clear on the whole blame thing?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Nico kisses her cheek. “Thank you.”

      “Sofia?”

      “Yes, thank you.” I still feel responsible, but I’ll keep that thought to myself for now.

      “Good. Come back inside.”

      “We will,” Nico says. “In a minute.”

      Livia nods to Chris, and they go in through automatic doors that release a whoosh of chilled air as they open.

      Nico puts his arms around me. “Please stay with me. I need you.”

      I hold him close. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      
        
        NICO

      

      

      This is a fucking nightmare sent straight from hell. As the hours crawl by with only sporadic updates from the operating room that tell us nothing more than Milo is still alive, I feel like my head is going to explode as I wait to hear if he’s going to survive. If he’s going to be paralyzed from the neck down, God help me, but I cannot bear to think about that possibility.

      I can’t stop the tears that keep coming despite my desperate desire to be strong for my parents, grandmothers and Sofia, who still blames herself, despite what Nona and I have told her.

      Sofia’s head is on my shoulder, her hand wrapped tightly around mine. She hasn’t left my side for a minute.

      Abuela and Mr. Muñoz arrived after they closed the restaurant early. My cousin Domenic is sitting next to me. His parents are on the other side of him. All of us are receiving relentless texts from concerned friends, extended family and longtime customers of the restaurant hoping for news about Milo, but there’s nothing to tell them yet.

      The sun has risen by the time Jason finally comes into the waiting room, wearing navy blue scrubs and looking as exhausted as the rest of us.

      “He’s in recovery, which is good news. He survived a very difficult surgery.”

      “And the paralysis?” my dad asks as he fights back tears.

      “We won’t know anything on that for a while yet. There was a lot of bruising, bone fragments, etc. Our initial check of his reflexes was encouraging, but we won’t know anything for sure until he can tell us what he feels. I wish I had a more definitive answer on that, but we’re in wait-and-see mode while the swelling subsides and gives us a better sense of what he’ll be left with.”

      My dad’s shoulders sag as he absorbs that news. What he’ll be left with… As if he’ll have less than he did before. I can’t hear that.

      “The best thing you all can do for Milo now is go home and get some rest. It’s going to be a long, arduous recovery, and he’ll need you guys to be strong for him.”

      “I’m staying,” my mom declares.

      “There’s nothing you can do for him, Elena,” Jason says gently. “He’ll be in recovery for hours yet and then in the ICU, where he’ll be allowed one visitor at a time, but not until much later today. I’ll be with him, and I’ll call you if anything changes. I promise.”

      Dad hugs Jason. “Thank you for saving my son’s life. We’ll never forget what you’ve done for him and us.”

      “I’m glad I was here when it happened. He’s not completely out of the woods yet, Lo. I wish I could tell you he is, but I promise to tell you the truth the minute I know anything new.”

      “We understand,” Dad says tearfully. “Elena, everyone, let’s go home for a while. You heard what Jason said. Our boy is going to need us, so we should rest up for him. Thank you all for being here with us and getting us through the longest night of our lives.”

      As I hug my parents, sisters, cousins and grandmothers, I feel like a robot going through the motions. It should be me in that hospital bed fighting for my life and my mobility, not sweet Milo, who’s never had a bad word to say about anyone. I’m the one who’s been a dick to half the people I’ve met in my life. Where’s the justice in this?

      Sofia and I walk out to my truck.

      “Do you want me to drive?” she asks.

      I look at her, almost as if I’ve never seen her before. Everything about my life seems unfamiliar to me this morning after a night in hell waiting to hear if my little brother was going to live or die. “No. I’ll drive.”

      Out of habit, I hold the door for her, help her up into the truck and wait for her to get settled before I close the door and walk around to the driver’s side. Every step I take feels wrong now that it’s possible Milo may never walk again.

      Because he was covering for me.

      I knew they were watching me, and I sent him out to be nearly murdered.

      I sit behind the wheel, staring straight ahead for a long time before I remember what I’m supposed to do. Turn the key. Put the truck in Reverse. Back out. Drive. Move forward. Go on with my life as if everything is normal when nothing is.

      We’re parked in my driveway when I glance over at Sofia for the first time since I got in the truck and see tears rolling down her cheeks that she silently brushes away with the back of her hand. Her tears break me.

      “Don’t.” My voice is gruffer and harsher than I intend. “Don’t cry.”

      “Can’t seem to make it stop. I feel sick to my soul over this.”

      “I’m right there with you.”

      “I really think Mateo and I should go home to our place so you can give your family your full attention.”

      “No.”

      She turns to me, her eyes shooting fire. “You aren’t telling me what to do, are you? Because I’ll never again allow a man to decide anything for me.”

      “I don’t want to decide for you. I just want to keep you and Mateo safe, which is easier to do here than at your place.”

      All the fight seems to go out of her on one long exhale as she sags into her seat. “I’m sorry. That’s just an issue after what it took me to leave him.”

      “I understand. I have no desire to control you. I just want you safe.”

      “I don’t know what to do or say or feel. Every part of me aches for Milo and you and your family. Everyone has been so kind to me and Mateo, and now we’ve brought this to your sweet brother. I appreciate that you don’t blame me, but I’m sick over it.”

      “I know you are, and of course we don’t blame you. Miguel and his people are going to arrest them and throw them in jail for the rest of their lives. If there’s any upside to this, that’s it. You won’t have to deal with him anymore, and he’ll be out of Mateo’s life, too.”

      “The only thing that matters is Milo and his full recovery.”

      “You matter, too. And so does Mateo.”

      “I’m so, so sorry, Nico.”

      “You don’t have to apologize to me.”

      “Yes, I do. I’m sorry this happened to your precious Milo.”

      “Thank you, but please, let’s stick together through this rather than going our separate ways. That’s not going to fix anything. It’ll just give them what they want. I need you with me to get through it.”

      “I’m here.”

      “And you’ll stay?”

      She glances at the house and then back at me. “Yes, I’ll stay.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me for letting you keep me safe.”

      “I’m deeply appreciative that I won’t have to be out of my mind with worry for you and Mateo while I’m dealing with everything else.”

      Her small smile is like the sun emerging from behind the darkest of clouds. It gives me the tiny bit of hope I need to press forward. “Wait for me.”

      I get out of the truck and go around to help her down, keeping my arms around her longer than necessary out of a desperate need for comfort only she can provide.

      She hugs me tightly. “I’m here for you, Nico. For anything you need. All you have to do is ask.”

      “I don’t know what I need, but this feels pretty damned good.”

      I’m not sure how long we stand there, taking and giving comfort, before my neighbor Josh interrupts us.

      “Nico. I heard about Milo. Is he… Is he okay?”

      I release Sofia and turn to Josh while keeping an arm around her. “He made it through surgery. We’re not sure about anything else yet.”

      “God. It’s so awful. Did the cops get the guy who shot him?”

      “I haven’t heard yet, but they know who they’re looking for.”

      When he glances at Sofia, I say, “This is my girlfriend, Sofia. Sofia, this is Josh. He lives next door.”

      “Nice to meet you,” she says.

      “You, too. Let me know if I can do anything. I’ll cut your grass and clean the pool. Whatever you need.”

      I release her to give him a bro hug. “Thanks, man.”

      “Milo is the best,” Josh says, his voice breaking. “We all love him around here.”

      “Everyone loves him.”

      “Yeah, for sure. Text me if I can do anything, okay?”

      “I will. Thanks again.” I guide Sofia inside through the garage and into the kitchen, where Gladys and Mateo are having breakfast.

      Mateo gets up and comes to his mother, his gait crooked and unsteady, but his determination to get to her fierce.

      She hugs him tightly. “How’s my best guy today?”

      “Good, Mama. Gladys says I can swim after breakfast if I eat all my pancakes.”

      “You’d better get back to it, then.”

      “I made enough for you guys, too,” Gladys says, gesturing to the stove.

      “I don’t think I can eat,” Sofia says.

      “Me either,” I add. “But thank you.”

      “I’ll put them in the fridge for later if you’re hungry. How is he?”

      “In recovery from successful surgery,” I tell her. “We’re not sure about anything else yet.”

      “I’ve got my entire church praying for him, and we’ll continue to pray for as long as he needs it.”

      “Thank you,” I whisper, overwhelmed by the idea of people Milo has never met praying for him. We’ll take whatever we can get.

      “I can stay to keep an eye on Mateo if you guys want to get some rest,” Gladys says. “If it would help, I can run home, pack a bag and come back to stay with him for as long as you need me.”

      I glance at Sofia. She bites her bottom lip as she considers it.

      “What do you think?” she asks me.

      “It couldn’t hurt, if Gladys doesn’t mind.”

      “I don’t mind at all.”

      “I’ll take you to your place,” I offer.

      “That would be great. Let me just grab my purse, and then we can go.”

      Mateo holds up his empty plate. “Mama, can we swim now?”

      “We sure can. Bring your plate to the sink and then change into your suit.”

      “Mateo.”

      He turns to me, his face serious and solemn.

      “What’s the rule about the pool?”

      “I can’t go out there unless someone is with me.”

      “That’s right, and that’s always the rule. Understand?”

      He nods. “Yes, sir.”

      “Okay, go get changed, then.”

      He takes off as fast as he’s able to, which is pretty fast considering his impairments.

      “Swimming is so good for him,” Gladys says as she returns with her purse.

      “Do you think we should let Miguel know you’re planning to take Gladys to our building?” Sofia asks.

      “Yeah, I suppose I should.” I kiss the spot between her brows where all her stress has landed. “Have some fun with your boy, and when we get back, we’ll get some sleep.”

      Not that I think either of us will sleep until we know Milo is going to be okay.

      “Please be careful.”

      “I will. I promise.”
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      I can’t stop crying no matter how hard I try. The possibility of losing Milo is so horrifying as to be impossible to accept. Sitting in bed, I wipe my face for the thousandth time since last night.

      Wyatt comes in with a cup of the lemon tea I often drink at night that he hands to me. “Try this. Maybe it’ll help you get some rest.”

      “Thank you.” I take a sip and then another, surprised when they stay down. I’ve been viciously nauseated all night from nerves.

      He gets in bed next to me and puts an arm across my abdomen.

      “Tell me the truth. Will he be paralyzed?” I can barely say the words without wanting to wail.

      “I don’t know, sweetheart. I’m sure Jason did everything he possibly could to give him the best chance, but anything to do with the spine is dicey.”

      “What will we do if he is?”

      “We’ll support him every way we can and get through it one day at a time. I have no doubt your amazing family will rally around him.”

      Tears continue to rain down my face like a waterfall with no end. “I hate this so much. He’s the best of us.”

      Wyatt wipes away my tears the way he did all night. “I know, honey. I hate it, too.”

      “Can I tell you something you can’t repeat to anyone?” I ask him.

      “Of course.”

      “Part of me wants to be angry with Sofia, but I can’t quite seem to get there.”

      “She didn’t shoot him, and she certainly didn’t think her ex would go this far.”

      “They thought he was Nico.” I’m equally undone by the thought of my older brother being harmed. “He’s the one they wanted to kill.”

      “Imagine how Nico and Sofia must feel. It’s so awful.”

      “I try to put myself in the mindset of a person who’d shoot someone he doesn’t even know, thinking that will somehow get his ex-wife to come back to him.”

      “You could never pull off that mindset, so don’t even try.”

      “I want to understand it.”

      “We’ll never understand this.”

      “I feel so bad for my parents. They’ve been through so much with my mom’s illness and now this.”

      “Your parents are the strongest people I know. I’d want them—and all of you—on my side if something like this ever happened to me.”

      “Don’t even say that. Nothing can ever happen to you.”

      Smiling, he takes the mug from me and puts it on the bedside table. “Let me hold you.”

      Because there’s nothing better than being held by him, I snuggle into his warm embrace.

      “I wish there was something more I could do for you.”

      “This helps, and your medical knowledge helped us during the night.”

      “My knowledge is all yours for the bargain-basement price of one kiss.”

      I pull back from him, smile for the first time in twelve hours and kiss him.

      “I should’ve charged more.”

      I would’ve thought it impossible to laugh until he showed me otherwise. “I don’t know what I’d ever do without you.”

      “You’ll never have to find out.” He kisses me again and then again, until I’m clinging to him and desperate for him to take my mind off the trauma the way only he can.

      When my phone chimes with a text, I pull back from Wyatt in case there’s news about Milo.

      “Marcus texted to say he and Tara are thinking about Milo and my family.”

      “That’s nice of him,” Wyatt says, nonplussed by the mention of my ex-fiancé, because he knows he has nothing to worry about where Marcus or any other man is concerned. “They’re doing well?”

      “He said it’s going great with her, and he’s been sober for almost sixty days. I guess they aren’t defining their relationship because his sobriety is still so new, but he said she’s been amazing and he’s crazy about her. He said he’s praying for Milo and all of us.”

      “Glad to hear he’s doing well,” Wyatt says. “I need a shower.”

      I love how Wyatt is glad to hear Marcus is doing well and isn’t the slightest bit threatened by him texting me. “Me, too.”

      “Care to save water with me?”

      “I’d love to.”

      We get up and go into the bathroom, pulling off clothes as we go. The sight of his bare ass gets my attention, the way it always does. When he turns to me, he catches me gawking at him.

      “Don’t objectify me. It’s unseemly.”

      He makes me snort with laughter. “How do you do that?”

      After he checks the water temperature, he turns to help me with my bra. “Do what?”

      “Make me laugh at a time like this.”

      “Sorry. I don’t mean to be disrespectful.”

      “You’re not. I’m saying it’s just what I need. You are just what I need.”

      He puts his arms around me, and the feel of his skin against mine has the same effect on me as usual. If he’s near me, I want him. Hell, I want him even when he’s nowhere near me. “I always want to be what you need.”

      In the shower, he washes my hair and body with the sort of reverence I’ve come to expect from him. He never touches me with anything but love and the utmost gentleness. Even when we get carried away, he’s careful with me. But when he lifts me against the wall of the shower, I start to object. There’s never a time when I’m not concerned about his fragile heart.

      “Shhh,” he says as he joins our bodies. “I’m fine. You’re fine. Milo will be fine. I feel it in my bones.”

      That’s all it takes to restart the tears. “God, I hope so.” I’ve never prayed harder for anything in my entire life than I have for my brother since I stepped out of my office into a nightmare at the restaurant last night. At first, I feared my mother had died, but hearing what’d happened to Milo was worse than even that would’ve been.

      “Hold on to me, love,” Wyatt says. “I’ve got you.”

      I tighten my arms around his neck and close my eyes, letting him take me on the sweetest ride ever. Half an hour ago, I wouldn’t have thought it possible to be on the verge of an orgasm, but leave it to Wyatt. I know I shouldn’t be surprised that he’s capable of this even at the worst of times, but it’s just further proof that he’s the one for me.

      “I love you so much,” I whisper as I come back down from the highest of highs.

      “I love you more, and I’m so sorry you’re hurting.”

      “You make it bearable.”

      He buries his face in my neck and kisses me there, sending a tingle of sensation through me.

      But even as I luxuriate in the arms of my love, I fear that Milo might never have what I’ve found with Wyatt.

      
        
        MARIA

      

      

      I’ve never felt like this. Not when my mom was diagnosed. Not when we thought Everly might have relapsed. Not when my ex cheated on me. Nothing can compare to the bone-deep fear of losing Milo or him losing his mobility. I can’t stand it. We’re supposed to be resting, but that’s not going to happen.

      I sit up in bed, listening to Austin’s deep voice as he talks to Everly and his parents. They offered to take her on an outing so we can get some sleep, but we want her with us.

      Austin comes into the bedroom with her in his arms.

      “Rie,” she says.

      “Come see me, Pooh.”

      Austin puts her on the bed, and she crawls into my arms, as much my child now as his. I love her so, so much, and the sweet scent of her clean hair comforts me.

      “I sorry about your brudder,” she says in a tiny voice.

      “Thank you, love.”

      “Is he okay?”

      “We hope he will be, but we don’t know yet.”

      We told her only that Uncle Milo got hurt. We didn’t tell her how bad it is, although she must be able to tell from the way everyone is behaving.

      Austin stretches out on the bed, turns on his side and puts an arm around us.

      Rarely will Everly stay still and silent for long, but she seems to sense that’s what I need right now. Wrapped up in the two of them, I finally doze for a bit. When I awake sometime later, I’m alone in the bed. I wonder if Austin got any rest at all.

      He comes into the room with a tray and closes the door. “Mom made what she calls comfort food. Grilled cheese and tomato soup.”

      “That sounds good.” The sleep helped, and I’m not as nauseated as I was during the endless night when the thought of eating anything made me want to vomit. I push myself up in bed and gather my hair in a ponytail that I twist into a bun secured by a clip I grab from the bedside table. “Is there any news?”

      “Not that I’ve heard.”

      I reach for my phone, looking for texts from my parents or Jason in a sea of texts from friends and extended family expressing their concern for Milo and the rest of us. There’s nothing from the people I most want to hear from.

      Austin puts the tray on my lap.

      “Tell your mom thanks for me.”

      “I will.”

      I take a tentative bite of the sandwich and then another when the first one goes down easy.

      “You look a little better,” Austin says.

      “I won’t feel better until I know he’s going to be all right. I keep thinking about how he could be a quadriplegic.”

      “I can’t let my mind go there. It’s unfathomable.”

      “But it’s very possible. A bullet that close to his spine…” I shudder, and my stomach starts to ache like it did all night, during the dreadfully long hours he was in surgery.

      “We have to keep praying and never stop hoping for the best,” Austin says. “It’s not the same, but that’s how I got through the days when Ev was sick. I just prayed as much as I possibly could for her to get well and took every day one minute at time, trying not to get too far ahead of myself. That’s how I stayed sane.”

      “It’s a good strategy. Thanks for sharing that with me. Do you think we should cancel our plans?”

      “Not yet. Let’s wait and see what happens. My brothers are still planning to come, so…” He shrugs. “One minute at a time.”

      “Right. Thanks for the reminder.”

      “I wish there was more I could do for you and your parents.”

      “Just being here with us helps. We should go over there and be with them.”

      “I was thinking the same thing. I doubt they’re sleeping.”

      “I’m sure they aren’t.”

      “Eat your lunch, and then we’ll go.”

      I feel slightly more alive after lunch and a shower, and by the time we pull up to my parents’ home an hour later, I’m ready to be strong for them. At least I think I am. We left Everly with Austin’s parents so we can focus on mine.

      “Hey,” I say to Austin before he gets out of the G-Wagon.

      “Yes, dear?”

      “Thank you for being here for me and my family.”

      “Of course, sweetheart. They’re my family now, too. You’re my family. Milo is my family. I hate that this has happened to him and to all of you.”

      “I hate it, too, but I’m coping with it better than I would be without you here to support me.”

      He takes hold of my hand. “The best thing about this, about you and me, is we never have to go through anything alone ever again.” Bringing my hand to his lips, he kisses the back of it. “We’re in this together.”

      “I’m very thankful for that every day, but especially today—and yesterday.”

      “I got you, baby. Let’s go see what we can do for your parents.”

      The first thing I notice when I step inside is that the counters are laden with food of all kinds, which doesn’t surprise me. That’s what our community does when someone experiences a tragedy. But we can’t let it sit out to spoil, so I get busy organizing and labeling the trays before storing them in the fridges in the kitchen and garage. With Austin’s help, we get everything put away while making a list of what we have and who sent it so my mother can send thank-you notes later.

      People are so incredibly generous. There’s a wide variety of main dishes that run the same rich gamut as our neighborhood, with everything from Cuban to Italian to Caribbean to Puerto Rican and Brazilian. The scents that would normally have my mouth watering in anticipation have the opposite effect thanks to my pregnancy, and by the time we’re done, I’m in a cold sweat from trying not to be sick.

      Austin hands me a glass of water and a handful of crackers. “Drink and eat. It’ll help.”

      While I know that’s true, it’s nearly impossible to swallow the crackers. I try anyway.

      “Your folks are in the family room.”

      Nodding, I take another drink of the water and prepare myself to stay strong for them as I go in to see them.

      They look terrible, and it’s obvious they haven’t slept at all.

      Mom holds out her arms to me, and I go to her, hugging her tightly.

      “We got a text from Jason that he’s doing well, resting comfortably,” Dad says. “They’re hoping to move him to the ICU in a few hours. We can see him then.”

      “That’s good news.” I need to watch every word and expression. As a nurse, they’ll be looking to me to interpret things for them, and I want to keep them optimistic even as I shatter on the inside while considering the possible outcomes for Milo. “We put all the food away.”

      “Oh, thank you. People have been coming all morning. Everyone is so kind.”

      “You’d do the same for them.”

      “Yes, I suppose so.”

      Nico comes in looking like the walking dead. I can tell he’s ravaged by guilt and remorse and the same bone-deep fear that’s gripped the rest of us. Only it’s a million times worse for him because he feels responsible for Milo being hurt in the first place.

      My heart goes out to him as I hug him. “How’re you holding up?”

      “Not well. I just went to look at the car…” He shakes his head. “It’s a wonder he survived at all.”

      “Why’d you do that?”

      He shrugs. “I needed to see it.”

      “Any word from the police?”

      Shaking his head, he says, “Miguel says they’re still looking for them.”

      “They’ll find them.”

      “I hope so.”

      “How’s Sofia?”

      “Terrible. She feels responsible.”

      “I feel so badly for her. Of course she’s not responsible.”

      “Try telling her that.” He glances at our parents in their side-by-side recliners. “How’re they doing?”

      “Hanging in there. They’re very anxious to see him.”

      “All I want to hear is that he’s going to fully recover. I don’t know what I’ll do if he doesn’t.”

      “He’s young and strong, and we have to hope and pray for the best. That’s all we can do.”

      My dad’s cell phone rings, and we all freeze as a combination of dread and hope fills the room.

      “It’s Jason.” Dad takes the call and puts it on speaker. “Hi, Jason. Everyone is here.”

      “Great. I wanted to tell you that Milo is awake and alert and responding to pain stimuli in all his extremities.”

      “Oh, thank you, Jesus,” Dad says as he breaks down into sobs. “And thank you, Jason.”

      “We still have a very long way to go, but this is very good news.”

      “It’s the best news we’ve ever gotten. Thank you so much, Jason. From the bottom of my heart… I’ll never have the words.”

      “I’m glad I was there when he needed me. If you want to come in around four, he should be settled in the ICU by then, but let’s keep it only to immediate family for now. We don’t want to overwhelm him.”

      “I understand. We’ll see you then.” After he ends the call, he looks over at my mom. “Our prayers have been answered.”

      “I, uh, I have to go,” Nico says, leaving the room before anyone can stop him.

      As I watch him go, I’m almost as worried about him as I am about Milo.
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      It sounds like Milo is going to be okay. At least that’s the word right now. Who knows what an hour or two hours or two days will bring? I need to get home to Sofia, to share the good news with her in person. I’m almost to the gatehouse for my neighborhood when Miguel calls.

      “We got them. They were hiding out in one of those shipping containers people convert into houses on Diego’s property. They had the car in there with them.”

      “That’s great news.” I’m filled with relief over all the recent developments. “Tell me they’re not going to be back out on bail in ten minutes.”

      “We’re charging them with attempted murder. They’ll be held without bail. How’s your brother?”

      “Awake, alert and responding to pain stimuli.”

      “I’m so glad to hear that, Nico. Milo is such a good guy. I hate that this happened to him.”

      “You and me both. He was doing me a favor… He could’ve been killed…” My throat closes around a lump so huge, it’s a wonder I can still breathe.

      “These guys have been nothing but trouble for years now. Your girlfriend is better off without her ex in her life.”

      “She knew that before all this. What about the rest of them? Do I need to be worried about their friends coming after us now that Joaquín and Diego are locked up?”

      “We’ve got eyes on them, but I’d stay vigilant for a while longer.”

      “Will do. Thanks for everything, man. I owe you.”

      “Just doing my job. I’ll be in touch.”

      I take the time to call my dad to let them know the shooters have been caught.

      “Well, that’s more good news. Thanks for letting us know, son.”

      Since we’re not on speaker, I say, “Dad…”

      “What is it, Nico?”

      I can’t hold in the sobs that burst from my chest. “I’m so sorry I let this happen to Milo.”

      “Aw, son, you didn’t let it happen. You’d take a bullet for him yourself. It’s always been that way with you two, since the first day we brought him home from the hospital. You said he was yours, and he has been ever since. As awful and upsetting as all of this has been, you know what I said to your mom last night?”

      I wipe my face with my shirt sleeve. “What?”

      “How wonderful it is that our kids are so there for each other. Milo saw what you were trying to do for Sofia and stepped up to help like you did for him when he wanted to move out of here and couldn’t afford his own place.”

      Thinking of my little brother, I’m so blinded by tears that I pull over before I crash into something. After I put the truck in Park, I wipe away more tears with the back of my hand. “I love him so much. I had no idea how much until I thought we might lose him.”

      “You knew before then how much you love him. Even when he was little and driving you mad wanting to be with you all the time, you always loved him.”

      “Yeah.” I wipe away more tears. “I’d give anything for it to have been me instead of him.”

      “Don’t say that, son. It would’ve been just as devastating for us if it’d been you.”

      “He’s so much better than me.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “It is, Dad. He’s just a better person.”

      “You have some rougher edges, to be sure, but you’re just as good of a person as he is.”

      “I don’t volunteer to play dominoes with old guys at the nursing home or drive for Meals on Wheels one day a week or cut the Millers’ grass since Mr. Miller broke his hip. He’s way better than I’ll ever be.”

      “Don’t be so hard on yourself, son. You’re good in your own way, and he’s good in his. There’s nothing you wouldn’t do for your family or friends. You’re always there when we need you. I tell Mommy every day that I don’t know what we ever would’ve done without you kids during her illness. Look at what you’re doing for Sofia and her little boy. You’re a good person, Nico, and I’m proud of you.”

      “I’m so sorry, Dad.” Sobs rack me as I think about what could’ve happened if Joaquín and his cousin had better aim. “I’m going to make this up to him and you and the family. If it’s the last thing I do.”

      “Nico, I want you to hear me on this. You have nothing to make up to any of us. A terrible thing happened, but you had no way to predict it or stop it.”

      “They’d been coming at me and Sofia. I knew they were out there and blaming her for Joaquín being locked up. I didn’t know he’d made bail until later, or I never would’ve let Milo take my rides last night.”

      “Which would’ve left Sofia at the restaurant without you there to keep an eye on things.”

      “Miguel was there. I should’ve gone to work.”

      “And then you’d be lying in that hospital bed instead of Milo.”

      “I wish it was me. It should’ve been me. I was the one they were angry with because I’m with Sofia.”

      “In situations like this, it’s easy to play the what-if game, but you know I believe everything is preordained by a higher power. Milo was the one who was supposed to be shot. Not you. We may not immediately understand the why of it, but eventually, it’ll make sense to us.”

      “This will never make sense to me.”

      “Where are you, son? Maria said you left.”

      “I’m on my way home to tell Sofia the latest news about Milo.”

      “That’s good. That’s what you should do. Go be with her and take comfort in each other. The two of you are as much victims of this senselessness as Milo is.”

      “No, we’re not.”

      “You are because you’re blaming yourselves when both of you would’ve given your own lives to keep this from happening to him.”

      I shudder at the thought of Sofia giving her life to save Milo’s or mine. God forbid.

      “The good news,” Dad adds, “is Milo is doing better, and the men who hurt him are locked up. If we can stay focused on the positives, we’ll get through this. You will get through this.”

      “I’m going to be better. I’ll be better for Milo.”

      “You’re more than enough already, but you do what you need to, son. You know you’ll always have my love and support.”

      “I love you so much. All of you.”

      “We know that, and we love you, too. Go be with your lady. She’ll make everything better for you.”

      “I love her, Dad.”

      “I know, son. We can all see that.”

      “I’m so afraid I’m going to mess it up.”

      “Then don’t let that happen. Be there for her and her boy every day. Show her what she means to you and never let her wonder how you feel about her.”

      “I will.”

      “Are you going to be okay?”

      “Yeah. Eventually. Don’t worry about me.”

      “That’s like telling me not to breathe.”

      “You’ve got enough to worry about. I’m okay. I’ll see you at the hospital later.”

      “See you then.”

      I end the call feeling slightly better than I did before I talked to my dad.

      I’m going to be better for my family, too. I’ve missed more Sunday brunches than I’ve attended, skipped birthday parties I didn’t feel like going to and have been generally lackluster in my devotion to my family. Yes, I stepped up for my parents over these last few months while my mom was going through treatment, but I can do better. Be better.

      That starts today.

      
        
        SOFIA

      

      

      I’m so tired, I can’t see straight, but I play in the pool with Mateo for more than an hour, encouraging him to practice his swimming. The first therapist we worked with said swimming would be very good for his muscle development and fine motor skills, but I haven’t had regular access to a pool until now. I can already see how swimming will be excellent therapy for him, but I still feel like we shouldn’t be here.

      Gladys sits by the side of the pool, sipping from a tall glass of lemonade and reading a magazine she brought from home. She told me to go lie down, but my mind is racing too much for sleep.

      “Are you ready for some lunch?” I ask Mateo when I see him starting to tire.

      “Yes, Mama. I’m hungry.”

      It’s such a relief to hear him say that, as his lack of appetite has been another concern since his illness. Some days, I’ve relied on chocolate-flavored protein shakes to keep him nourished.

      We get out of the pool and dry off before going inside, where I make him a peanut butter and jelly sandwich that I serve with carrot sticks. He eats them first, laughing at the crunchy sound they make.

      After lunch, he agrees to some quiet time before we swim again later. I have him change into a dry bathing suit and set him up with some books in his bed. I remind him again that he’s not to go anywhere near the pool without an adult with him.

      “I know, Mama. I won’t.”

      “Thank you for being Mama’s good boy.” I kiss his forehead and leave him with his books.

      “Mama?”

      I turn back to him. “Yes, honey?”

      “Are we going to live here now?”

      “No, we’re just staying for a little while.”

      “Oh. Okay.”

      I can see the disappointment in his expression. He likes it here. Of course he does. Nico’s house is a mansion compared to our tiny apartment—and he has a pool. But this isn’t our home, and I can’t let Mateo get too comfortable here.

      “Mama’s going to take a shower. Come get me if you need anything.”

      “I will.”

      I cross the hall into Nico’s room and head for the shower to wash off the horror of the last eighteen hours. When I think of Milo in the ICU, fighting for his life and mobility because of my ex-husband… I begin to tremble so violently I fear I’m going to come apart. How will Nico ever again see me as anything other than the woman who nearly got his precious younger brother killed?

      Just when things between us were moving in a wonderful direction, Joaquín ruined it for me. I should be used to it by now, but this… This feels like too much on top of the things he’s already taken from me. I was finally getting back to feeling like myself, the self I was before he decided who and what I was going to be for seven endless years, when he struck again, making me feel like I’ll never be free of him.

      I’m wrapped in a towel, standing before the mirror, staring at the face that is at once the most familiar to me and at the same time looks like a stranger. Who is this woman? What does she want? I was on my way to answering those questions when Joaquín pulled the rug out from under me once again.

      Nico comes in through the door I left open so I’d hear Mateo and stands behind me, putting an arm around my waist and his chin on my shoulder.

      With one quick look, I can see that he’s been crying, and my knees want to buckle under me. “Milo.”

      “Is awake, alert and responding to pain stimuli in all his extremities.”

      My English fails me with stimuli and extremities. “Wait, so that means…”

      “He can feel things in his arms and legs. We don’t know any more than that right now, but Jason says that’s very positive news. And Miguel called. They found Joaquín and Diego hiding with the car in a shipping container on Diego’s property. They’re in custody and will be held without bail on attempted murder charges.”

      I release a deep, rattling sigh. “Thank God on all of it.”

      “Yes.”

      I cover his hands with mine. “Why have you been crying?”

      “I was talking to my dad about Milo, and it all sort of hit me.”

      “Are you okay now?”

      “I’m better than I was since hearing Milo is improving and Joaquín is in custody. Again.”

      “Mateo and I should go home to our place.”

      “Miguel said we need to continue to be vigilant. Just because Joaquín and Diego are locked up doesn’t mean their friends and family aren’t still blaming you.”

      “I’ve brought enough chaos to you and your family.”

      “We’re not doing that, remember?” His hand works its way inside my towel and up to cup my breast. He runs his thumb over the tight nub of my nipple, and just that quickly, I want him.

      “Don’t try to distract me. It’s time for us to go home.”

      “No, it isn’t.” He rolls my nipple between his fingers, and I push back against his hard cock even as I realize I’m saying one thing and doing another. “This is your home for as long as you’d like it to be. In fact, forever would be perfect.”

      “Nico, stop. Don’t say things you don’t mean.”

      “I’ll never say anything to you that I don’t mean. I swear to God, Sofia. You can believe me when I say I want you both here with me. I love coming home and knowing you’re here. I love touching you and kissing you.” He kicks the door closed and uses his free hand to lock it. “I love everything about you.”

      My towel falls to the floor. In the mirror, I watch as he unbuttons his shorts and frees his cock from his clothes. It’s hard against my back as his hands come around to cup both my breasts. I’m as aroused by his words as I am by the way he touches me, making me believe what he says with the way he looks at me in the mirror.

      “Tell me you want me.” He presses his cock between my cheeks. “Tell me you feel the same crazy need for me that I feel for you.”

      “I do. I want you even when I’m sure I shouldn’t.”

      “You should.” With his hand in the middle of my back, he tips me forward and slides into me from behind.

      He’s so much bigger than I’m used to that it takes me a second to relax enough to let him in.

      “Shit, I forgot the condom,” he says gruffly.

      “It’s okay. I’m on birth control.”

      A low groan tells me what he thinks of that news. “God, you feel so good.” His breath against my ear gives me goose bumps, and when he reaches around to press his fingers to my clit, I nearly explode.

      “Not yet.”

      I feel like I’ve been plugged into an electrical outlet as I vibrate from the overwhelming need to come. I grasp his wrist as his fingers continue to stroke me. “Nico.”

      “What, honey?”

      “I need to…”

      “Tell me what you need.”

      I look up and meet his intense gaze in the mirror, and what I see reflected there is everything I’ve ever wanted for myself and my son—a man who loves us with his whole heart and soul. “I need you. I need this.”

      My words spark something primal in him. He holds my hips in place as he pounds into me.

      I bite my lip to keep from screaming when I come the first time, and then when it happens again, this time with him, the effort to stay quiet is nearly painful.

      Nico drops his forehead to my shoulder. “Is it too soon or too much to tell you I’m falling hard for you?” After a second in which I try to absorb that, he adds, “No, wait. That’s not true. I’ve already fallen for you.”

      “Let me up.”

      He withdraws from me and helps me to stand.

      I turn to face him, wrapping my arms around his neck and pressing my naked body to his. “I’ve fallen for you, too.”

      The smile that lights up his sinfully handsome face is the first one I’ve seen from him since we heard his brother had been shot. “I want you guys to officially move in here with us.”

      I’m shaking my head before he finishes the sentence. “I don’t want to do that.”

      His smile fades that quickly. “Why not?”

      I reach around him for the robe I hung on a hook on the back of the door. After I tie it around my waist, Nico gathers my hair from inside the robe and lets it slide between his fingers. “I want to try to explain this in a way that makes sense.”

      He pulls his shorts up, zips them, but leaves the button undone as he follows me into the bedroom and sits next to me on the bed.

      I appreciate that he gives me a second to get my thoughts together and isn’t immediately trying to talk me into going along with what he wants. “It took me a long time to work up the courage and to save the money to leave Joaquín. I know our apartment doesn’t look like much when you live in a house like this one, but it’s the first real home I’ve ever had, and I’m not ready to leave it yet.”

      “I understand that. I just want us to be together all the time now.”

      “We can be, but I’m not moving.”

      “What about the safety issue? Joaquín and Diego are locked up for now, but we were having problems with his friends and family even when he was in jail. That threat won’t go away. If anything, it’s apt to be worse now that they’re facing even more serious charges.”

      “I know, and it is important to me that Mateo and I are safe. We feel safe here, and he’s addicted to your pool.”

      “My pool is his pool no matter where you call home.”

      “Thank you. I’ll never forget your kindness to us or your family’s kindness. It’s meant everything to me.”

      “You say that like this is some temporary infatuation or something.”

      I’m sure the look I give him is full of world-weary reality. “You and I live in the real world, Nico. Things like this fall apart all the time, regardless of how much we might wish otherwise. I can’t rebuild my entire life a second time. The first time almost killed me.”

      “I know you’ve been through some difficult stuff and that my life has been abundantly blessed by comparison. I heard my Nona tell someone once that most of the luck you get in life comes from being born into a good family. If that’s true, then I was one hundred percent lucky from the day I was born.”

      “I’m glad you see that.”

      “I do. The older I get and the more people I meet, the more I see how very lucky I am. Nearly losing my brother is a reminder to be thankful for everything I have. And more than anything, I want you and Mateo in my life. I want you living here where we can be together as much as possible. I want to make your life easier, more comfortable, safer. But I respect that you’re not ready for that stuff. Just know it’s on the table indefinitely.”

      “What does that mean? ‘On the table’?”

      He kisses me softly on the lips. “It means my home is your home forever even if you keep your place, too. No expiration date.”

      “That’s very generous of you, but you should probably talk to Milo about that. This is his home, too, and he might not want us here after what happened to him because of me.”

      “I can speak for him without hesitation. He’d want you guys here and would never blame you for what someone else did.”

      “Still, you should ask him.”

      He kisses me again. “I will, but right now, I need to go cut Mr. Miller’s grass.”

      “You have to do that today when you haven’t had any sleep?”

      “Milo does it every Sunday after brunch. So yeah, I have to do it. I’ll catch a nap before work.”

      “It’s good of you to do that.”

      “Milo is the good one. I’m just filling in for him.”

      I grab his hand before he can escape. “You’re a good one, too.”

      “I’m not good like him.”

      “You’re good like you, and that’s more than enough for me.”

      He gazes at me for a long moment. “That might be the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me.”
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        NICO

      

      

      I’m crazy about her. Not only is she sweet and sexy as hell, but I love that she’s so fiercely independent. Even though I want them to move in with me and stay forever, I have tremendous respect for her desire to keep the home she established for herself and Mateo after leaving her husband.

      As I roll the riding mower out of the garage and check to make sure it has gas, Mrs. Alvarez from across the street comes over, carrying a tote bag.

      I stop what I’m doing to say hello to her.

      “We heard about Milo, and we’re simply heartbroken for him and all of you.”

      “Thank you.”

      “How is he?”

      “The latest report was that he’s awake and alert and doing as well as can be expected. We won’t know anything for certain for a few days. They said we can see him later today.”

      “Thank God he’s still with us.”

      “Yes, for sure.” Contemplating the alternative still has the power to reduce me to tears.

      “I made a casserole and some brownies for you.”

      “That’s very kind of you. Thank you so much.”

      “Will you please give Milo our love?” she asks tearfully. “Everyone in the neighborhood thinks the world of him.”

      “I’ll do that.”

      Before she can walk away, Mrs. Sanchez from two doors down arrives with another casserole and the apple pie that Milo supposedly loves. She has the same message for my brother and is on the verge of tears as she lets me know her entire church is praying for him.

      I thank them profusely before carrying the food inside to put in the fridge. When I come back out, I move quickly to start the mower and head for the Millers’ home three doors down so I can get the job done and grab a nap before work. I can’t drive people without sleep.

      I’m about halfway through the cutting of the Millers’ front yard when they pull into the driveway in their new Buick. Mrs. Miller helps her husband from the car and then waves me down.

      I cut the power to the mower.

      “You don’t have to do that!” she says.

      “Milo would want me to.”

      “But you should be with him, Nico,” Mr. Miller says as he leans on a walker. “Not here cutting our grass.”

      “We can’t see him until later, so it was something to keep me busy.”

      “If you’re sure that it’s no problem.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “How is he?”

      I give them the latest info, feeling like I’m on autopilot as I say the same words for the third or fourth time now.

      “Please tell him we love him, and we’re praying for him.”

      “I will.”

      “Thank you, Nico. Your parents raised good men.”

      They raised one good man and one who could use some improvement. “That’s nice of you to say.”

      “Let us know if we can do anything for you or your family.”

      “Will do. Thanks. I’d better get this finished.”

      Mrs. Miller surprises me when she walks over to hug me. “God bless you and your brother.”

      I’ve had a funky relationship with God. My siblings and I were raised in the Catholic Church, but ever since I had a choice, I haven’t spent much time there. I used to go crazy during weekly Mass, trying to sit still while wishing to be anywhere but there, and don’t get me started on CCD classes and the like. I was outta there the minute my parents weren’t telling me what to do anymore. I’ve got to say, though, I’m appreciative of the prayers people are saying for Milo and our family—as well as the many we’ve received for my mother during her illness.

      As I lose myself in the back-and-forth rhythm of mowing the grass, I dust off my faith and say a prayer to the Almighty that He will allow Milo to regain all the things he had before last night and that, before long, he’ll be back to cutting the Millers’ grass and spreading joy everywhere he goes. “I know I have no right to ask You for anything after not coming around You in years, but please let Milo make a full recovery. He’s the best person I know and deserves only good things.”

      I wipe away a tear that slides down my face and make another turn, taking the mower along the edging of the front garden. I hear Sofia’s voice telling me I’m a good guy, too, but there’s a lot of room for improvement.

      By the time I finish the Millers’ lawn, I’m in bad need of a nap. My own lawn needs to be cut, too, but I’m not doing that today. After the mower is back in the garage, I check my phone for the first time in an hour and find nothing new, which is a relief.

      Inside, the house is quiet. Gladys is asleep on the sofa, Mateo is sacked out in his bed, and Sofia is curled up on her side in my bed, sound asleep. I take a quick shower, set the alarm on my phone for four thirty and stretch out next to her, hoping I can quiet my mind enough to sleep for a few hours.

      Before I doze off, I go back to that prayer from before and say it all over again, adding an Our Father and Hail Mary for old times’ sake.

      Whatever it takes.

      
        
        LIVIA

      

      

      Chris insisted on driving me home from the hospital and asked if he could come in and cook me breakfast. I was shocked when he came to the hospital and then when he stayed, talking to each member of my family like it was no big deal for me to have a man show up in my time of need.

      If things had been normal, that would’ve been the story of the decade. I’m sure I’ll hear all about it from everyone after we get our precious Milo through this crisis.

      Dear God, I love that boy. A grandmother isn’t supposed to play favorites, and I try very hard not to do that, but I defy anyone who knows Milo not to call him one of their favorite people. He’s been an angel from the minute he was born, the youngest of my Lorenzo’s four children and the light of all our lives.

      When I think about how close we came to losing him… My hands begin to shake, and my heart feels like it’s going to explode. I’ve been through a lot in my life, losing my young husband far too soon and having to finish raising my kids as a single mother. But having to face the possible loss of my beloved grandson was too much for me to handle.

      Somehow, Chris knew that from a few texts when I said I was at the hospital with my grandson. He’d asked which one and then come there like that wouldn’t be the story of the century in my family.

      Truth be told, I’ve never been so happy to see anyone as I was to see him last night.

      As he places a plate with a cheese omelet and wheat toast on the table in front of me, my stomach growls.

      “Bon appétit, my sweet,” he says, kissing the top of my head.

      Let me back up a bit to say that, up until last night, our friendship was made up of him teaching me how to fly along with some subtle flirtation and a bit of innuendo. I was not “his sweet,” and he wasn’t kissing me on the top of my head (or anywhere else, for that matter) or visiting my home like it was no big deal for him to be here.

      I see him once a week for two hours of lessons. One hour on the ground and the other in the air. It’s the most fun I’ve had in ages, and if I’ve developed a massive crush on my much-younger instructor, well, call me Cougar.

      “Thank you,” I tell him as I take a bite of tasty eggs. “This is very good.”

      “That’s high praise coming from a Giordino.”

      “We’re known more for our pasta than our eggs.”

      He pours coffees for both of us and sits with me at the table while I eat. “You’re known for extraordinary cuisine and a welcoming atmosphere.”

      “You didn’t make any for yourself.”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      All at once, it occurs to me. Today is Sunday. “You should be at work! Today’s your busiest day at the flight school.”

      He waves away my concerns with a sweep of his hand. “I cleared my schedule for the day right after I heard how serious your grandson’s condition was.”

      I’m unreasonably touched by that information. “This is all very much above and beyond the call of friendship.”

      “Is that what we are?” He flashes the slow, sexy smile that sparked the first crush I’ve had on a man in more years than I care to count. “Friends?”

      I’m so out of practice that I can’t tell if he’s flirting with me or seriously asking if we’re friends. “I’d like to think we’re friends.”

      “We are.”

      The time we’ve spent together has been a dream come true in more ways than one. Not only am I following in my late father’s footsteps by finally learning to fly, but I’ve loved the conversations I’ve had with my handsome instructor about life and growing older and family and so many other things. We bonded immediately over our affection for dogs after I met his golden retriever, Jet, who comes to work with him.

      “Who’s taking care of Jet?”

      “My neighbor.”

      “Oh, good.”

      He props his head on an upturned hand as he studies me.

      I must look frightful after being up all night and ravaged with worry about my sweet Milo. All at once, I feel wildly self-conscious, which is rare for me. At my age, what the hell do I care about how I look? Except when Chris is around, I care. I run my fingers through my hair, hoping it’s not standing on end.

      “I know this isn’t the time or the place with your grandson in the hospital and all, but I’d like to be more than friends.”

      He no sooner says those life-changing words than someone knocks at my door.

      Chris jumps up before I can tell him not to. “I’ll get it.”

      I’m sure a family member has come to check on me, and them seeing him here will raise questions I’m not prepared to answer.

      I hear Marlene’s voice and want to groan. She’ll take one look at this cozy situation and jump to all kinds of conclusions.

      She comes into my kitchen with Alfredo behind her carrying a platter of treats. “I brought the pastelitos you like with the cheese.”

      Alfredo puts the platter on the counter. “Can I get you one, Livia?”

      “Sure, thanks.”

      “And for you, too, young man?”

      I want to die when Alfredo calls Chris that. Dear God… What am I doing?

      “I’d love one,” Chris says. “Thanks.” He makes more coffee and brings it to the table with mugs for Marlene and Alfredo.

      “What are you hearing from the hospital?” Marlene asks.

      “Jason called Lo and said Milo was awake and aware and responding to pain.”

      “That’s very good news,” Marlene says on a long exhale. “My heart’s been in my throat since the minute we heard.”

      “Mine, too.”

      “I knew you wouldn’t be sleeping like you ought to be.”

      “Too hopped up on anxiety and caffeine. I don’t think I’ll sleep until I see with my own eyes that he’s okay.”

      “I came because I didn’t want you to be alone, but I see that you’re not,” she says, her devilish eyes twinkling.

      I want to smack her. “Chris was good enough to drive me home and make me breakfast.”

      “I see that.”

      Her gaze dances between me and Chris, questions burning on the tip of her sharp little tongue.

      “How do you two know each other?”

      “Chris is my flight instructor.”

      “Ohhhhh. How is she doing?”

      “She’s an excellent student. A natural pilot.”

      I’m shocked to hear him say that. “You really think so?”

      “Absolutely. You’re one of my best students ever. You study hard and listen to what I tell you, and you take a cautious approach, unlike some of the kids I teach who want to skip to the flying right away. They don’t take the time to learn the fundamentals.”

      Like the fool I am, I soak up every word of praise.

      “We worry about her getting hurt,” Marlene says as if I’m not there.

      “She’s in very good hands.” Chris unleashes his sexiest smile on me. “Don’t worry.”

      Desperate to change the subject and regain some equilibrium, I glance at Marlene. “Have you spoken to Nico or Sofia? They were in rough shape last night.”

      “I haven’t, but I heard they’re back at his house.”

      “I’m glad she’s there, with those lunatics shooting innocent people.”

      “I am, too,” she says, “but they’re blaming themselves. I hope this doesn’t drive a wedge between them. I like them together.”

      “I do, too, which is surprising because I wasn’t at all in favor of it at first.”

      “Why not?” Chris asks.

      “My Nico… He’s too handsome for his own good and has had women flocking around him since he was a teenager.”

      “Poor guy,” Chris says with a twinkle in his eye.

      Alfredo laughs. “A terrible burden, I’m sure.”

      The four of us share a laugh.

      “The attention has come too easily to him, and as a result, he hasn’t always been as honorable in his dealings with women as we’d like him to be.”

      “He’s different with Sofia, though,” Marlene adds. “I think he’s in love.”

      “I think so, too, which is why I’m feeling better about it than I was.” For Chris’s sake, I add, “Sofia came into our lives when Jason diagnosed her son with a cancerous brain tumor that he removed. We took her under our wings, gave her a job and a family. She’s been through a lot with her son and leaving an abusive marriage. We care for her very much. The last thing we wanted was our grandson causing her any more heartache.”

      “I can understand that,” Chris says.

      “When he’s at the restaurant while she’s working, he never takes his eyes off her,” Alfredo says. “It’s like he can’t help but watch her.”

      “I’ve noticed that, too,” Marlene says with a warm smile for her partner.

      The two of them are so damn cute together. She told me over Christmas that he wants to get married, but she isn’t sure that’s what she wants. I get that. The two of us have been widowed longer than we were married and are set in our ways.

      “Nico hasn’t spent this much time at the restaurant since he was a waiter,” I tell Chris. “He’s there all the time these days, but only when Sofia is there, too.”

      “It sounds like your grandson has met his match,” Chris says.

      “I sure hope so.” I take a sip of coffee and a bite of the delicious Cuban pastry Marlene brought. “She’s good for him. She won’t put up with any of his crap.”

      “I doubt she’s going to see that side of him,” Marlene says. “She brings out his softer side. In other news, when do you suppose Maria is going to tell us she’s expecting?”

      “Wait. What? How did I miss that?”

      Marlene shrugs her petite shoulders. “I noticed last night her cheeks look fuller, and she gets queasy over every smell, like Carmen does.”

      “How dare these kids do this to us?” I ask on a moan. “I’m so not ready to be a great-grandmother. Nothing says old quite like that does.”

      “You are not old, Livia,” Chris says emphatically. “You’re magnificent.”

      Marlene’s busybody eyes nearly pop out of her head when he says that.

      I’d die of mortification on the spot if I wasn’t on fire with curiosity about what might happen next. I can’t die right when things are getting so interesting.

      “I couldn’t agree more, Chris,” Marlene says with her sweet-as-sugar smile.

      Again, I want to smack her. That impulse happens a lot when she’s around.

      “Livia is magnificent,” Marlene says. “She and I love to bicker.”

      Alfredo’s snort of laughter sets us off. “That’s putting it mildly. The two of them are like angry cats half the time, but they’d cut you if you said a bad word about the other one.”

      “That about sums us up.” I grin at my best friend. “It’s been like that between us from the minute her Vivian met my Vincent more than thirty years ago now.”

      “We started poking at each other the first time we met,” Marlene says with a smile, “and we’ve never stopped.”

      “It’s all in good fun,” Alfredo tells Chris.

      “Most of the time, anyway,” Marlene says.

      “There’s no one I’d rather have at my kitchen table after the night from hell,” I tell her.

      “Likewise, my dear friend.” She glances at Chris and then to me. “Now that I know you’re in good hands, we’re going to go and let you get some rest.” With a sly grin, she says, “You should come to brunch next Sunday, Chris. I’m sure we’ll be back to normal by then.”

      “I’d love to. Thank you, Marlene.”

      I’m in for a grilling about him the next time we have two minutes alone, but I can handle her.

      “Thank you for coming by to check on me.” I walk her and Alfredo to the door and hug them. “Means a lot to me.”

      “We’ll be right here for you and your Milo,” Alfredo tells me.

      “He’s our Milo. Mine and Marlene’s.”

      Her eyes fill with tears as she hugs me a second time. “Yes, he is.”

      We’ve shared everything over the years, including our grandchildren.

      “We’ll see you later at the hospital,” Marlene says.

      “See you then.”

      My belly flutters with nerves as I return to the kitchen, where my much-younger, sexy flight instructor waits to further define our relationship. They say there’s no fool like an old fool, a thought that nearly makes me laugh out loud.

      “What’s so funny?” he asks.

      “I am. I’m funny.”

      “I’ve noticed that.”

      We laugh a lot when we’re together, which is another thing to like about him. The list of things I like about him is long and includes the way he speaks of his daughter with such affection and obvious love. He was never married to her mother but has been in her life from the beginning. He taught her to fly when she was sixteen, and now she works with him teaching others.

      “Why are you funny now?”

      “Because I’m an old fool acting like a teenager in the throes of a first crush.”

      “This crush works both ways, then?”

      “Apparently so.” I glance at him. “Could I ask you something?”

      “Anything you’d like.”

      “How old are you?”

      “Sixty-one.”

      I wince. “Ouch.”

      “Age is just a number. You, my friend, could be fifty for all your youthful vitality.”

      “Oh,” I say, hooting with laughter, “you’re a charmer, aren’t you? Did you hear what Marlene said? We’re going to be great-grandmothers before this year is out! You don’t even have grandchildren yet!”

      He tosses his head back and laughs, and Lord have mercy, the man is sexy when he laughs.

      Hell, he’s sexy when he breathes.

      Then he ups the ante when he puts his hands on my shoulders and gazes down at me with the look men have been giving women since the beginning of time. It hasn’t been so long for me that I don’t know what that look means.

      I take a step back. I’m not ready for whatever he’s thinking. Not when I’m exhausted, overwrought and probably have the world’s worst coffee breath after drinking gallons of it during the night.

      “I’m sorry. This is certainly not the time for this conversation. But I’d like to have it one of these days. When your grandson is on the road to recovery. Would that be okay?”

      As I look up at him, handsome and kind and far too young for me, I realize this is a moment of truth. Am I willing to explore this attraction between us, or should I put a stop to it while I still can? I no sooner ask myself that question than I’m silently screaming NO! He and the flight lessons are the most exciting thing that’s happened to me in years.

      “Yes.” I sound much calmer than I feel. “That would be okay.”
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        MARLENE

      

      

      “I think our girl has a boyfriend!” I wait until we’re in the car before I say a word, but I’m busting to get it out from the second we leave Livia’s home.

      “Looks that way,” Alfredo says with a chuckle as he drives us to my house.

      “How old do you think he is?”

      “Sixties?”

      “Yeah, I’d say probably early sixties. Girlfriend is a… What do to they call it?”

      “A cougar?”

      “Yes! She’s a cougar!”

      “You might want to refrain from saying that to her. She’s apt to punch your lights out.”

      “True.” I rub my hands together, thinking of all the many ways I can push her buttons about this. I love that expression—push her buttons. I learned it from Livia calling Nico Button. When I asked her why, she told me how he pushes everyone’s buttons and what that means.

      If you ask me, Nico comes by his button-pushing naturally, straight from his grandmother, the master button pusher.

      “Thank you for driving me around and taking care of me today,” I tell Alfredo. He’s been a rock since we got the news about Milo last night.

      “It’s my pleasure to drive you around and take care of you.”

      I look over at him, handsome and immaculate even after a night without sleep. How does he do that when I feel like a wreck? “I’d forgotten what it was like to have someone to lean on at times like this.”

      “I’m happy to be the one you lean on in good times and in bad.”

      “What you said… On Nochebuena…”

      “About getting married?”

      “Yes. That.”

      “What about it?”

      “I, uh, I’ve been thinking a lot about it.”

      “I’m very happy to hear that. I think about it all the time.”

      “You do? Really?”

      At a stoplight, he looks over at me with so much love and affection. “All the time.”

      The surge of emotion that comes over me takes me by surprise, but I’m not sure why. It happens a lot when he’s around and saying sweet things to me and anticipating my every need. He’s been a gift to me, and to deny that would be foolish and pointless.

      “I’d understand if you wanted to hold out for a young, handsome fella like Livia has found for herself.”

      The comment has me sputtering with outrage. “I’m not holding out for anyone else.”

      His laughter lets me know he was teasing, and I fell right into his trap. I laugh, too. I’ve laughed more with him than I have in years.

      “I’ve got all I can handle with you.”

      He pulls the car into my driveway and shuts off the engine before turning in his seat to look at me. “I love you, Marlene. You know that, right?”

      “Yes, I do, and I love you, too. I’m so sorry I held out for so long on accepting your dinner invitation. I was a fool.”

      “That’s all right. All that matters is that you eventually said yes.”

      “Still. I wasted time that we can never get back.”

      He brings my hand to his lips and kisses the back of it. “We can spend the rest of our lives making up for lost time. Will you marry me, Marlene?”

      “Ah, jeez, you’re really asking, huh?”

      “I really am. And just so you know, I asked Vivian for your hand in marriage weeks ago, and after she finished crying, she said we have her blessing.”

      “You… You asked her?”

      “Of course.” He seems offended I’d question such a thing. “I knew her support would matter to you.”

      “Yes, it does.”

      “Vincent overheard our conversation, and he said to tell you he approves, too.”

      I’m laughing and crying at the same time. “I’m sure he does. He probably begged you to get me out of his hair.”

      “He never mentioned the word ‘hair.’” He links his fingers with mine. “What do you say? Shall we spend the rest of our lives together?”

      I once visited the Grand Canyon with my late husband and stood on the edge, looking down into the abyss and trying to imagine what it might be like to fall in. This feels like that, like free-falling into the unknown, only with my Alfredo, I know the landing will be soft and safe. “Y-yes, Alfredo. I’ll marry you.”

      “Are you sure?” he asks with that twinkle in his eyes that I adore so much.

      “I’m sure.”

      “Open the glove box.”

      I take a second to translate the word glove.

      He points to the box he means, and I open it to find a blue velvet box inside.

      I lean forward for a closer look. “Is that… Is it Tiffany?”

      “Nothing but the best for my fiancée.”

      “When… How long…” I look over at him, stunned.

      “Two months ago. I wanted to be ready if I ever got you to say yes.” After a pause, he adds, “Go ahead and open it.”

      I reach out to touch the small box with the same careful reverence I would a stick of dynamite. The soft velvet against my hand sends a shiver of excitement through me. I still wear the wedding rings from my beloved Jorge, but on my right hand, as I couldn’t bear to put them away after he died. I hold the small blue box in the palm of my hand for a few seconds before I take the next step to open it, gasping at the sight of a huge square-cut diamond surrounded by smaller stones. “Oh, Alfredo. My goodness!”

      “Is it too much? I wanted something as extraordinary as you are.”

      It’s far too much, but I’d never tell him that. My fingers are like sausages as I try to work the ring free of the box.

      He stops me and does it for me, sliding the ring onto my left hand.

      “It’s… My goodness, it’s exquisite.”

      “As are you. I hope you know how happy you’ve made me, not just today, but every day that we’ve spent together.”

      I can’t stop staring at the ring. “You’ve made me just as happy,” I say when I finally tear my eyes off the ring and look up at him. “I feel the same way I did when Jorge asked me to marry him, full of butterflies and excitement and anticipation.”

      “Yes, I know that feeling, and it’s the same this time for me, too. I think your Jorge and my Diana are looking down at us, pleased with how we’ve honored their memories, but also happy for us to have this second chance.”

      “You really think so?”

      “I know so. They loved us. They’d want the best for us.” He leans across to kiss me. “Thank you for saying yes.”

      “Thank you for asking, for talking to Vivian—and Vincent—and for this beautiful ring.”

      “You’re welcome. Now I want you to go inside and get some rest before you have to be back at the hospital. I’ll come get you around four thirty.”

      “Why don’t you come in and rest with me?”

      His brows rise in an expression of total surprise that I haven’t seen before now. I love that I shocked him. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, Alfredo. I’m sure.”

      
        
        MILO

      

      

      I’m super confused about where I am and what’s happening. There’s this thing around my head that reminds me of an erector set. Just as I start to panic, a young woman appears by my bed. She’s got big brown eyes, shiny dark hair in a ponytail and is wearing pink scrubs.

      “Take it easy, Mr. Giordino. You need to remain still.”

      “Why?”

      “Do you remember what happened?”

      I’d shake my head, but I can’t. “No.”

      “You were shot in the neck. Dr. Northrup performed emergency surgery that saved your life.”

      “Jason did?”

      “Yes.”

      “My family…”

      “They were all here during the night, but he sent them home to get some rest. They’ll be back in a few hours.”

      “I was shot.”

      “Yes, while sitting in traffic.”

      “I don’t remember.”

      “That’s not uncommon. My name is Gianna, and I’ll be your nurse today. Is there anything I can get for you?”

      “I’m thirsty.”

      “I’ll grab some ice chips until Dr. Northrup says you can have water.”

      I stare up at the ceiling, desperately trying to remember what happened. But the last thing I recall is dropping passengers off at the airport. They were on their way home to Boston. After I left them at Departures, I was headed back to Little Havana to pick up a bachelorette party. Everything after leaving the airport is a blank. Considering what Gianna told me, I suppose that’s for the best.

      Gianna returns with the ice chips, which are the best thing ever in my dry mouth.

      “Do you have a cell phone by any chance?”

      “I do.”

      “Could you call my parents for me?”

      “Sure.”

      I recite my dad’s number, since he’s the one more likely to have his phone on him. My mom never knows where hers is.

      Gianna puts the call on speaker, and it rings several times.

      I hope he takes the call from the unknown number.

      “Hello?” he says, sounding uncertain and nervous.

      “Dad? It’s me, Milo.”

      “Oh God, son.” He’s immediately sobbing. “It’s so good to hear your voice. You scared the hell out of us.”

      “Sorry about that.”

      “Don’t be sorry. How do you feel?”

      “Um, good, I guess? Jason has me wearing some sort of device to keep my head still.”

      “Can you move your hands and feet?”

      I wiggle my fingers and toes. “Yeah, why?”

      For a long, long moment, my dad is completely silent until more sobs echo through the phone. “We weren’t sure you’d be able to.”

      “Oh.” The implications of that are almost too big for me to handle. “Really?”

      “It was a very, very long night, my boy. Everyone was there. The entire family.”

      I can picture what a mob scene that must’ve been.

      “Everyone who knows you and the rest of us has brought food. The outpouring has been incredible. You’re very well loved, my dear Milo.”

      “That’s nice of them.”

      “We don’t want you to get too tired,” Gianna whispers.

      “Dad, I have to go, but I’ll see you later?”

      “We’ll be there. Jason told us he’ll call the minute we can see you.”

      “Okay.”

      “We love you so much,” he says, barely able to get the words out. “So damned much.”

      “Love you, too.”

      Gianna ends the call and uses a tissue to wipe tears off my face that I didn’t know were there. “Sounds like you have a very nice family.”

      “Yeah, they’re amazing. You know the restaurant Giordino’s?”

      “Of course. Who doesn’t? It’s one of my favorites.”

      “My aunt and uncle own it. We’ve all worked there at one time or another.”

      “I wondered if you were related.”

      “My dad’s brother, Vincent, and his wife are the owners. Which do you prefer? Italian or Cuban?”

      “I love them both, but I’m partial to the Italian side.”

      “Me, too, but don’t tell anyone I said that. We can’t play favorites.”

      Her smile is beautiful. “I understand, and your secret is safe with me.”

      I close my eyes, just for a second. The next thing I know, my parents and Jason are there.

      My mom is stroking my arm, and based on what they told me earlier, I understand I’m lucky I can feel it. “There’s my sweet boy,” she whispers as tears slide down her cheeks. “Don’t ever scare me like that again.”

      “I’ll try not to.” I want to ask where Gianna is, which is odd, but I’d like to know.

      Jason asks me a bunch of questions and does a series of tests, asking me what I can feel. At the end of it, he smiles. “You passed with flying colors.”

      “Thank God,” Dad says, weeping. “Thank You, God.”

      “That said, you’re looking at a long recovery, Milo. We need to keep you very still for a few days to give the surgical site time to heal. The downside to keeping you still is that it can cause secondary concerns such as blood clots, which is why you have these pressure stockings massaging your legs. We’ll be monitoring you very closely over the next week or so.”

      “So I have to lie here and look up at the ceiling for days?”

      “Pretty much, but we’ll sit you up a little more every day.”

      “Well, that kinda sucks.”

      “It beats the alternative,” Dad says. “We’ll be here to keep you entertained. Don’t worry.”

      “Did someone call my work?”

      “Not yet, but we will. I’m sure they’ve heard about it. It’s been all over the news.”

      I’m not sure how I feel about being all over the news.

      Gianna appears by the side of my bed, and I experience a profound sense of relief. I wonder what that’s about. “How are you feeling?”

      “Okay, I guess. Can I have some water?”

      “Small sips,” Jason says. “We don’t want you to aspirate.”

      “How will I eat?”

      “Carefully. We’re giving you everything you need via IV but will introduce some soft foods tomorrow probably.”

      “So, no cheeseburgers for a while?”

      Jason smiles. “Sorry. Not until we can get you moving. We want your surgical site to be stable before we move you.”

      Over the next few hours, every member of my family cycles through. Because Jason is family to us, they break the rules and allow two visitors at a time. Maria and Austin are standing by my bed when he gets a text that makes him frown.

      “What’s up?” I ask him. I’m jonesing for my own phone, but I’ll save that request for tomorrow.

      “The media has connected me with the shooting of a Giordino. ‘Future Brother-in-Law of Marlins’ Superstar Austin Jacobs Injured in Drive-By Shooting.’”

      “Sorry to drag you into it.”

      “No worries, bro. I don’t care what they say as long as you’re okay.”

      Maria can’t stop weeping as she stands next to my bed, pretending she’s not weeping.

      “What’s with the waterworks, sis? I’m fine.”

      “You’re not fine, and I can’t make it stop no matter how hard I try.”

      “She’s been like this since last night,” Austin adds. “We’ve gone through an entire box of tissues.”

      “Quit being a drama queen,” I tell my sister.

      Maria laughs. “You’re the one wearing the crown.”

      “Exactly. How long will I have this contraption anyway?”

      “Six weeks at the very least,” Jason says from his perch behind a rolling computer stand.

      “Ugh, I’m sorry I asked.”

      “We need to keep your neck as still as possible until we’re certain you’ve healed properly.”

      “Is he always this much of a drag?” I ask Carmen, who’s swapped out with Austin.

      “Not usually, but he knows what he’s doing around here, so you need to listen to him.”

      “Yes, Mom. How are you feeling?” She was sick during Nochebuena and still doesn’t look quite right in the eyes.

      “I’m fine.”

      “Are you knocked up?” Maria asks her.

      “Maybe. Maybe not. Are you?”

      “Maybe. Maybe not.”

      “Wait a minute.” My eyes, the one part of my head I can move without a problem, dart between them. “What gives?”

      “If I tell you,” Carmen says, “will you keep it between us? We were waiting until after the three-month mark to tell people.”

      “We were, too,” Maria adds.

      They go into a girly squealing thing as they hug each other, for a second seemingly mindless of the fact that they’re in an ICU hospital room.

      “That explains the nonstop crying,” Carmen says.

      “And here I thought it was concern for me,” I say.

      Maria’s eyes fill again with tears. “Of course it was.”

      “Stop. I’m joking.”

      My older sister wipes her face with the back of her hand. “It’s not funny. You have no idea what an ordeal we went through last night.”

      “Sorry to do that to you.”

      Maria runs her hand over my arm. “I’ve decided to forgive you, but only because you lived through it.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      I enjoy visits with Vincent, Vivian, Abuela, Nona, Domenic, his parents and several close friends before Gianna says it’s nap time, ushering my visitors to the waiting room for now. I’ll never admit to being relieved to hear her say that, because I’m so tired, I feel like I could sleep for a week.

      “You’re a popular guy,” she says.

      “Tell me the truth. Have they completely overtaken the ICU waiting room and set out a buffet for everyone?”

      “How’d you guess?”

      “I know how they roll. It’s all about quantity in my family—people and food.”

      “You’re lucky to have that.”

      “And I know it, most of the time, anyway. When they’re all up in my business, I’m a little less thankful than I probably should be.”

      She’s a natural beauty with flawless light brown skin that needs no makeup or embellishments. Her smile is electrifying, but her eyes are the showstopper. I wish I could see more of her, but I can see only her top half, which is pretty great. “You should be thankful all the time.”

      “What’s your family like?”

      “I have no family to speak of, other than close friends who are like family.”

      “Oh. I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “It’s for the best.”

      I have so many questions, but she pats me on the arm and tells me she’ll check on me later. “Get some rest while you can.” Before she leaves the room, Gianna dims the lights, but I can still see the hustle and bustle of the ICU through the big windows. The beeping of the machines I’m attached to is going to drive me crazy, but my eyes are so heavy, I can’t keep them open.

      I wonder if I’ll see Gianna again.

      I hope so.
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        NICO

      

      

      Milo is sitting up awkwardly in bed, attached to the halo thing that’s screwed into his head and a million other machines. It’s completely overwhelming to see him that way. I got only a minute with him while my mom was there, too, so it wasn’t the right time to apologize for being partially responsible for putting him in the ICU. I’m trying to stay focused on the positives. Jason expects him to make a full recovery, but it’ll take time and physical therapy. It could take as long as six months for him to get back to where he was before he volunteered to take my rides.

      Six fucking months.

      They say no good deed goes unpunished. If that ain’t the truth.

      I wish I had some way to deal with the white-hot anger I feel toward the men who put my brother in the hospital. I want them to suffer the way he is, but I keep those thoughts to myself, as the last thing my family needs is more trouble brought to them through me.

      But I’m fuming just the same, strung so tightly that vengeance is almost all I can think about even as I go through the motions at work. We’re down a car after the shooting, so I’ve doubled up on rides, which keeps me so busy, I don’t have much time to plot revenge that I won’t get to pursue.

      I need to keep my eye on the things I can control, including my relationships with Sofia and Mateo, my brother and his needs, my parents and their needs, my business, my home, my extended family and the wide circle of friends who’ve been checking in, bringing food and offering whatever help we need.

      I like that Sofia is seeing the way our family and friends come together at difficult times. In a way, the outpouring reminds me of the days that followed the death of Carmen’s first husband, Tony, a police officer gunned down on the job. That was one of the worst things that ever happened to us, if not the very worst thing. We were devastated to lose a young man who’d been one of us for years.

      Thinking about the dreadful weeks that followed Tony’s death makes me even more thankful my brother survived. As bad as this is, I’m well aware of how much worse it could’ve been.

      My phone rings, and I take the call from my dad on Bluetooth. “Hey, what’s up? Is Milo okay?”

      “Yeah, he’s good. He’s been asleep for a couple of hours. We sent everyone else home, but Mommy and I are waiting to see him again before we go.”

      “Don’t wear yourselves out. It’s going to be a long haul.”

      “As long as he’s okay, we’re okay. But we’re worried about you.”

      “About me? What the heck for? I’m not the one who got shot.”

      “No, but you’re the one thinking it should’ve been you.”

      “Well, it should’ve been me. Why didn’t I think about how they’d already come at me once before?”

      “Are you beating yourself up for not thinking like a criminal?”

      “No, I’m beating myself up because my little brother took a bullet that was meant for me. We almost lost him, Dad. If Jason hadn’t been there…”

      “I know, son. We got very lucky. And I understand why you feel the way you do. Hell, I’d feel the same way if Vincent took a bullet that was meant for me. I’d probably never forgive myself.”

      “I’ll never forgive myself for letting this happen to him.”

      “What good will that do, though? Will it change what’s happened?”

      “No, but—”

      “No buts, son. Your rage, your thirst for revenge, your regrets… None of that will change what happened, but I can promise you all those things will make it worse, and not just for you, but for everyone who cares about you.”

      I’m momentarily stunned by how he’s zoomed right in on what I’m thinking and feeling. I let out a huff of laughter. “Are there any secrets in this family?”

      “Not too many. I could see the rage simmering in you one second after you walked into the ICU waiting room today. I got to thinking how I’d feel if I were you and Vincent were Milo. I really, really do understand. I’d want to kill the people who hurt him.”

      “Yeah.” I use my sleeve to brush away tears that infuriate me. I’m not one to sit in my car and cry over anything, but this… I could’ve lost Milo. I can’t imagine life without him.

      “I truly get it, son, but vengeance won’t fix anything. It sure as hell won’t help Milo.”

      “It would make me feel better.”

      “For a minute or two, but your brother would still be in the hospital staring down a long recovery and needing you there with him, like you have been since the day he was born. Mommy and I were talking about that earlier, the day we brought him home and how you wouldn’t let anyone else hold him. You told the girls they had each other and Milo was yours and to get away from him.”

      A sob escapes through my tightly clenched jaw. I remember that day vividly as one of the best days of my life. After two sisters, I finally had a brother.

      “After the girls, we tried for one more because you wanted a brother so badly. Did you know that?”

      I wipe away more tears that won’t stop. “No, you never told me that.”

      “You asked so many times when you were going to have a brother that we decided to try to get you one.”

      “Thank God he wasn’t another sister.”

      Dad laughs. “Aw, come on now. You love them, too.”

      “Yes, I do, but I’m so, so thankful for Milo. I have been every day of his life.”

      “Even when he was pestering the living crap out of you, following you around, getting into your stuff, borrowing your clothes, teasing your girlfriends?”

      “Even then.”

      “Remember the time that kid was bullying him in school?”

      “That was one of my finest moments as a big brother.”

      “Tell me that story. I never get tired of hearing it.”

      We’ve gone over this a thousand times, but I indulge him once more because I know he’s trying to help me with this walk down memory lane. “Milo was coming home from school every day and acting super weird. Wouldn’t talk to anyone, wouldn’t eat dinner, wasn’t sleeping. I finally got him to tell me about this kid who was picking on him, calling him fatso and trying to steal his glasses. I wanted to go beat the shit out of the fucking bastard.”

      “Just like now, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “So, what’d you do about the bully?”

      “We found out he worked at McDonald’s, so Milo and I went there one Saturday for lunch, and I stared at the kid the whole time we were there. I never blinked.”

      “And he got the message?”

      “Oh, hell yeah,” I say on a laugh. “He nearly shit himself when he realized he had my full attention.”

      “I remember being so, so proud of how you handled that. It was perfect. You didn’t say a word to him, but you put him on notice that Milo wasn’t to be messed with.”

      “That didn’t mean I wasn’t dying to pound his ass into the pavement.”

      Dad laughs. “I was right there with you when I found out what that little punk had been saying to Milo, but the point is, you handled it with tremendous maturity and showed your brother he will always have an advocate in you.”

      “No one ever bothered him again after that.”

      “Because they were scared shitless of his menacing big brother.”

      “Damned straight.”

      “You’re the best big brother those three ever could’ve asked for. You’re always there for them when they need you, and so of course it kills you that you couldn’t have been there for Milo last night. But I want you to be thinking about all the times you have been there for him and try to let that balance out the one time you weren’t. Can you do that?”

      “I can try.”

      “Try hard. Don’t bring any more problems down on yourself or Sofia or the people who love you both by doing something stupid. You’re too smart for that, Nico.”

      “Sometimes I wonder if I am.”

      “You are. Keep the big picture in mind.”

      “I will, thank you, Dad. Not sure how you can see so much with one look at me, but I appreciate you talking me off the cliff.”

      “Someday, you’ll be a father, and you’ll see the same things I do when I look at my kids. I told your mother that Maria is pregnant.”

      “Is she?”

      “No confirmation yet. Just speculation on my part.”

      “Interesting. I wonder what that means for their wedding in November.”

      “I guess we’ll see. Are you going to be okay, son?”

      “Yeah, don’t worry about me. Keep your eye on Milo.”

      “I’ve got my eye on all of you, and I always will. Call me if you need to talk. Anytime. Day or night.”

      “I will. Love you, Dad.”

      “Love you, too, son.”

      I end that call and sit there for a long time, thinking about the things he said. I haven’t thought of that bullying thing with Milo in years, but the memory makes me smile. That was one of my finest hours if I do say so myself. Milo kept asking me why I didn’t say something to him. I told him no words were necessary. It was enough for me to stare at him for so long, he got the message not to mess with my brother.

      Thirteen-year-old Milo was skeptical.

      Nineteen-year-old Nico was certain it would work, and besides, I couldn’t very well get into it with a kid unless I wanted to find myself locked up. Thus, the staring contest, which I won by a mile. The kid was shaking in his boots by the time we left, and he never bothered Milo again.

      In fact, no one ever bothered Milo again, which meant the word got out about his badass older brother. No one messes with my siblings. I had words with Marcus after he married someone else while he was still dating Dee. I ran into the douchebag who cheated on Maria more than a year after it happened, and I advised him to give me a wide berth unless he wanted to end up in the hospital. The asshole ran off like the limp dick he is.

      Maybe that’s why this thing with Milo is so hard for me to take. I’ve spent my whole life trying to keep my siblings safe, and to be responsible, even from a distance, for something like this happening to one of them is unbearable.

      It’s well after two a.m. by the time I pull into my driveway, still driving the black Cadillac CT4 from work. I try not to bring work cars home, but sometimes it’s easier to go straight home after my last run than go back to the yard and switch out the cars. My drivers aren’t allowed to take the cars home, but I can do what I want. They’re my cars, after all.

      When I tiptoe into the bedroom where Sofia is asleep in my bed, I notice her bags are packed and sitting by the door.

      Shit.

      I heard what she said earlier about wanting to go home, but I can’t handle the thought of her being vulnerable or accessible to people who’d hurt her simply because she dumped that asshole Joaquín. Since when is wanting out of a marriage grounds for attempted murder? I no sooner ask myself that question than I realize that sort of thing is far more common than I’d like to think. I just hate that it’s happening to her.

      I’ll take her home if that’s what she wants, but I’m going with her, and I’ll stay there with her every night and do what I can to help keep her safe.

      When I get in bed, I snuggle up to her warm body and put my arm around her.

      She sighs in her sleep and relaxes into my embrace as I breathe in the fresh, clean scent of her hair.

      For the first time since I heard Milo was shot, I feel myself settle a bit as the ache in my chest seems to subside somewhat. Being close to her this way is all it takes to calm the storm that’s been raging inside me all day. As I close my eyes and try to sleep, I vow to keep her close to me for as long as I possibly can.

      
        
        SOFIA

      

      

      I’m awake early the next morning, but I stay still and quiet, hoping Nico will sleep for a while longer. I have no idea what time he got home, but I know it was late, since I stayed awake until well after one, hoping to see him. He texted to tell me Milo was in good spirts when he saw him but didn’t say much more than that.

      I hope maybe I’ll get to see him myself at some point, although I won’t blame Milo if he doesn’t want me there.

      The sick feeling I’ve had in my stomach since Saturday night is still there on Monday morning. That Nico’s sweet, kind, younger brother could’ve been harmed by the monster I was married to is just too much for me to handle. I keep thinking I should walk away from Nico and his family, but I can’t bring myself to leave the best people I’ve ever known, even if it would be better for them.

      I love them all so much.

      Especially Nico, who’s been nothing but kind and supportive of me for as long as I’ve known him.

      I wish I was a stronger person who could do what was best for him and his family, but the thought of returning to any semblance of the life I was leading before I knew them breaks my heart.

      “Whatever you’re thinking, knock it off,” he says in a gruff, early-morning voice as he draws me closer to him.

      “How do you know I’m thinking about anything?”

      “Every muscle in your body is tight with tension.”

      I’m shocked by how well he knows me in such a short amount of time together. But then again, no one has ever paid closer attention to me—the real me—than he has. “Is it?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      The next thing I know, I’m on my back, looking up at him gazing down at me with an intense expression on his face.

      “Um, hello?”

      When he smiles, his entire demeanor changes. “Morning. Why are you so tense?”

      “Gee, I wonder.”

      “I told you. He’s going to be fine.”

      “I’m very, very glad about that, but I still feel sick over it.”

      “I know, baby.” He closes his eyes and rests his forehead on mine. “I do, too.” After a full minute of silence, he says, “I saw that you packed to leave.”

      “I need to go home today. It’s my day to get everything done before the work week starts again on Tuesday.”

      “And there’s nothing I can do to convince you to stay here for a little while longer?”

      “I know it’s not what you want me to do, but… I’d really like to go home.”

      “Okay, then, we’ll go to your place.”

      “You don’t have to come with us.”

      “Yes, I do, Sofia. How do you expect me to have a moment of peace knowing you guys are unprotected?”

      “And what will you do if they come for me? Put yourself between us and them?”

      “Yeah,” he says as if that’s no big deal.

      “So your mother will have another son in the hospital, or worse?”

      “If you were to stay here until things calm down, then we wouldn’t have to worry about them being able to get at you or me.”

      “Except for when I’m at work or driving to work or at the grocery store or the drugstore or Mateo’s school or any of the dozens of other places I am during a given week.”

      “Hearing that list sends my anxiety into the red zone.”

      “That’s bad, right?”

      “Very bad.” He rolls off me onto his back, taking his body heat and the start of a promising erection with him.

      I look over at him staring up at the ceiling as if he might find the answers there. His obvious distress hurts me.

      “I’ll stay.”

      He turns to me. “Really?”

      Nodding, I say, “I’m not trying to make this harder on you than it already is.”

      On his side now, he puts his hand on my belly. “This, as you put it, is the sweetest thing I’ve ever had in my entire life. The stuff that’s happened outside of this can’t touch us unless we let it. I respect your desire to return to your own home, but the truth is, I can keep you safer here in this gated community. You can get groceries and anything else you need delivered. I can go with you when you take Mateo to school and pick him up. If we reduce the opportunities for them to get at you, we keep you safer until things settle down.”

      “I know, and I agree. I hope you don’t think I’m being foolish by wanting to go home. It’s just that I worked so hard to have that place and to establish a routine for us that it’s hard for me to be removed from it.”

      “We’ll get you back there as soon as it’s safe. I promise. I’ll talk to Miguel today to get an idea of what the cops are hearing from Joaquín’s crew. Maybe having him and Diego charged with serious felonies will scare them enough to stand down.”

      “I wish I believed they were that smart.”

      “Yeah, me, too.” He links his fingers with mine. “Tell me about your Monday routine, and let’s see what we can do to get everything done.”

      “Don’t you have work?”

      “Not until later on.”

      “You must be tired. You got home late.”

      “I’m fine with five or six hours of sleep. I’ve always been that way.”

      “You’re lucky. If I don’t get at least seven, I’m cranky.”

      “I can’t imagine you cranky.”

      “Just wait… It’s not pretty.”

      “There’s never a time when you’re not pretty. I refuse to hear otherwise.”

      He makes me smile and laugh when I’d think neither was possible. “Mateo will be happy to hear we’re staying awhile longer. He cried last night when I told him we were going home and couldn’t bring the pool with us.”

      “I told you he can swim in my pool anytime he wants, regardless of where you guys are staying.”

      “That’s very sweet of you. It’s so good for his therapy. After just a few days of swimming, I can already see him getting stronger.”

      “Then he needs to be swimming every day.”

      “He’d love that.”

      “We’ll make it happen.”

      “Can we go to my place today to pick up mail and a few other things we need?”

      “Of course. We’ll go after we get Mateo to school.”

      I glance at the clock on the bedside table. “I’ve got to get him up in fifteen minutes.”

      “Fifteen whole minutes? Do you know what we can do in fifteen minutes?”

      “Take a shower? Cook breakfast? Start some laundry—”

      His kiss is filled with laughter as he sets out to show me a much better use of that time. “Come here.”

      “Let me pee first.”

      “Hurry. We only have fifteen minutes.”

      After I quickly use the bathroom and brush my teeth, I get back in bed and curl up to him. He effortlessly moves me so I’m on top of him, with his erection throbbing against my belly.

      His hands slide down my back to cup my ass as he presses against me. “You feel so good. So, so good.”

      “You do, too.”

      “This,” he says, “with you… I want you to know… You’re the best thing to ever happen to me.”

      “You really think so? Even after everything else that’s happened?”

      “God, yes. From the first minute I ever saw you, I wanted you more than I’ve ever wanted anything, even the train set I begged for when I was ten.”

      Smiling, I place my hands on his chest and push myself up so I’m straddling him. “More than the train set, huh?”

      “Way more, and I wanted that train set like I’ve never wanted anything.”

      I press my core against his erection, and he groans as he tugs at my tank. I pull it up and over my head.

      His eyes go hot when my breasts spring free of the top, and his hands are there a second later, his thumbs stroking my nipples.

      My head falls back in surrender.

      He sits up and replaces his hands with his lips, tongue and teeth.

      I can’t sit still. “Nico.”

      “What, baby?”

      “I want you.”

      “Best words I’ve ever heard from anyone.”

      We disentangle long enough to remove my panties and his boxers, and then I’m back on top, taking him in slowly and carefully, moaning the whole way as I struggle to take him in. I’ve never had that problem before, which is another thing that makes him different.

      “Easy, sweetheart. Nice and easy.”

      I can’t believe this is all it takes to bring me right to the brink of orgasm. He hasn’t even moved yet. Toward the end, I was faking it with Joaquín, which I now realize was part of a much larger problem. I was afraid of him when we weren’t having sex, so how was I supposed to relax and let go when we were?

      “Why the tension?” Nico asks. “Does something hurt?”

      “No,” I say on a long exhale, not wanting him to know Joaquín is on my mind, especially right now. “It’s the good kind of tension.”

      “Ah, we like that kind of tension.”

      “Yes, we like it very much.”

      “Do we like this even better?” He presses his fingers to my clit as he pinches my nipple with his other hand. I come so hard I see stars, and when I recover from the incredible high, I realize I’m the only one who saw stars. “You ready for some more?”

      Nodding, I pivot my hips and love his sharp gasp.

      “Do it again.”

      I do it again and again until he’s pushing back with every thrust, taking me up again. I can’t believe he’s going to make me come twice in less than fifteen minutes.

      We broke our own record.
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        NICO

      

      

      I love this routine with Sofia that includes early-morning sex, breakfast with Mateo, dropping him at school and doing errands. I keep a watchful eye on the rearview mirror and am always acutely aware of our surroundings. After we drop Mateo at school, I breathe a little easier with one less person to worry about for a few hours.

      My dad sent a text saying he checked in with the nurses and Milo had a restful night and is doing well, which is a relief. We can see him later this afternoon.

      When we park outside Sofia’s apartment, my anxiety spikes all over again. If they’re watching us, they’ll be looking for my truck, so the fact that we’re still in my car from last night might help, except the shiny black Cadillac stands out like a sore thumb in a parking lot full of regular cars.

      After she grabs her mail from a box in the lobby, I usher her up the stairs to her place while I scan the area again. Everything is quiet, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t watching us. Maybe they have to work like normal people and don’t have time to be stalking Joaquín’s ex-wife this morning.

      “We should put together a full list of all the people he associates with so I can pass it on to Miguel.” I wish someone had thought of that before my brother was nearly killed. “Is that something you can do?”

      “Yes, I’ll do it right now. You want some coffee?”

      “Always.”

      She puts a pot on to brew and then sits at the kitchen counter with a pad and pen, using her phone contacts to compile a list. “I’m including phone numbers for significant others in some cases, because that’s all I have.”

      “Whatever we can give him will be helpful. I suspect the reason he hasn’t asked us for this info is because they already know these guys. But it can’t hurt to give him your list. Include anyone peripheral, too.”

      Her brows knit with confusion over the word peripheral.

      “People who hang out sometimes, but maybe aren’t part of the main group.”

      “Ah, right. Okay. I need to add that new word to my list.”

      By the time she finishes, she’s covered three list-size notebook pages with names and phone numbers.

      “This is great, babe.” I take photos of it and compose a text to Miguel.

      Hey, so Sofia compiled this list of people who associate with Joaquín. We’re at her place now for a short time, but she and her son will be staying with me until we’re sure it’s safe for her to go home. We’re all a bit on edge, as you can imagine.

      Miguel replied immediately. Thanks for this. It’ll help. We know this crew, but it’s good to have all the info we can get. We’re keeping an eye on them and have put them on notice that we’re watching and prepared to charge anyone who thinks they can finish what Joaquín and Diego started. How’s your brother?

      He’s doing ok. In ICU and facing a long recovery, but we’re thankful he’s still with us and isn’t paralyzed.

      Thank God for both those things. I saw the incident report this morning, and the responding officers initially thought he was DOA.

      My stomach drops when I see that. Jesus. We got very lucky, and we know it.

      Yeah, for sure.

      Sofia goes back to work tomorrow night.

      We’ll have eyes on the restaurant while she’s there.

      How long will that be necessary?

      Until we’re sure that no one is going to pick up where they left off. I like to think seeing Joaquín and Diego in serious trouble might put a scare into the rest of them, but it doesn’t always work that way, so we’ll remain vigilant for now.

      I’m worried about my extended family. They came for me because I’m with her, and then they shot Milo because they thought he was me, but what if they go after my parents or my sisters, looking to hurt me enough that I leave her? (Which isn’t going to happen.)

      I understand the fear. All I can say is we’re watching the ones most likely to be looking for retribution. I’m glad your lady got away from Joaquín Diaz. He’s bad news. Has been for years.

      After everything she went thru to break free of him and leave, I hate to see her living in fear for herself, her son, for me and my family.

      I hear you, brother, and we’re doing everything we can. Will keep you posted on any developments.

      Appreciate it.

      “What’d he say?” Sofia asks with the pinched, anxious expression that makes me want to go to the city jail and beat the shit out of her ex-husband.

      I give her the gist without saying anything that’ll make her more afraid than she already is. “He said your list will be very helpful.”

      “Glad I could do something, although if they find out I gave the cops their names, that could make everything worse.”

      “They won’t find out it was you. Miguel would never let that happen, and besides, he said they’re very well known to the police, long before now.” I go to her and put my arms around her. “Try not to worry. We’re doing everything we can.”

      She relaxes into my embrace and loops her arms around my back. “It’s hard not to worry. Never in my life would I have expected him to do the things he’s already done.”

      “Miguel said he’s been bad news for a long time. I think maybe he’s gotten lucky evading serious trouble before now, but he’s been on their radar for years.”

      “I had no idea. I guess that makes me naïve, but I really didn’t know. When we were first together, we had so many plans and dreams. He wanted to open an auto body repair shop, and we were going to buy a house and have more kids. I was going to take some classes and work toward my degree and maybe help him run the business. None of it happened. It just became this daily struggle to get by, and the harder things got, the meaner he was to me, as if it was my fault that nothing was working out the way we thought it would.”

      “I’m sorry you went through that.”

      “I should’ve left him years ago when I started noticing long absences that he couldn’t explain. I thought he had another woman, but now I see he was probably doing stuff with his cousins and friends that could’ve gotten him into big trouble if he’d gotten caught.” She straightens suddenly. “There was one time, about two years ago, when he disappeared for a whole week. No one knew where he was. I was convinced he was probably dead. I bet he was in jail.”

      “We could find out.”

      She ponders that for a second. “I think I’d like to know.”

      I send a text to Miguel, who writes back quickly.

      He was locked up for eight days two years ago for suspected auto theft. We held him due to outstanding warrants while we investigated the car thing. We suspected he and his boys were running a chop shop, but in the end, we couldn’t prove it and had to let him go. But he was on probation for failing to appear on several other misdemeanor charges.

      I read Miguel’s response to Sofia.

      “I knew nothing about any of that. He came back home after the week he was missing like it was no big deal and said he’d gone out of town to pick up some parts he needed for a job he was doing. I didn’t believe him, but I wasn’t about to ask any questions. After that… That’s when I started seriously saving up to leave. It took almost a year to save enough for my own place and then another six months to work up the courage to leave.”

      “What happened when he figured out you guys were gone?”

      “He lost his mind. I had friends who kept me in the loop. They told me he went crazy trying to find me and called the police to say I’d taken off with his kid. Now I get why they didn’t take him seriously. They already knew who and what he was and probably thought it was a good thing that I’d gotten his son away from him. But I was so scared he was going to find me and kill me for taking Mateo.”

      “God, I hate that you went through that alone.”

      “I wasn’t entirely alone. I had Gladys, who’s been like a mother to me and a grandmother to Mateo, and some good friends who still took my call even years after I’d last talked to them. Some of them had been with guys like Joaquín and knew how they operated, isolating us from our support networks so they could control everything we said and did.”

      “I’m glad Gladys and your friends were there for you.”

      “They did what they could, but I was still afraid all the time. And then he took me to court, trying to get custody of Mateo. That’s when I really got scared that he might win. But it didn’t really go anywhere, and I couldn’t figure out why, but now I know it was because he’d been in jail and was on probation. However, the judge gave him one overnight with Mateo a week, which forced me to have to see him. That was terrifying. I worried all the time whether he was going to take off with Mateo, and I’d never see him again.”

      I lead her to the sofa and sit next to her, continuing to hold her hand. “I can’t imagine how scary that must’ve been.”

      “It was horrible, and then Mateo got sick. That was the scariest thing of all.”

      “Tell me about that.” I want to hear all her secrets, all her stories, all her dreams. I’ve never wanted to know another person the way I do her.

      “I thought he had the flu. He was lethargic and didn’t want to do anything but lie around and watch TV, which was so not like him. He was always begging me to go to the park to play on the swings, to play chase with him or to ride the Big Wheel we got him for Christmas one year. But for like two weeks, he was just so tired all the time. It just got worse and worse, and I was so, so scared that something terrible was wrong with him.”

      “You knew.”

      “I think I did, even before Jason said it was something bad. That day at the clinic… I’ll never forget how scared Jason was. I could see it in his face even though he was calm for me. Everything happened so fast. They took us by ambulance to Miami-Dade. Jason did some tests, found the tumor and operated all within an hour or two of us first seeing him. That sense of… What do you call it?”

      “Urgency?”

      “Yes, urgency… It was very scary. My hands… They were shaking so bad, I could barely fill out the forms. I was terrified for Mateo and wondering how I’d ever pay for him to have surgery.” Her eyes shine with tears when she looks up at me. “Jason… He donated his services. We owe him everything.”

      “He’s incredibly talented.”

      “Later, he told me that the tumor Mateo had is the one he’d been studying for years and that there was no one in the country better prepared to operate on that particular tumor than he was. God was really looking out for us that day.”

      “I’d say so, and He’s been looking out for you ever since. Look at how well Mateo is doing now.”

      “He’s so much better than he was, but there’s still a long way to go. Sometimes the other kids at school ask him why he walks funny or why his face is ‘frowny.’ He tells them because he had cancer, and now he doesn’t.”

      “I love that. He’s such a great kid.”

      “Yes, he is. Somehow, he’s come through all the craziness still as sweet as he was before.”

      “That’s thanks to you. You’re so good with him.”

      “He’s the most precious thing in my life.”

      “Do you want more kids?”

      The question seems to take her by surprise. “I certainly didn’t want them with Joaquín. He barely noticed Mateo until I left with him, and then he was more interested in him than he’d ever been. I have no idea where he was the day Mateo had surgery. I texted him several times, but never heard from him.”

      “Every new thing I learn about him makes me hate him more than I already do.”

      “Believe me, I get that. I was very careful to make sure there wouldn’t be any more kids with him. I got birth control injections at the clinic so he wouldn’t find pills in the house. He wanted more kids, but what I think he wanted more than anything was more reasons to tie me to him. It wasn’t about the children. It was about controlling me.”

      “Well, if there’s one bit of good news in all the chaos of the last few days, it’s that he’s locked up, and he’s going to stay that way for a long time.”

      “What’ll I tell Mateo about his father when he asks?”

      “He’s old enough to hear the truth.”

      “Yeah, I guess so,” she says with a deep sigh. “He probably won’t be surprised. He’s seen Joaquín in action enough to be afraid of him. He hated having to go with him for overnights.”

      “Thankfully, he won’t have to do that anymore.”

      “I suppose that’s one… What’s the term for when something good comes of something bad?”

      “Silver lining?”

      “Yes, that’s a silver lining.” She glances at me with a hopeful look in her eyes that I haven’t seen before. “I’ve been thinking about what you said about maybe trying to find my father.”

      “Really?”

      Nodding, she says, “My mother always said he seemed like a good man, although she only met him that one time, so I’m thinking maybe that good man would want to know he has a daughter and a grandson.”

      “I’m sure he would. What else do you know about him?”

      “That his name was Jon, he was from Minnesota, and he was stationed at Homestead while he was in the navy during the mid-nineties.”

      “Sofia… That’s probably enough to find him. Do you have a Facebook account?”

      “Yes, and Instagram.”

      “You should post that you’re looking for a man named Jon from Minnesota who was stationed at Homestead in the Miami area in the mid-nineties and knew a woman named… What’s your mother’s name?”

      “Mildred, but she goes by Millie.”

      “A woman named Millie. Say that anyone who knows who this might be can contact you by direct message. And ask people to share it.”

      “You really think that might work?”

      “It can’t hurt. Social media is very powerful, and when people start sharing, you never know what’ll happen.”

      She holds up her arm. “I have goose bumps when I think about finding him.”

      “Do you want me to do the post for you?”

      “No, that’s okay. I’ll do it.” She picks up her phone, opens the Facebook app and starts typing. “I just remembered something else. My mother told me about meeting his sister, Jessica, who was visiting when they met.”

      “Add that. Every detail helps.”

      “I can’t believe I’m actually doing this,” she says with a nervous laugh.

      “I think it’s awesome. I hope you find him and that he’s thrilled to know he has a daughter and grandson. Anyone would be thrilled to have you two in their lives.”

      “Thank you for that and for encouraging me to do this. It’s something I’ve wanted to do for a long time, but life got in the way.” She types up the post and then hands the phone to me. “Did I spell everything right?”

      I read through the post, which is almost exactly what I suggested she write. “Looks perfect to me.” I hand the phone back to her.

      She holds it for a long moment before she moves her thumb to press the Post button. Then she blows out a deep breath. “Well, here we go.”

      “Here we go. Post it to Instagram and Twitter, too, if you have that.”

      “I do.”

      She makes the other posts and then tosses her phone aside. “How am I supposed to function with that out there?”

      Smiling, I lean in to kiss her. “Let social media do its thing while you do yours. If nothing comes of the posts, I have a friend who does some private investigation work for lawyers here in town. I’ll ask him to look into it for you.”

      “In case I haven’t told you, you’re the best.”

      “You really think so?”

      “I really do. Your first thoughts are always, ‘How can I make things easier for Sofia and Mateo? How can I keep them safe? How can I help them?’ I’ve never known anyone like you, except for your grandmothers and the rest of your family. That’s where you get it.”

      “I’m not sure anyone has ever looked at me that way before.”

      “I see you. I see your character. I see the guy who mowed his neighbors’ lawn after being up all night worrying about his brother. I see that guy, and I like what I see.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Please don’t thank me. You’ve done so much for me.”

      “We’ve done a lot for each other.”

      “If you say so.”

      “I do. What you just said… You have no idea how much that means to me. Most people see the less flattering parts of my personality. And I admit I deserve criticism for how I’ve behaved in the past. Being with you and Mateo… You make me want to be worthy of you.”

      “You’re incredibly worthy of us.”

      Her gaze shifts to my lips, and just that quickly, I’m hard for her. “About those things you need to do today…”

      She continues to stare at my mouth. “What about them?”

      “Will they keep for a little while?”

      “I suppose. I just need to pack some more clothes and then do laundry at your house. Why?”

      “I was thinking we’ve got the place all to ourselves and nowhere to be until it’s time to pick up Mateo.”

      “And what would you like to do with all this time we have before we pick up Mateo?”

      “How about I show you rather than tell you?”

      “Okay…”

      When I might’ve swooped in, picked her up and tossed her over my shoulder to take her to bed, I resist that urge out of respect for what she’s been through in the past. The last thing I’d ever want to do is scare her. Instead, I stand and give her hand a gentle tug, bringing her to her feet. Then I put my arms around her and lift her, drawing a surprised gasp from her.

      “Is this okay?” I ask as I walk toward the apartment’s only bedroom.

      She nods and smiles before she kisses me. “It’s okay.”

      When her phone rings, she glances back at where she left it. “I’ve got to get that in case it’s the school.”

      I put her down, and she goes to get the phone, freezing when she sees the screen.

      “Who is it?”

      “My mother.”

      “Do you want to take it?”

      “No.”

      “Then don’t. You’re not obligated to talk to her.”

      “She hasn’t called me in more than a year.”

      “Is it possible she saw the post on Facebook?”

      “Yes, I suppose it is.”

      “Put the phone down, Sofia, and come here.”

      She places the phone on the coffee table and crosses the room to me.

      I rest my hands on her shoulders. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, it’s just strange to have her call me.” Her phone chimes with a voicemail message. “That’ll be from her. She’s probably angry that I’m looking for him.”

      “Why would she care?”

      “She never wanted to talk about it when I’d ask her why she didn’t tell him about me. Once, when she was drinking, she said the stuff about him being a good man and seemed kind of sad, as if she wished that maybe she’d tried harder to see him again. But most of the time when I asked about him, she’d say, ‘He had his life, and I had mine.’ That would be the end of the conversation, except she’d sometimes add that I wasn’t the only kid growing up without a father, and I’d survive. I think all the time about how my life might’ve been different if my dad had been around.”

      “He might’ve kept her from being so hard on you.”

      “I’d like to think so, but who knows? He might’ve been even worse.”

      “I don’t think so, and she probably knew you’d like him better, which was why she kept him away from you.” I continue to massage the tension from her shoulders. “Do you want to listen to her voicemail?”

      She shakes her head. “I’d like to go back to what we were going to do before she called.”

      I put my arms around her and lift her again. “You mean this?”

      Her smile again reminds me of what sunshine looks like when it emerges from behind the clouds. “Yes, that’s what I mean.”
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      Lying naked in Nico’s arms is about the best thing I’ve ever experienced, second only to the way he loves me. He’s so gentle and sweet, yet also hot and passionate. I never knew it could be this way, that I could feel so safe with a man and let myself fully experience the act of love the way I do with him.

      He’s got me tucked up against him, my leg between his as his hand strokes my back and bottom, making me want him all over again. I’m not sure how he does that so effortlessly. He’s got me so relaxed that I’m not thinking about my long list of things I need to get done while Mateo is at school. I’ve even forgotten about the social media posts that might lead me to my father at long last.

      No, all I’m thinking about is this man and the love I feel for him that seems to grow stronger by the day. I kiss his chest and breathe in the scent that drives me crazy. I’m not sure if it’s soap or cologne or just him, but I love it.

      I love him. So, so much. It sort of scares me how much I love him, because when you give someone that kind of power over you, it can be terrifying.

      My phone rings again. “I’ve got to get that.”

      Nico releases me, and I get up, grab his T-shirt from the floor and put it on before I go to get my phone.

      It’s my mother again.

      Ugh.

      I listen to her voicemail. “What the hell are you doing posting about Jon without even talking to me first? You have no idea what you’re starting with that. Take it down. Now.” She ends the message without even asking how I am or how Mateo is. When I called to tell her he was sick, she said she told me not to have him in the first place. I haven’t called her since then.

      I’m not taking down the posts. I want to know the man who fathered me. I have a right to that information, regardless of what she says.

      My phone chimes with a text that says basically the same thing the voicemail did. Without taking the time to even think about it, I block her. I should’ve done that a long time ago. Next, I block her on Facebook and the other platforms so she can’t see what I’m posting. My life is none of her business. That’s how she wanted it.

      “Everything okay?” Nico asks.

      “Yep.” His phone rings, so I bring it with me when I return to the bedroom and hand it to him.

      “Thanks. Hey, Maria, what’s up?” He listens for a minute and then looks up at me. “Sure, we can do that. Sounds like fun. What can I bring?” After another second, he says, “Yes, can do. See you then.” After he ends the call, he reaches for me and brings me back into his arms. “Maria and Austin are having everyone over for dinner. They thought it might help to be together after the last few days.”

      “You don’t have to work?”

      “Not until later. My first ride is at eight.”

      “Are you sure they want us there?”

      “My sister said, ‘We’d like to invite you, Sofia and Mateo to join us.’ Those were her exact words.”

      “If you’re sure it’s okay.”

      He holds out a hand to me, and when I take hold of it, he guides me back into bed, covering me with the down comforter I saved for weeks to buy. “I’m sure it’s okay. As much as we may be blaming ourselves for what happened to Milo, no one else is.”

      “I’m not sure I’d have that kind of grace if this had happened to my son.”

      “My family loves you. They know you. They’d never blame you for what your ex-husband did, Sofia.”

      “We got so lucky, Nico. Milo got so lucky. An inch or two either way, and he’d be dead or paralyzed. I keep thinking about what we would’ve done if that had happened.”

      “We need to thank God every day for the rest of our lives that it didn’t happen.”

      “But it could have, and that will always be tied to me, even if indirectly.”

      “I understand why you feel that way, and I would, too, if the roles were reversed. Just like I feel responsible for letting Milo take my rides when they’d already come for me and one of my work cars. That said, we’re not the ones who hurt him, and everyone knows that. My dad reminded me earlier of how much I’ve always loved him. From the day they brought him home, I said he was mine, and that was that.”

      “That’s very sweet.”

      “One time, this kid was bullying him. We went to the McDonald’s where the kid worked, and I stared him down the entire time we were there. He never bothered Milo again—and no one else did either. My dad reminded me of that story. I’d forgotten about it.”

      “I’ll bet Milo never forgot it.”

      “I guess not.”

      “You’re a wonderful big brother, Nico.”

      “Not always, but I’m going to be from now on. I’ve taken my sisters and brother for granted, that they’re always going to be there. Now I know that’s not necessarily true.”

      “You’re lucky to have them. I used to yearn for siblings.”

      “I’m happy to share mine with you—and all my cousins.”

      “How many cousins do you have?”

      “Like thirty-two, I think. Nona has sixteen, and my mother’s side has sixteen, plus ten more honorary cousins from Abuela’s side.”

      My eyes bug at that number. “Are you close to them all?”

      “Not all of them, but I certainly know them all. There are tons of family weddings, graduation parties, reunions. It’s always something in one family or the other, although we’re closer to my dad’s side since most of them live here.”

      “I can’t imagine being part of a family like yours.”

      “You are part of a family like mine. My family is your family. No matter what happens between us, once Nona and Abuela adopt you, there’s no getting out.”

      I smile, but only half-heartedly. “You wouldn’t mind if your family keeps me around even if you don’t?”

      “I have every intention of keeping you around for as long as I possibly can. In fact, forever would be perfect.”

      “You really mean that?”

      “I really do. I’m in this for keeps, Sofia. With you and with Mateo. I don’t want you to ever think otherwise.”

      “That makes me feel very lucky.”

      “I’m the lucky one. Don’t worry about anything, okay? Everything is going to be great from here on out. I know it.”

      I hope that’s a promise he can keep.
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      Two hours after I posted on social media, the posts have been shared more than a thousand times, and I have a message from a young woman named Janelle. I think the Jon you are looking for is my uncle. I’m Jessica’s daughter. Why are you looking for him?

      “What should I say?” I ask Nico. “Should I tell her the truth?”

      “Why not? You’re going to have to say why at some point. Why not now?”

      “What if she doesn’t tell him? Maybe I should just say I need to discuss a private matter with him and would appreciate his contact info if she’s willing to give it.”

      “I suppose that might be better than putting the choice in her hands to tell him what you want to ask him.”

      “Okay.”

      Thank you so much for replying to my post. I have a personal matter I’d like to discuss with Jon and would appreciate his contact info if you’re willing to share it. I include my phone number and email address, while realizing she could be my first cousin. After hearing about Nico’s cousins, I wonder how many I have. I press Send on the message, hoping she passes it on to him.

      “What if she doesn’t tell him?”

      “We can find Jessica through her and go from there. It won’t be hard to find him now that we have a family member to work with.”

      “You sound like you’ve done this before.”

      “Not like this, but my friend does this sort of stuff all the time and has shared some stories over the years. He could find your dad in half an hour with what we know so far.”

      Twenty minutes later, I’m gathering laundry to take to Nico’s when my phone chimes with a text. I grab the phone off the counter.

      This is Jon Baxter. I was told you’re trying to reach me? My niece told me you referred to Millie in Miami??

      His name is Jon Baxter.

      My hands are shaking as I reply. Thank you for getting in touch. Millie is my mother. I know this might be shocking to you, but I think you might possibly be my father.

      I hold my breath, waiting to see if he’ll reply.

      When the phone rings with an out-of-state number, I nearly die of shock. How could it be this easy to find him?

      Nico puts his hands on my shoulders. “Take a breath, babe. You got this.”

      I take the breath he suggested and press the green button. “Hello?”

      “This is Jon. I… I don’t know what to say. I had no idea. She never told me.”

      “I’m so sorry to drop this on you, but I’ve been trying to figure out a way to find you for years. A friend suggested I try social media, and it was remarkably easy.”

      “How old are you?”

      “I’ll be twenty-seven in June,” I say, adding the date of my birth.

      “That adds up to when your mom and I were together. I’m speechless. Truly. All this time, I’ve had a daughter out there I didn’t know about. Why didn’t she tell me?”

      “I don’t know. She and I are basically estranged, and it’s better that way for me.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. Your name is Sofia?”

      “Yes, Sofia Diaz, which is my married name, but I’m getting divorced. I have a five-year-old son named Mateo.”

      “So not only do I have a daughter I didn’t know about, but I also have a grandson. Wow. I’m going to need a minute to wrap my head around this.”

      “I understand. I’m not getting in touch because I want anything other than to know you. I’ve wondered about you all my life.”

      “It’s unreal to me that Millie wouldn’t have reached out to me. She knew I was going home to the Minneapolis area after I got out of the navy.”

      “I wish I knew what she was thinking, but I’ve never been able to read her. That was part of our problem. Do you… Are you married?”

      “I am, and we have four children. The oldest is eighteen, and the youngest is eleven.”

      I gasp at hearing I have siblings as well as cousins. “Wow.”

      “Do you have other siblings?”

      “No,” I say softly. “But I’ve always wanted them.”

      “This is unreal, Sofia. All this time… I’m just stunned.”

      “I’m sorry to do this to you. Like I said, I just wanted to know you. I’d understand if this is all you’re able to do.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. Now that I know you’re out there, of course I’m going to want to see you and your son and… Well, God, Sofia… You’re my daughter.”

      I blink back tears at how emphatically he says that while sensing my entire life is about to change in ways I never could’ve imagined before today.

      “I need to speak to my wife, but can you come to Minneapolis? I’ll send plane tickets for you and your son.”

      “I, uh, you should talk to your family first.”

      “What’s there to say? This happened long before I met my wife, and I had no idea you existed until today. They’ll be as surprised as I am, but it’s not going to be a problem.”

      Glancing at Nico, I say, “I… I’d love to meet you and your family. I just need to figure out when I can do it with work and Mateo’s school.”

      “Call me when you know, and we’ll make it happen. I’m so glad you got in touch, Sofia. I only wish I’d known about you before now. I… I would’ve been there for you.”

      My throat is so clogged with tears and regret that I can barely speak. “That means a lot. Thank you.”

      “You have my number. Call me anytime.”

      “I will. You can call me, too.”

      “Oh, you’ll be hearing from me. That much you can count on. You may get sick of me.”

      Laughing through my tears, I shake my head. “I doubt that.”

      “We’ll talk again soon, okay?”

      “Yes. Okay. Thank you for calling.”

      “It was my pleasure.”

      We end the call with more promises to talk again soon.

      I fall into Nico’s waiting arms, sobbing my heart out. “That was my dad.”

      “So I heard.”

      “I have four siblings!”

      “That’s more than I have.”

      “He wants me to come there.”

      “I heard that, too.”

      “He said he would’ve been here for me. Why did she keep him from me?”

      “I don’t know, honey, but you have to find a way to not let that matter now that you know who he is and where he is and are in touch with him.”

      “I suppose so, but it’s just another reason to have nothing more to do with her.”

      He kisses my forehead, the tip of my nose, both of my cheeks and then my lips. “I’m so happy for you, sweetheart.”

      “Will you go to Minneapolis with me?”

      “I wish I could. More than anything. But I can’t leave work and Milo, and my mom is about to finish treatment. The family will do something to celebrate the end of that nightmare.”

      “Right. I know. I just wish you could be there with me.”

      “I do, too, and I would if I could. I hope you know that.”

      “Of course I do. It’s no big deal.”

      “It’s a very big deal, Sofia. Don’t play it down. You’re going to meet your father for the first time in your life.”

      “My stomach hurts.”

      “Why, honey?”

      “What if he doesn’t like me or—”

      He stares at me in astonishment. “Doesn’t like you? He’s going to love you. How can he not? Anyone would love you. I love you.”

      I’m shocked to hear him come right out and say that, even if I’ve suspected he might feel that way for a while now. “I love you, too.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, really,” I say, laughing. “You know I do.”

      “I sorta hoped you might.”

      “After everything that’s happened, I wouldn’t have blamed you if you never wanted to see me again.”

      “That won’t ever happen.”

      “Still. I wouldn’t have blamed you. Instead, you wrapped your strong arms around me and Mateo and did everything you could to protect us and care for us, even when my problems were causing a tragedy for your family. So yes, I love you, Nico. I love you very much.”

      He wraps his arms around me, and we hold each other for a long time. We’re interrupted by my phone chiming with a new text.

      Nico releases me so I can check my phone.

      “It’s my dad.” I look up at him, smiling. “That’s the first time I’ve ever said those words.”

      “I’m so happy for you, babe.”

      “He says he spoke with his wife and children, and while they’re as surprised as he was to hear about me, they’d love to meet me and Mateo as soon as possible. He said he’ll send me tickets for whenever I can go.”

      “You should go now. This week.”

      “I can’t. I have to work. I’ll ask Dee if I can go Sunday to Tuesday next week, so I only have to take one day off.”

      “I wish I could cover your shifts for you so you could go sooner.”

      “It’s nice of you to want to, but Sunday is soon enough.” I type in a response to my dad. I have a dad! Let me check with work about when I can take time off. I’ll get back to you later today or first thing tomorrow.

      Sounds good, he replies. Looking forward to seeing you both.

      Me, too! Thank you so much for being so cool about this. I know it’s got to be a shock.

      It is, but that’s not your fault. I’m glad you reached out.

      I realize I’m going to have to tell him about Mateo’s cancer surgery and the lingering effects so they aren’t wondering about his crooked walk, droopy face or struggles with simple tasks. And I’ll have to explain to Mateo who these people are to us.

      I think about that as Nico drives me to Mateo’s school to pick him up. I bring our laundry to do at Nico’s along with some more of Mateo’s toys and clothes. I’m aware that we’re slowly but surely moving most of our belongings to Nico’s despite my desire to keep my own home and independence.

      That’s so important to me, but the longer I’m with Nico, the more I see that he has no desire to take anything away from me. Rather, he wants to give me things I’ve never had before, such as safety, security, love and the kind of family I used to dream of for myself before I knew I had one of my own out there somewhere.

      Everything about this relationship is different from what I had with Joaquín. My world was very small when I was with him. We saw only his friends and family, never mine. After a while, my friends stopped trying to get through to me. More than one of them told me what he was doing wasn’t healthy, but by then, I had a child and no way to support us without Joaquín. With my mother mostly out of the picture, I was well and truly trapped in a situation that more resembled a prison than a marriage.

      He wouldn’t even allow me to work because he wanted me completely dependent upon him. I see that now. At the time, I was too close to see how completely he overtook my life. I kept all my focus and attention on Mateo, who was the one bright spot in an otherwise dismal existence.

      I take a deep breath to fight back the anxiety that comes with reliving that time and then exhale slowly.

      Nico gives my hand a squeeze. I love how he always needs to be touching me, even when he’s driving me somewhere. “Why the deep sigh?”
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      “I’m thinking about things that are better forgotten.”

      “Why are you doing that?”

      “Trying not to repeat past mistakes.”

      “Like what?”

      “Getting in so deep with a man that I lose sight of myself.”

      “I’d never let that happen. I love yourself and the sight of you.”

      Smiling, I look over at him. “You’re nothing like him, and I know that.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      “I’m serious,” I say with a laugh. “You’re not going to suddenly turn into a control freak, are you?” I learned that expression from a friend who was married to a man like Joaquín.

      “Nope.”

      “But the thing is, I didn’t expect him to either. He wasn’t like that when we first got together. The changes happened slowly, and I was so caught up in Mateo and motherhood and everything that comes with it that I missed the signs. By the time I figured out what’d happened, I was completely isolated from everyone in my life, had no access to money or resources and was stuck in a nightmare.”

      He tightens the grip he has on the steering wheel as his jaw pulses with tension. “I hate that he did that you.”

      “I let him do it.”

      “No, you didn’t,” he says in a harsh tone. “Do not blame yourself.”

      “I appreciate that you’re always on my side, Nico, but I did let it happen. I put up with his bullshit for so long that he didn’t see any limits to what he could do. If I had fought back, he might not have gone so far with it.”

      “Or he might’ve killed you and/or Mateo. You did what you had to do to survive. Don’t ever second-guess what you might’ve done to appease a guy who’d do what he did to Milo.”

      “I guess, but I still wish I’d been less of a doormat with him.”

      “You were afraid for yourself and your child. Maybe you didn’t see it as fear at the time, but deep inside, you knew you needed to be careful with him. And he worked that fear to get what he wanted.”

      I think that over for a second or two. “I guess that’s true.”

      “It is true. You were afraid of him long before he gave you actual reasons to be, or you never would’ve put up with his crap.”

      “I’m different now than I was then.”

      “How so?”

      “Since Mateo got sick, my life has changed in every possible way. After that day at the clinic, Maria went home and told your family about us. Your grandmothers came swooping in with money and a job and food and everything we needed. They completely changed my life. They gave me the resources and the confidence to file for divorce through a lawyer who comes into the restaurant every week and to be truly independent for the first time. I’m nothing like I was before that. I hate to think I have Mateo’s illness to thank for changing things for the better, but it did that for us. It woke me up to what I’d been allowing in my marriage, and thanks to your grandmothers, I was able to do something about it.”

      “What happened when you told him you were leaving?”

      “I never told him. I just did it. I had only just secured a job and an apartment when Mateo got sick, and I was so afraid I was going to lose it all. Then your grandmothers showed up with everything we needed, including an even better job than the one I’d found for myself. One of our regular customers is a lawyer and had Joaquín served with divorce papers. The protective order came later, when he kept showing up at my place without being invited or having visitation with Mateo. And I couldn’t believe when the court said he could have him one night a week. He never did a thing for him and had no business having him. I was terrified the first few times, especially because of how fragile Mateo was after his surgery. Joaquín had no interest in his condition except to say that whatever they did to him fucked him up and we ought to sue.”

      “What an idiot.”

      “You have no idea what an idiot he is. He ranted to every doctor, including Jason, about what was done to his kid. I’ll never forget what Jason said to him. ‘I saved your child’s life. If you want to sue me for that, feel free.’”

      Nico’s laugh rings through the truck cab and makes me smile. “That’s awesome. Good for him.”

      “It was all I could do not to laugh in Joaquín’s face. He made such a fool of himself. I was so embarrassed after everything Jason had done for us—for free, too. I made sure he knew Joaquín didn’t speak for both of us.”

      “I’m sure Jason knew that. He’s one of the smartest guys I’ve ever met.”

      “He told me not to worry about it. I guess he sees this a lot with parents who expect their kids to come out of brain surgery the same as they were before, with no deficiencies.” I look over at him. “Is that the right word?”

      “Yep.”

      “I had to look it up the first time he used it so I could understand what he meant. I cried a lot after I saw that it meant Mateo might have problems for the rest of his life.”

      “But at least he’ll have a life, right?”

      “Yes. I’ve tried to tell myself that’s what matters but watching him struggle to get back what’s been lost has been hard.”

      “I know. It’s been hard for me to see him struggle, and I’m not his parent.”

      “I wanted him to have a better life than I had.”

      “He does because he has you. You’re making his life better every day just by being there for him. He knows how lucky he is. His eyes follow you around the room. He always wants to know where you are.”

      “I’ve seen that, too. Ever since the judge made him spend time with Joaquín, he’s been more anxious than ever. I was so afraid that Joaquín would take off with him or worse… That first night he was over there, I was so scared. Joaquín has cousins in Panama and Mexico. I imagined him taking Mateo and going somewhere that I could never find him.”

      “God, that’s awful, Sofia. I’m so sorry you went through that.”

      “I cried for hours after Mateo got home, which only scared him more than he already was.”

      “Who could blame you?”

      “I hate what Joaquín did to Milo, but I’m glad he’s not getting out of jail anytime soon.”

      “Milo will tell you it was worth getting shot if it makes things better for you and Mateo.”

      “That’s insane. Don’t say that!”

      “That’s how he is.”

      “Do you think I could see him?”

      “Sure. You can come with me when I go in this afternoon. I’m sure there’ll be someone in the waiting room who can keep an eye on Mateo for a minute.”

      “If there isn’t, we’ll wait there for you.”

      “I’ll go in and see him, and then you can.”

      “Okay.” Despite what Nico says, I’m nervous about seeing Milo. The rest of the family has been kind to me after the shooting, but I wouldn’t blame him if he hates me for it. He nearly lost everything because of my ex-husband.

      When we get to Mateo’s school, I’m shocked to see Joaquín’s mother standing next to her car in the parking lot.

      “What?” Nico asks, tuning in to my discomfort.

      “Joaquín’s mother.”

      “Is it weird for her to be here?”

      “She’s never once been here to pick up Mateo.”

      “Is there any chance she’s armed?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “But you’re not sure?”

      “I’d be very surprised if she is. She doesn’t approve of her son’s choices.”

      “Should I call Miguel?”

      “No, I’ll talk to her if you watch for Mateo. He comes out with his aide, Lauren.”

      “I’ll watch for him, but if you need me, scream your head off.”

      “What does that mean? ‘Scream my head off’?”

      He does an impression of screaming with his head bobbing all around that makes me laugh.

      “Got it.”

      “Be careful.”

      “I will.”

      I get out of his truck and walk over to talk to Marisol, who has always been a friend to me even in the worst of times with Joaquín. “What’re you doing here?” I ask her in Spanish.

      “I was hoping to see you and wasn’t sure where else I could find you. I heard you’re not staying at home.”

      “I’m not, because it isn’t safe for me to be there with your son and his family shooting at people I care about.”

      “Joaquín says they didn’t shoot anyone,” she says tearfully. “He would never do something like that.”

      “The police have it on video, Marisol. They can prove it was them.”

      She breaks down into quiet sobs. “You drove him to it! You left him and took his child!”

      “I left him because he was cruel to me, and you know that. You saw it and even criticized him for the way he treated me. Imagine what it was like when you weren’t there. I saved myself and my son by leaving him.”

      “This isn’t him. He’s not someone who would shoot someone.”

      I don’t reply to that because what can I say? What mother wants to be told her son is a psychopath who’d shoot an innocent person?

      “Who is this man you’re with?”

      “His name is Nico. His brother is the one who was shot. They thought Milo was Nico. They were trying to kill him because I’m happy with him.”

      “You’re still married. Maybe that’s why he was upset.”

      “I’ve filed for divorce, which will be final anytime now. I’m free to see other people, as he is as well.”

      “He doesn’t want anyone but you!”

      “I’m no longer available to him, Marisol. He treated me badly, and you know it!”

      “Is everything all right?” Nico asks.

      I turn to find him there, his hand on Mateo’s shoulder.

      “Abuela!” Mateo rushes into his grandmother’s outstretched arms.

      “Hola, mi niño. ¿Como esta?”

      “Bien.”

      “Let’s go home, Mateo,” I say.

      “Where are you staying?” Marisol asks as she kisses the top of Mateo’s head and releases him.

      “They’re staying with me until it’s safe for them to go home,” Nico says.

      “My son is locked up for God knows how long.”

      “It’s not just him, Marisol,” I say. “You know how the rest of them are. They think I caused all this when all I did was decide I no longer wanted to be married to your son, which was my right. If you care at all about me or your grandson, you should spread the word for them to leave us alone.”

      “They won’t listen to me.”

      “You could at least try, unless you want their next bullet to hit someone you care about.” Over Mateo’s head, I point to him and give her a pleading look. “Please. Tell them to leave us alone.”

      “I’ll do what I can. Will you let me see him?”

      “Of course I will. You’re his abuela. You can see him anytime you want to if you respect me and my choices.”

      “I told him…” Tears run down her pretty face, which is marred by dark circles under her brown eyes. “I told him for years to treat you better, but he never listened to me. I hope you know…” Her gaze darts between me and Nico and then back to me. “The boy I raised never would’ve done something like this.”

      “No one blames you, Marisol.”

      She pushes her fist into her chest. “I blame me. He’s my son. His father was never in his life. He had no one to teach him how to be a good husband and father. I tried…”

      I step toward her and give her a hug. “I know you did. He made his own choices, and now he must pay for them.”

      “Lo siento mucho, cariño.”

      “Gracias. Te llamaré pronto.” Her apology means a lot to me. I promise to call her soon.

      She hugs and kisses Mateo and tells him to be a good boy. “Te amo.”

      “Te amo, Abuela.”

      Nico puts his arm around me as we walk to his truck.

      “Mama, why is Abuela sad?”

      “She misses us.” I help him up and into the truck, buckling him into his booster seat. “Did you have a good day?”

      He nods. “Can we swim today?”

      “Absolutely,” Nico says, smiling at us from the front seat.

      Mateo’s smile lights up my world. All I want is for him to be happy and safe, and I’m extremely thankful to Nico for giving us both those things.

      
        
        NICO

      

      

      I love playing in the pool with Mateo. He’s so happy to be swimming that he doesn’t care that I make him do exercises, like holding on to the side and kicking his legs or doing jumping jacks in the water. He’s up for whatever I suggest and seems to soak up my attention like an eager little sponge.

      He’s the cutest little guy, and I love every minute I spend with him.

      When I go underwater and come up with him on my shoulders, he screams with laughter.

      He grips my hair and holds on for dear life.

      “Don’t make me bald!”

      That has him laughing again. Suddenly, I drop us both underwater, and we come up sputtering. I realize he’s laughing even as he coughs.

      “Again!”

      I do it no less than a hundred times. It’s better than any workout at the gym. By the time I deposit him on the side of the pool, we’re both exhausted, but in a good way. “We have to get ready to go see my brother, Milo, at the hospital.”

      “Why is he in the hospital?”

      “He got shot.”

      His cute little eyebrows come together as he thinks about that. “How come?”

      “We’re not sure. It was an accident, but he’s getting better.”

      “Are you scared?”

      “Not as much as I was before we knew he was going to be okay.”

      “I’m glad he’s going to be okay. He’s nice.”

      “Yes, he is. He’s the nicest person I know.”

      “You’re nice, too.”

      The compliment means the world to me. “Thanks, buddy. Let’s go get dressed so we can go to the hospital.”

      “Can we swim again later?”

      “Maybe.” Maria has a pool, but I don’t want to make promises I might not be able to keep. “We’ll see what happens.”

      Forty minutes later, the three of us arrive at the hospital and make our way to the ICU, where Maria, my parents, grandmothers, aunt and uncle are gathered.

      “There’s my pal Mateo,” Nona says, reaching a hand out to him.

      Mateo crosses the room to her and gives her a hug.

      I always love my Nona, but I appreciate her more all the time when I witness the way she and Abuela have opened their hearts to Sofia and Mateo.

      “How is he today?” I ask my dad.

      “He’s good but starting to get sick of being stuck in bed. Jason says a couple more days, and then he can start to move around a bit.”

      I feel for my brother. That would drive me crazy, too. “Could Mateo stay with you guys for a few minutes?” I ask. “Sofia would like to see Milo.”

      “Of course,” Nona says. “He’s fine with us. Dee is in with him now, but they’ve been letting us go in bunches now that he’s doing better.”

      “Okay, thanks.” I take hold of Sofia’s hand and lead her toward Milo’s room.

      From the hallway, we hear laughter coming from him and Dee.

      “What’s so funny?” I ask them.

      “Dee is making me laugh even when I told her not to.”

      “She never has done what she’s told,” I reply.

      “Look who’s talking,” Dee retorts.

      I glance at Sofia and catch her eyes going wide at the sight of the halo surrounding Milo’s head and realize I should’ve prepared her for what she was going to see. “Jason says that’s so he can’t move his neck while it’s healing. He says it looks much worse than it is.”

      “Easy for him to say,” Milo says. “He’s never been imprisoned in one of these contraptions.”

      “Milo,” Sofia says softly, her voice wavering with emotion. “I’m so, so sorry this happened to you.”

      He raises his hand.

      She puts her hand in his as I try not to bawl like a baby.

      “I don’t blame you, sweetheart,” Milo says in the kind way that’s so him. “You had nothing to do with this. I blame my brother.”

      That hits me like a punch to the gut. “What?”

      “Haha, gotcha. You should’ve seen your face.” Milo’s laugh sounds different since he can’t let loose like usual. “Stop looking so mopey, you guys, and stop blaming yourselves. You didn’t do this. I’m gonna be fine, and the guys who did it are locked up. That’s all that matters, right?”

      Sofia nods, but I can see the torment that remains in her expressive eyes.

      I put my arm around her. “We’ll let you get some rest, bro.”

      “I’ll be there to help you with anything you need when you get home,” Sofia adds. “For as long as you need help.”

      “Thank you. That’s very nice of you. Take care of him until I get home. He needs constant supervision.”

      That makes me laugh and roll my eyes, even as I’m thrilled to hear Sofia say she plans to help with Milo when he gets home. That means she’ll be sticking around, which, other than Milo making a full recovery, is all I want. “Whatever you say.”

      “Don’t worry,” Sofia says in a grave tone. “I’m keeping a close eye on him.”

      Milo flashes a dirty grin. “I’ll bet you are.”

      “A very close eye,” I add.

      “That was unnecessary,” Milo says.

      “We’ll be back tomorrow.”

      “I’ll be here.”

      Sofia places a kiss on the back of Milo’s hand. “Thank you for not dying and not being paralyzed.”

      “You’re welcome. And stop feeling guilty right now, or we’re going to be in the biggest fight ever. You hear me?”

      Smiling even as tears fill her eyes, she nods. “I hear you.”

      “Good. Now go away. The nurses will be in soon to give me a sponge bath. It’s the highlight of my day.”

      “Perv.”

      “Hey, Nico?”

      “Go talk to him,” Sofia says. “I’ll meet you in the waiting room.”

      “All right.” I turn back to him. “Yeah?”

      “What I said to her goes for you, too. Quit blaming yourself. I was glad to help you out the other night, and even knowing what was going to happen, I’d still do it, because I’d hate to have anything happen to you.”

      “Then you know how I feel seeing you in the hospital because of me.”

      “It isn’t because of you, and unless you want to be in a big fight with me, too, cut that shit out. Okay?”

      “Yeah, sure. Whatever you want.”

      “That’s what I want.”

      “You got it.”

      “Say it like you mean it.”

      “I mean it. Now shut it and have your sponge bath.”

      “Dude, it’s the best. You ought to try it sometime.”

      “I’ll take your word for it. See you tomorrow.”

      “Later.”

      I walk into the waiting room where the family is gathered. “Yeah, he’s totally fine.”

      “Busting balls and giving orders,” Maria says. “The baby of the family thinks he’s the boss of us. We’ll put him back in his place when he gets out of here.”

      “Yes, we will,” Dee says.

      “Now I gotta go home and get ready to feed you all,” Maria says. “See you at the house in a bit?”

      I give my sister a hug as she goes by me. “See you then.”

      “If we get a minute later, can I talk to you about something?” Sofia asks Dee.

      “I’m free right now.”

      Sofia’s eyes dart around the room as if she’s not sure she should tell everyone her news.

      “They’d want to know, sweetheart.”

      “Is something wrong?” Mom asks.

      “No, nothing is wrong,” Sofia says. “In fact, it’s good news. I found my father after wondering about him all my life.” She tells them about posting on Facebook and how easy it was to find him. “He lives in Minnesota and wants me and Mateo to visit him as soon as possible.”

      “Are we going on a plane, Mama?” Mateo asks.

      “We are. Doesn’t that sound like fun?”

      “When can we go?”

      “That’s what I wanted to ask Dee.”

      As the general manager of Giordino’s, Dee makes the schedule, among many other duties that will eventually free up Vincent and Vivian to spend more time traveling and doing things other than working.

      “That’s amazing news, Sofia,” Dee says. “You have to go as soon as possible.”

      “I have to work this week, but I was hoping to maybe go Sunday to Tuesday of next week and only take Tuesday off.”

      “I’ll take your shifts and give you the tips,” Dee says. “You need to meet your dad. Is there other family, too?”

      “He’s married with four other kids.”

      “You have four siblings!” Nona says. “How exciting. I agree with Dee. Don’t wait. Go as soon as you can. We’ll cover for you and make sure you get paid.”

      “Who are you people?” Sofia asks softly. “The way you always put others first… I’ve never known anyone like you.”

      “You’re one of us now, cariño,” Abuela says. “And I agree with Dee and Livia. This is such amazing news. You need to go right away and meet your family. We’ll cover your shifts.”

      “Thank you all so much. Not just for this, but for everything. I wouldn’t have blamed you if… Well…”

      “We know who shot Milo, honey,” Dad says. “And we know who didn’t shoot him. I’m sure I speak for my entire family when I tell you we’re deeply grateful that you and Mateo are no longer with him. Oh, and one other thing. Everyone is right. You should go meet your dad as soon as possible.”

      I’ve never loved my dad more than I do in that moment, when he says exactly what Sofia needed to hear. “We’ll see you guys at Maria’s?”

      “We’ll be along after a bit,” Dad says. “We want to spend more time with Milo first.”

      “Can you give me a ride?” Dee asks me. “I took an Uber here so Wyatt and I would only have one car at Maria’s later.”

      “Sure. Let’s go.”
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      Once again, the Giordino family has amazed me with their generosity. What must it have been like to grow up in a family that loves and supports one another the way they do? I can only imagine. But I’m thankful to have them in my life—and Mateo’s—now. It’s weird to think about how the day I found out he had a brain tumor was in some ways the luckiest day of our lives because it brought us to the Giordinos.

      Life is funny that way. That out of something so dreadful could’ve come so much good is simply amazing.

      When we’re in Nico’s truck on the way to Maria’s, I send a text to my father. I still can’t believe I can text my father. Hi again. My employers want me to come see you as soon as possible. Mateo could miss a little school, so maybe Friday to Monday? If that doesn’t work for you, we can do it another time.

      At a red light, I pass my phone to Nico. “Did I get everything right?”

      “You sure did. A-plus.”

      “Thank you.” I take the phone from him and send the text, holding my breath as I wait to hear back from him.

      He responds two minutes later. Let me see what I can do for flights and get back to you. Send me your full names and birthdates (with the year). And you can come anytime on Friday?

      Yes, we can, and here’s our info.

      After I send everything to him, he sends back a thumbs-up emoji.

      “All good?” Nico asks me.

      “So far. He’s finding flights. I’ve never been on an airplane.”

      “No? You’ll love it. I wish I could go with you.”

      “Why can’t you?” Dee asks from the backseat.

      “Work, Milo, Mom, Dad, etcetera.”

      “You should go with them. Wyatt, Austin and Dom would cover your rides. I know they would.”

      “I can’t ask them to do that.”

      “You’re not asking them. I am.”

      “Dee! Don’t. It’s too much to ask.”

      “No, it isn’t, and I already did. Wyatt responded right away. He said, ‘Tell me when and where, and I’m there.’ Austin said he loves to drive and would be happy to do it. Just give him the deets.”

      I can see that Nico is overwhelmed by their willingness to help, as am I. “What about Milo?” he asks his sister, glancing at her in the mirror.

      “In case you haven’t noticed, there are a lot of people around who can help with him,” Dee says. “You’re going to Minnesota with Sofia and Mateo.”

      “This family,” I say again, because they’ll never stop amazing me.

      “It’s what we do,” Dee says. “It’s what family does for family.” After a pause, Dee says, “Dom’s in, too. There you go. Three volunteers to cover your rides. You’re all set.”

      “Are you okay with this?” Nico asks when we’re stopped at another red light.

      “Yes, of course. I want you to come.”

      He releases a deep breath. “I want to go. You shouldn’t be alone for this. I mean, other than Mateo, of course.”

      “I know what you mean, and I’m so glad you’re coming. Let me just text my dad.”

      “Tell him I’ll get my own ticket on the same flights.”

      I type the message conveying the update, debating for a second as to how I should refer to Nico. In the end, I call him my boyfriend.

      I’ve got it, my dad replies. Send me his full name and birthdate.

      “He says he’s got it and asked for your full name and birthdate.”

      Nico gives me the info, and I pass it on to my dad.

      “Your dad sounds like a good guy.” Dee reaches forward to squeeze my shoulder. “I’m so happy for you, Sofia.”

      “Thank you. I still can’t believe all this.”

      “It’s very exciting.”

      “We’re going on an airplane!” Mateo adds.

      “That’s all he cares about. The grandfather, aunts and uncles are secondary.”

      “He’ll be glad to meet them when you get there,” Dee says.

      We’re almost to Maria’s house when my dad texts again asking for an email address to send the tickets to. I give him my Gmail account.

      Who should I list in case of an emergency? Probably shouldn’t be me since I don’t know any of your other people.

      When I voice the question to Nico and Dee, she says, “Put me down.” She recites her phone number, which I pass along to my dad, telling him she’s Nico’s sister.

      Got it, thanks. Watch for the tickets coming to your email. Can’t wait to see you on Friday!

      Same. I can’t believe this is happening. Thank you for the tickets.

      Least I could do. I’ll pick you up in Minneapolis. Send me a picture of you guys so I have it, and here’s mine.

      I send him a recent picture of us and then look at the message he sent. I’ll never forget the first time I see his face. I stare at it for so long, I don’t even realize that Nico has pulled the truck into Maria’s driveway or that they’re waiting for me. “This is my dad.” I show them the picture.

      “You look like him,” Dee says.

      “I thought so, too, but I wasn’t sure if I was seeing what I wanted to see.” Although I have my mother’s dark hair and light brown skin, the shape of my face and eyes are all him. “I’ve always wondered who I looked like.”

      “Now you know,” Nico says.

      “Mateo, let’s go check out Maria’s pool, okay?” Dee says.

      “Okay!”

      She releases him from his booster seat, grabs the bag I packed for him before we left Nico’s and takes him by the hand to lead him inside. I appreciate her giving me a minute to get myself together.

      “This is so exciting,” Nico says. “It’s so cool to see you happy like this.”

      “For the longest time, nothing good ever happened in my life, and now I feel like there’s something new every day. Well, except for Milo getting shot, that is.”

      “No one deserves good things more than you do.”

      “We all deserve it.”

      “I guess so, but some of us deserve it more, and you’re the one who does. You’ve raised such a great kid almost completely on your own and put up with so much crap from your ex for years. You’ve seen Mateo through a terrifying illness and are helping him recover. You’re a good, hardworking, honest, loving person, Sofia, and good things should happen to good people like you.”

      “Thank you for that and for coming with me to Minnesota. I know it’s a lot to ask with everything else you’ve got going on and with Milo…”

      “He’d want me to go with you guys.” He reaches over to caress my face. “I’m glad I don’t have to miss you for four days.”

      “I am, too.”

      “Wait for me.” He gets out of the car and comes around to the passenger side. When he holds out his arms to me, I go to him, wrapping myself around him as he kisses me. “Ah, I needed that,” he says a few minutes later.

      “So did I.” I kiss him again because I can, anytime I want. I’m never afraid to touch him or kiss him or playfully punch him, tell him to shut up when he’s being outrageous or anything else that comes to mind. Everything about being with him is so much better than what I’ve experienced in the past. He’s made me see my standards were set far too low.

      “Let’s go in before my family catches us making out in the driveway,” he says before stealing one more kiss.

      “Would they be surprised?”

      “I doubt it.”

      
        
        NICO

      

      

      The first thing we hear when we walk into Maria’s house is the screaming laughter of Mateo and Austin’s daughter, Everly, as they run through the huge house chasing each other. The two of them love to play together. I’m glad that Everly doesn’t seem to see that Mateo struggles to keep up with her, even though he’s two years older. Maybe that’s because she’s had her own health struggles, even if she probably doesn’t remember them.

      “They’re so cute together,” Austin says. “Can you have a beer, Nico?”

      “I’m not driving for hours, so I can have one, and yes, the two of them are adorable.”

      “So are you and Sofia.”

      I glance at the man who will become my brother-in-law later this year. When I first heard Maria was seeing the star pitcher, I expected a head case. He’s not that at all. “Thanks.”

      “You seem like a man who’s in it to win it.”

      “I am. I love them both.”

      “I haven’t known you long, but I understand that’s a considerable change in your normal routine.”

      “Don’t believe everything you hear.”

      “I believe every word of it,” Austin says, laughing.

      “Shut the fuck up.”

      That only makes him laugh harder, right as Mateo trips and falls on the tile floor.

      I’m moving toward him before he crashes down, putting my beer on a table as I go. “You’re all right, pal.” I squat, bring him into my arms and hold him as he howls. I suspect he’s embarrassed more than hurt. “You’re fine.”

      Everly comes over and kneels next to us. “You’re okay, Mateo.” The adorable little girl runs her hand over his hair, I suspect the way Maria and Austin do when she gets hurt. “Let’s ask if we can swim!”

      Mateo perks up when she says that.

      “Go ahead and get changed. I’ll watch you guys.” I help Mateo up and hold him for a second until he gets his bearings and runs off with Everly.

      I get up off the floor, and Austin hands me my beer. “Good instincts. You were right there when you saw him fall. In my experience, that’s either built in or it isn’t.”

      I glance at him. “Are you still busting my balls?”

      He grins. “Not this time. You did good.”

      “What happened?” Sofia asks when she comes from the kitchen with Maria.

      “Mateo took a tumble, but Nico handled it like a pro.” Austin puts his arm around Maria and kisses her cheek. “How are things in the kitchen?”

      “Just about ready, thanks to some excellent help from my sister and your parents.”

      “They’re the best.”

      “Yes, they are.”

      Something about Maria seems different, but I can’t put my finger on what it is.

      Sofia slides an arm around me. “Thanks for handling that.”

      “No problem.”

      “It’s nice to have someone else looking out for him. I’ve never really had that before, except for Gladys, but she doesn’t live with us.”

      “I love looking out for both of you.”

      “Our little boy is growing up,” Austin says to Maria.

      “I see that,” she replies with a laugh.

      “Shut up. I’m older than both of you.”

      “In years, maybe,” Maria says. “In other ways, not so much.”

      “Are you going to let them talk to me this way?” I ask Sofia, who’s helpless with laughter. “And quit your laughing. They’re not funny.”

      “Yes, they are.”

      “No, they’re not.”

      “We are too,” Austin says. “Ask anyone.”

      Dee comes into the room. “Ask anyone what?”

      “Whether Maria and I are funny when we’re busting Nico’s balls.”

      “Tell me more.” Dee rubs her hands together gleefully. “No one deserves to have his balls busted more than Nico does.”

      “I’m taking my balls outside to watch the kids in the pool, so y’all can fuck right off.”

      “Me, too?” Sofia asks, gazing up at me with her most innocent look.

      I put my arm around her. “Not you, but we’ll discuss the matter of loyalty later.”

      “That’ll be fun.”

      I absolutely adore this playful side of her, and seeing it slowly emerge as she becomes more comfortable with me feels like an achievement. We spend more than an hour seated on the pool deck with our feet in the water, watching over Mateo and Everly as they chase each other around in the pool.

      I laugh as Mateo dodges Everly’s attempts to dunk him. “They’re so cute.”

      “I love that she sees nothing but a good friend when she looks at him.”

      “I was thinking about that earlier, and I thought maybe it’s because she’s had her own health struggles.”

      “Maybe. It’s hard to believe both those angels had cancer.”

      “And they beat it. That’s the important part.”

      “Yes, it is. I worry about it coming back, though. Jason said there’s a twenty percent chance of that.”

      “That’s the worst kind of worry. My mom faces a long road of regular scans and tests to make sure her cancer hasn’t recurred.”

      “It’s terrifying. Jason connected me with a social worker at the hospital who talked to me about how to manage the fear. She said to celebrate every good day and try not to think too far into the future.”

      “That’s good advice.”

      “I think about it anytime I feel the fear coming back.”

      “You can talk to me about it whenever you feel afraid.”

      She leans her head on my shoulder. “Thank you.”

      “I’m here for all of it—the good, the bad, the ugly.”

      “Hopefully, we’ve had all the ugly we’re going to have for a while.”

      “God, I hope so.”
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      I’m so nervous, I can barely breathe. Austin came up with this idea before Milo was shot. We chose a Monday night when the restaurant would be closed and then debated whether to go forward with everything we planned after the shooting. I asked Milo if he’d ever forgive me if I got married without him there. After I told him the reason why we were moving things up, he told me not to be silly and to get it done while Austin’s brothers are in town for the New Year’s holiday. He also said he can’t wait to be an uncle to my new little one.

      It doesn’t feel right to be doing this without my little brother there with us, but with Austin set to begin intensive workouts before spring training starts next month and his beloved brothers in town for the last time before the season, it’s sort of now or never. I arranged to FaceTime Milo with his favorite nurse, Gianna, helping me. Now all we need is my parents, grandmothers, aunts and uncles to get here so we can do this.

      Turns out that spontaneously marrying one of the most celebrated pitchers of his generation comes with a few steps I never would’ve considered. For example, the Marlins’ publicity arm has been notified and a statement prepared to release to the media as soon as we make it official.

      I’m in our bedroom changing into the casual white dress I bought for the occasion. It has a halter top that I’m trying to tie in a knot when Austin comes up behind me.

      “Allow me.”

      Happy to turn the task over to him, I watch in the mirror as he ties the knot for me.

      He’s wearing a light blue button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up over tattooed forearms.

      “Even after all this time,” he says, “sometimes I look at you, and I can’t believe you’re real. That we’re real. That it all happened the way it did.”

      I’m not surprised that his sweet words bring tears to my eyes. Everything does these days. “I look at you and wonder how I ever landed a man as hot and sweet and sexy and amazing as you are.”

      “You didn’t land me. I landed you. You were the far bigger catch.”

      “Right,” I say, laughing now. “As if you and your millions and your limelight and your fancy everything weren’t the biggest of big catches.”

      “None of that shit means anything compared to what you’ve given me and Ev, and you know it.”

      I turn to face him, placing my hands on his chest. “I love you both so much. So, so much.”

      “We love you more.”

      “No way.”

      “Yes way.”

      Shaking my head, I go up on tiptoes to kiss him.

      A knock on the door forces me to pull back when that’s the last thing I want to do. Kissing him is my favorite thing. “Come in.”

      Dee, who, along with Carmen, is the only other person who knows what we’re up to tonight, sticks her head in. “Everyone is here.”

      “We’ll be out in a sec,” I tell her.

      She flashes a big, goofy grin before she leaves, closing the door.

      “Are you ready?” I ask Austin.

      “Only because I get to marry you. No one else would do.”

      “I should hope not.”

      His smile is one of the sexiest things about him. “Only you, babe, and you know that, too. You saved my little girl’s life, and then you made mine complete. I get to marry my own personal Wonder Woman.”

      “And I get to marry my own personal Superman.”

      He kisses my forehead and then my lips. “A match made in heaven. Let’s go make it official, shall we?”

      “Yes, please.”

      Holding hands, we leave our bedroom and walk out to the massive great room that opens out to the pool deck. All the people we love best, including Austin’s brothers, Asher and Carter, are there, along with the District Court judge Austin asked to preside over the ceremony. As a huge Marlins fan, Judge Donlon was thrilled to be asked.

      “What’s going on?” my mom asks, her shrewd gaze taking us in as only the mother of four can do.

      “If everyone can join us outside, I’ll tell you.”

      Austin picks up Everly, who has been dried, changed and brushed by Dee, and the three of us lead the way to the corner of the yard that overlooks the Intracoastal Waterway, where a spectacular sunset is unfolding.

      “Do you have Milo?” I ask Dee.

      She hands her phone to me. “Hey, little brother.”

      “Hey. All systems go?”

      “Yep, it’s showtime. Milo gave me permission to go forward with plans we made before everything happened.” Holding the phone so Milo can see, I turn to the others. “So, it seems I’m an idiot, and we’re pregnant.”

      A shout of excitement comes from the entire group. Mom and Dad hug us all, while Nona and Abuela hug each other.

      “I knew it!” Abuela says.

      I’m shocked to hear that. “You did not!”

      “She told me the other day that you were pregnant and wondered if you knew yet,” Nona says.

      “How do you do that?” I ask Abuela, shocked.

      She shrugs as she hugs me. “I know my kids.”

      “Daddy, I wondered if you might be willing to give me away.”

      “Of course,” Dad says, looking a bit misty.

      “Right now.”

      Their faces and that of Austin’s parents register shock.

      I hurry to explain things to them. “We’re still going to have a big party at the end of Austin’s season, but we wanted to be married before he leaves for spring training, and his brothers are here this week, so…”

      The judge walks up to us, waving to the others. “Love your restaurant.”

      “Thank you,” Vincent says, shaking his hand.

      I reach out to my dad.

      Giving me the sweetest smile, he takes my hand and lets me lead him back toward the pool deck so we can do this right. I grab the gorgeous bouquet of white roses and lilies I stashed earlier under the bar.

      Austin’s brothers join him next to the judge, with Dee and Carmen across from them. Using his phone, Austin cues the song we chose for me to walk in to, “God Only Knows” by the Beach Boys, which we found when we Googled the top 100 love songs of all time. Neither of us had heard it before, but we agreed it was perfect for us. As the song plays on the Bluetooth speakers he installed in the pool area, I love it even more than I did the first time I heard it.

      My dad looks at me with his heart in his eyes. “My beautiful Maria. I’m so proud of you and the family you and Austin are creating together. He’s a wonderful guy, and that we get a beautiful granddaughter, too, just makes it even better.” He kisses my cheek. “I wish you a lifetime of happiness.”

      “Thank you, Daddy. Love you so much.”

      “Love you, too, sweet girl.”

      I take the arm he offers me, and we walk together toward the loves of my life while Dee captures the proceedings on her phone for Milo, and Jason records for us.

      When Dad and I reach the others, he hugs me for a long moment before he releases me and turns to shake hands with Austin, who is holding Everly.

      “Take care of my little girl,” Dad says, sounding choked up.

      “Always, Lo. You have my word.”

      Dad nods and goes to join Mom and the others gathered around us.

      “Family and friends,” Judge Donlon says, smiling. “It’s a great honor to be asked to preside over this joyous occasion in which two people who were clearly meant to be together pledge their lives and love to each other. Austin and Maria shared their incredible love story with me, and I was so moved to learn they met because of beautiful Miss Everly, who owes her life to Maria.”

      “Rie!” Everly says, making us all laugh through our tears.

      “That Austin and Maria found each other this way is just amazing, and it’s my pleasure to help them take the next step on their journey. They’ve chosen to write their own vows, so I’ll turn things over to Austin.”

      I give my bouquet to Dee while Austin hands Everly to his brother Ash.

      As I face the man who will soon be my husband, I see no one else but him.

      “I thought I was all set for this until I saw you coming in with your dad, and it kind of hit me in this tidal wave of emotions, going back to the day we got the terrible news about Everly’s illness through to the miraculous day when your donation saved her life, and then six months later, when I first got the chance to finally thank you for your selflessness. You gave me back my daughter, and I loved you forever for that before I knew there were so many other reasons to love you. A year after the transplant, when we could finally talk to each other about anything and everything, in a matter of days, you became my favorite person to talk to. I waited for your emails and texts like a lovesick teenager.”

      A ripple of laughter goes through the group, even as more than a few of them wipe away tears.

      “I wanted to know everything about you, and the more I learned, the more I loved your big heart, your huge, crazy family and your amazing career taking care of people who need it so badly. All I wanted was to find a way to be part of your life for as long as I possibly could. And that was before I got to meet you in person.”

      That generates more laughter.

      “Our first night together was the single best night of my life, right up there with the day Ev was born. Nothing in this world will ever compare to knowing, without a shadow of a doubt, that you were the one for me. I knew it before I met you. I knew it for sure that first night, and every day since then has just been further confirmation that there is simply no one else in this world who can compete with Maria Giordino. You’ve given my daughter the most incredible mother she ever could’ve asked to have, and we both know how lucky we are. I’m the luckiest guy, and Ev is the luckiest girl who ever lived, because we get to spend the rest of our lives loving you and being loved by you.”

      Jeez Louise.

      Dee hands me a tissue I badly need. He’s wrecked me.

      “I, Austin Jacobs, take you, Maria Giordino, to be my wedded wife. To love and honor you for the rest of my life, come what may. I’m here for it.”

      “That was beautiful, Austin,” the judge says. “Maria?”

      “Am I expected to actually say something after that?”

      Everyone cracks up.

      “Just skip to the part that makes it official,” Austin says, smiling.

      “I will, but first, I want to say that you and Everly have made my life complete. I can’t imagine a day without the two of you. I think all the time about those first few days we were finally allowed to really talk to each other, and if you were like a lovesick teenager, I can’t imagine what I was like. I couldn’t wait to hear from you either. Sometimes I still can’t believe how fast it happened, but the part I like the best is how we were already in love with each other before we met in person.”

      “Best thing ever,” he says, releasing my right hand to brush the tears off my face.

      “Can we have Everly back for this next part?” I ask him.

      He turns to retrieve her from his brother.

      “Hi, Pooh.”

      “Rie! Married!”

      “I know! I’m so excited to not only marry your daddy, but to adopt you. Do you remember what that means?”

      “You’ll be my mommy forever.”

      “That’s right, and I will love you and take care of you and protect you and swim with you and do anything else you want to do together. I am so, so happy that I get to have you as my daughter.”

      She leans toward me, and I wrap my arms around her sturdy little body, thankful every day for her good health. “Love you, Pooh.”

      “Love my Rie!”

      Laughing and crying and happier than I’ve ever been, I hand her back to Austin, who extends his free hand to me. Looking at them both, I say, “I, Maria Giordino, take you, Austin and Everly Jacobs, to be my husband and daughter. I promise to make our family the most important thing in my life for as long as I live. I love you both to the moon and back a million times.”

      “That’s a lot,” Everly says gravely.

      She is the cutest thing ever. “It’s a whole lot.”

      “Do we have rings?” the judge asks.

      Austin juggles Everly to retrieve them from his pocket and hands his to me.

      “Maria?” the judge says.

      “Everly, you first.” I take her hand and slide the tiny gold ring I bought for her onto her finger. It won’t fit her for long, but I plan to put it on a chain when she outgrows it. “Everly, I give you this ring as a sign of my love and devotion to you. I’ll always love you, and being your mom is the greatest honor of my life.”

      “Thank you, Rie.”

      Austin didn’t know about that part, and it destroys him. He frantically wipes tears from his face as he shakes his head. “Well played, love.”

      Smiling, I say, “You deserve that after what you did to me.” I take his hand. “With this ring, I thee wed. I love you forever.”

      He slides a diamond band that matches my engagement ring onto my left hand. “With this ring, I thee wed. I love you to infinity and beyond.”

      “Buzz Lightyear!” Everly says, starting another round of laughter.

      “With the power vested in me by the State of Florida and Buzz Lightyear, I declare you husband and wife. Austin, you may kiss your bride.”

      He leans Everly in to kiss my cheek before he puts her down, places his hands on my face and gives me the softest, sweetest kiss.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, I give you Austin, Maria and Everly Jacobs!” The judge leads an enthusiastic round of applause.

      We accept hugs and congratulations from everyone, and then Dee brings the phone to me. “Milo wants to say something.”

      “Everyone, shut up,” Nico says. “Milo has the floor.”

      “Hey, guys, that was awesome. Welcome to the family, Austin and Everly. And congrats, Maria. No one deserves this happy ending more than you do. Love you.”

      “Love you, too, Mi. I’m sorry it worked out this way.”

      “No worries. It was just like being there.”

      “We’ll be in to see you tomorrow.”

      “I’ll be here.”

      “See you then.” I hand the phone back to Dee and accept a hug from my new mother-in-law.

      “Congratulations, honey,” Deidre says. “Jeff and I love you as much as Austin does.”

      “Thank you so much. I feel so lucky to be part of the Jacobs family.”

      “We’re the lucky ones. From the minute you came into our lives, you’ve blessed us in every possible way.”

      We hug again, and when we pull back, we’re laughing as we wipe away tears.

      “Those had better be happy tears,” Austin says when he joins us, putting his arm around me.

      “They are,” I assure him.

      He wanted to hire caterers, but I wouldn’t hear of that. Saturday night, before all hell broke loose with Milo, I cooked a feast that I now set out for our family, including lasagna, chicken parm, chicken marsala, antipasto, Caesar salad and garlic bread. Dee and Carmen help me put everything out on the long table we set up earlier on the patio.

      Austin switches on the outdoor speakers and the lights we strung over the pool area.

      “It’s perfect,” he says. “Absolutely perfect.”

      “It’s all I need. Maybe we should skip the second one. I doubt we could top this.”

      “I’d be fine with skipping the big production. You’re right. This was absolutely perfect, and you want to know why?”

      “Well, yeah.”

      Laughing, he says, “Because you’re my wife now.”

      “And you’re my husband.”

      Our guests start chanting, “Kiss, kiss, kiss.”

      Naturally, we’re happy to oblige them.

      No question, this is the best day of my life, and I suspect it’s only going to get better from here.
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      “That was amazing,” Gianna says after she ends the FaceTime call with Dee.

      She got a little misty during the ceremony, discreetly wiping at tears as she held the phone for me.

      “Your new brother-in-law is Austin Jacobs! That’s so cool.”

      “He’s a good guy.”

      “And a great pitcher. I can’t wait to see him in action this year.”

      I’ve already decided she’s my dream girl, but if she also loves baseball, I won’t be responsible for my actions. “You’re a baseball fan?”

      “Huge baseball fan. I have season tickets to the Marlins and go to as many games as I can. Everyone is super excited about Austin joining the team.”

      Is it possible to fall in love when you can barely move? Asking for a friend. No, wait, that’s not true. I’m asking for myself. “Thanks for helping with the call and all that.”

      “We couldn’t let you miss your sister’s wedding.”

      “I guess they had it all planned before I ended up in here. His brothers were going to be here for only a couple of days.” I’m bummed to be missing the family fun, but being able to talk to Gianna makes it better.

      “Your family seems cool,” she says as she cleans the pins that hold the halo in place and then applies antibiotic ointment.

      “They are.”

      “And big.”

      “Don’t make me laugh, but yes, there’re a lot of us. And what you’ve seen here this week is only a fraction. I have other cousins who don’t live here.”

      “Jeez. That must make for a heck of a family reunion.”

      “It can get pretty crazy. You said you don’t have much family?”

      “Just my two younger brothers and me. My parents were only children, so no cousins. They died in an accident about four years ago, and my brothers live in California now, so it’s just me here.”

      “I’m so sorry you lost your parents that way.”

      “Thanks. It was awful, as you can imagine. And my younger brothers weren’t too keen on having their nineteen-year-old sister telling them what to do. It was a rough few years until they both went away to school, and I sort of got my life back.

      “It was good of you to step up for them.”

      “It was horrible for all of us, but we survived it. Somehow.”

      “I couldn’t help but notice the wedding made you a little teary-eyed.”

      “It was so sweet. The two of them are obviously perfect for each other.”

      “They are. You ought to hear the story of how they met.”

      “Oh, I know about it. I was there for the ceremony honoring Maria when the Marlins played the Orioles. It’s such a great story, the way she saved his little girl, and then they fell in love.” She subtly swipes at a tear again as she checks the catheter tubing.

      Nothing says sexy like, Hey, babe, can you fix my catheter? Despite that unsettling thought, I’m undeterred as I try to keep her talking to me. “Are you okay?”

      She gives a little shrug. “Weddings are triggering for me.”

      “Oh God. I’m sorry. I didn’t know that when I asked you to help with the call.”

      “No worries. It’s just that my fiancé sort of jilted me. On our wedding day.”

      “What? Seriously? I’m so sorry, Gianna. Clearly, he was a fool.”

      Her small smile doesn’t quite reach her warm, expressive eyes. “I agree.”

      “How long ago did that happen?”

      “Just over a year now.”

      “I’m really sorry that happened to you.”

      “Me, too.” The sadness I see in her eyes kills me. “The thing that still bugs me more than anything is if he didn’t want to get married, why did he wait until that day to tell me? I mean, we had a church full of people and a reception paid for. Why did he let it get to the point where I’d be humiliated in front of everyone we know, especially when he knew how hard it was for me to even have a wedding without my parents there?”

      “I don’t know why anyone would do something like that. What did he say?”

      “That he woke up that morning feeling certain we shouldn’t get married. He said he couldn’t explain where the feeling had come from, but it was so strong, he couldn’t ignore it.”

      I’m outraged for her. “And he couldn’t have had that feeling before you put on the white dress and showed up to the church full of people?”

      “Apparently not.”

      “He’s an asshole for doing that.”

      “So I’ve been told by everyone in my life. It’s taken me a while to let go of the life I thought I was going to have with him. That’s a work in progress.”

      “No one should have to go through something like that. I’m sorry you did.”

      “Aw, thanks. It’s life, you know?”

      “No, it’s not. It’s cruel and unnecessary and cowardly to let something go that far if it’s not what you want. You deserved much better than that.”

      “Thank you.”

      I keep waiting for her to say she has to check on other patients, but she’s not in the usual rush today. “Do you have other patients?”

      “No, just you. The ICU is unusually quiet today.”

      I love being her one and only. Easy, Milo. You’re her only patient. Not her one and only. My goal is all about keeping her talking.

      “How’d you end up getting shot in the neck, anyway?” she asks.

      “It was a case of mistaken identity. The shooters thought I was my brother.”

      “What’d he do?”

      “Started dating the soon-to-be ex-wife of one of them.”

      “That’s it?”

      “That’s it. My brother owns a car service, and he was freaking out because they’ve been threatening her—and him—and he was afraid to leave her side while she was at work at the family’s restaurant.”

      “Best food ever, by the way.”

      “I agree. There’s nothing better. Anyway, I volunteered to take his rides, they thought I was him, and they shot me.”

      “That’s insane. All because he was dating the shooter’s ex-wife. People are loco.”

      “Yep.”

      “You got really, really lucky. I hope you know that. I heard the doctors talking that one millimeter different, and you’re either dead or a quadriplegic.”

      I swallow hard when I hear that. I mean, I knew it was bad, but I hadn’t heard it was that close a call.

      “And you got lucky because Dr. Northrup was here and could operate. People treat him like a god around here.”

      “He’s married to my cousin Carmen.”

      “I know. He’s an incredible surgeon.”

      “He is. Do you know Dr. Wyatt Blake?”

      “Of course. He’s another rock star in this place.”

      “He’s engaged to my sister Dee.”

      “I saw them here together yesterday. The women in your life sure know how to pick them, huh?”

      I haven’t given that much thought, but it’s true. “I guess so.”

      “Having Dr. Northrup operate on you probably saved your life and your mobility.”

      “I feel very fortunate that it wasn’t worse. When they asked me to wiggle my fingers and toes, I had no idea how much was riding on that at the time.”

      “There was a lot of relief when you could do that. Your brother… Nico, right?”

      “Yeah, that’s him.”

      “I saw him sobbing like a baby after he saw you for the first time after the surgery. I felt so badly for him.”

      “He blames himself for me being here. Sofia does, too. That’s his girlfriend.”

      “It’s not like they shot you.”

      “Try telling them that.”

      “I suppose it’s only natural they’d feel guilty. It’ll take some time, but they’ll get past that, especially when they see you on the road to a full recovery.”

      “I hope so. Sofia and her son, Mateo, have been great for Nico. He’s different since they came along.”

      “How so?”

      “He was a world-class player until he met her. He hasn’t so much as glanced at another woman since the first time he saw her.”

      “Wow. I love that. Sounds like he’s found the one.”

      “I think so, but then this had to happen. I just hope it hasn’t effed up things for them, you know?”

      “I’m sure they’ve struggled with it, but are they still together?”

      “As far as I know.”

      “Then they’re probably working through it, which is a good test of their bond.”

      “I hate to be the one testing their bond. I like her for him. She’s fantastic, and her son is great, too.”

      “Just like they’re not the ones who shot you, you’re not the one who tested their relationship. All the blame goes to the shooters.”

      “True.”

      “Did they get them?”

      “Yeah, they’re locked up. The shooting was caught on video surveillance the cops had in the area.”

      “Another lucky break. It may not seem like it from where you’re sitting now, but Lady Luck has been on your side lately.”

      As much as I can, I look directly at her, hoping to convey much more than my agreement with her statement. “In more ways than one.”

      
        
        NICO

      

      

      Watching Maria marry Austin has filled me with a powerful feeling of yearning to have what they do. Well, I can’t swing the freaking mansion where they live, but my place isn’t bad. It has everything Sofia and I need to make a life together, including the pool Mateo loves. As soon as her divorce is final, I’m going to ask her to marry me.

      I let that thought settle for a moment, waiting for something in me to fight back against an idea that would’ve been comical before I met her. Marriage was for other people. Not me.

      But there’s no fight back. There’s just resolve to make it happen as soon as possible.

      As I watch her talk and laugh with my sisters and cousin, I’m thrilled that my family already loves her as much as I do. Even after everything that happened this week, they haven’t missed a beat with her and were quick to reassure her that no one blames her for what her ex did. They not only talked the talk, but they’ve followed through with action, making her feel as welcome as she was before the shooting.

      I’m watching her so closely that I notice when her entire demeanor changes after she checks her phone. I get up from the barstool and go to her while making note of Wyatt and Dee pushing Everly and Mateo on the swings. “What’s wrong?”

      “I got a text from Joaquín’s mother. He’s asking to see me.”

      “No way. You don’t have to do that, Sofia.”

      “I know, but he says it’s important.”

      Everything in me rises in protest of her seeing the animal who nearly killed my brother. But the last thing I want to do is behave with her the way he would have by taking away her ability to make her own decisions. “What do you want to do?”

      “Not see him. Ever again.”

      “Then you shouldn’t.”

      “What in the world could he possibly need to tell me at this point, after he nearly murdered my boyfriend’s brother?” After a beat, she adds, “Why are you smiling?”

      “You called me your boyfriend.”

      “Nico! Focus.”

      I put my hands on her hips and bring her in close to me, kissing the top of her head and breathing in the distinctive scent of her hair, the scent of my love. “I’m focusing on the most important thing here, and you calling me your boyfriend is a big deal. You want to know why?”

      “Um, sure. Why is that?”

      “Because I’ve never had a girlfriend before.”

      “That’s not true. You’ve had all the girlfriends.”

      “There have been girls, yes, and women, yes. But never one I would call an official girlfriend until now.”

      “You’re thirty-two years old, Nico.”

      “I’m aware.”

      “It’s weird that you’ve never had a girlfriend before.”

      “I never wanted one before I met you. Now that’s all I want, but only if it’s you, of course.”

      The withering look she gives me is the one women have been giving men since the beginning of time, and I love it. I love her, and I need her to know that again. Right now. Leaning even closer to her, I whisper in her ear, “You’re the only one I’ve ever loved.”

      “Nico,” she says on a long exhale. “How do you do this to me?”

      “What am I doing?”

      “You know!”

      Laughing, I hug her tightly. “You do what you need to with him. I’ll support whatever you decide.”

      “You won’t be mad if I see him?”

      “Not if you feel it’s something you need to do.”

      “I think maybe I’ll go, for Mateo. Only for him.”

      “Okay.”

      She pulls back to look up at me. “This is not how it goes for me. I was ready for you to be mad.”

      “I’m not going to get mad. Would I like to kill him for what he did to Milo? Yep, but I’d never do that, because he’s also Mateo’s father. Rather, I’ll look forward to seeing him convicted and put away for a long time while I have the honor of raising his son. If you’ll allow me to, that is.”

      She goes completely still, and her face loses all expression.

      That’s not the reaction I was hoping for.

      “Say something.”

      “You…”

      “I want to raise Mateo. I want to marry you. I want to have more babies and a life and everything that goes with that, and I want it with you and him. I want it all, Sofia.” So much for waiting for her to be officially divorced before I propose to her.

      “But I’m the first girlfriend you’ve ever had!”

      “And hopefully the last.”

      “Nobody marries their first girlfriend.”

      “Some people do. And they live happily ever after.”

      “You should really think about this.”

      “I have. It’s all I’ve thought about almost since the day we first met.”

      “Stop.” She tries to get free of me, and I let her go out of deference to what she’s been through in the past, not because I want to let her go. “Don’t say things like that.”

      To Dee, I say, “You got him?” I point to Mateo.

      She gives me a thumbs-up.

      I follow Sofia inside.

      She goes straight to the main-floor bathroom and tries to close the door, but I’m right behind her and go in with her and shut the door.

      “I want to be alone.”

      “Why? So you can try to figure out what kind of game I’m playing here? Let me make it clear—I’m playing the game of life, Sofia. My life, your life, Mateo’s. I want us to be a family.”

      To my great horror, she begins to cry. These aren’t the elated tears my sister shed during her wedding. No, these are more of the heartbroken variety. “Talk to me, sweetheart. Why are you so upset?” I notice her hands are shaking, and she’s more upset than I’ve ever seen her, even after Milo was shot.

      “I… After everything with Joaquín and what it took me to get free of him… I promised myself I’d never get married again so I’d never be legally bound to a man who could control me the way he did.”

      I ache over what that son of a bitch put her through. “I get that, and I understand why you’d make yourself that kind of promise after the way he treated you. But I’m not him. I just want to make you and Mateo happy and keep you safe and give you the best possible life and family I can. I’d never want to control you or tell you what to do or keep you from doing things that make you happy. Whatever you want, that’s what I want, too.”

      “And I love you so much for that.”

      “But?”

      “It’s hard for me to explain this to you because you haven’t been through what I have.”

      “Will you try?” I want more than anything to understand her at the deepest possible level.

      “I, um, when I was with him, I had nothing. No job, no money, no say in anything, no control over any aspect of my life. He was in charge of everything. I took care of Mateo, and that was my role. That and being available anytime he wanted sex. Other than that, I was nothing. I was just there.”

      “It would never be like that with us. You said yourself everything is different with me.”

      “It is, but…”

      I frame her face with my hands and compel her to look at me. “Whatever it is, just say it, and we’ll figure it out.”

      “You’d want us to live at your house.”

      “Well, yeah, I mean, unless you hate it.”

      “Of course I don’t hate it. It’s a beautiful home. But it’s yours.”

      All at once, I get what she’s saying. “We can buy something that’s ours.”

      “That would be stupid when you have a perfectly good house that you already own. It’s just that I’m afraid of going back to a place where I have no say over my own life.”

      “I know they’re just words, but I swear on my life that will never happen to you if you’re with me. Ever.”

      “I want more than anything to believe in you and us, but I’ve learned to be careful giving someone else the legal power to control me.”

      “I understand. Let me think about it, okay? I’m sure we can figure out something that’ll make you feel comfortable.”

      “Maybe we could just live together or something. Why do we have to get married?”

      “I guess we don’t have to, but I’d kind of like to. At some point.”

      “Have you always pictured yourself married?”

      “No, never,” I say with a laugh. “I had zero interest in marriage until I found someone I couldn’t live without.”

      She smiles and runs her hands over my chest on the way to curling them around my neck. “After everything with him, I wasn’t looking for this, for you.”

      “I wasn’t looking for it either, but then there you were, looking so sexy in your waitress uniform, and I had to know you.”

      We hold each other for a long time, until someone knocks on the bathroom door, forcing us to let go. For now, anyway.

      I open the door to my cousin Dom.

      “Are you guys doing it in there?”

      “No, we’re not doing it, so shut up.”

      “If you say so.”

      I push him out of the way and lead Sofia back to the party while thinking about the things she said. She goes to check on Mateo while I seek out a beer at the bar. I take the seat next to my dad.

      “Where’d you disappear to?” he asks, pushing the dominoes on the bar toward me for a game.

      I go through the rote motions of placing tiles, but my heart isn’t in it. “I was inside talking to Sofia.”

      “Everything all right?”

      “I think so. We were talking about getting married.”

      Dad’s eyes go wide with surprise and delight. “Is that right? Well, that’s excellent news, son. She’s a lovely young woman.”

      “Yes, she is, but she’s been through some tough shit, you know?”

      “Having seen what her ex-husband is capable of, I can only imagine what she’s been through,” Dad says, sipping from a cocktail glass of rum as he ponders his next move with the dominoes.

      “It was probably far worse than we think.”

      “I have no doubt.”

      “I need to give her some sort of assurance that it’ll never be like that with me. I mean, I’ve told her I have no desire to control her or keep her from pursuing her dreams, but those are just words.”

      “You need a grand gesture.”

      “I know, and I was thinking… What would it take to make her a co-owner of my house?”

      Dad looks at me, unblinking, for several seconds. “Are you sure about that, Nico? That’s a risky move.”

      “Not if it would give her the security she needs to feel comfortable.”

      “I want you to think long and hard about this, son. She’d own half your house.”

      “I know, and that’s the point.” The more I think about this idea, the more I like it. “Could Mom help me with the paperwork?”

      “She could, but I’m not sure about this, Nico.”

      “Why not? Didn’t Austin and Maria buy this place together even though he paid for it?”

      “Yes, I suppose they did, but—”

      “No buts, Dad. If Sofia and I had been married when I bought the house, we would’ve bought it together. This is just adding her after the fact.”

      Dad gives me a small, satisfied smile.

      “What?”

      “You. That’s what. I wondered if I’d ever see the day.”

      “What day?” I ask, exasperated.

      “The day when you’d lose your heart to someone. And now that it’s happened, I couldn’t be happier about who you’ve chosen or how you’re trying to make her comfortable in your life. Even though it’s a risky move, I appreciate the reasons you want to do it.”

      “The house means nothing to me compared to her and Mateo.”

      “Then you’re doing it for all the right reasons. Talk to your mother. She can draft it up for you. And while we’re talking about this stuff, you should know that I have my grandmother’s engagement ring if you’d like to give it to Sofia.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. I’ve been saving it for you but figured it would probably go to Milo when it didn’t seem like you wanted to get married.”

      “Wow. I had no idea.”

      “Because you’ve never come close to getting married, so why would you need to know about the ring? You should come by and look at it and make sure you like it for her.”

      “I’ll do that. Thank you, Dad.”

      “You’re welcome.” He takes another sip of his drink and places another tile. “This week has shown us that we never know what’s coming, and we need to live for the moment. This moment, right now, it’s all there is, and if she’s the one for you, then you’re a lucky man.”

      “I know I am, and I want to give her all the comfort and security she’s never had.”

      “That makes her very lucky, too.”

      “We both are, and we know it.”

      “Let me know if there’s anything I can do for you.”

      For the first time in years, I kiss my dad on the cheek. “You’ve already given me everything I could ever need.”

      “Love you, son.”

      “Love you, too.”
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      Against my better judgment, I agree to see Joaquín, but only because he’s Mateo’s father. I can’t think of a single other reason to waste a couple of hours I’ll never get back. Nico is upset about it, but he’s keeping his thoughts to himself and letting me decide on my own how to handle Joaquín’s request, which I deeply appreciate.

      Elena set me up with an attorney she knows to go in with me. I’m due to meet him outside the city jail at ten, and when I’m ready to go, I find Nico in the room he uses as an office, working on his laptop.

      “I’m, ah, going now. I’ll be back right after.”

      “Okay,” he says, giving me a wary glance. “Drive carefully.”

      “I will.” I start to walk away, but I can’t leave it this way with him. “Nico.”

      He looks up again, his expression guarded.

      “I’m sorry you’re upset that I’m doing this.”

      “I’ll be fine if you are. Be careful, Sofia. I’m worried this is a setup.”

      “They know by now how much trouble they’re in. They’d be crazy to add to it.”

      He has nothing to say to that.

      “I’ll be careful. I promise. I love you.”

      “I love you, too.”

      I hate the tension that’s arisen between us over the last few days, since I decided I’d see Joaquín before we leave on our trip tomorrow. Today was the soonest we could make it happen, so Nico and I have had to sit in this uncomfortable place while we worked and took care of Mateo and visited Milo. His mom is in her last week of treatment for breast cancer, so I made dinner for his parents yesterday, and we took it there while Mateo was at school.

      Nico disappeared into the office with his mother for half an hour while I talked to his dad. After they came out, he wouldn’t tell me what they talked about, which has only added to my stress.

      He said we’d talk about it after Minnesota.

      Because it’s winter there, I had to buy some warmer clothes and coats for Mateo and me, which was not in my budget. Everything feels so unsettled, and my stomach hurts most of the time when I think about seeing Joaquín, flying to Minnesota, seeing my father for the first time, meeting my half siblings…

      Not to mention all the complicated feelings I have for Nico and worrying about Milo. It’s no wonder my head is spinning.

      A few weeks ago, I heard Dee use that expression and asked her what it meant. Now it’s one of my favorites. My head spins a lot.

      I park at the city jail on Northwest 13th Street, use an app on my phone to pay for parking and meet with William, the attorney Elena hooked me up with who’s going in with me. She thought it would help me to navigate the jail to go with someone who knows his way around.

      He shakes my hand. “Nice to meet you. Right this way.”

      By the time we’re seated in a waiting room, my hands are trembling from the experience of entering the jail, producing identification, walking through a series of locked doors and ending up in a room right out of a movie, with seats in front of glass with old-style phones to use for talking to the prisoner.

      William stands about six feet from me by the door, there if I need him.

      We wait ten minutes before Joaquín appears, wearing an orange jumpsuit. His hands and feet are shackled. He looks pale and possibly scared as he waits for the guard to unlock his hands. The dark hair that’s usually kept stylish with pomade is a greasy mess, as if he’s been pulling on it and hasn’t showered for days.

      When he sits in the chair and reaches for the phone, I do the same, nearly dropping it because I’m so nervous. He speaks to me in Spanish. “No estaba seguro de que vendrías.” I wasn’t sure you’d come.

      “Vine por Mateo.” I came for Mateo.

      “You need to tell them it wasn’t me, that I never could’ve done something like this.”

      I’m stunned that he would say that. “They have video.”

      “They can’t see who was in the car, just that it was Diego’s car. They can’t prove I was in the car.”

      “You shot an innocent young man.”

      “I shot the guy you’re banging.”

      I’m outraged on behalf of Milo—and Nico. “It wasn’t. It was his brother, who has nothing to do with any of this.”

      He shrugs, as if that information doesn’t mean a thing to him. It probably doesn’t. “If you tell them it wasn’t me, that’ll matter.”

      “Why would I do that when someone I care about was nearly killed?”

      His dark eyes turn hard in a heartbeat, and the old, familiar fear comes back in a wave of memories I wish I could forget. “You’ll do it if you know what’s good for you.”

      “Is that a threat, Joaquín? Are you going to get someone to finish what you started? Are you going to murder the mother of your child or some other innocent person because I don’t want you anymore?”

      The look he gives me indicates he’d love to see me dead. “If you tell them I wouldn’t do this, maybe your son won’t have to grow up without his father.”

      “Oh, he’ll have a father, but it won’t be someone who’d try to kill an innocent man because his wife dumped him.”

      “You can’t just replace me.”

      “Yes, I can. You’re in prison, where you belong and where you’re going to be for a long time because you did do it. I can’t help you. I won’t help you.”

      “All it would take from me is one word to my boys, and you and your fancy Giordino boyfriend are dead. Is that what you want for Mateo?”

      “Aren’t you in enough trouble already?”

      “What do I care? They’re charging me with attempted murder. What’s one or two more?”

      I stare at him in complete amazement that he’d look me in the eye and threaten to have me—and Nico—killed. “When did this happen to you? When did you become capable of killing people?”

      “It happened when my wife fell out of love with me.”

      “No, it happened long before that, and it’s why I fell out of love with you. Because you became someone I don’t recognize. I can’t help you. I won’t help you.” I put the phone down and get up, walking away even as he screams at me to come back.

      Even though I’m shaking as old traumas resurface, I keep moving toward the door where William waits for me. “He’s asking me to vouch for him and to say there’s no way he would’ve tried to kill anyone, and if I don’t, he’s going to kill me and my new boyfriend.”

      “Wait. He actually said that?”

      “He did.”

      “You need to notify the police.”

      I was afraid he would say that. Sighing, I nod in agreement. “Sergeant Miguel Silva is who we’ve spoken with before.” I text Nico and ask for his number.

      He sends it without comment or question.

      I put through the call to Miguel, and when he answers, I tell him who I am and what happened.

      “Jeez, these guys never learn, do they? I’ll get the paperwork started to file additional charges. Are you working tonight?”

      “I am, and Nico is, too.”

      “I’ll notify Patrol and have some officers assigned to you both for a few days.”

      “We’re leaving tomorrow morning for the weekend. We’ll be back Monday.”

      “Got it. That’s good. Hopefully, his attorney will advise him to shut his mouth.”

      “Nico will be in a car at work tonight.”

      “We’ll keep eyes on him. Try not to worry.”

      Right. Try not to worry when Joaquín threatened his life. I understand how lucky we are that Milo wasn’t killed or paralyzed. We might not get lucky a second time.

      These are the thoughts in my mind as a police officer follows me to Mateo’s school and then to Nico’s home.

      Gladys is in the kitchen, pouring herself a glass of tea, when we come in.

      Mateo drops his backpack and goes to give her a hug. “I want to swim.”

      “We will,” Gladys says, “but first you need to unpack your bag.”

      He reluctantly goes to get the backpack, removes his lunch box and hands it to me along with the papers that come home every day. “Now can I swim?”

      “Go get changed,” I tell him.

      “What happened?” Gladys asks after Mateo rushes from the room.

      “He wanted me to tell the police there’s no way he could’ve shot Milo, and when I said I wouldn’t do that, he said one word from him to his boys and Nico and I are dead.”

      Gladys gasps. “Dear God.”

      “The police are aware and are watching. But I feel sick.”

      “Over what?” Nico asks when he comes into the room.

      Gladys squeezes my arm. “I’ll go check on Mateo.”

      When we’re alone, I force myself to look at Nico and tell him what happened at the jail.

      His expression never changes as he hears his life has been threatened—again.

      “I was thinking that we should take a break until, you know—”

      “Stop.”

      “But, Nico—”

      “No, Sofia. We’re not going to let them drive us apart. That’s what he wants. He knows he’s in deep shit, and he’s still trying to control you even from jail. Don’t let him do that.”

      “He meant it, though. You weren’t there. You didn’t see how he said it.”

      “We can’t let him do this to us. It’s what he wants. He has no power in there, and he knows it. The only power he has is to fill you with fear.”

      “It worked. I’m afraid.”

      “What did Miguel say?”

      “More charges will be filed.”

      “That’s good.”

      “And they’re putting officers on both of us. I told him we’re due to leave town for the weekend tomorrow, and Miguel said that would give them time to track down his friends.”

      My phone rings with a call from Miguel.

      “Hello?”

      “Sofia, this is Sergeant Silva again. I wanted to tell you that we’ve notified the prosecutor of Joaquín’s threats this morning, and they’re asking the judge to limit his access to phone calls and visitors considering the threats.”

      “Oh, that’s good news,” I say on a long exhale.

      “Now, that’s not to say he can’t get word to his friends through other people in the jail, but it would make it much more difficult.”

      “Thank you so much. I feel better knowing that might happen.”

      “I’ll let you know the minute we hear from the judge and will keep eyes on you and Nico in the meantime. You’ll be back from your trip on Monday night?”

      “Yes.”

      “Can you send me your flight information? We’ll have officers meet you.”

      “I’ll text it to you.”

      “Thank you.”

      “No, thank you. I’m thankful for your help, and I’m so sorry he’s doing this.”

      “You have nothing to apologize for, Sofia. I wish I could say this is the first time I’ve seen something like this, but sadly, it happens far too often in domestic situations.”

      “Thank you again for everything.”

      “No problem. I’ll keep you posted.”

      “Okay.”

      We end the call, and I’m left feeling completely numb, the way I used to after Joaquín threatened or hurt me.

      “What’d he say?” Nico asks.

      I update him on the prosecutor asking the judge to limit Joaquín’s access to visitors and phone calls. “He said he’ll let me know what the judge decides. I also need to text him the information about our trip.”

      “I’ll take care of that.”

      “Oh, okay. Thanks.”

      He puts his arms around me. “I know it might not seem like it now, but everything is going to be okay.”

      “How can you be so sure? You’re going to be in your car at work tonight. They know now they got the wrong guy the first time. It might not take an order from Joaquín for someone to decide they should finish the job he started.”

      “If they have an ounce of sense, they’re all scared shitless by the charges Joaquín and Diego are facing. They won’t come near me.”

      “You can’t know that!”

      “No, I can’t, but I suspect that recent events have them running scared. They’re hearing that Joaquín and Diego are looking at years in prison. That’s going to matter to them.” When he sees I’m unconvinced, he adds, “Think about it, Sofia. Why would they go to jail, possibly for the rest of their lives, because their friend or cousin is jealous of his ex-wife’s new boyfriend?”

      When he puts it that way, I start to feel a tiny bit better.

      “With Joaquín and Diego in jail, they’re probably fighting over who they’re taking orders from now that they’re out of the picture.”

      “That’s probably true. They were the ones in charge.”

      “I bet we’re the least of their concerns. They’re too busy trying to figure out what Joaquín and Diego had going on so they can take advantage of their absence. People are loyal first and foremost to themselves, babe. You can probably bet that Joaquín wasn’t just trying to intimidate you. He was probably pulling that crap on a lot of people who are now happy to see him locked up indefinitely.”

      “I heard from one of the other wives that they’ve been fighting a lot.”

      “See? There you go. They’re going to be worried about their own families, not his.”

      I blow out a deep breath. “He scared me.”

      “I want to kill him for that.”

      “Please don’t do that. I need you here with me.”

      “That’s the only place I want to be.”

      We’re still standing in the kitchen with our arms around each other when Gladys and Mateo return. He’s wearing his swimsuit and arm floaties. He stops short when he sees us hugging.

      “Ew, were you kissing?”

      Nico laughs as he releases me. “We were about to, but then you showed up.”

      “Gross.”

      “You won’t always think so, pal. How about another swimming lesson before I go to work?”

      “Yes!”

      I give Mateo a pointed look. “What do you say to Nico?”

      “Thank you, Nico.”

      “My pleasure, buddy.”

      Nico sneaks me a kiss. “Text me when you get to work, or I’ll worry.”

      “I will.”

      “Text me nonstop all night, or I’ll worry.”

      “I will.”

      We smile at each other and steal another kiss.

      “Love you,” he whispers. “Can’t wait for tomorrow. It’s going to be so fun, and who needs to get out of town more than we do right now?”

      “No one. I love you, too. Thank you for being there for me.”

      “Always. Mateo, give your mom a hug. She’s going to work.”

      He comes over and gives me the fastest hug possible.

      “You can do better than that,” Nico says. “Hug her like you mean it.”

      Sighing, Mateo hugs me again, as tight as he possibly can.

      “Love you, boo.”

      “Love you, too, Mama.”

      “Be good for Nico and Gladys.”

      “I will.”

      I watch as they go outside, the man I love and the little boy who is my world.

      “He’s a good man,” Gladys says.

      “Yes, he is.”

      If anything happens to that good man because of me, I’ll die. It’s that simple.
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      After a visit at the hospital with Milo, who seems much better today, I’m on edge all night, waiting for Joaquín to make good on his promises, despite what I said to her. At every red light, I find myself glancing at the cars next to me, looking for someone who’d rather see me dead than with Sofia. Between multiple trips to the airport and a run to a Key Biscayne hotel, I cruise past the restaurant. I’m not even sure what I’m looking for, but I’m happy to see a police car parked outside each time I go by.

      I put through a call to Miguel.

      “Hey, man, how you doing?”

      “Pretty good considering my life has been threatened.”

      “That guy is an idiot. The prosecutor is adding two more felony charges to what he’s already looking at. He’s handing them their case.”

      “Any word from the judge?”

      “Just now. He’s halted all visitation and phone calls for Joaquín and assigned him to the SHU—a special housing unit that takes him out of the general population, so there’s no chance he can get his orders out via other prisoners.”

      “Oh, that’s great news. Sofia will be so relieved. She said she’d heard there’s been some infighting among his friends.”

      “We’ve heard that, too.”

      “So, they might have other worries besides whether Joaquín’s ex-wife has a new boyfriend.”

      “That’s the hope, but we’re not taking any chances after what was done to Milo. We’ll have cops on you guys until you leave town tomorrow and then when you get back. Joaquín and Diego are due to be arraigned tomorrow on the original charges, and the new charges for Joaquín.”

      “I’m glad we’re getting out of here for a few days.”

      “What’s in Minnesota, anyway?”

      “The father Sofia has never met.”

      “Oh, damn.”

      “Yeah, she’s excited and nervous.”

      “I’ll bet. Well, try to enjoy yourselves.”

      “Will my family be safe while I’m gone? I worry that if Joaquín already put out the word and they can’t find me, they’ll go for someone else.”

      “We’ve got eyes on all his known associates and officers watching the restaurant, your parents’ home, the entrance to your neighborhood and Sofia’s building. We’re sort of hoping they’re stupid enough to show up in one of those places.”

      My heart aches at the thought of any of my family members in danger because of me. It’s unbearable.

      “It’s going to be fine, Nico. Go on your trip and don’t worry. We’re not picking up on any sign of them receiving orders from Joaquín, and with him in the SHU, he’s on lockdown for the time being anyway.”

      “Thanks for everything, Miguel.”

      “You got it. Will you update Sofia about the judge’s orders? That’ll save me a call.”

      “I will. No problem.”

      “Thanks. Have a great trip. I’ll keep you posted on any developments.”

      “I owe you big, man.”

      “Just doing my job.”

      When I end the call with him, I leave a message for Sofia, telling her about the judge’s orders so she’ll get the news as soon as her shift ends. My last run of the night is an airport pickup with a drop-off in Brickell. With my passenger delivered, I head straight for the restaurant, hoping to catch Sofia before she leaves so I can follow her home.

      I’m relieved to see her car still in the lot when I pull in. I get out of my car and take a long look around, my heart beating faster than usual. As I head inside through the back door, it occurs to me that anyone could walk in that door with a gun and change our lives forever. I’ve never had such a thought in this place that’s been a second home to me all my life. I hate Joaquín and his threats for making me have it now.

      I run into my uncle Vincent outside the kitchen. “Hey,” he says, amusement dancing in his eyes. “Fancy meeting you here.”

      “Whatever. You know why I’m here. How is she?” I called him earlier to inform him about the threats Joaquín made, and he vowed to keep a close eye on Sofia and everyone else.

      “We had a busy night, which gave her little time to think about anything other than work.”

      “That’s good. She needed that.”

      “We all did.”

      “We’re both sorry to have brought this to your door.”

      He waves away my apology with an impatient gesture. “You didn’t do anything and neither did she, so don’t take the blame. The only thing that matters is we’re all safe, and Milo is on the road to recovery.” He squeezes my shoulder. “You look like you’re about to blow. Go make yourself a drink and take a chill pill before you have a stroke or something.”

      I laugh at his hip lingo. “A drink sounds good. Thanks, Vin.”

      “Anything for you, my friend.”

      I go behind the bar, which is usually Vincent’s territory, and make myself a Tanqueray and tonic with a twist of lime and take it with me when I go to find Sofia.

      She’s on the Cuban side, talking to customers who’ve lingered over dessert and coffee. She hasn’t noticed me yet, so I stop to watch her laughing and talking as if she doesn’t have a care in the world when I know she’s riddled with anxiety. I can’t wait for her to be rid of that awful fear and to be free of the man who put it there.

      As she turns away from the table, she sees me there, and her face lights up with a smile.

      I move toward her, full of all-new understanding of why so many of the guys I grew up with have shackled themselves to one woman for a lifetime. That understanding eluded me before her. Now all I want is a lifetime with her.

      She hugs me, and I wrap my free arm around her.

      “I’m very happy to see you,” she says.

      “Likewise, my love.”

      “Tonight was long.”

      “Very long. All I could think about was getting back to you. How much longer are you going to be here?”

      “I can leave now. I cashed out my last table and finished my side work a while ago.”

      “Let’s leave your car here and go home together. We can pick it up when we get back from Minnesota.”

      “Are you sure Vincent won’t mind if we do that?”

      “He won’t mind. I’ll let him know.”

      “I need to grab Mateo’s booster seat out of the car so we can take that with us.”

      “I’ll meet you at the back door.” I sip from my drink as I go in search of Vincent and find him with Nona at the Italian-side hostess stand. “Hey, do you guys care if we leave Sofia’s car here while we’re gone?"

      “Not at all. Just leave the keys with me in case we need to move it.”

      “Will do.”

      Sofia joins us with her purse and keys handy.

      I finish my drink, put the glass on a bus tray and take the keys from her. “I’ll get Mateo’s seat and come back for you. Uncle V wants to keep the keys in case they need to move it.”

      “Thank you, Vincent and Livia. Thank you for everything this week. I’ll never forget your incredible kindness.”

      “We love you and Mateo, and we’re so happy for you that you finally get to meet your father,” Nona says. “We hope the trip is everything you want it to be.”

      Sofia hugs her, and when she pulls back, both women are blinking back tears. “You all… You saved my life and Mateo’s. We owe you everything. Thank you for showing me what it means to be part of a family.”

      “You’re stuck with us, sweetheart,” Vin says with a warm smile. “Have a wonderful time with your father. Send us pictures.”

      “I will.”

      I grab the booster, put it in my truck and go back inside to give Vin the keys. “We’ll see you Tuesday.”

      “Safe travels.” He gives me a quick hug. “Be safe.”

      “You, too,” I say with a look for him.

      He nods. “We’ll be fine. Don’t worry.”

      If only it was that simple, I think as I drive us home.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever been happier to see anyone than I was to see you come in tonight,” Sofia says. “I was a mess all night worrying about you out there.”

      “Did you get the message I left you on your phone?”

      “Not yet. I haven’t checked it.”

      “The judge agreed to no visitors or phone calls and put him in a special unit that makes it so he can’t have someone else do his dirty work for him. It’s temporary, but it should show him what happens when he threatens people’s lives from jail.”

      “Oh my God, that’s such a relief.”

      “It doesn’t mean someone won’t take matters into their own hands, but it greatly reduces the chance of him giving an order that one of his friends or family members feels like they have to follow.”

      She loudly exhales a deep breath and then laughs. “I wonder what he’s thinking all by himself in the special unit, cut off from his ability to have us killed.”

      “I hope he’s thinking he made a very big mistake threatening you.”

      “Do you realize this is the first time I’ve felt like I won in a situation with him? He always wins. Whatever he wants, he gets. He even got joint custody with a criminal record. I fought that so hard, and somehow, he still got one night a week with Mateo. I had to turn my son over to a criminal one night a week. I hardly slept the nights Mateo was with him out of fear of what he might see or hear.”

      “Well, you won this time. You fought back, and now he’s paying the price for threatening you, and he knows it was you who put him in that unit.”

      “Doesn’t that make him more dangerous to me?”

      “I think the judge will leave him there long enough that he gets the message about what’s going to happen if he threatens people. I’m sure the judge will also have a few words for him at his arraignment tomorrow.”

      “I’d sort of like to see that.”

      “We’ll get a full report afterward. We have better things to do tomorrow, such as meeting your dad and siblings for the first time.”

      “I can’t believe that’s really happening.”

      “I’m so excited for you. I can’t imagine how you must feel.”

      “This entire month has been… What’s the word for it when something is so strange…”

      “Surreal?”

      “Yes! That’s it. Surreal. Everything with you and Milo and now meeting my father and just, well, everything.”

      “Most of it is good stuff. As upsetting as it was for Milo to be hurt, he’s going to be fine, and that’s all that matters. He’s doing so much better, so we can count that as a good thing, too.”

      “I’m afraid to relax. Whenever I do, something else happens.”

      “I think it might be safe to relax, sweetheart. Everything will be better now. He’s out of your life—and Mateo’s—and you’re getting to meet your father and his family. Life is going to get much sweeter for you going forward.”

      “You forgot the most important thing.” She turns in her seat to face me. “This. Us. You’re the sweetest thing in my sweet new life, Nico. I hope you know that.”

      “I want to be that and everything else to you.”

      “You are. Of course you are.”

      “You tried to break up with me earlier,” I say in a teasing tone.

      “That was because I was trying to keep you safe!”

      “Don’t do that again.”

      “I didn’t want to do it the first time. That was the last thing I wanted, but the thought of you being in danger is terrifying to me.”

      “Likewise, my love. Keeping you and Mateo safe is my top priority.”

      “Keeping you and Mateo safe is my top priority.”

      “You forgot to include yourself.”

      “So did you.”

      “If something happens to you guys…” My throat closes at the thought of it. It’s unfathomable.

      She reaches for my hand and holds it with both of hers. “You’ve become… everything.”

      “Same for me with you. Every single thing.” At a stoplight, we share a smile and a kiss. “I had no idea it was possible to feel like this.”

      “Me either. I thought I’d been in love before, but I haven’t. Not like I am with you.”

      “I’ve never come close to this. I was waiting for you.”

      When we get home, Gladys is asleep on the sofa.

      Sofia covers her with a blanket and shuts off the TV before we check on Mateo. His little suitcase is packed and ready for the trip. He’s asleep with his arm hanging off the bed. Sofia resituates him and covers him with practiced ease, as if she’s done the same thing a million times before.

      We cross the hall to my room—or is it ours now?

      “We need to pack,” she says.

      “I don’t want to.” I slide my arms around her from behind. “There are so many better things we can do.”

      “Later. First, we pack.”

      “You’re no fun.”

      “Yes, I am, but our flight is early, and we need to do it now. My dad told me it’s very cold in Minnesota, so Gladys brought some warmer clothes from my place to add to what I bought. Do you have a winter coat?”

      Groaning, I follow her into my walk-in closet. “Yes, I have a winter coat.” Once again, I wrap my arms around her. “Are you going to keep me warm in Minnesota?”

      Laughing, she shakes me off and gets busy packing. “The sooner you get done, the faster we go to bed.”

      I’ve never packed so fast in my life. Jeans. Sweaters. Boots. Underwear. Done.

      “You forgot your toothbrush,” Sofia says as she meticulously folds every item before placing it into her suitcase.

      “I’ll need it in the morning. I won’t forget it. Don’t worry.” I give her ponytail a gentle tug. “Come to bed. I need to hold you.”

      Smiling up at me, she says, “Your grandmother is right about you—and so am I. You’re the devil.”

      “She never said I’m the devil. She said I’m a button pusher.”

      “You’re a devil. For sure.”

      I reach for her and hoist her over my shoulder, spinning her around and making her scream with laughter. As I lower her to the bed, the door swings open and smacks against the wall.

      “Stop!” Mateo cries. “Don’t hurt her!”

      I release Sofia so she can go to him. “He wasn’t hurting me. I was laughing.”

      “I heard you scream,” he says, his voice hitching on a sob that breaks my heart.

      “I was laughing. I swear. Nico would never hurt me. Would you, Nico?”

      “Never. I love your mama so much. All I want is to make her happy and make her laugh. She was laughing, Mateo. I swear to God.”

      He breaks down into heartbroken sobs that make me want to smash things as I imagine what he’s seen and heard in the past that makes him fear the worst.

      Sofia holds him until he calms.

      “Will you come see me for a minute?” I ask the little boy.

      He hesitates, but only for a second.

      I lift him onto my lap. “I want you to know something really important, okay?”

      He nods.

      “I love you as much as I love your mom, and I promise you, man to man, that I will never do anything to hurt either of you. All I want is for you both to be happy, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “If I ever do anything to make you afraid, I want you to tell me, okay?”

      “I will.”

      I kiss the top of his head and hug him tightly before releasing him to go back to bed with his mom.

      I hear her talking to him before she returns to my room and sits next to me on the edge of the bed. “I’m sorry about that.”

      “Please don’t be. I’d always want him to come to your rescue if he thought you were being hurt.”

      “I hate that he has reason to be worried about that. You were great with him. Thank you for that.”

      “I’d never, ever touch either of you with anything other than love on my mind. I swear on the lives of everyone I love, and that’s a lot of people. You never need to be afraid of me that way. I’ll spend the rest of my life proving that to you and Mateo.”

      “I know, Nico. I already know that, and now he does, too.”

      When I put my arm around her, she rests her head on my shoulder.

      “Let’s get some sleep. Tomorrow is going to be an exciting day for you.”

      We crawl into bed and snuggle up to each other in the middle. With our arms and legs intertwined, I decide that sleeping wrapped up in Sofia is better than the best sex I ever had before her.

      I intend to continue showing her—and her son—how a real man treats the woman he loves.
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      Mateo is subdued in the morning after the incident during the night. Before she leaves, I explain to Gladys what happened, and she assures him that he doesn’t have to worry about that with Nico. He hugs and kisses Gladys before Nico has one of his guys drive her home.

      Another car comes for us and drops us at Departures at MIA.

      I’m so thankful to have Nico with me. He knows how to navigate the airport chaos and has us checked in and on our way to airport security within minutes. Mateo takes it all in, and while he hasn’t had much to say to either of us this morning, he seems excited about the trip.

      Nico is great with him, pointing out things he doesn’t want my son to miss, such as the conveyer belt at security or the X-ray machine that Mateo initially balks at entering. Right away, I realize it reminds him of things he’s experienced at the hospital.

      “It doesn’t hurt at all,” I tell him. “Watch, Nico will go first.”

      He stands in the machine with his legs spread and his arms up while Mateo barely breathes as he stares at him.

      “Mateo’s turn,” I say, nudging him forward. “Just do what Nico did. I swear it doesn’t hurt.”

      Mateo goes into the machine and awkwardly positions himself into place.

      “Don’t move,” the TSA agent says.

      I hold my breath in the seconds it takes for the machine to complete the scan.

      “All done,” the agent says.

      Nico receives Mateo while I go through the scanner.

      After we clear security, we stop for breakfast at a restaurant on the concourse. That’s a word I learned today when I heard Nico say it.

      By the time we board the plane an hour later, I’ve almost forgotten to be nervous about flying for the first time.

      Nico tells the flight crew that it’s mine and Mateo’s first flight, and the pilot comes out to give Mateo a wings pin. My son is thrilled with the wings and the attention from the pilot, who invites him to see the cockpit while the other passengers are boarding.

      It’s all so exciting, and at the end of the three-hour-and-twenty-minute flight, I’ll meet my father for the first time. My excitement dies the second the plane speeds down the runway and lifts into the sky.

      Nico sat in the middle seat so Mateo could look out, but that’s the last thing I want to do.

      “Look,” Nico says. “You can see all of Miami.”

      “No, thanks.”

      He covers my freezing, clutched hands with his warm one. “You should look, Sofia. It’s amazing to see everything from up here. There’s nothing to be afraid of.”

      I force my eyes open and glance to my right, where I can see the beach below. I can’t help but lean over Nico for a closer look. He’s right. It is amazing. Until the plane hits a bump, and I nearly die of a heart attack.

      His arm around me keeps me still as he chuckles at my reaction. “It’s fine. It’s like a car hitting a pothole.”

      Ugh, I’m never going to survive this. I’m wound so tightly, I feel like I might explode.

      When the stewardess comes to take a drink order, Nico asks for Bloody Marys for us and a Sprite for Mateo. “The vodka will help,” he assures me.

      He’s right. After a few sips of the cocktail, I do feel calmer.

      Mateo is loving everything about this, especially having Sprite in the morning.

      Nico is endlessly patient with him, answering all his questions and pointing to things out the window. There’s a monitor on the back of the seat in front of us that shows the progression of our flight, which Mateo finds fascinating. When he starts to get itchy, Nico sets him up with his headphones and the movie Cars, which Mateo loves.

      “You’re so good with him. Thank you.”

      “He’s great. I love being with him. I just hate that he thought I could hurt you.”

      “And I hate that he’s programmed to expect the worst of the men in his life.”

      “I’m going to show him something better. I’ll lead by example.”

      “Knowing the men who raised you, that makes Mateo a very lucky boy.”

      “Even if something were to go down between us, which isn’t going to happen, I’d still be there for him. You have my word on that.”

      “Love you for that and a million other reasons.”

      “Love you, too, for two million reasons.”

      As I lay my head on his shoulder, I realize I do that a lot. Rest my head on his strong shoulder, knowing he’s as solid and reliable as he seems. Maybe he’s been “toxic” to other women. But for me and my son, he’s just what we need.

      At some point, I must’ve dozed off, because I come to suddenly when the plane touches down with a jolt.

      “That’s just the landing,” Nico says. “There’s going to be a loud roar, but that’s the pilots slowing the plane.”

      I’m glad he told me that because the roar would’ve terrified me.

      “That was so fun, Mama. I can’t wait to fly again!”

      “We’ll fly home on Monday. That’s in three days.”

      “Yay!”

      While we wait for our turn to get off the plane, Nico puts Mateo’s backpack on his little shoulders and holds his hand.

      I’m relieved to see Mateo acting comfortable with him after last night. I felt so bad for Nico, who’s been nothing but kind and generous to us. But sadly, I understand all too well why Mateo was afraid. I hope that over time, he’ll forget the way his father used to scream and yell and sometimes hit me when he was in one of his rages.

      That seems like a long time ago now, but the scars still run deep in both of us.

      We walk toward baggage claim, where I’m supposed to meet my father. I’m suddenly full of nerves. What if he doesn’t like me or takes one look at Mateo and sees nothing but his limitations? What if—

      “Stop spinning.” Nico gives my shoulder a squeeze. “He’s going to love you both. How could he not?”

      “Now you can see inside my mind, too?”

      “I know you, and you worry too much.”

      “For good reason!”

      “Maybe, but you’ve got nothing to worry about here. He was so eager to meet you guys, he sent tickets for this week. Not next week. This week. It’s going to be fine. I know it.”

      “Thank you for saying what I needed to hear.”

      “Just relax and enjoy every minute.”

      With him by my side, holding the hand of my little boy, I’m able to let go of the tight knot of stress I’ve carried with me for so long, I barely recall life without it. It’s been like a constant ache in my chest. I’m not sure if it’s being away from Miami, getting to meet my dad or being with Nico, but I feel better than I have, well, ever.

      I suspect most of that is because of Nico’s steady, loving presence. When he tells me everything is going to be okay, I believe him.

      We take the escalator down to the baggage claim area, and I recognize my father instantly. He’s holding a sign that says Sofia, Mateo and Nico! The exclamation mark indicates he’s as excited to meet me as I am to meet him.

      As we move toward him, I notice there’s more gray in his hair than there was in the picture he sent me, but even from ten feet away, I see the same resemblance I spotted in the photo. I look like him. There’s no denying it.

      And then he’s hugging me, and I’m hugging him like it’s the most natural thing in the world to be hugging this man who gave me life.

      When we pull apart, we’re both crying as we stare at each other.

      “You look just like my sister,” he says, seeming as amazed as I feel.

      “I think I look like you.”

      “You do. She and I are twins. The pictures of her when she was your age… Well, you’ll see.”

      “This is Nico and my son, Mateo. Mateo, honey, this is Jon, your grandfather. Can you say hello?”

      “Hi,” Mateo says with a shy smile.

      “Grandfather,” Jon says with a laugh as he shakes hands with Nico and Mateo. “That’s gonna take me a minute.” After Nico grabs our bags and Mateo’s booster seat, Jon leads us to a parking garage where he’s parked a black SUV. We get Mateo settled in the backseat and strapped into his booster.

      “Take the front.” Nico uses his chin to point to Mateo. “I’ve got him.”

      “Thank you.” I get in the front seat next to my father. My father! The biggest missing piece in my life has been located, and he seems great. That’s such a relief and a sorrow at the same time when I think about what my life might’ve been like if he’d been in it from the start.

      But today is no time for revisiting a painful past. Today is for making new memories with the three “men” who are my future.

      At least I hope so.

      
        
        NICO

      

      

      Watching Sofia with her new family is one of the most incredible experiences of my life. They’re super friendly and welcoming, even Jon’s wife, Kathy, who would’ve had good reason to be wary of this sudden appearance by a daughter and grandson. Sofia has two half sisters—Lily, who is thirteen, and Morgan, who is eighteen—and two half brothers—Tyler, fifteen, and Luke, eleven. They all seem like sweet kids. They’re fascinated with Sofia and Mateo, who has made them aunts and uncles.

      Jon brings out pictures of himself and his twin sister, Jessica, from when they were younger. He’s right that the resemblance between Sofia and her aunt is uncanny. She gets her darker skin tone and coloring from her mother, but the rest is all Jon and Jessica.

      “She lives in Wisconsin, so you won’t get to meet her this time,” Jon says, “but she’s looking forward to seeing you soon.”

      “Do you have other siblings?”

      “We had an older brother, Joe, who died in an accident when we were kids.”

      “Oh no. That’s so sad.”

      “It was rough.” Jon hands her a photo of his late brother. “We idolized him. Followed him around like little puppies.”

      “I’m very sorry you lost him.”

      “Thank you.”

      Jon and Kathy work together to produce a roast beef dinner with baked potatoes, green beans and salad. The food is delicious, and the conversation is easy, considering we all just met today.

      Their home is a split-level with bedrooms upstairs and down. They offer us separate rooms or one together.

      “We can all stay together,” Sofia says. “Mateo might want me in the night if he wakes up.”

      “Sounds good,” Kathy says. “Lily and Morgan, make up the bed and air mattress in Morgan’s room, please.”

      “Thanks for letting us use your room,” Sofia says to Morgan, who has reddish-blonde hair and freckles across her nose.

      “No problem. Come on, Lily.”

      “Put some towels out, too,” Kathy calls after them. “I tell them this is the reason I had kids, so I can get them to do things for me. They become very useful as they get older.”

      “That’s good to know,” Sofia says, seeming to soak up every detail of this visit like a sponge.

      My phone chimes with a text. “It’s from Miguel.”

      I hand the phone to Sofia so she can read it. The judge ripped Joaquín a new one in court today and put the fear of God in him about how much trouble he’s already in, and if he wants to make it worse, he’ll keep threatening people. He’ll have two weeks in solitary confinement to think about his behavior going forward.

      “What does this mean?” She points to the phrase ripped him a new one.

      I grin and lean over to whisper in her ear, “Ripped him a new asshole.”

      “Oh!” She laughs even as she cringes. “I’m sorry I asked, but that sounds painful.”

      “That was the goal.”

      “And this? What does that mean?” She points to solitary confinement.

      “He’ll be in a cell by himself.” I squeeze her hand to convey my relief that Joaquín got what he deserved in court. I glance at Mateo and then at Jon and Kathy. “We’ll fill you in later.”

      “Mateo,” Kathy says, “why don’t you come with me, and let’s see if we can find some dessert?”

      He gets up to take her hand like he’s known her all his life and goes with her to the kitchen.

      “You’ve all been so sweet,” Sofia says. “Thank you so much for everything.”

      Jon shakes his head, his expression full of regret. “I had no idea, Sofia, or you would’ve met me long before now.”

      “That’s good to know. I guess all we can do is make the best of it going forward.”

      “And we will. For sure. About your mother…”

      “She’s not really in my life.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      Sofia gives a small shrug. “It’s for the best. She isn’t supportive of me.”

      Jon’s deep sigh says so much. “Tomorrow, I’ll show you around.” With a smile, he adds, “Maybe I can convince you guys to move to the Twin Cities area.”

      The thought of that hits me like a lightning bolt of fear that strikes out of nowhere. Will she want to move up here to live closer to her new family? Who could blame her for wanting that? What will I do if she does?

      That possibility never occurred to me before Jon suggested it.

      We tuck Mateo into bed on an air mattress in the room the three of us are sharing, and then we join Jon and Kathy for a nightcap in the living room. Their kids have gone to bed, so it’s just the four of us. Jon lit a fire in the fireplace that sends a cozy glow over the room.

      “Is it always this cold here?” Sofia asks.

      “From about November to May,” Jon says. “You get used to it.”

      “I’m not sure I ever would after growing up in Mexico and Miami.”

      “Same,” I say. “Our blood is too thin for this weather.” I thank God it’s so cold here. Maybe that will keep her from wanting to move, even with all the pluses she’d gain by living here.

      We fill Jon and Kathy in on what’s been going on with Joaquín and what happened today in court.

      “Good Lord,” Kathy says. “I’m so sorry you’ve been through such an ordeal.”

      “Thank you,” Sofia says, “but he’s where he belongs, and I’m trying not to think about him anymore. Our divorce will be final any day now.”

      “And your brother, Nico,” Jon says. “He’s all right?”

      “On his way to a full recovery, thank God.”

      “What does Mateo know?”

      “Not much,” Sofia says. “He doesn’t like going to his dad’s house, so he hasn’t asked for him. We’re hoping it stays that way for a while longer. Eventually, I suppose I’ll have to tell him the truth.”

      “We can worry about that when the time comes,” I say, squeezing her hand.

      Sofia can’t stop yawning, so we encourage her to go to bed.

      Jon gets up to hug her. “Thank you again for coming all this way.”

      “Thank you for having us.”

      “It’s a pleasure.”

      “I’ll be up in a few,” I tell her, hoping for a minute to talk to Jon alone.

      “I’m out, too,” Kathy says. “Is there anything I can get you?”

      “No, we’re fine,” Sofia says. “Thank you for your hospitality.”

      She gives me an uncertain look, as if to ask if she said the right word.

      I smile at her and give her a thumbs-up.

      They leave the room together.

      Jon gets up to put another log on the fire and then holds up his glass. “One more?”

      “Sure, thanks.”

      He pours me a generous amount of whiskey and the same for himself. Smiling as he hands me the glass, he says, “This is how you stay warm during the winter in Minnesota.”

      “I can see how it’d be helpful.”

      “Sofia mentioned that Mateo has been sick?”

      Nodding, I say, “He had a cancerous brain tumor removed more than a year ago. He’s doing well, but still working to come back from that.”

      “Wow. Was that the end of it? The surgery?”

      “He had radiation, and the doctors are hopeful that he’s beaten it. He’s had a lot of therapy, but they said it’s going to take time to fully recover. He’s been swimming in the pool at my house, and we can already see him getting stronger.”

      “I can’t believe how much she’s been through.”

      “There’s so much more than that. It’s not my story to tell you, but just know there’s more.”

      “I can see that you care for her very much. Have you been together long?”

      “Not that long officially, but friends for quite some time. I love her and Mateo very much. In fact, I hope to ask her to marry me soon.”

      “That’s wonderful. Congratulations.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I guess it’s a pipe dream to hope you guys might move here.”

      “I own a home and a business in Miami. I wouldn’t be able to move.”

      “So, I shouldn’t push too hard for that, huh?”

      “I want Sofia to be happy. If she’d be happier here where all of you are—the only family she’s ever really had until mine adopted her—then I’d sell everything to be with her and Mateo.”

      “But home is Miami for both of you.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Then my daughter and I will have to find a way to see a lot of each other. We can FaceTime and talk on the phone and get to know each other the newfangled way. Whatever it takes.”

      “I think she’s very lucky to have found you and your family. It’ll make all the difference to her to know you’re here and that you care.”

      “I do care. Hearing from her was such a shock, but once that wore off, it was just curiosity and concern and so many other emotions.”

      “I can’t imagine what that must’ve been like for you.”

      “My wife said we need to see it as a blessing. Two more people to love.”

      “That’s a nice way to look at it.”

      “She’s right. It’s not Sofia’s fault this was handled the way it was—or mine. All we can do is make the best of it. And that’s what we’ll do.”

      “If I were to ask your daughter to marry me, sir, would I have your blessing?”

      Jon laughs. “I hear daughters these days want their fathers to say that the only blessing they need is that of the prospective bride. But you seem like a nice young man, Nico, and you obviously love them both. You’d have my blessing, for what it’s worth.”

      “I think it’ll be worth a lot to a woman who’s never had a father to look out for her.”
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      This weekend is right out of a dream. My new family is funny and sweet and kind. They remind me a lot of Nico’s family. Jon’s sister, Jessica, is so excited to meet us that she decides to drive four hours on Saturday to come to his home with her husband and three teenage children. I not only have a father for the first time in my life, but I also have siblings and cousins, a stepmother, an aunt and uncle. It’s overwhelming, but in the best possible way.

      Jon and Kathy offer to watch Mateo on Sunday night so Nico and I can have a date.

      After hearing about Giordino’s and our confession that it’s made us restaurant snobs, they recommend a place that comes highly recommended in downtown Minneapolis, called P.S. Steak.

      Nico drives Jon’s truck into the city, while making jokes about crashing my father’s truck. “Do you think he’d forgive us?”

      “He seems so nice. I’m sure he would. But let’s try not to let that happen.”

      “I’m a professional driver, love. You’re in good hands, and at least it’s not snowing.”

      “Have you ever driven in snow?”

      “Nope.”

      “That must be so scary.”

      “Not if you do it all the time.”

      “I’d never get used to that.”

      “If you moved here, you mean?”

      I whip my head around to look at him. “I’m not moving here. We live in Miami.”

      “I wouldn’t blame you if you wanted to after finding such a wonderful family here.”

      “They are wonderful, and this has been the best weekend of my life, but my home, our home, is in Miami. You’re in Miami. Your family. My job. Our life.”

      “I’m kind of relieved to hear you say that. Ever since Jon mentioned it the other night, I’ve been a little worried that you might want to move.”

      “I don’t. As much as I want to know them, my whole life is in Miami.”

      “Not anymore.”

      I nod to concede that point. “I’m so looking forward to more good times with them, but I’m not going to move here. On top of all the other reasons, it’s freezing.”

      “Only in the winter.”

      “Which lasts six months! I’d die.” I glance over at him. “I hate that you were worried about that.”

      “I want you to be happy. If being here makes you happy, we’d figure it out. Somehow.”

      “You say that when you have a home and a business and a big life in Miami.”

      “That big life would look very lonely if you and Mateo weren’t there anymore.”

      “I wouldn’t leave you, Nico. Not after everything we’ve been through and shared, and… I just… I wouldn’t.”

      He smiles at me. “That’s good to know.”

      The steak house, located in an elegant historic building in downtown, has chandeliers, gorgeous moldings and comfortable leather seats in the booths.

      “This might just be good enough,” Nico says with a grin.

      “It’s not Giordino’s, but somehow, we’ll make do.”

      We check our coats, and Nico waits for me to be seated before he sits across from me.

      I’m wearing a black wrap dress that Morgan loaned me when I said I hadn’t brought anything to wear on a date. I have a sister to borrow clothes from. She asked if she could visit me in Miami on her spring break, and we’re already making plans.

      “What’re you thinking about? You look so happy.”

      “I’m thinking about having a sister to borrow clothes from and how she wants to visit me on her spring break.”

      “Happiness looks nice on you—and so does Morgan’s dress.”

      “Thank you for encouraging me to look for my dad. I never would’ve done it if you hadn’t given me a push.”

      “I’m so glad it’s worked out this way. You deserve to have a wonderful, supportive family.”

      “I’m thankful for them, but I already had that before I met my dad and his family. Your family has been the first one I ever really had, and you all mean so much to me. The way you all forgave me for what happened to Milo—”

      “There was nothing to forgive,” he says. “You were as horrified by that as we were.”

      “Still… It could’ve changed everything, and it didn’t.”

      “That’s because we love you. I love you.”

      “I love you, too. All of you, but you most of all.”

      “And here I thought you’d say Nona and Abuela were your favorites.”

      “They’re right after you in second place.”

      We order drinks and steak for dinner as well as the crab toast appetizer. It’s all delicious. Not just the food, but the company, too.

      “This is our first real date,” I tell him.

      “We’re long overdue.”

      “We had to come to Minnesota to get a night off together.”

      “It won’t always be this way. Soon enough, I’ll be able to hire someone to take the night shifts for me, and we’ll have more time together.”

      “Not if I’m still working nights.”

      “I think you should try to go to school, if you still want to, that is.”

      “I wish I could, but it’s just not feasible. I can’t afford it.”

      “If you and Mateo lived with me, you could.” He holds up a hand. “Before you say no, hear me out.” Standing, he comes to sit next to me, turning so he’s facing me. “I know how important it is to you to never again find yourself in a position like you were before.” He pulls a paper from his pocket and unfolds it before handing it to me. “That’s why I asked my mom to draw this up.”

      I quickly scan the page but can’t make sense of what appears to be a legal document. “What is it?”

      “It’s a deed to half of my house.”

      I nearly die of shock. “What? Nico. No.” I try to push the paper back into his hands, but he won’t take it.

      “You’re hearing me out, remember?”

      I can barely breathe, let alone listen.

      “If we had met sooner and gotten married, we would’ve bought the house together.”

      “You know how I feel about getting married again.”

      “I do, but I love you, Sofia, and Mateo. I want to live with you and love you and take care of you both. I want you to be able to decorate our house and finally make it a home. I want you to go to school and do anything you want. But more than anything, I want you to have the security you’ve never had before, and by making you the co-owner of our house, if anything ever happens to us, which it won’t, you’d have a financial cushion. I have some debt on the house that I used to start my business, but I’m paying that down every month. All of this to say, will you please marry me and spend your life with me and let me spend mine with you and Mateo and the other kids we’ll have together?” He takes my hand and kisses the back of it. “I want everything with you, if you’ll have me.”

      I use my napkin to wipe the tears off my face. He’s totally overwhelmed me with everything he said, which proves he sees me and understands me like no one else ever has.

      “I should also add that I asked your dad for his blessing, and he said it was up to you, but he approves of me for you.”

      “Anyone would. You’re amazing.”

      “I’ve never been more amazing than I am with you. You and Mateo… You guys make me want to be the best version of myself so I deserve you.”

      “I said I’d never get married again after… Well, you know.”

      “Yes, I do, and I’m hoping you’ll reconsider, because I’ve never wanted anyone to be my wife before, and now no one else will do. It has to be you. And Mateo. Maybe I could adopt him at some point if his father is out of the picture indefinitely.”

      “You’re making it very hard for me to say anything other than…” I take a deep breath and let it out.

      “Jump, sweet Sofia. I’ll always catch you. Always.”

      “Yes.”

      He hugs me so tightly, it almost hurts, but in the best possible way. When he pulls back, we’re both in tears.

      “Thank you,” he says, kissing me softly.

      “Thank you. For everything.”

      “Wait! I forgot the best part.” He reaches into his pocket and withdraws a ring that he slides onto my finger. “This belonged to my great-grandmother, and my dad saved it for me. He joked that he thought I was never going to need it, but as soon as he saw me with you, he decided to have it cleaned. He said he had a feeling you might be the one for me, and he was right.”

      The ring is a gorgeous round diamond in a nest of brown stones.

      “Those are tiger’s-eye stones. My great-grandfather supposedly told my great-grandmother the color reminded him of her eyes. They remind me of yours, too, which means you’re meant for me.”

      “It’s the most beautiful ring I’ve ever seen, and that it was your great-grandmother’s means so much to me.”

      “I’m glad you like it.”

      “I love it, but there’s one thing…”

      “What’s that?”

      I push the paper across the table to him. “As much as I appreciate the gesture, I won’t accept this.”

      “Why?”

      “That house is yours. I wouldn’t feel right.”

      “What if we sold it and bought something else together?”

      “That would be foolish. Your house is beautiful. It has everything we’ll ever need and then some.”

      He shrugs. “Either you accept this,” he says, pushing the paper back to me, “or we sell it and buy something together.”

      “You’re being stubborn.”

      “I want my wife to feel safe and secure—in every possible way, including financially. I respect what it took you to leave him and get your own place and start over. That must’ve been so hard for you, but you did it, and you made a beautiful home for yourself and Mateo. If the need ever arises again for you to start over, I want you to always know you could, while hoping you’ll never want or need to.”

      Every word he says goes straight to my heart. This man. This wonderful, beautiful, sweet, caring man…

      “You really want to do this?” I ask him.

      “I really do. I want it for you.”

      “I want everyone who’s aware of this to know I don’t want it.”

      “So noted, and only my parents know. I’ll tell them you fought back.”

      “Please do. I’m not here because of what you have. I’m here because of who you are. I love who you are.”

      “I love who you are.” He kisses my neck and makes me giggle. “Every single bit of you.”

      A throat clearing behind Nico has him spinning to face the waiter.

      “Will there be anything else, sir?”

      “Yes, please,” Nico says. “We need champagne to celebrate our engagement.”

      “Congratulations to both of you.”

      “Thank you,” Nico says. “And something chocolate for my fiancée. She loves chocolate.”

      “Who doesn’t love chocolate?” the waiter says. “I’ll be right back.”

      Nico turns back to me. “You’re still going to marry me, right?”

      “Yes, I am.”

      “When?”

      “Uh, I don’t know.”

      “Soon. I want to marry you soon. I want you to look into going back to school. I want to swim with Mateo every day and have babies and go on vacations with my family and have holidays together and come here to visit your dad and the rest of your family—and have them visit Miami. I want it all, and I want it right now—with you.”

      “How soon are we talking?”

      “Spring?”

      “That’s pretty soon.”

      “Unless you want a big, fancy deal.”

      I shake my head. “I’d love something like Maria and Austin did. Small and intimate. But with your family, it’s never small.”

      “Not to mention your family, too.”

      “That’s right. I have a family.”

      “I bet Maria and Austin would lend us their pool deck to do the same sort of thing they did. If you’re down for that.”

      “I’m down for it.” I place my hand on his face, still trying to believe he’s mine to keep forever. “I’m down for all of it.”
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      We have the quietest sex of our lives in her sister’s bed, with Mateo asleep on the air mattress on the floor.

      “I feel dirty for doing that in your sister’s bed,” I whisper to her afterward.

      “Stop. Don’t even say it. We’re going straight to hell.”

      I cup her breast and play with her nipple. “But what a way to go.”

      She shivers and presses into me, as if she’s already thinking about round two.

      After we sent a text with our news and a photo of Sofia wearing the ring to my family, the congratulations came flooding in. Everyone is thrilled for us, which makes me so happy. I could never have married someone they don’t love as much as I do.

      I never could’ve married anyone but her.

      Raising my head from her shoulder, I look down at her. “Thank you for saying yes.”

      “Thank you for asking and for everything else you did, too.”

      “We’re going to have the best life together.”

      “I can’t wait for all of it.”

      “Me, too, love.”

      
        
        MILO

      

      

      I’m sick of being in the hospital, sick of being stuck in bed, sick of the itching around the screws that hold the damn halo in place. And don’t get me started on the freaking catheter. That’s the worst. Even though I hate almost everything about being here, there’s one bright, shining light amid all the misery.

      I count the hours each day until she comes on duty at three p.m.

      Her days off are the worst, with nothing to look forward to, other than the visits with my wonderful family members. They bring me so much food that I can share it with everyone on the floor.

      Gianna told me they’ve also been keeping the nurses fed, which has made me the most popular patient on the ward.

      That’s what my family does best. They feed people, and it doesn’t surprise me that they’re doing what they do while I’m in here.

      It’s five minutes to three, and the clock is moving backward, or so it seems to me as I watch mindless TV and wait for her.

      I think a lot about what her fiancé did to her, and it makes me so mad on her behalf. Why would anyone wait until the absolute last minute to decide he didn’t want to get married? And was the man insane? She’s stunning and sweet and sexy and caring. Who does he think he’s going to find that’s better than her?

      I’ve decided his insanity is my good fortune.

      When she comes in, the first thing I notice is the smile she’s always wearing when she enters the room. Her silky dark hair is up in a ponytail that puts her pretty face on full display. I could look at that face for hours and never get tired of the view.

      “Hi there. I heard you were up and walking today. That’s awesome!”

      “It was all kinds of fun, let me tell you. Especially with this ridiculous catheter along for the ride.”

      “I have good news for you. Dr. Northrup put in orders to remove it, so we can do that right away if you’re game.”

      “You mean… You would remove it?”

      “Yep.”

      I’m not at all sure how I feel about that. “I, uh…”

      “I do it all the time. It’s no big deal.”

      “I’m offended on behalf of my junk. In my opinion, it is a very big deal.”

      She snorts with laughter. “Why do all men think the penis is the center of the universe?”

      “Because it is literally the center of our universe, and this isn’t how I was hoping you’d get your first look at mine.”

      She leans on the bed rail, seeming intrigued. “Oh, no? What’d you have in mind?”

      “Well, I figured I’d at least buy you dinner first.”

      Her left brow rises in an arch look. “Are you flirting with me, Mr. Giordino?”

      “What if I am?”

      “Well, I would say you’re a courageous man, flirting with a woman like me who’s sworn off all men forever.”

      “Don’t do that.”

      “Oh, it’s already done. I signed a contract that declares me single for life.”

      “I’m going to need you to break that contract so you can go out with me the second I’m out of here.”

      “The same second?”

      “The very same second.”

      “Hmmm. I’ll have to get back to you about that.”

      “Don’t make me wait too long. Thinking about going out with you is the only thing keeping me sane in here.”

      “The only thing?”

      I look her dead in the eyes. “The. Only. Thing.”

      “Are you always this blunt when you want to go out with someone?”

      “I’m never this blunt with anyone, and I’ve never wanted to go out with anyone more than I want to go out with you.”

      “Milo,” she says with a nervous laugh. “What meds did they give you today?”

      “I’m off everything but the antibiotic.” I cover her hand with mine, hoping she’ll be okay with that. “I mean it, Gianna. I want to see you after this.”

      “I think I’d like to see you, too, as long as, you know… I’m kind of a mess still from, you know…”

      “You’re not a mess. You’re the furthest thing from a mess.”

      “Maybe on the outside, but on the inside…” She shrugs. “Not so great.”

      “How about we see what we can do to fix that?”

      She looks at me for a long time, so long that I start to worry she’s going to turn me down. “I think I’d like that.”

      I’m so relieved, I’m nearly light-headed with it. I’m not sure when she became so important to me, but I’m starting to think getting shot may turn out to be the best thing that ever happened, as crazy as that seems.

      “Now, about that catheter…”

      “Can’t we get someone else to do it?”

      “I’m it. So, man up, and let’s get it done.”

      “Will it hurt?” I ask around a huge lump of fear that’s suddenly lodged in my throat.

      “Like hell.”

      “Really?” I ask in a high squeak of a voice.

      Laughing, she says, “Really. But you’ll be fine. I promise. Shall we get it over with?”

      I want to run and hide, but I’m not allowed to run. “If we must…”

      

      
        
        Preorder Milo and Gianna’s story, How Much I Need, coming April 11, 2023!

      

        

      
        Check out the Treading Water Series, which launched Marie’s career, also in Kindle Unlimited!

      

      

      Thank you for reading How Much I Want! I hope you loved Nico and Sofia’s story as well as catching up with the rest of the Giordino family. I love writing this series and enjoy every minute I spend with these characters. I wrote this one while I was in South Florida this past winter, and it was so fun to be living in the area while I was writing the book. I’ve told you before that Fort Lauderdale and Miami hold a special place in my heart, with many fun family memories there, which makes writing this series extra special for me.

      Join the How Much I Want Reader Group at www.facebook.com/groups/howmuchiwant/ to discuss Nico and Sofia’s story with spoilers allowed. And make sure you’re a member of the Miami Nights Series group at www.facebook.com/groups/MiamiNightsSeries to be the first to hear about new books and other series news.

      A special thank you to Erica Bettin, who I met in Fort Lauderdale and had a wonderful conversation with about the challenges of learning English as a native Spanish speaker. I so appreciate her insight and wisdom. As always, Dr. Sarah Hewitt, family nurse practitioner, was helpful with the medical details, and Captain Russell Hayes, retired, Newport, RI, Police Department, helped with the criminal/law enforcement elements of this story.

      As always, a huge thanks to the home team of Julie Cupp, Lisa Cafferty, Jean Mello, Nikki Haley and Ashley Lopez, who do so much to help keep everything running smoothly behind the scenes, especially when I was in Florida for two months and we had to do a lot of punting!

      My editors, Linda Ingmanson and Joyce Lamb, are always there for me when I need them, and I so appreciate their many contributions. Anne Woodall, Kara Conrad and Tracey Suppo are my primary beta readers, and I love getting their feedback on every new book. Gwen Neff helps me keep the details straight on all these series I have going, and she’s been such a valuable addition to my team.

      Thank you to my Miami beta readers: Dinorah Shoban, Stephanie Behill and Angelica Maya. Check out Dinorah’s recipe for coquito, or Spanish eggnog, below.

      And finally, to my amazing, devoted, loyal readers—I appreciate you all so much. I hope you love this latest trip to Miami!

      Xoxo

      Marie

      
        
        Dinorah’s coquito recipe

      

      

      
        	1 (12 oz) can evaporated milk

        	1 (14 oz) can sweetened condensed milk

        	2 cups (1 15 oz can) cream of coconut (like Coco López)

        	¼ tsp cinnamon

        	⅛ tsp nutmeg

        	1 tsp vanilla

        	1 ½ cups white rum

        	cinnamon sticks for garnish

      

      
        
        I suggest 1 1/2 cups of white rum. If that sounds like too much, start with 1 cup and add more to taste. I like to add just enough rum that it’s prickly on the back of your throat and warms you on the inside. It will be one of the few drinks you’ll have that is cold that warms you up. Just be careful because the flavor of the rum gets stronger the longer the drink “marinates.”

      

        

      
        Another reason I choose to make my coquito without egg yolks is that it extends its shelf life. Coquito should last in your refrigerator for 4-6 months. If your coquito has a little fat cap at the top, that is completely normal. That is just the coconut milk fat separating, which is normal. Give your coquito a poke and a good shake, and you are good to go.
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      Marie Force is the New York Times bestselling author of contemporary romance, romantic suspense and erotic romance. Her series include Fatal, First Family, Gansett Island, Butler Vermont, Quantum, Treading Water, Miami Nights and Wild Widows.

      Her books have sold more than 12 million copies worldwide, have been translated into more than a dozen languages and have appeared on the New York Times bestseller list more than 30 times. She is also a USA Today and #1  Wall Street Journal bestseller, as well as a Spiegel bestseller in Germany.

      Her goals in life are simple—to finish raising two happy, healthy, productive young adults, to keep writing books for as long as she possibly can and to never be on a flight that makes the news.

      Join Marie's mailing list for news about new books and upcoming appearances in your area. Follow her on Facebook, Instagram and TikTok. Join one of Marie's many reader groups. Contact Marie at marie@marieforce.com.
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