
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      UNTIL KENDAL

      A Happily Ever Alpha World Book

    

    




      
        VICTORIA PINDER

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Boom Factory Publishing]
          [image: Boom Factory Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Until Kendal

      Copyright © 2021 by Victoria Pinder

      ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

      Published by Boom Factory Publishing, LLC.

      

      Victoria Pinder CONTRIBUTOR to the Original Works was granted permission by Aurora Rose Reynolds, ORIGINAL AUTHOR, to use the copyrighted characters and/ or worlds created by Aurora Rose Reynolds in the Original Work; all copyright protection to the characters and/ or worlds of Aurora Rose Reynolds in the Original Works are and shall continue to be retained by Aurora Rose Reynolds. You can find all of Aurora Rose Reynolds Original Works on most major retailers. No part of this publication may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, distributed, stored in or introduced into any information storage or retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic, photocopying, mechanical or otherwise, without express permission of the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages for review purposes. This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, story lines and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblances to actual persons, living or dead, events, locales or any events or occurrences are purely coincidental.

      Edited by Red Adept Editing

      Photography by Lindee Robinsons

      Cover by RBA Designs

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Join Victoria Pinder

      

      
        Norouzi Family Series

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Chapter 47

      

      
        Chapter 48

      

    

    
      
        About Boom Factory Publishing

      

      
        Also by Victoria Pinder

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Join Victoria Pinder

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        Victoria Pinder wants to hear from you! If you’re on social media, please friend her.

        Join Victoria’s Bold and Foxy Street Team

        You can also find her and get the latest updates including release dates if you

        Sign up for her newsletter and get a FREE novella.

        Follow on Facebook

        Follow on Twitter

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Norouzi Family Series

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Virgin Cove Single Brothers

        Honey Bun

        Handsome

        Sugar Pie

      

        

      
        Or binge on all the Virgin Cove Single Brothers.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Joel

      

      Staring at the broken trailer with boards missing from the floor, I rocked on my feet.

      It seemed like a lifetime ago. I remembered my disgusting green T-shirt, which I'd practically lived in except for the weekly washing my sister had insisted on. I'd never had any memories of my birth mom, but my father, a user who’d lived in the disaster here in this trailer, had been all too happy to send me to foster care once my sister died.

      Starting foster care at fourteen was usually a death sentence, but I was charmed somehow. I’d gone to the group home only briefly. Now, as a Norouzi, I had eleven brothers, Pedar, and Maman, who was the only mother who'd ever looked out for me. None of the people in my new life were anything like my birth father. My birth father would have hated that I'd ended up in the lap of luxury. In fact, I'd hired the wrecking team driving down the street to demolish this hovel.

      A helicopter hovered overhead. Glancing up, I saw the black and gold and knew someone from my family was here. Quickly, I packed up the two boxes of sister’s papers that he’d kept, including my niece’s birth certificate. I knew many kids in the foster care system never had this paperwork. Without the papers, travel was impossible.

      I’d been saved, but honestly, I had no idea what had happened to my niece, Hope. Her father's nineteen-year-old sister, Ellie, had taken custody of the baby. It was time to find her and offer what I could.

      On the street, the helicopter landed, and Arman stepped out. I recognized his dark hair and build from the distance. My lips quirked up as I imagined him walking on the hardened mud in his Tom Ford dress shoes. However, he directed the demolition team, so he had to come.

      I took one more look around. The neighbors had clearly taken whatever valuables my father had in here long before I showed up. Luckily no one touched my sister’s ashes, which I’d grabbed, along with the box of photos and papers.

      I walked out, and Arman took one of the boxes from me then helped me put it behind my seat in the silver Maserati I’d driven here yesterday. As we finished, Arman asked, “This was your home?”

      My lips thinned. My memories of this place weren’t of a family home. I patted him on the back and said, “The only home I had was with our family.”

      Arman pointed me to the demolition team looking for an order as he said, “And Maman would be upset if she saw this place.”

      I pointed to the trailer, and the bulldozer rumbled forward. A second later, the mobile home was ripped apart. I wished my memories were that simple. As Arman and I watched the destruction, I hoped my sister in heaven would forgive me for not finding her daughter sooner. She would be eight or nine now.

      I turned to my adopted brother, who had never known anything but wealth. “It’s why I didn’t want any of you coming.”

      “I’m not leaving you alone.”

      That was sweet. Somehow, I'd ended up with adoptive parents who loved me. Arman was now my business partner, and although the rest of my adopted brothers were everything from heart surgeons to pilots, we were all equal in our parents' eyes. Thanks to Pedar’s trillions, I’d gone from nothing to one of the richest men in the world in a blink of an eye.

      Yet one little girl out there shared my blood. So I needed to find her. My sister had been the only angel from my early life. I owed it to her to find her daughter.

      Once the trailer was nothing more than scraps of trash being thrown into the dumpster, I told Arman, “The next part, I have to do alone.”

      He shrugged and motioned to my car. “We can courier any of this, and you can take the helicopter with me.”

      I laughed. A helicopter to a jet was the opposite of humble, not that Arman knew that word. I shook my head. “I want to do this on my own.”

      “Well, let’s get dinner.”

      At least Maman had only sent one of my brothers. I wouldn’t have known how to break free of all of them to go find Hope to ensure she was safe and happy.

      "The only restaurant I know nearby is at the hotel I booked," I told Arman.

      “Good thing you’re driving, then.” He went and told the helicopter pilot where to meet us so he could get a ride later.

      Once again, it sounded like a scene in a war movie as the helicopter left, but Arman hopped into my car. I turned down my blaring country music and drove onto the old county road that led away from the trailer park.

      “Arman,” I asked, now that we were alone, “why did you come?”

      In Beverly Hills, where we lived, palm trees lined the streets. Tennessee was the opposite of our normal lives. Arman's presence made me forget my past and act more like my normal self, though.

      “Maman and Pedar were both worried about you when you decided to come alone,” he said.

      “You mentioned her twice now. Is she on speed dial?”

      “She’d like to be. I told her I’d look out for you.”

      Now that sounded exactly like Roxanne Norouzi. She always found time for all her boys. “Going from here to being a Norouzi wasn’t just a culture shock.”

      “I can’t imagine.”

      Of course not. He’d been born into his world, but more than half of us in the Norouzi home had been adopted from all over the US. “And this is why I loved the world of videogaming.”

      Unlike most people who lost themselves in the story when gaming, Arman and I often sat there and analyzed user experience or broke the coding apart on our laptops.

      Arman said, “The funny part about you when we were kids, you were already on the programming side, which makes you a perfect partner.”

      That was fair. I probably did more coding, though he sold himself short with his talent.

      Arriving at the hotel, I pulled into the parking lot then led Arman into the lobby of the three-story building with maybe twenty rooms, and his gaze narrowed like he’d never seen green wall-to-wall carpeting.

      I put my hand on my stomach and laughed. “Seeing you in a three-star hotel is already the highlight of the trip.”

      We walked to the restaurant in the back, where the window overlooked a small fountain. Children with their parents and other family members were all around us. Arman normally ate at five-star Manhattan or Beverly Hills restaurants or had the family chef leave him dinners to eat at home.

      He tightened his grip on the napkin as he sat. “I’ll do anything for my family, and I promised to get you to the beach house in a few weeks.”

      We ordered right away. Once the waitress left, I said, “I’ll be there. We haven’t been all together there as adults in years, so it will be great to catch up.”

      Arman glanced to both sides then whispered, “Sure you want to stay here and not come back to New York straight away?”

      Normally, I threw myself into work. But first, it was time to make up for the past. “I’m sure. Please inform everyone I’m fine and happy to see them soon.”

      Our food came at the same time the helicopter landed in the parking lot.

      People all stood to get a look. Arman drank his beer and ate his cheeseburger fast. I took my time, but I'd paid the waitress ahead of time so I had the option to leave in a hurry.

      The second he finished, he said, “Don’t be long. The company we launched needs both of us.”

      Usually, I didn’t blink at luxury, but a helicopter landing in a parking lot so close to my old life grounded me. This wasn’t normal for most people. I stood and walked him out. “I trust you, Arman. Have a good flight.”

      We hugged, and I headed back inside. As I rounded the corner, I bumped into a small woman in a white T-shirt and black pants, her eyes red and teary.

      I stilled. The frizzy brunette had captured my attention, and I wanted to wipe her tears. Holding back the impulse, I asked, “Are you okay?”

      She shoved her phone into her back pocket and said, “Don’t get involved.”

      My brother’s take-off made talking impossible.

      Once the noise lessened, I motioned to the hotel door. “I’ll get you a drink or call a service for you if it’s your car.”

      She shook her head. “No, thank you. My car is fine.”

      Then before I could ask her anything else, she rushed off. My heart lurched like I'd missed someone important to me, but I headed inside to finish my meal. Hopefully, whatever her issue was, she would work it out.
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      Kendal

      

      Last night, instead of going home, where I'd known I wouldn't be able to sleep, I’d driven down the small one-lane road to my mom’s house, remembering the last time I'd seen my dad, Gene Brown.

      He had just been released from prison, and my mom was black and blue, with a bruise on her face and lip. At fourteen, I didn’t believe her lie that she'd done it to herself. So a drug bust had saved my life—and my mother’s.

      I’d always been grateful that police had taken Fred Avery out of my life, and over the past ten years, I’d managed to finish high school, work, and pretend I wasn’t broken.

      Last night, I’d raced to our old home to make sure mom was okay, but she’d been sleeping. This morning, I woke up in my childhood bed, but I didn’t dare make coffee. My heart was racing too much already. I rushed to clean myself up and headed into the great room, where I could see all the bedrooms clearly.

      Finally, she came strolling out of her bedroom. I jumped in front of her on her way to the kitchen and took her hands, “Mom, we need to get you out of here, now.”

      “I’m fine, sweetheart,” she said with her huge smile missing a few molars in the back.

      I shook my head. It was my job to protect her, and blood wasn’t my thing. I took her hands to lead her out. “No. Dad’s out. I can’t have him come here for you.”

      She waved me off and went to make her coffee. “I’ve not seen or heard from him in five years, and he signed the divorce papers.”

      I'd paid the lawyer to fix it so she wasn’t responsible for him anymore, but my pulse raced as I remembered cleaning her blood off her cheek as she flinched in pain. I crossed my arms. “Keeping him in prison kept you safe.”

      She finished pouring water in the pot for the coffeemaker and shrugged. “Where would I go?”

      I took a deep breath. My mom fed people at the soup kitchen and generally gave away every dime she had when someone mentioned a sob story. She’d been my responsibility for as long as I could remember.

      I hugged her and said, “For now, you’re staying with me.”

      She shook her head and percolated her morning brew. “You don’t have the room.”

      I let her go. “I’ll take the couch until we hit the road.”

      She cupped my face, her brown eyes shining with warmth. This was the only woman who had ever loved me unconditionally. She then said, “Can I think about it?”

      Tension ratcheted up my spine, but I took her hand gently. “No. Any second, he could come back. It’s already been twenty-four hours, so we’re on borrowed time. Pack.”

      She sucked in her lips, which meant she was thinking about it. I waited until she nodded. “I will. Go and get your things and tell your boss. We can’t just leave in a day. I’ll pack. Then come and get me when you’re ready.”

      I let out a breath I been holding. She was right. I was on the clock soon. I had to tell them, though, honestly, how we'd paid for our escape weighed on my shoulders. I’d worked almost every hour in a day to make ends meet. And it turned out when I’d given the cops my father’s name and address years ago disqualified us from any reward, despite how that had put my mother and me in life-threatening danger. He hadn't forgotten.

      I stepped backward and said, “Call me every hour. I’ll get what we need.”

      She held her hand to her heart like she’d made a solemn vow. Now it was time to dash. Eventually, he would land himself back in jail, and besides, I had a plan in my life to never ever dream or wish for more than being okay.

      I started my 1999 Toyota Camry and mapped out what I saw happening. My mom would stay with me in my small apartment tonight until we gassed up and figured out where to go. My dad had no idea what my address was, so hopefully, he would shuffle out of town when he realized he had no one left. Or it was time to pack up and leave forever.

      As I drove, I tapped my steering wheel. Then I stared at the back of a car, and my brakes didn’t work. I braced, then everything slowed down.

      Glass cracked.

      Steel bent.

      And my engine crumpled into a silver car. My head bounced when my airbags deployed, and for a second, I couldn’t think.

      My car hissed, and my mind finally realized what had happened. I’d run the stop sign and crashed. I winced as I reached for my door. “Fuck.”

      The second I stepped outside, the steam of my engine roared louder than a pressure cooker.

      Then warm light brown eyes met mine, and a strong hand held me as he asked, “Are you okay?”

      My knees were weak, but it was definitely because of the accident and not Mr. Sexy.

      My heart whispered, but I couldn’t hear the words. I glanced around and covered my lips as I realized the extent of what I’d done. I rocked as I said, “I should be asking you… a Maserati? My insurance is going to be impossible now. I’m sorry!”

      He shrugged. “I’ll make you a deal.”

      If I were him, I would have exploded in anger, but then I didn’t own anything nice like his car. My entire body buzzed as I asked, “What?”

      He put his hands in his back pocket of his Gucci jeans, which probably cost more than I made in a week. “If you tell me where I can repair my car and yours, then we don’t have to report it.”

      That was nice. There might be a catch, but I didn’t have the cash. I narrowed my eyes. “Are you serious?”

      He nodded. “I don’t know where I am.”

      Mr. Sexy was rich and generous, which wasn’t what I normally thought of as a combination. I glanced around then motioned up the road that led to the closest garage that was probably a mile away. “Okay, we can walk together, and hopefully, Broken Eagles Garage is open. I hate to wake up Wes Silver before his coffee.”

      We both walked together, and for a few minutes, it was like I was okay. Tomorrow, I would probably be stiff, but for now, adrenaline kept me holding my head up.

      As we left our cars behind, he asked, “Were you at the hotel last night?”

      Mr. Sexy remembered me. I realized we were walking in sync, even swinging our hands to the same rhythm, and my face heated.

      With most men, I kept my distance. However, I tilted my head and kept on stepping as I said, “I helped my friend cater a wedding and was cleaning up.”

      “You had a bad night,” he said quietly.

      “You have no idea,” I said then sealed my lips. My problems weren’t his, and I would never see Mr. Sexy again. No one really ever cared if my life went off the rails anyhow.

      “I’d like to help with whatever it is.”

      In time, my father would fine me. And handsome men never stayed near me long. I shook my head. We made it to the garage, and I pointed to the motorcycle and car shop. “So this is it.”

      Standing in front of the door, he asked, “How far is Murfreesboro from here?”

      I raised my eyebrow. Mr. Sexy wasn’t just passing through? My lips curved higher. “Welcome to town…”

      “Joel.”

      Figured. He looked rich, and Joel sounded like it matched. I held out my hand out to shake. “I’m Kendal. Let’s trade info and go make a deal with Wes.”

      He took my number and dialed me. Once we finished, he opened the door and said, “I’ll handle the charges for both cars.”

      My heart almost stopped, then I shook my head. “I can’t accept.”

      "You can," he said as we walked to the desk.

      “I’ll find a way to pay you back.” I lifted my chin and met his gaze, squaring my shoulders. Owing anyone wasn’t my style, though it would be a reason to see Joel again. He and I would never work out, though. It was a daydream to think otherwise.

      “It’s unnecessary,” he said.

      And just as he said that, I knew I couldn’t deny my attraction to him. I didn’t have much to offer, but he made me believe in fairy tales where men and women fell in love. In theory, I knew it existed. I’d been in friends' weddings, but I also knew I would never be the bride because I didn't fall in love, even with a man as delicious and handsome as Joel. He tempted me to break all my rules.
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      Joel

      

      I took out my black American Express card to pay, and Kendal’s eyes widened. She hadn’t said anything, but I understood. She must have known I had cash; my Maserati was clearly the first giveaway.

      As Wes Silver started to type in the prices, I folded my hands on the movable desk, which wasn’t quite steady. “So we need to rent two cars, as well.”

      Wes pointed to a black Honda Civic. “I only have the one.”

      For a second, I paused. Years ago, I’d sworn off any car that cost less than eighty thousand, but I didn’t blink breaking that rule today. “We’ll take it.”

      “You’ll take it.” Kendal brushed her hand to my side.

      She had no idea what her touch did to me. My skin burned for her, and I wanted her more than anything.

      Wes handed me the receipt, and as I signed, I said, “I need to go to a hotel and get groceries and one other thing. You probably need to go to work and other things. I don’t mind sharing, Kendal.”

      She rocked and lowered her head. “Well, I am late for work, and I needed to… never mind.”

      “We can get what you need,” I offered, hoped she would trust me.

      Her lips curved higher. “We need to ensure you’re taken care of.”

      I walked her out, and the bright sun of the day put me in a good mood. Or maybe it was her Calvin Klein One perfume. I’d studied perfume in college to impress girls before I realized my last name was enough usually. Near Kendal, though, life didn’t seem to be a game of cat and mouse—she had all my attention right away.

      My steps felt lighter. I grabbed my bags and boxes from my car and put them into the Honda, and Kendal collected her small items from her vehicle. Two minutes later, we were ready.

      “So point me to the nicest hotel around here, and we’ll get you to work,” I said.

      She tapped the car, sighed, and took the passenger seat. “Are you always this nice to strangers, Joel?”

      I laughed. I wanted to know everything about her. So I shared small details about myself when I started the car. “No. My blind date last week said I was a cold, uncaring jerk because my business meeting ran late and I didn’t get a chance to text her, not that I knew her number through the app.”

      The engine hummed. I blinked. I didn’t remember the last car I’d been in making that sound, but it was probably normal for this model. The car that my sister and her boyfriend had been driving when they had a wreck had bald tires and needed to be pushed to start. I’d spent countless nights wishing I hadn’t helped push her off that night.

      Kendal directed me down streets lined with green trees. “What do you do?” she asked.

      “I run my own business.” Technically, I never needed to work, but I would never sponge. And work kept me focused. With her on my arm, though, I would have my family and someone to care about. I was probably getting ahead of myself, which was odd for me. “Computer stuff mostly. You?”

      Her eyes widened, and she met my gaze like it was obvious. “Hair, catering, and any odd job.”

      We drove to Main Street, so I assumed we were close. I’d never planned a town, but center seemed a good location for a place to stay. And hopefully, I could convince her to spend more time with me. “So what was your trouble last night?”

      She pointed to a quaint hotel. “I… I'm thinking of leaving here.”

      A locally owned hotel was a step above the three-star hotel I'd stayed in last night. The inn looked cute, and thankfully, I wasn’t Arman. Kendal mattered more. Moving normally didn’t cause tears.

      “Are you moving with your boyfriend?” I asked.

      As I parked, she said, “No boyfriend, no husband. I need to move my mom into my apartment while we work out some things.”

      I turned off the engine and thought. If I could get her to open up, I could solve both our problems. “That's vague.”

      “That’s all I want to say.” She shrugged and reached for the door.

      She stepped out, and I followed, an idea forming in my mind. I wanted her close enough to continue talking. I glanced up at the well-kept independent hotel and said, “Tell you what. I can book us all rooms at the hotel. We can have your mom stay here, like it’s a vacation, while you work out whatever you need.”

      She glanced up at the building. “I wish. The police station is close.”

      We stopped outside the door, and my body tensed. “Are you in trouble?”

      She flinched then reached for the brass doorknob. “We’ll be fine. This is the oldest and most expensive hotel around. I’m sure you’ll be comfortable.”

      I watched her sway her hips in black slacks and no-name flats that no woman in Manhattan or Beverly Hills would wear. My heart stopped as I asked, “We?”

      Music played from the piano bar area, and the lobby was filled with vacationers and couples looking to visit small-town America. She hugged her waist and said, “I shouldn’t.”

      We walked closer, but I kept my voice low so only she heard me. “I’m alone here. I wouldn’t mind your company for dinner.”

      She pressed her hand on my shoulder, and a rush pulsed through me. I’d never been instantly struck with desire. Her lips made mine tingle, and we weren’t close enough to do anything.

      “Are you asking me out too?” she asked.

      Fuck yes. If she was willing, I would marry her. The thought struck me like a baseball to the back of my skull. I blinked, and we made it to check-in line as I said, “Usually women want to go out with me.”

      “Because of your smile?” Kendal joked. “Or generosity.”

      The hotel was clearly also used for weddings, as a glowing young couple left a side room that had "Wedding Consultations" embossed in gold on the white door. For a second, I saw Kendal and me as the young couple holding hands. I blinked and turned back to Kendal. Her brown eyes were warm with emotion. The hotel clerk waved us over, and I said to Kendal, “I’d like it to be that. Giving back is one of my life goals. Will you stay here?”

      She tensed like she wanted to say no, but then she said, “Okay, get two rooms. I need to keep my mom safe. She’s who I meant with 'we.'”

      Perfect. I would charm her mother, too, if that was what it took. With a wink, I took out my credit card and asked for two rooms. Then I said to Kendal, “I’ll help with whatever you need.”

      The clerk gave me two room keys, and I handed one over to Kendal. Once I signed, we turned to walk away from the desk, then she said, “I almost believe that when you say it.”

      The shock of desire rushed through me again, and I stared into her gaze. “You should. I don’t make promises I don’t intend to keep.”

      My words were absolutely true. For Kendal, I would do almost anything.
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      Kendal

      

      The hotel room Joel had booked for me and my mom had all hardwood floors with no rugs, with green curtains and a huge fireplace that would keep my mom warm and cozy at night. The white bed sheets with touches of green in the pillowcases were quaint and charming.

      Our room was next to his but not adjoining. Hopefully, Joel had a nicer room; he seemed to be flush and was probably used to the best of everything. Maybe I was overthinking. He hadn't complained about the hotel. Until now, I hadn't realized how sparse and old-fashioned the interior was. But everything was well-kept, and the hotel was probably one of my favorite locations. I'd catered and done hair for guests at the hotel. Hairdressing usually earned me better tips, but a job was a job.

      I knocked on Joel's door, and when he let me in, his eyes were wide with shock. I wasn’t sure if it was me or the yellow room, but as I opened my lips, his phone rang.

      He sighed and mouthed, “My brother.”

      I nodded.

      He answered, “Arman,” and I shrugged and returned to my room.

      Maybe it wasn’t nice to accept offers from strangers, but the nicest hotel in town would serve as a nice buffer. The staff here would not tolerate a scene, and that would work well to keep my father at bay, almost as much as the police station’s nearness. All we would have to do was scream for help here, and it might actually arrive.

      I quickly called the police station and was patched through to Cobi Mayson, the officer who’d helped me and warned me earlier. I whispered so Joel wouldn't hear me. “Can you tell me anything?”

      “He checked in with his parole officer today.”

      My heart pounded. He could still be here any minute. I closed my eyes and asked, “Where?”

      “The halfway house is near Antioch.”

      That was about forty-five minutes away. For all I knew, he was already closer. I hugged my waist. “Thanks.”

      I blinked then bounced on my feet. My mother hadn’t called me. I swallowed and tried to breathe. If I called right now, she would hear the stress in my voice.

      And neither one of us listened to each other well then; she would shut down and want to go bake a cake instead of solving anything.

      I walked back to his room. He let me in, with his lips curved higher. My heart lurched. I was making a mistake by coming to him. My mind raced, trying to rationalize my attraction.

      He didn’t strike me as fancy or superior, though he was. The conversation he was having on the phone was way above my head, which meant he'd gone to fancy schooling.

      His nearness sparked something in me that made me want him. He whispered to me, “One minute, and I’m all yours.”

      No, he would never be mine. I nodded and left. This time, I would use my time more wisely. I marched in and dialed my work. So far, I’d only texted, but Kimberly, Ellie, and everyone who worked at the salon would wonder. Ellie answered on the first ring. She and Kimberly were sisters-in-law who owned the hair salon together. I said quickly, “Ellie, thank you for today.”

      “Your customers all understood when I said you were in a car crash. How’s your car?”

      I paced. For the first time today, the sound of my friend’s voice made me feel normal and calm. “In the garage. I’m in a rental.”

      “How are you?”

      My neck didn’t pinch. I felt fine—better than that really. But I glanced up at the green trim of the white walls and said, “Lost and confused.”

      “Where are you? Do you need anything?”

      I heard Joel and instantly wondered what his kiss might be like. Desire made my mouth water, though I curled my nose at the thought. I wasn’t a dog in heat. “I’m fine. Just in shock of today.”

      “Take as much time as you need. Your job is here whenever you’re ready to come back.”

      I swallowed and glanced up at the white ceiling. “I hope I’m not sore tomorrow.”

      “If you need anything, text or call.”

      The Maysons were good to me. They really had tons of enterprises around town and kept me employed. I wouldn’t bother any of them too much. “Thanks, Ellie.”

      Ellie was a sweetheart—that was one of the reasons I considered her a friend, not just a boss.

      I walked and stood outside Joel's open door. He was texting while speaking on his phone about signing something. I headed back to my room and decided to call my mom, Valerie. On the second ring, she answered, and I asked fast, “Mom, are you almost ready to go?”

      “You’re calling early.”

      She had no idea about my day. I never wanted to stress her out. “I checked us into a hotel for the time being.”

      "You don’t need to spend money like that.”

      My muscles tensed. That was fair. I had no extra money, as there was always a bill. I refused to mention Joel, though. “I… We need to be safe. I figure being close to the police is a good idea until I figure out what to do next.”

      “Your father hasn’t contacted you, has he?”

      I cringed. "No. Did he call you?”

      “No. I think he’ll stay away. Don’t spend your money.”

      I closed my eyes. She needed an answer she’d believed, and even at the worst of our lives, she’d found a way to bury herself, to not see what was happening. I’d cleaned her face so many times when she insisted she’d fallen. Now I rocked on my feet and lied. “It’s not about him, only. I want you… to meet my new boyfriend and enjoy the week.”

      “So you haven’t just been working all the time?” She giggled teasingly.

      My eyes widened as butterflies grew in my belly. Once again, she believed what she wanted. I continued the story, despite how my pulse pounded. “I have. He’s from New York.”

      “I’ll be ready in a half an hour.”

      I let out breath and pushed the phone into my back pocket. A small white lie wasn’t my normal, but I needed to keep her safe.

      As I turned, though, I stared into the warm light-brown hues that made my skin buzz with awareness.

      He stood at the open door, his lips curved upward. “I’m happy to be your boyfriend.”

      My heart pounded, but I waved him in. Yes, his room was much bigger than this one, but the whole place didn’t need to know our business. Once I was sure we were alone, I asked, “You heard that?”

      “I came out to find you, figure out the car schedule, and grab my boxes, but now as the man in your life, I want you to invite me to go pick your mom up.”

      My heart hammered. "Man in my life" was my fantasy, at best. We’d been talking about what I needed to do before his call interrupted us. My hair stood on end. “Did you hear anything else?”

      “That I’m from New York, which is partially true. I also have a home in Beverly Hills.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Of course you do. Next time I’m in California, come over to my Bel Air mansion so we can do brunch.”

      “Sarcasm is sexy on you.”

      My body jumped. I never had time for men, but Joel was tempting. Heat rose to my cheeks as I shook my head. “Money isn’t a normal thing in my life.”

      He shrugged. “It wasn’t always with me either. Honestly, I tried to erase that part of my past, but this trip—and you—remind me that I can’t.”

      Whatever had brought him to me, even for one night, I was grateful. “Joel, well, don’t go over the top with stories like that. I prefer to keep it real.”

      He reached for the door and not me. My gut twisted, reminding me that I didn’t need to be disappointed and put my trust in Joel. He would disappear soon.

      “I understand," he said. "Since I’m not invited, I’ll handle some business, but text me to meet you when you get close so I can be on hand to meet your mom and prove how devoted I am to you.”

      What a joker. We walked out, saying nothing. But as we reached the parking lot, I asked, “Are you sure?”

      “For you. Yes.” He unlocked the door and took out his boxes.

      My legs went all weak. When he stood straight, I cupped his face and wished I was the type who believed in romance. I would kiss him and know what he tasted like. However, I said, “I've never met a guy like you.”

      He didn’t move, and neither did I. I pursed my lips. If he kissed me, then I would reciprocate.

      He pressed his forehead to mine. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      I trembled. I was living in a dream world. My heartbeat pounding, I let him go and reached for the car door. “Sure.”

      He held it for me, meeting my gaze. He trusted me with the car and the hotel, and he'd promised a night of safety. Sure, part of me wondered what being his might be like, but I knew in my soul that everything with Joel would be different.
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      Kendal

      

      Once I explained about the car and what had happened to mine, Mom raced as much as she was able. She never rushed anywhere, anytime. I finished packing the car with the bags, keeping my gaze on the driveway. Silence clung in the air, but goose bumps grew all over me. We were alone except for the trees that surrounded my mother's house on the outskirts of town. If my father were here, I would have no defense. My heart raced, reminding me to run.

      Here, we were so far away that no one had heard my screams for help as a kid. Or my mom’s. Memories fueled my fears. I wished those memories would disappear as fast as they came.

      Finally, she finished with her bags and walked out with me.

      I packed up the car and hopped in. A second later, I drove faster than I normally did in case my dad showed up. If we hurried, I would have a chance. Mom didn’t mention my speed for once.

      At the inn, I pulled into the old carriage house, which I thought was heavenly for outdoor weddings, and parked the car.

      Valerie let herself out and asked, “Where is this boyfriend of yours? I hope he’s handsome and good enough for you, sweetheart.”

      “Right here. I’m Joel.” He rushed out the door toward us.

      I let out a breath as I stared at those muscles of his and that sweet smile.

      My last boyfriend wasn’t that exciting. He sure as hell didn’t make my skin feel like electric circuits on overdrive.

      Joel grabbed both of my mom’s bags.

      My mother smiled, flashing her white teeth. “Well, I’m Valerie, Kendal’s mom, and you’re much cuter than I expected. I’d always thought Kendal was settling for bums.”

      Now he thought I had bad taste. I jerked to a stop then closed the trunk. Heat rose up my neck, and I rushed to walk next to them. “Why would you say that?”

      Mom didn’t take her gaze off Joel. “Because Kendal took after me in the past in picking the worst possible guy for her. I’m so happy she’s found one that might be good for her.”

      Joel said, “I hope to prove you right, ma’am.”

      “Valerie.”

      His lips curved higher. “Valerie.”

      This was not how I normally got a guy to notice me, and my mother had never tagged along before.

      I would never know what he tasted like if she kept on this conversation. I was sure she would start talking about changing my diapers next, then all hope was lost. My stomach twisted, and I looked around my mother to meet Joel’s gaze. I pressed my hand to my heart and said, “I’m not… I wasn’t serious about anyone is all she meant.”

      We walked inside. He put his hand on my back for a second, and my pulse zipped.

      Holding the door until I passed, he said, “Until now.”

      “Right.” I rocked on my feet. I wasn’t sure if he was playing along or meant what he’d said.

      My heart thundered like he was telling the truth. But I swallowed, and we walked my mom to our room.

      Once we walked inside, she stopped by the phone with a book for room service. “I haven't stayed anywhere where anyone served me in years.”

      Joel put her bags in the closet. “Order as much room service and spa treatments as you want.”

      “Spa treatments?” I rubbed the back of my head. We'd never discussed my mom or what she would do. I'd assumed she’d packed her reader to continue her habit of devouring books. I tilted my head, unsure how to tell him that the hotel guests usually hired staff to come and help the brides get ready for their big day.

      My mind raced. The closest salon was my job. If she wanted a new haircut, I was sure Ellie and Kimberly would let me use my chair.

      Joel came out and put his hands in his pockets. “Doesn’t the hotel offer those?”

      “No.” I smiled. If she didn’t want it, I wouldn't pursue it.

      He came over and took my mom’s hand like they were friends. “Well, we’ll find something for Valerie then. She gets treated like a queen.”

      She patted his cheek like he was a child. Then Mom said, “I like this one. Don’t screw it up.”

      A few nights was all Joel and I would ever be, but I hugged her and walked out.

      Honestly, I wasn’t sure if I was staying with my mom or Joel tonight. He’d made no demands, which would make the question easier to answer.

      I hadn't unpacked anything, but I hoped I would be with him. I glanced up and quickly realized that I wanted nothing more than to be pulled into his arm and taken. However, I stayed still. “How did you know we were in the parking lot? I didn’t text you or let you know.”

      He shrugged. “I was asking for directions at the desk when I saw the car on the security camera behind the clerk.”

      He opened his bedroom door. Although the room wasn't large, the food and the grounds outside were worth five stars. The last wedding I’d worked here had been during a full moon, and the guests brightened the grounds, making it look like a fairy land.

      Once we were alone, my heart beat faster as I wondered what it would be like to share the bed with Joel. Heat rose through my cheeks. “Well, thank you for how you’re talking to my mom.”

      He closed the door then said, “I spoke to guest services, and they know she’s to be treated as a VIP to anything.”

      I laughed. My mom and I had never been important at anything. Honestly, I’d never had a vacation with her, even as a girl.

      He walked to the couch and motioned for me to join him.

      Goose bumps rushed through me when I took the first step. But sitting beside Joel had bubbles of desire exploding in my chest. If he wanted me, I was his. I sighed. “You really don’t have to go through all that trouble.”

      He took my hand. “I want to help you. If we were in Manhattan or LA, staff would be on hand to take care of everything.”

      Maybe he'd read me wrong. His touch made me believe we belonged in the same universe, which was crazy. I squeezed his palm and refused to blink—it might ruin the moment. However, I lifted my chin to set him straight. “Staff. Right. Joel, I need to tell you I do hair for a living. I would be the staff, not the guest, if I was in New York.”

      He winked. “No you wouldn’t.”

      Only to him, maybe. Every day of my life was about working to help others. I enjoyed cutting hair and making people beautiful. Honestly, I'd lived vicariously through my clients' lives for years. Love was dangerous, and I had no hope of ever having a life of my own. “I’ve seen my bank account.”

      For years now, I’d spent every dime I could fixing up our old home so my mom could be comfortable. My last splurge had been her granite countertops.

      “You’d be with me,” Joel said, startling me,

      I blinked then lowered my head. We were alone, in his room, and I knew nothing about him. We would only be temporary.

      “I shouldn’t have come here with you,” I said, taking my hand back.

      “I’m glad you did.” He didn't seem bothered that we were alone in his room, though he didn’t make any overt move toward me. “I wanted to help and keep talking to you since the second we met.”

      Helping me had made him my hero. I’d never had one of those. I wasn’t even sure Joel should be that. My mind raced with questions even as my heart whispered that he was trustworthy. I sighed. “Who's Arman?”

      “He’s my brother and my business partner.”

      His brother’s name made sense. Joel looked more like an old school British-ancestor type. I raised my eyebrow and asked, “And you’re last name is Norouzi?”

      “I was adopted," he said. "Best thing that ever happened to me, because suddenly, I had parents and siblings who cared about me and watched out for me.”

      And maybe that was all he was doing—helping me because others had helped him. He was paying it forward like helping others was normal. My heart sank.

      “That’s great," I said. "Every child should have a solid upbringing.”

      “The day the judge hit the gavel and my legal name became Norouzi, I knew I’d been blessed with a second chance.” His gaze softened—he clearly loved his family.

      I relaxed in my seat. “Miracles do happen. I see that living here, and so many of the people I know end up having horrible lives but then find love and romance.”

      His gaze narrowed like I’d shocked him. “That happens in Murfreesboro?”

      I laughed. To everyone but me, it seemed. I nodded. “All the fucking time. It’s crazy.”

      He lifted his chin. “Then I’m glad I came here.”

      My lips curved higher. In another universe, maybe I would wish for more with him. Narrowing my gaze, I asked, “Why did you come?”

      He quickly said, “I was born in Kentucky, but it seems my birth family had a trail here. So I wanted to come before heading back to Manhattan.”

      My ears rang, telling me there was more to the story. “Trail, as in horses?”

      He shook his head, and his cheeks turned red. “No. I’m cleaning up the forgotten life I had and realized I had to stop here on business. I hadn’t intended to be long, though I am looking forward to our dinner.”

      I stood, as it was time to figure out how to make myself physically beautiful enough to be seen with him. It was my job with others. I’d never cared about looks for myself, but I kept that to myself. “Me too, but first, I need to ensure my mom is settled in.”

      His phone rang, interrupting us. I blinked, then he showed me caller ID, which read "Broken Eagle Garage." He waved for me to join him and put his phone on speaker. “Wes, what’s going on with our cars?”

      “For yours," Wes answered, "I need to get an order of some parts, so it’s going to take a few days.”

      Joel didn't even blink. “That’s fine. What about Kendal’s?”

      “Hers is going to be a lot of work. If we’d called insurance, they’d have totaled it.”

      My heart pounded. Buying a new car would destroy my plans. Tears formed in my eyes. “I can’t afford a new car.”

      Joel patted my shoulder.

      “I can make this better than new," Wes said. "Don’t worry about anything.”

      Somehow, I had to make this right, but being near Joel made me forget myself.

      “Thanks for calling,” he said.

      Then we were alone again. I massaged the back of my head and raised my eyebrow. “So I guess this is more than just one night’s dinner.”

      He put down his phone and walked me to the door. My heart hammered. I wanted more, but he said, “Good things are worth waiting for, Kendal.”

      I batted my eyelashes. It was like he meant that comment about me. I wasn’t sure what to make of Joel. He stirred my blood, and I ached for him. As a rich guy, though, maybe he was waiting for me to make a move. My stomach fluttered. I had a hunch he was a gentleman. If my gut was right, I had no defenses against niceness. But he let me go, and I returned to my room to get dressed.
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      Joel

      

      The second she left, I called a local store and sent clothes for both Kendal and Valerie. I also set up a full spa treatment in Nashville for Valerie to enjoy while I took her daughter out tomorrow.

      My heart lifted as I thought about when I would see Kendal again. Her dark-brown eyes haunted me, even in my sleep. To be honest, she was the sexiest woman I’d ever met. She had a wow factor like the A-List stars who had propositioned me. She outshone them all. My heart had never once been on the line with any woman, until Kendal crashed into my life.

      As I finished setting up details of our date, part of me wondered if maybe I needed to walk away. Something painful stirred in my soul when I was near her. I wanted to help ease her life, but soon, I would head back to the norms demanded of my inheritance of trillions and my business. If I had my way, she would come with me.

      However, as I left the room and knocked on her door, I wished I’d brought flowers too. I’d opted not to as the clothes was one gift, and too many gifts at once might have scared her away.

      I almost backed away as I waited. Then she opened the door, wearing her blue dress with sparkles. Everyone would see I had the sexiest woman on my arm.

      Her mother waved at me then closed the door to leave us alone. I glanced down, and her full lips were pressed together, her eyes conveying more of that unsaid pain.

      I asked, “Was this one of the ones I sent over?”

      She curved her mouth higher and nodded. “My mom and I had so much fun. Thank you.”

      Tonight, I wanted to make her laugh. I offered my arm. “Are you ready to head downstairs?”

      She glanced at my hotel room door. “That’s what you want?”

      I ached to kiss her and claim her as mine. It would be gentle and sweet with her, not demanding and fast. So I needed to earn her trust and not rush what my gut said was the best. “I promised dinner. Let’s go.”

      She blinked then pointed with her hand on her hip. “I was offering… We could go to your room.”

      If I took her up on her offer, I would be a jerk. I would wait for feelings to be here for her too. I stayed still. “I’d prefer to show you what life might be like and get to know you first.”

      She took my arm. “Lead the way.”

      Soon, we would be physical. It was a fact, but I wanted her heart too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Kendal

      

      The modern French restaurant, the Five Senses, was always off my radar. It was pricey, designed for date nights and celebrations. Its dark tables and chairs were made for people who had more than me.

      However, as we sat and ordered drinks, I realized people our age were here. I gazed at people in love or looking for love. A few women glanced at Joel, and I clutched his arm. For tonight, he was mine and mine alone. We headed to the table, and I lifted my chin. He hadn't looked at anyone but me. For a first date, Joel clearly wanted to impress.

      Once we sat, I let out a breath, and we glanced at our menus. I decided to try something new and ignore the people around us. Blackened red fish wasn’t something I could grill.

      Folding my menu, I glanced across the small table. “So what about you? What do you want?”

      “I think you mean more than the burger-and-fries option.”

      His legs brushed mine underneath the table, and his warmness sent a thrill through me. I let out a giggle. I half pictured him cutting his burger into pieces and eating with his fork. “I have a hard time imagining you eating with your hands.”

      “I’m not proper.”

      The waitress gave us our wine, took our order, and left. Joel’s eyes shone like he saw only me in the crowd. He folded his hands on the table and said, “I grew up in a trailer in Kentucky until my birth father gave me up. I probably lived a life worse than yours.”

      I laughed, and everyone else faded out of my view. Despite that story, I bet he hadn’t slept with one eye open frozen in fear. He was still a guy, and he now had a twenty-four-karat bathroom if he chose to. I held out my wine to clink with his as I said, “Then you were blessed.”

      He toasted with me, but my skin had goose bumps.

      “That’s an understatement, but I try to give back. Arman and I set up a foster home for teenage boys. Most of the kids there will never go to college or achieve academically, but they can be productive members of society.”

      Life sounded like a fairy tale near him, and for one second, I indulged. With him, I would never have to lift a finger if he married me. I shook off the dream, put down my glass, and narrowed my gaze. “What about teenage girls?”

      He pressed his hand on his heart. “I have less experience being a girl, to be honest.”

      We all needed to help as at the end of the day. We were all humans. I let out a sigh. “So you don’t help the other sex?”

      The service was fast. The waitress brought our dinner, interrupting our conversation. Once we were alone again, he said, “We do, but my mom took a more hands-on approach with a home for girls. She only adopted boys and not girls, so now she’s taking a more active role in that home.”

      I cut my fish into pieces as I asked, “Why did she only adopt boys?”

      He cut his burger in half then added ketchup to his plate on the side, just as I expected. “She didn’t want to mix in girls as she only gave birth to boys naturally, so she figured it was a sign. So she chose to adopt me and others to raise a dozen boys close in age together and decided she’d help me and others directly instead of just donating cash to a cause.”

      I tasted my meal, and my tastebuds came alive. The fish was delicious. I let out a "Mmhmm" then saw he was eating his burger holding it in his hand instead of using his fork.

      The world seemed calmer when I was near Joel. I tilted my head and watched him for a moment. For a second, I could see Joel and I as a couple who spent our nights laughing together.

      Once he finished his half, I put my fork down, reminding myself I was fueling a fantasy in my head. Then I asked, “You were fourteen when she took you in?”

      He stilled, and his shoulders were tight as he looked down at the table. “One of the boys she adopted died of brain cancer.”

      My heartbeat doubled, and I reached for his hand. “That’s horrible.”

      Joel squeezed my palm. “After grieving, Maman—that’s Farsi for mom—realized she had only eleven sons now, and she decided she wanted to continue helping someone who needed a mom. They had the finances and room. I was lucky.”

      His adoptive parents sounded wonderful. I wiped my tears. “That’s quite a story, and she sounds like a great person.”

      He held my hand for a moment then let it go. “I don’t think I ever mentioned Evan to anyone. We don’t talk about him at family dinners much anymore, but his presence is always there, and I didn’t even know him.”

      “He was loved, clearly.” The way he spoke about his family confirmed to me Joel was one of the good ones. My arms had goose bumps from his touch. “Thank you for sharing, though. Your parents sound like great people.”

      “They are,” he said quickly.

      We'd finished our delicious meal, and as he put his napkin on his empty plate, he said, “Your mom is sweet. Has it always just been the two of you?”

      His question invoked the image of Gene Brown, and it soured my stomach for a second. I shook it off, folded my hands together, and said, “I don’t like talking about my father.”

      He picked up his wine, and I did the same as he said, “Understood.”

      The image disappeared, and the taste of the wine sweetened in my mouth. I swallowed a sip, wishing he would kiss me.

      “So what do you want from life?” he asked.

      When the waitress came and cleared our table, he asked for the dessert menu. My stomach was full, but the options all sounded good. She returned, and I chose mocha truffle, and he picked the Tennessee battercake. My hair stood on end—this was like the first date with the guy of my dreams.

      I took a sip of my wine then said, “More first-date questions.”

      He winked. “You seem nervous.”

      That was only because I wanted him. I usually avoided rich, successful men, or maybe I’d never seen one like Joel. Butterflies grew inside my stomach. “I never let myself dream of the future. It causes me pain, and it’s better to live in the moment.”

      Our sweet desserts arrived, and his lips curved higher. “Starting a company has taken all my time lately, but it’s never living in the moment. It’s always about what we intend to achieve in the business plan.”

      The waitress left, but I hardly noticed. I saw only Joel, like we were in our own cocoon. My heart was beating a mile a second, but I sat back and said, “That has to be fun.”

      We both tasted a few bites, and he offered me a piece of his. I savored the flavor and nodded. Both were delicious, but I always preferred chocolate. Then he said, “Thank you.”

      I furrowed my eyebrow but finished my dessert. “For what?”

      His warmness made my body zip as he said, “You bring me back to reality, where I just get to live in the moment.”

      I cupped his cheek and said, “Well your determination is cute.”

      The waitress came and left the bill. Once again, he used his black American Express. Once the bill was paid and he'd left a generous tip, we walked back to the hotel. The night was warm and inviting. Country music blared from a bar nearby.

      “If you could escape the world in a game and never want to come out, what would that game be?” Joel asked.

      “You’re asking my favorite video game?”

      “Sure.”

      “I liked the Sims when I had the chance to play. Setting up a house and living a life as a person who had a better shot at things was fun for me.”

      “Fair enough. To be honest, the company I’m setting up has a lot to do with gaming.”

      I snapped my fingers. “That explains the question, but to be truthful, I’m not a huge gamer.”

      He placed his hand on my lower back, and bubbles of anticipation grew. He said, “And we’re paying top dollar for market research into women as we don’t have much to offer to your demographic yet.”

      Maybe it was the moon in the sky combined with Joel’s nearness, but he made me want more. I was the anti-Valentine queen who always had hard words about love. I couldn’t tell him that, so I stayed with the conversation and said, “Happy to be your guinea pig.”

      We stopped on the sidewalk, and he turned toward me. “You’re not that. You’re my date. And it’s time to get you back to your mom.”

      I rocked. I’d thought we were going to discover more. I swallowed. “I told her not to wait up for me.”

      We walked to the front door of the hotel. I walked, looking up at the stars, bright and clear behind his profile.

      “Tomorrow, I want us to do something together,” he said.

      Maybe he didn’t want to kiss me. My gut twisted. “I should go to work to talk to my boss. I won’t be long.”

      “I can pick you up in an hour.”

      I glanced up at him, and my lips tingled for a kiss. He didn’t move, and I wondered if I should initiate it.

      Desire raced through me, but I didn’t move. A moment later, I blinked and said, “Okay. Goodnight.”

      “Good night. See you tomorrow.” He kissed my forehead.

      I wasn’t sure why he wasn’t coming in with me. My stomach clenched as I proceeded to my room, alone.
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      Kendal

      

      Listening to the birds chirping, I walked to the back of the salon to go in the employee entrance. I hadn’t taken the car because the salon was close enough for me to walk. My mom was probably fine at the hotel by herself for an hour. Mornings were usually safe for us, because if my father had returned to his ways, then he would still be passed out after drinking too much cheap vodka, and he never moved till the afternoon.

      Last night had been my first restaurant date. And it was better than a movie. I dreamed of seeing him again. I’d even been tempted to knock on his closed door. I hadn’t, though.

      Outside the salon, I saw Ellie’s car. I needed to not think about Joel here, or else Ellie, Kimberly, and everyone I worked with would know. They had a sense of knowing when customers fell in love. And I wasn’t in love and didn’t need to think about it.

      The bell above the door jingled as I stepped into the salon. The lights weren’t on yet, except in Ellie’s office. I popped my head in, and she stood from her desk, throwing open her arms. “You’re here.”

      I hugged her, then she pulled back to search my face, looking for signs of a bruise, I guessed. Somehow, I’d survived a crash without a scratch, but she knew about my father too. She’d talked about her mother, who’d tried to sell her as a sex slave, and we’d shared our horror stories. She was one of the nicest people in the world.

      “I wanted to stop by and thank you for giving me some time,” I said as we took our seat.

      She motioned with her hand that she was fine. “Your chair is yours when you’re ready. Is everything okay?”

      My heart thundered. I had no clue about my life right now and what I should do. I couldn't explain about staying at a hotel either. She would assume I’d at least kissed Joel. My face heated as I stared at the sweet woman who had been one of the first of my acquaintances to go out and find love despite opposition. I lowered my head like she might see through me, burning up for a man who hadn't touched me. “Yeah. Can I ask you a question?”

      She jumped out of her chair and took the seat beside me as she folded her hand. “Sure. What’s going on?”

      I shivered. I never asked for advice, but whenever one of the salon customers or staff fell in love, Ellie was right there with good advice. I had no one else to talk to other than my friends here, so I asked, “When you met Jax, did you just know that you were going to fall in love?”

      She laughed like I'd said something funny. "No. I wasn’t ready, but he knew right away, or so he says.”

      Last night replayed in my mind. Was it possible he had the same feeling? My blood stirred. “How did he treat you?”

      She squeezed my arm. “I wouldn't have married him if I didn’t think he was the best. Why?”

      So many people came to us in love, and I always joked that we should rename the salon Heart to Heart and bring in a dating expert for our daily conversations. My voice low, I said, “Because I met a guy.”

      “Finally!” Her huge smile was genuine. “You never talk about guys. When we tease you about the dates we caught you on, at the bowling alley, sharing popcorn, you gave a long list on why he’s not happening. So what’s this one like?”

      His endless money and charmed life were the top of the list on why Joel and I weren’t meant to be. I swallowed, then, my voice shaking, I admitted, “Different than anyone else I’d ever met. I don’t think I can make a list of no’s about him, so easy.”

      The doorbell rang, and we glanced at the security camera.

      “Is that handsome guy him?” she asked.

      Adrenaline rushed through me. He’d come for me. I rocked on my feet. “Yes, and I should go.”

      “Well, have fun,” Ellie said. However, as she walked me to the door, she blinked. For a second, I wondered if they knew each other. She opened the door then said to Joel, “Take care of our girl here.”

      Joel’s eyes widened like he’d seen a ghost. Questions buzzed in my mind. He nodded.

      I glanced at both of them. Ellie rubbed the back of her head and tilted her head as she studied Joel. I tensed. If they had a past, I wasn’t sure I could handle it. Then she shrugged and waved us off.

      Joel walked with me, but it took him a second to relax.

      I shook off the worry. Ellie was great. For a boss and a friend, I couldn’t ask for better than the Mayson clan. One of the reasons I'd accepted Joel’s offer to fix my car was that I Wes Silver was related to Ellie and Kimberly; I knew he would keep the price reasonable for me even if I didn’t ask. For years, I’d wished for a support system like they had or what it sounded like Joel had with his family.

      At the end of the street, his shoulders lowered, and he met my gaze. Suddenly, the rest of the world and my troubles faded out. He asked, “Was that your boss?”

      “Yes.” I pivoted toward the salon door.

      She stood in vibrant color, like she knew something big. Then she waved and locked up since the salon wasn't open yet. “Do you know her?”

      “Maybe. But for now, let’s forget it.”

      Whatever their history was, if it wasn’t romantic, I would be fine. I swallowed. My skin tingled, but I ignored it. If she knew Joel, she would tell me.

      “Let’s go to Stones River Greenway,” he said as we walked toward the park.

      Today was a treat, and he’d clearly researched the area.

      “I haven't gone in years.”

      He pressed his hand on my back to walk with me. “Your mom had breakfast with me and gave me the idea.”

      Glancing around like my father might pop out, I stayed close to him. My pulse zipped from brushing against him. “You had breakfast with my mom?”

      The air smelled fresh and clean as we continued on. “I sent her in a limo to Nashville for the rest of the day,” he said.

      I paused. My mother’s face when a limo arrived would have been a sight. She wouldn't close her mouth or touch anything inside, I was sure.

      Joel directed me to the stand of bicycles. “And we get the rented bikes.”

      My father could be anywhere, and a public park was where homeless people might choose to be. My stomach tightened, but I joined Joel and took the handles of a blue ten-speed. I hadn’t ridden in years, and my pulse spiked. Joel had no idea how he made the world better just by being near me. “I used to love biking. I haven't had the chance since I was a teenager, but what's my mother doing in Nashville?”

      “Having tea with my mom who called and volunteered to fly out.”

      Parents meetings were usually done when couples were real, not short term like we would end up becoming. I couldn’t breathe for a second. “Seriously?”

      He stopped and picked up helmets that were at the locker of the rental, turned to me, and handed me one. “She wanted to talk to her, and once Roxanne Norouzi gets an idea in her head, it’s better to get out of her way.”

      I buckled the helmet around my face. “My mom isn’t like that.”

      Then I jumped on the bike and peddled. For a second, it was pure bliss. No one was here, and I felt safe. I went as fast as I could. I made it up the small hill and went down it even faster. Joel caught up at the river view, where I slowed down.

      He said, “You took off.”

      I stopped in my favorite spot overlooking the bend in the river. As a girl, I’d come here to breathe. Now it was nice to share the space with Joel. I tilted my head and said, “I wanted to see if you’d catch up.”

      He glanced at the trees and river that rolled by. “One day, I want a wife and some children who can enjoy nature like this.”

      My hair stood on end. I hadn’t expected that, but butterflies grew in my stomach. “Yeah?”

      He smiled, seeming so calm. “What about you? What are you looking for?”

      You. Goose bumps grew on my arm. I never let myself dream like that about anyone. Now that I had, a rush that rocketed through me. “I’m not looking at all. Looking means I thought ahead, and I told you about that last night.”

      He raised his eyebrow. “So any guy can impress you?”

      “Very few guys impress me at all. I don’t remember when my last date was, to be honest.” My lips tingled to kiss him, and my heart raced. I’d screwed everything up with him. “In fact, I was thinking of stopping at the shop to see how my car is going so I can get out of your hair.”

      He reached for my arm, and his touch sent brushes of awareness through me. “I like you being around and hope you stay with me.”

      My lips pressed together. “You didn’t kiss me or want to do anything with me last night.” Adrenaline coursed through me as I realized I'd said that aloud.

      I was never weak like that. I glanced at the path to not give more away.

      He whispered, “That’s not true.”

      I glanced at him, and he seemed so honest. I raised my eyebrow, ignoring how fast my pulse was. “Yes, it is. You didn’t.”

      He winked at me. “I’m taking my time with you, Kendal.”

      I clenched the bike handles to not lose balance. “Why? We’ll probably never see each other again.”

      “I have a jet. Let’s just take it one day at a time and be open.”

      Blood rushed to my head as I said, “Open and safe are not the same thing.”

      Then I quickly kicked my bike like I needed to race, and he did the same.

      “I’ll never hurt you,” he said.

      I met his gaze, ignoring my body's unfulfilled aches. “I… I’m in danger with you, but I’ll try.”

      My honesty made me jump a little in my seat. Threats were a constant in my life, and the one I glimpsed with Joel could end up far worse than a physical beating. I never wanted to be the fourteen-year-old version of me. Joel was nothing like my father, but in the end, I would be all alone. I needed to get a grip, fast.

      Joel said, “Then let’s race back.”

      Perfect. The faster I peddled, the less I thought. I moved my bicycle around and raced him. The movement helped, but behind him, I watched his butt as he pedaled. I sighed, and my blood stirred because he made me want to enjoy an entirely different kind of ride.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Joel

      

      Kendal returned her bicycle and helmet without a word. I stayed beside her, but my ears still burned. If she was in danger, then I needed to be more careful with her and her mom. I would protect her.

      However, she hadn't said anything specific, so I wasn’t sure. If she meant her heart was in danger with me, then I would prove to her that I was worth her time. I had the power to change everything in her world, if only she would let me.

      As we left the bike rental area, I patted her arm. “Want to talk about what you said?”

      Her eyes widened as she shook her head. “Not really.”

      I would earn her trust, but that meant spending time with her. I pointed to our rental car. “Fair enough. So, you want to do a nature walk or hot air balloon ride next?”

      She rocked on her feet. “Hot air balloon ride?”

      “Okay done,” I said and texted the company I'd hired earlier.

      She took my wrist, and I ignored the sparks from her touch as she asked, “Wait. What? I’m confused.”

      I directed her around the car. “I googled date ideas and booked the tour for two.”

      She giggled. “You’re too much. This isn’t a date.”

      Yes, it was. I was usually an impressive guy, and I’d never been denied the pleasure of calling something as I saw it. Kendal was harder to please, but I was just getting started. I quickly added, “I’m not usually over the top, but you’re an exception for me. We need to head to Franklin for our ride.”

      She almost choked. “You already paid?”

      “Yes. It’s no big deal to turn it into a giveaway for someone else.”

      She shook her head. “Let’s go then, but remember, we’re just talking.”

      If she was in danger, we would be alone in the balloon.

      I held her door for her and quickly wondered if this would be my life if I didn’t have a trillion-dollar inheritance coming to me. A drive in a Honda with a pretty woman seemed to me like someone else’s. I took the driver’s seat and put my phone in the armrest between us.

      Kendal kept her lips closed for a few minutes as I followed directions to the rolling hills. A minute later, my phone rang. I hadn’t connected my phone to the car, and I wasn’t sure how or if the car accepted video calls on the panel anyway, so I asked Kendal, “Can you answer Arman for me?”

      She nodded and answered quickly, “Hi. I’ll hold the phone so you can video with Joel.”

      Arman called out. “Wait. Who are you?”

      My brother usually got any woman he wanted with that natural charm of his.

      She blinked. “Kendal. So you’re Joel’s brother.”

      “He’s mentioned me?”

      I knew he'd flashed her the smile that his last girlfriend had written a poem about and posted it on social media. A gossip site that loved to trash us had ripped it apart.

      She shook her head. “You called.”

      Loyalty was rare. Arman was loyal, but her no-nonsense tone sent a thrill through me. She would be great to have in my life.

      Arman said, “Well, I heard Mom was meeting some woman’s mother after I left you in Kentucky, and I see that wasn’t a lie. Keep my brother safe, Kendal.”

      She narrowed her gaze. “Why? Is he in trouble?”

      “No," Arman said, "but I need him back in New York soon. We have to find good research on female gamers that wasn’t written as an afterthought, and Joel is usually great at finding the right people.”

      I called out as we continued down the road, “Only because you just look at numbers, whereas I look in their eyes and decide if they’re lying.”

      Arman laughed. “Well, he’s one of the good ones. Have fun. And nice to meet you, Kendal. Call me whenever you want to send the helicopter in.”

      She hung up. “He’s nice.”

      With eleven brothers who were doctors to pilots, I’d never needed more friends, but Kendal made me think having her with me completed the picture.

      I followed the sign. “We’re here.”

      We parked, and she stared at the yellow-and-blue balloons in the park then looked back at me. “Just so we’re clear. Hot air balloons are supposed to be romantic and all, but we’re just temporary, and you don’t have to go through all the trouble.”

      Perfect words. I offered my arm. “I want to impress you. So let’s get going.”

      Hopefully, my family’s welcoming her into my life would ease her into trusting me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Kendal

      

      I held on to the wicker basket when the guy running the flame of the balloon let the weights go. My body tensed as we launched, and Joel rubbed my shoulders.

      I forced myself to breathe. We continued to climb, but if I didn’t glance down and just focused on the horizon and Joel, I was fine. However, I did bounce on my feet and ensure the basket was sturdy.

      I nodded at Joel, who opened the picnic basket at our feet and offered me apple slices.

      I took them and crunched on the sweetness. He'd thought of everything. If this was a date, he would get an A. I half wondered if I should take the initiative and kiss him despite how he'd hedged earlier.

      He took out his phone and pointed it down. I refused to look. I was a bundle of nerves.

      He came back and showed me. “I snapped a picture so our engineers on a flight simulator can recreate the sensation.”

      I bit on another apple slice. Once I was calm and able, I glanced up at him. “So this wasn’t just to impress me.”

      His mouth opened. “It was.”

      This was the once-in-a-lifetime trip couples did to get engaged, and we weren’t on that road. I picked up another apple. “Well, I told you I’m happy to give you any feedback you want, though I don’t play simulations much.”

      He reached into the small bag and helped himself to one of the apples. “Too many possibilities for you.”

      We both ate for a minute. My heart was getting full, which was a strange feeling, like a lovely pressure that set electricity through my body. I finished my bite then pointed to the basket. “The champagne is a nice touch.”

      He went down to his knees and took out a bottle and two glasses. “I was trying to show off that with me life is full of endless possibilities.”

      I paused. I had no memory of a man ever being so honest with me. The driver took the bottle to open it for us.

      After he gave it back and Joel poured for us, I took my stem. “I realize you’re being cautious with me.”

      He laughed and put the bottle in the bucket. “Yeah?”

      Once he stood, I took his arm. Goose bumps grew on me from touching him, but I tried to ignore that. “I appreciate that you’re a gentleman. I don’t think I’ve ever met a single one.”

      “Lucky for me,” he said, then we both took a sip.

      Before I had a second to take control of the conversation, he asked, “So, do you like cutting hair?”

      Good. Safe. I sipped my champagne and appreciated the green hills and river on the horizon. Wishing we had more than this temporary moment, I said, “It’s good to be there. I’m decent at my job, and my customers gush, but I think I’m there more for the female comradery.”

      Maybe I needed to stop this waiting game. I held his hand to my face and batted my eyes, so we could move this along faster. He pressed his shoulder into mine. “So what are you good at? Since we’re not talking about what you enjoy doing.”

      My heart raced like he’d read my mind. “We’re not?”

      He whispered, “Something about you seems… hidden. So I’m curious what makes you smile.”

      Our knuckles almost touched. Tension rushed through me. “Well, I enjoy helping my friends and my clients to keep it real and not get ahead of themselves.”

      The balloon soared higher for a moment as we were caught in a wind. I held on to the basket with a newfound fear of heights. Or maybe it was just in a balloon but with the wind brushing against my skin. I refused to open my eyes. Adrenaline rushed through me, but I forced myself to breathe.

      When I opened them and stared into Joel’s blue hues, he asked like he was completely fine, “Like a psychologist?”

      I somehow hadn’t broken my champagne flute. I sipped it, and once I was sure I could speak, I said, “More like a therapist. Talking is a great tool to deal with pain.”

      He leaned against the edge like it was an ordinary wall. I reached for his shoulder to anchor him.

      "Have you ever seen one?” he asked.

      Without thinking, I said, “A long time ago. Court-ordered as a teenager.”

      I drank the rest of my flute in one gulp then, not that there was much left. Talking about myself never worked out well, which was why avoided the conversations.

      “You were in trouble then?” he asked.

      My skin buzzed, and I nodded. “Yeah. A friend of mine was almost killed, and she moved away, but I was triggered pretty bad. The therapist helped me talk through my feelings.”

      He massaged my elbow, and my hairs stood on ends.

      “I’m sorry about your friend,” he said.

      My face heated. and I swallowed. “She’s married with children now and happy, so it worked out fine.”

      “Good,” he said then finished his glass.

      I handed him my flute, and he poured us both a second glass. Butterflies rushed in my body, but when he handed me my glass back, I asked, “How come you’re such a good listener?”

      He glanced down, and my toes rocked from his attention. “We’re getting to know each other.”

      I rubbed the back of my neck and released my hold on him. He seemed steady and at ease, so I turned to face the clouds. The hills truly rolled here, and they weren’t just in the way. I blinked and let the serenity calm me. “Are you in the habit of saving all damsels in distress you meet?”

      He finished his sip and folded his hands over each other, clearly not afraid of any wind. “No, I like taking care of people like my family, but I don’t make it a habit with people I don’t know. It would be bad for business.”

      I sipped. “Soon, you’ll finish why you’re in Murfreesboro and be on your way without my interrupting your plans.”

      He scooted closer, and our shoulders brushed. “You’re not an interruption. I checked on the address of my business, and all is well, so I can take my time. I like being with you.”

      “I like you too.” I finished my second, and last, champagne.

      I’d never told anyone about the therapist idea in my life. It was his own honesty that got mine. And heaven help me, but I wanted to spend more time with Joel. He was everything I’d ever wanted.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Kendal

      

      The landing was soft. I glanced around. We weren’t where we'd started. However, I didn’t question anything. I knew that for today, I was safe. Soon, I would need to make fast decisions, but Joel had given me a mini vacation from my problems.

      So we walked the balloon grounds to the exit, and I locked arms with him as I asked, “Where are we?”

      “Nashville. We’ll head back soon.”

      He let me go through the turnstile exit first, and I watched him twist his muscles to squeeze through.

      My heart shifted. “How? The car is still in Franklin.”

      He directed me toward the street, where a black limo and a driver in a gray uniform waited. “I had it picked up, and this is our ride.”

      I shook my head and jumped in. “I’ll trust you, but you don’t need to impress me this much.”

      He followed me, and I quickly lowered my ass into my seat so he wouldn't get a view.

      My skin buzzed as I’d even thought that, but he said, “Honestly, this wasn’t meant to do that. It’s just how I live, and I wanted some one-on-one time with you.”

      “Right.” I relaxed. Maybe for Joel, this was normal. I glanced out the window as we took off and realized this had to be how the brides I’d done hair for had felt.

      My hand fell to my side and brushed against Joel’s. My lips tingled, but I ignored it as I pivoted toward him. His gaze on mine made the rest of the world disappear.

      Damn. I sucked my lips and wondered if I should make a move, but then his phone rang.

      My hairs still stood on end. I took a deep breath, and he glanced at his phone. He then lowered his shoulders and said, “I was going to ignore the call, but this is an eighteen-year-old kid we’re buying some games from.”

      That sounded life changing for that boy. I nodded. “Go ahead. Take it.”

      He tensed but nodded and quickly answered, “Sorry I wasn’t around earlier, Ricky. What’s going on?”

      He put the phone on speaker, and I glanced at him. He didn’t need to share his work with me, but the boy’s voice seemed high as he said, “Dominion offered me twenty thousand dollars to break my contract with you and sign with them.”

      Joel nodded. “How much do you make on your game if you go that way?”

      “I could use the money,” the boy said.

      Joel quicky answered, “With five percent back, which is what my contract offers you, you get two dollars, fifty cents per game sold, so if we get fifty thousand buyers worldwide, you’re looking at almost a hundred twenty-five thousand dollars.”

      I tilted my head. That was a lot of money, but he’d said he could use funds. I blinked, assuming the kid had something emotionally setting off his panic when he said, “There is no guarantee we’ll sell that much.”

      Joel didn’t blink. “There are billions of gamers already logged on. You’re financially better off with our contract.”

      “You’re probably right," Ricky said, "but I need the cash.”

      I placed my hand on Joel’s arm. “Why?”

      “Who's that?" Ricky asked.

      Joel met my gaze and quickly said, “My girlfriend.”

      A thrill rushed through me. To be his would be awesome. I swallowed but then focused on the call. “Hi. I’m Kendal. I’m just wondering why you’d cash out early and take peanuts instead of holding on for more?”

      “I’m scared," Ricky answered. "Building the game was easy, but I’m not sure if I should sell at all.”

      “You’re scared.” Then I tried to probe to get to know the issue. “I wish I had your skills. Are you sitting around, just in your head about the money?”

      Ricky’s voice changed as he said, “Yeah.”

      “I’d be too.” I'd never found arguing with emotion worthwhile, so I agreed. I let Joel’s arm go and leaned toward the phone as I asked, “Why did you say you needed the cash?”

      “I want my sister to go to college without student loans.”

      I glanced up and met Joel’s gaze. The pressure was family and future. I nodded. “You’re a good brother. Don’t be like me and settled for a ninety-nine-cent burger when you're about to be served steak dinner.”

      “You’re right," Ricky said. "Thanks for talking to me.”

      Joel’s gaze seemed warmer, and my skin heated as he said, “Kendal is great.”

      “Talk you to later,” Ricky said.

      After goodbyes, Joel put away his phone and took my hand. “You should be on my payroll. The hardest part of my job is the panicked kids when they realize they’re about to get money.”

      I waved my hand in the air and shook my head. “I was just trying to repay you for all your kindness.”

      He moved closer. “You don’t have to, and I mean what I said. I want you to move to New York and work for me.”

      And be near Joel. My heart pounded with with a burning passion to know him, intimately. I had no idea what he saw in me or what he wanted, but my entire body melted near him. His body on mine played out like a vivid, full-color fantasy. Heat rose in my face, and I realized I was being ridiculous. Joel’s life was nothing like mine, so I clutched my hands in my lap and said, “I can’t afford New York.”

      He shrugged. “You haven’t even seen the offer.”

      I realized we were driving in a nice section of town. “Wouldn’t working for you disrupt whatever’s happening between us?”

      He shrugged and hadn’t moved away. “Not unless you let it.”

      I wasn’t cut out for his life. We both knew it, but butterflies grew in my stomach. “Maybe I should just invent a game where a girl can try new hair colors.”

      He narrowed his gaze. “You’d have to think of how that might reward the person playing so they keep on changing hair.”

      A hair color system to pick the perfect color for a face didn’t seem gameable, but I would sleep on that idea. Gaming wasn’t me, so I just said as the limo parked, “I’ll think about it.”

      I glanced out the window at the posh shopping street as Joel said, “Just the game?”

      The driver opened the door, and I followed Joel out. We were at the Hill Center Green Hills.

      “About everything.” I glanced around and tilted my head. “What’s this?”

      He directed me to H. Audrey. “Clothes.”

      Boutique shopping wasn’t me. The clearance section was more my speed, but I walked with him. “More than just for a temporary vacation romance for you?”

      He held open the door for me. “Well, it seems our moms want us to join them in Nashville.”

      Maybe I if I said no, I would put the brakes on romance. I didn’t need clothes, but I decided whatever happened with Joel, just this one time, I wouldn’t destroy the gifts given in my life. So I sighed and said, “Let me look around and see what I like.”

      “I’ll be here,” he said then spoke to the staff.

      When they rushed to help me, I knew what it was like to be fawned over instead of being the salesgirl heaping praise on my customers. I realized it was false flattery from the clerks. Still, heat rose in my body because Joel watching me made me happy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Kendal

      

      In my simple white cotton and silk dress, I was ready to go out. The shoes made me feel like a princess. I hadn’t meant to say yes to Christian Louboutin, but after years of seeing the iconic red bottoms on the shoes on TV, I’d relented to try on the pair.

      I was now wearing them as Joel guided me to a restaurant, which meant my mom was close. There was no way my father could ever afford any of the spots nearby, so I relaxed.

      We walked into a bistro, and near the back, my mother sat talking to a woman with dark hair streaked with gray. It was absolutely clear the grays were purposefully displayed as the lighter color brought out her cheekbones.

      I hugged my mom, and Joel hugged his. Then I said as we sat, “Mom, Mrs. Norouzi.”

      “Please call me Roxanne. I hear you’re keeping my son company on his trip.”

      A waitress brought me a brownie ice cream sundae. They’d eaten without us, but I didn’t question it. Joel gazed at me, and for a second, it was like we were alone. I blinked and focused in on my brownie as I said, “We’ve been getting to know each other.”

      His mother cupped his face. “Joel is a special soul, and he’s been single for a while, so I’m happy for them. If either you or Valerie need anything, call me.”

      Then both my mom and Roxanne stood. I reached for my mom’s arm and asked, “Where are you both going?”

      "We’re not interrupting young birds on a date," she said. "We have a spa appointment.”

      My eyes widened as I imagined mother at a spa. We’d talked about it, but even getting her to let me do her hair was an argument. I let her go, though, then waved. “Mom, have fun.”

      She patted Joel’s arm like she approved. “You too, Kendal. It’s okay to have fun.”

      Those were more words I’d never thought she would say. After my father, she’d only ever criticized any man I might have been interested in. Joel was the exception to every rule.

      My heart beat faster, but then I turned and saw Joel had finished his ice cream and had pulled out his credit card to pay the bill.

      I finished mine and said, “That wasn’t long.”

      The waitress left, but he reached for my hand. “No. Maman has never embarrassed me like my other brothers all complained.”

      I was protective of my mom, but I thought having their parents embarrass them was a teenage rite of passage.

      I raised my eyebrow. “Really? Never?”

      His lips curved higher, and he nodded. “I was fourteen when I came to her house. As I never had a mom before, I liked having someone care how I dressed or go to parent-teacher conferences for me. However, I don’t need her to sell me to you.”

      “She just wants you happy.” Loneliness struck me with a nudge that Joel might have felt that too. I’d been that for a long time, always watching my back.

      Joel was so open, I wasn’t sure how to respond, but I asked in a whisper, “What happened to your birth mom?”

      He lowered his head. “She died when I was young. My sister raised me for a while, though she was only four years older than me, but when she died, I had no one.”

      I swallowed, wishing I could take away his pain. We were so different, but somehow, for a second, we were together. And it was enough. I whispered, “I’m so sorry.”

      He put away his card and shrugged. “It’s life.” Then he reached for my hand. “So lets’ get out of here.”

      Bubbles grew inside me, and it had nothing to do with champagne. “What’s next?”

      As we walked outside, he said, “You said to keep it real, so I hope you like my next idea.”

      “Lead the way,” I said.

      There was no waiting limo, so I wondered how to fulfill that promise I’d made. Real wasn’t exactly Joel’s style.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Joel

      

      The moment we stepped into the bar, where a band was playing old country songs I hadn’t heard in years, my muscles tensed. This might have been a mistake. I wanted to grab Kendal’s arm and head right to the door.

      However, she put her hand on her hip, and her eyes were wide as she glanced around the Nashville five-star country bar. I swallowed and squared my shoulders.

      As we were going in, I said, “Dessert wasn’t enough, and I figured a country bar worked.”

      "This is still on the fancy side," Kendal said as the waitress showed us to our seats.

      I pressed my hand on my heart in mock hurt. “So I failed?”

      She cupped my face and shook her head. “I doubt you know how.”

      As we neared the table, another man tapped her shoulder. “Hey, sugar, want to dance?”

      For a second, my heart thundered. My fists curled like I might hit someone else. I’d never been jealous in my life, but I wrapped my arms around her and said, “She’s with me.”

      The other guy left. We found our seats and ordered snacks for the table.

      Holding her was probably a mistake. I let her go then she bounced. “Are you taking me on the dance floor?”

      I’d wanted to show her I was interested in more than a few days with her at my side, as tonight, she was magical. But now, I took a deep breath and said, “Sure, if you want.”

      She took my hand, and we headed to the dance floor instead of our table.

      “I'd hoped meeting my maman would let you lighten up with me.”

      A slow song started. I held out my hand to dance, and she accepted.

      As we swayed, she said, “You’re lucky. Tell me about your birth father?”

      I wanted to know more about her and her secrets. I wanted to help. Maybe if I talked, she would feel safe. “He died recently. It’s what started the trip.”

      The song changed, and her nose curled. She didn’t like the music, so we headed back to the table. As we sat and looked over the menus, my phone rang.

      The next time I took her out, I would have to leave it behind. She saw Arman’s face and said, “It’s your brother.”

      I waved it off. “I’ll call him back.”

      The music was loud. She answered the call, and my eyes widened. "Arman, he’ll call you back.”

      She'd pressed the speaker, so I heard Arman's reply. “Please tell him I need his advice on a woman.”

      Her lips pouted as she nodded. “I will.” Then she hung up. “You should have talked to him. Arman wants advice.”

      I took her hand. I was more curious about her and decided it was time for total honesty. “In a minute. You asked about my dad. He beat me if I got in the way of his drinks, so I usually hid away and worked on a broken computer that had a few games. I learned if I didn’t make noise, I didn’t get knocked down. Mostly, he didn’t care about me, but recently, I had to go supervise his funeral.”

      Her shoulders trembled like she understood. Then she swallowed and whispered, “My dad beat me too, but I was happier when they divorced.”

      “Good," I said. Valerie seemed nice, and neither of them deserved to suffer. “Kendal, I’d never hurt you.”

      “You probably could do way more than fists would.”

      “It would never be on purpose.”

      Silence clung in the air like plastic wrap until the waitress came. She ordered blackened chicken, and I ordered a cheeseburger and beer. I’d promised not to be over the top for the new few hours.

      As the next song started, I offered my hand. “Let’s get back out there now.”

      “Agreed.”

      The dance floor meant I had to innocently touch her. It was all I would do until she gave me a sign that she was ready for more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Joel

      

      After the dance floor, Kendal needed a minute, so I headed back to the table and gulped water. Normally, I avoided dancing, and I had no idea when I’d been in a bar last. Overindulging set off a fear I would ruin all the gifts I’d ever received.

      My phone beeped, and I saw my brother again. I checked where she’d gone then covered my ears to hear on the phone. “Kendal’s in the bathroom. Why are you calling again?”

      “Besides the fact we run a business?”

      It wasn’t serious if that was the answer. I let out a breath. “It’s after hours.”

      “You’re in a position I’m not.”

      I blinked. I wasn’t sure what he meant then tugged my ear as I asked, “What do you mean?”

      “You invited our mother to meet your girlfriend. Now Karla, who I went out to drinks with once, heard and asked to meet maman.”

      The music went to a lull, and I needed to gulp some water. I put him on speaker phone. Once I finished the drink, I saw Kendal walking toward me. “I wasn’t trying to interfere with your life,” I said.

      “How did you know you’re with the one?”

      She came closer, and my heart beat differently. “Because she makes my heart beat differently.”

      She stood next to me, and suddenly, the air smelled of her light rosy perfume.

      “Is this Arman?” She slid into her seat as my brother announced himself and said, “Kendal, we were just talking about you.”

      She met my gaze, and my skin buzzed. “Well, I’m sure Joel is loving the company, but the band is about to start again.”

      “And you’re dragging my brother to dance. Man, I can’t wait to meet you in person.”

      Unlike Arman who had no problems showing off on the dance floor, I wasn’t looking to show off in public. However I said, “Have a good night.”

      We said goodbye and Kendal’s lips thinned and she glanced off. I turned off my phone then reached for her hand. She seemed cold, so I scooted closer and asked, “What’s wrong?”

      She cupped my face, and her lips curved higher. “Nothing. I want to dance.” She stood.

      I followed her up but said, “You seemed serious.”

      She shrugged like it was true. “Forget it. Let’s get back to having fun.”

      Good, easy time was great, but something else had crossed Kendal’s mind quickly. I guessed she wanted to pretend everything was fine. Maybe I was wrong, but my gut was tuned to her every facial expression. She captured my attention, and I could wait until she was ready to talk.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Joel

      

      After our dinner and more dancing, it was dark outside. I was tired of shouting to have a conversation. The last thing I wanted was to drink to excess like we were still twenty-one. So I whispered in her ear, “Let’s go.”

      She nodded and stayed close. I texted the driver and paid the bill, then we made our way to the door. Her arm linked to mine made my chest fill with pride. For once in my life, I had everything that mattered.

      The air was cooler at night, but we headed to the limo. She hugged my waist and said, “Tonight was fun.”

      I nodded. She tempted me. But I led her inside the limo so she’d not be cold in that dress. I checked the partition was up between us and the driver then relaxed as I said, “In forty-five minutes, we’ll be back to Murfreesboro.”

      She curled her legs into my lap and traced my shoulder. “Why are you always such a gentleman?”

      I tensed. I wasn’t sure we were there yet, even if my body ached to take her. My heart raced. “I’m not. I’m trying to be, with you.”

      She pressed herself closer and said, “Honestly I don’t know if…” Then her lips pressed to mine, and fireworks was too weak a word for how much awareness I had of her.

      I forgot the world, but as the moment ended, she said, “It was inevitable, Joel.”

      I would have to find a way to win her heart. I held her waist and tasted her again. All I knew was that I needed Kendal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Joel

      

      Her lips on mine set off a firestorm inside me that I'd never experienced. As she melded into me, it was like our souls combined. The boom inside my heart made the world disappear, until we were the only people who mattered.

      Time stopped, but in between kisses, her hands wrapped around my neck and in my hair.

      “I’ve never been kissed like that before," she said.

      My lips curved higher. She deserved everything. I held her tightly. “Glad you’re enjoying yourself.”

      “Keep going,” she whispered then kissed me.

      My body was hard and ready. I wanted her more than anyone else. And my hands cupped her hips while she sat on me. Adrenaline coursed through me, telling me to take her now. However, I asked, “How many drinks did you have?”

      “I don’t know.” Her lips claimed mine again.

      My mind buzzed. I didn’t want to fuck her. I wanted to make love to her, and in the back of the limo, right now, wasn’t the place for that.

      With her lips pressed against me and her body holding me, desire coursed through me. My hands cupped her breasts then traced her panties. And her perfume wafted up my nose.

      The limo stopped, and I moved to get my cock under control. She held her waist like I’d offended her. Once I was sure I wouldn’t paw her again, I swallowed air. “We’re at the hotel.”

      Her head went down, and she closed her eyes. “I wasn’t ready to stop.”

      Me either. My body revolted against my mind. However, she jumped out the door. I followed, rubbing the back of my neck.

      Denying both of us wasn’t something I'd planned. She stomped to the door, but I followed and reached for her hand. She seemed startled, her eyes wide.

      “I need to take my time with you, Kendal. Rushing is bad for us.”

      She put her hand in my face and shook her head. “You don’t know anything, Joel, so stop making decisions for me.”

      My spine froze. I hadn’t meant to hurt her. As the door closed behind me, I wasn’t sure if I'd done the right thing at all.

      First things first, I needed to what I'd come here to do, then my mission was  one hundred percent getting Kendal to be with me forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Kendal

      

      My head spun round and round, going over last night and this morning. I'd woken up alone, and the sun was shining in the open window. I rubbed my scalp and headed in to brush my teeth.

      It’s time to get my head on straight. This thought swirled in my head, but my father was out of jail. Every second of my life right now was on borrowed time, and Joel was a distraction—fun, tempting, but out of my league.

      He didn't want me. My skin buzzed at the thought. I finished cleaning up, but Joel was exactly what was bothering me.

      I needed to get out of here because of him. So I checked our hotel room. My mom still wasn’t in, but I smelled her floral perfume, so she had been recently. I dressed and decided to confront Joel.

      His touch set me on fire. It was better to protect my heart from any risk. My lips still tingled from that kiss, though. If he’d taken me, I was sure my entire body would be buzzing.

      No need to think about last night. My goose bumps on my arms needed to be ignored. I crossed the small hall. However, as I made it to his door, my phone vibrated. Broken Eagle Garage was calling—they would have news, so I returned to my room.

      “How is my car?”

      “Almost done,” Wes said.

      My heart pounded. I now had a way to get out and never be found. Hope continued to float in the wind.

      I headed back to the hall, and this time, I knocked on the door. My mother called out, “Come in.”

      My gaze narrowed. She was here? I walked in and saw my mother and Joel on his patio with a huge breakfast order as they sipped on tea.

      I blinked and joined them. “Joel, Mom, what’s this?”

      My mother said, “Breakfast. You were sleeping.” She motioned toward the carafes of tea and coffee. “Did you have a good time?”

      “We had fun,” I said and chose the coffee. It seemed my mother was different today. I slumped in my seat, unsure how I would tell Joel I was leaving now.

      My mother’s plate was empty. “Good. You never fit in the time to kick your heels back.”

      “There was time.”

      “You have it now, along with this nice boy of yours. I’m going to volunteer at the food kitchen today.”

      My eyes widened. Joel had no idea about my father or his prison stint. My heart caught in my throat. She moved to get up, but I took her hand and asked, “Are you sure?”

      She nodded. “Joel is sending a bodyguard. Isn’t that sweet of him?”

      My breathing grew shallow. Had my mother talked about my father? I pressed my hand to my belly. “He is?”

      Joel tilted his head and glanced at me. “To help her with whatever she needs.”

      Help. That didn’t answer the question that screamed in my mind.

      My mother stood. “Yes, and I should get going to leave you two alone.”

      Joel put down his napkin. “Stay as long as you want.”

      My mother hugged him then kissed my cheek. She left, and I gulped my coffee.

      Then my body buzzed because we were alone. Heat rose to my face. It wasn’t the liquid—that never happened to me—but I refilled my cup. “I don’t understand you, Joel. Look, I came to talk to you about last night.”

      He scooted his chair closer, and my hairs stood on end. I wanted his touch, but he said, “I was a jerk. I didn’t want to take advantage of you when you’d been drinking.”

      My skull tingled. I wanted to believe him. But he was perfect, and I wasn’t. I let out a breath. “It wasn’t that much.”

      He put his hand on the table next to mine. Though we didn’t touch, I felt him. “I wanted our first time together to be special.”

      Any other man I’d ever met would have taken what I offered. My stomach had butterflies as I said, “You're out of my league.”

      He then took out his phone and put it in my hand, with a PDF open. “Look, I wrote you a legitimate contract where you can field our calls from game creators as a buffer.”

      I scrolled it. “You didn’t have to.”

      My heart sped up as I saw the number one hundred twenty-five thousand dollars. I wasn’t sure I could breathe.

      He just stared at me. “I want you coming to New York. I can ensure you and your mother have a place, so logistics aren’t a problem.”

      Adrenaline rushed through me. “This is more than I made in three years.”

      "New York is expensive," he said.

      I rubbed the back of my neck. “Did you really just say no to sex last night because you didn’t want to take advantage of me?”

      He nodded.

      For a second, I was speechless. Then my lips curved, and I realized I couldn’t leave. He was amazing. I let out a sigh then sipped my coffee.

      His phone rang, and he showed it to me. “Look, it’s Arman, and it’s a business meeting. It won’t take fifteen minutes. Can you wait?”

      “Yes," I answered quickly.

      If I took the job, then I would want him to be successful. And there was no way my father would ever search for us in Manhattan. Wherever I ended up living, I would share with my mom.

      Bubbles grew in my body as I finished a small breakfast. For a second, I saw myself in some nice place like in the movies I’d enjoyed, shopping in stores, and walking in heels. I giggled, knowing that would be a two-minute dream because sneakers were more my speed. The sound brought me out of the fantasy. He was in the other room, but I grew chilly, so I headed off the patio.

      Next to the couch lay a half-open box. He’d carried in several boxes after the car accident. I tried to ignore it, but a picture of a baby caught my attention.

      My gaze narrowed. It looked like Ellie’s daughter. When I reached in to pick it up, the box top fell off. There were tons of pictures of Hope, Ellie and Jax’s oldest. I rubbed my forehead. “What’s this?”

      Ellie hadn’t been born in Murfreesboro, and I’d been a teenager when she arrived. I closed my eyes, trying to remember her story, but only pieces came back.

      I picked up my phone. If Joel was involved in anything criminal, then I owed my boss and friend. I called, and my voice was fast and low so he didn’t hear me as I said, “Ellie, it’s Kendal.”

      “How are you?”

      My heart pounded as I rocked in my seat. I asked her to retell the old story of Hope’s birth mother and the reasons Ellie had moved here years ago. “Hope’s birth mom was Bonnie?”

      She sounded so calm. “Why?”

      I cringed. I couldn’t imagine Joel involved with anything like what I remembered of Ellie’s reasons for moving here. “When you came to town, your mom had tried to sell you into the sex slave business?”

      “You’re scaring me, Kendal.”

      I was scared too. Tears formed in my eyes as I asked, “Did you know anyone named Joel?”

      “Wait… Where are you?”

      My life was a disaster, but good things never happened for a reason. “At the Carriage Inn, with him.”

      “We’re on our way,” she said.

      Maybe Joel wasn’t the answer to my problems. I would have to wait for Ellie and Jax, so I couldn’t run for the door. Besides, I needed my mom and my car.

      He’d been so amazing, though. I'd wished and hoped we would be different, but then I knew better than to imagine a future.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Kendal

      

      I remembered the story of how both my bosses fell in love with the Maysons, then they bought the salon when the original owner wanted to retire. I was washing hair and doing whatever I could to earn money then while finishing high school, so I heard the stories without being told directly.

      However, inside the salon, they’d always made me feel important to the team. They were why I’d gotten my license and started cutting hair. Belonging wasn’t something that came easy to me, and there I was.

      Joel came out of his separate bedroom with a huge smile on his face. “Sorry that took so long. Did you look over the contract?”

      I shoved the photograph into his hand. “Who are you, Joel?”

      My body trembled as I searched his face for answers. My heart whispered that he wasn’t anything like the person Ellie had known before moving here.

      “Wait.” He tilted his head. “Do you know Hope?”

      I rocked on my feet, but I raised my eyebrow. I needed to know if everything was some fantasy with him. “The question is, how do you?”

      Right then, there was a knock at the door. He tilted his head to ask, but I hugged my waist. “Get it. It’s Ellie and Jax.”

      He tensed, but he left my side and opened the door. He waved them both in. “You didn’t remember me yesterday, Ellie.”

      “I wasn’t sure. It was like seeing a ghost.” She nodded. “This is my husband, Jax. Hope is with her grandmother.”

      Joel picked up the two boxes then brought it to the both of them. He handed a birth certificate to Jax. “Right, well, my plan was to leave these on your door once I found your exact address, so you saved me the trouble.”

      Ellie wiped her face like she wanted to cry. I wasn’t sure what was happening, but as I stared at Joel, I saw pain on his face too.

      “Our lives were fucked-up, Joel," she said. "What happened to you?”

      “You got Hope, and I’m not arguing. From all accounts, she’s happy with you.” His shoulders slumped, but he said, “When Bonnie died, my father had no interest in raising me. My sister was all I had, and I was fourteen, with no one left. However, if you ever saw the movie Annie, then I can save you the details of what happened to me next.”

      Annie was taken into unlimited wealth. Mrs. Norouzi had seemed well put together. From everything he'd said, his life truly was a fairy tale.

      Ellie hugged him like they were friends. “You were always talented. I’m glad you were adopted and turned out okay. Your sister loved you.”

      “And she loved your brother.” For a second, Joel didn’t move at all, but then he closed his eyes and hugged her back. “A week ago, I got the call my birth father had died, so I took a few days off to head to Tennessee and bulldoze that house. Then I saw these in the backroom and thought you might need or want these.”

      My mind put everything together. Joel must be related to Hope’s birth mother, which meant he was her uncle. And I had no idea how bulldozing an old house was therapeutic, but I understood the pain my father had caused me.

      I took a deep breath. I’d judged everything all wrong. “That had to be hard.”

      All eyes turned toward me.

      Joel straightened, and Ellie returned to her husband, but then Joel asked, “How’s Hope?”

      Ellie took her husband’s hand and smiled so brightly that we didn’t need electricity. “She’s amazing. I think of her as my own, as does my Jax, and she wants for nothing.”

      Joel took a deep breath. “I’m glad she always had you.”

      Ellie dragged her husband closer. “I’m sorry I never looked for you.”

      “Don’t be." Joel shrugged then came beside me like we were a team. “You wouldn’t have found me. I have a new name, new life, and money. I figured you’d want the birth certificate in case you ever wanted to take her on vacation, and I wanted to know Hope was okay.”

      Joel shrugged as he moved beside me, as though we were a team. We weren’t a couple. All we’d done was kiss. My spine tingled; I was unsure what to add.

      “Thank you, Joel," Jax said. "The lawyers were hitting a dead end in getting me a copy.”

      He nodded, gazing at both of them. “Look, if you ever need anything for Hope, anything at all, even if it’s just for tuition or a new car she might need, just call me.”

      He handed them each a business card.

      Jax shook his hand. “Look, tomorrow come by our house and see your niece.”

      “I’m not trying to impose.”

      “You absolutely aren’t.”

      His eyes widened like he’d been punched in the stomach. “Are you sure?”

      Ellie laughed. “Yeah. Jax is grilling cheeseburgers in the backyard.”

      Joel turned toward me. “I’d like that, if that’s okay Kendal.”

      I wasn’t in the position to give permission. I cupped his face, as I wasn’t sure he would let me in a minute. “Sure.”

      Ellie pointed her husband toward the boxes. “We’ll leave you, but it was good to know you’re okay, Joel. I don’t know why you didn’t tell me the morning when I saw you waiting for Kendal.”

      “Seeing you was again was shocking. You’re the only person alive who knew who I was.”

      “Well, don’t be a stranger. We all need family.”

      We walked them out, said goodbye, and listened to their footsteps. Once we couldn’t hear anyone, Joel asked, “Did you call Ellie?”

      Now it was time to face facts. I'd destroyed my dreams of us together. I lifted my chin, hoping he would listen. “I thought the worst when I saw you had all those papers.”

      His face reddened like he was embarrassed. “I should have told you the second I saw you knew Ellie.”

      He owed me nothing. It was hard to imagine Joel, with those muscles all over his body, ever being ignored or able to avoid. However, I knew he was smart. I curled my hands around my waist. “I’m sorry I didn’t confront you first. I saw Hope’s picture and remembered Ellie’s past. I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” He reached for my waist. “You saved me some trouble.”

      I gazed up at him. His warm eyes made me melt. “Forgiveness can’t be that easy.”

      He kissed my cheek. “It can be. I hope you can forgive me for not bringing it up the other day.”

      I couldn’t look away. I reached for him and held him as I said, “You have nothing to apologize for, Joel.”

      Then he kissed me.

      His lips on mine sent steam through me, and I went on my tiptoes. Honestly, I forgot the world when he held me close to him. All I wanted was more of him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Kendal

      

      His kiss rushed through me. My ears thrummed with my desire, and my legs were all weak like cooked spaghetti. I pressed my hand on a nearby table to steady myself. Desire and shame didn’t mix well inside me.

      I lowered my head and realized his kiss didn’t alleviate how my stomach was tight and jumpy. I’d pushed him away, and he'd proved how great he truly was. So my heart beat a mile a second as I said, “I’m so sorry.”

      “We already talked about it, but I have an idea.” My eyes widened, and he offered his hand and said, “Let’s go do something fun.”

      Outside, my father might drive past us or stop in front of us. The town wasn’t that full of people. This wasn’t a city like Nashville. But if we stayed in his hotel room, I would either continue stressing or want to rip off his clothes and find out if his body on mine sent me into spasms.

      Because I had no other choice, I nodded. “Okay, nothing big, and I wanted to ask you about this job and what you really see me doing?”

      If we stuck close to the hotel and the police station, we would probably be fine.

      He pressed his hand on my back, and we headed to the door. “Sure, you go to work with me. You’ll obviously meet Arman in person, and you take all the calls from contracted game creators first and talk them off whatever ledge they feel they are on.”

      Once we went outside, I glanced around like I was looking for a fast car. At least I hoped that was what I looked like. If my father was nearby, I would recognize him. But I pretended I was fine. “That’s it?”

      He motioned to walk in the wrong direction. I waved him toward a small bistro that served wines and coffee. My father preferred hard liquor and beer. Joel, having no idea about my thoughts, said, “Well, if you’re good, we’ll move you over to potential clients to help smooth out any personal qualms they might have that aren’t in the contract.”

      He picked a seat on the patio. My spine tingled, but I said, “So basically, you want me to dress up your company as the good guys they want to be in business with.”

      “Yeah.” He ordered a frothy cappuccino, so I picked a mocha, which I usually considered a treat.

      My heart thrummed, and goose bumps grew on my head. We settled in, and I sipped my coffee, though it felt like I was being watched. I crossed and recrossed my legs, and the seat seemed to wobble. Then, for a moment, I thought I was crazy, until my gaze spotted Gene Brown down the street.

      I pressed my hand to my heart and jumped. “Joel, stop.”

      His cup almost spilled when I grabbed his hand and tugged. He followed, but my spine had chills. I couldn’t think, but I needed to run, fast.

      We made it to the street in front of the hotel before Joel stopped, then he pointed to my father as he asked, “Who's that?”

      I wasn’t sure I could even breathe. If he knew we were here, he might know my mom was inside. If he didn’t, then I'd led my father to us. I stilled, but then I gripped his arm tightly. With Joel here, I would have a chance to grab my mom and run, so I said, “Let’s go back inside the hotel.”

      “You’re trembling,” he said and walked me in.

      I turned to watch the door, but Gene didn’t come into the lobby. As we made it to the door of Joel’s room, I asked, “What kind of bodyguard did you send with my mom?”

      He unlocked it, and we crossed the threshold. I paced to the couch and back as he said, “A trained one. She said you’d not like her going out alone. Should I call and tell him there might be a problem?”

      Time to face the truth. In the past, my father avoided ever stepping foot near the food kitchen, as he preferred no witnesses. He’d hated the smell of poor people near him, though we'd never had two nickels.

      Truthfully, I wasn’t sure how my heart might calm down, but I took Joel’s hand. He was like an anchor I needed so I met his gaze and tried to find my voice then I realized I needed to disappear.

      And if Joel stayed, he would be in danger. I hugged my waist and decided quickly to pack, grab my mom, and disappear. Whatever happened with Joel ended now. I blinked and said, “No. It’s time for you to head back to New York, alone. I need to get my mom. Maybe I’ll call you, but don’t count on it.”

      “You’re clearly frightened.” He led me to sit on the couch, and with his arms around me, I felt safe. Joel protected me, and for the first time in my life, I accepted help. He held me tightly. “Everything will be okay. I’m here to help.”

      If he only wanted friendship or something temporary, we would make more sense. I glanced up, and my heart now beat entirely differently, mostly for him. “I’m not thinking straight after last night. Why don’t you and I see what happens next?”

      He pressed his forehead to mine. “You’re distressed. It’s probably not the right time.”

      “Sometimes all we have is right now.” Then I kissed him.

      I needed him—more than he knew.
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      Joel

      

      Her lips on mine made me forget all my plans to go slow. I was hard and aching for her. However, I wasn’t sure this wasn’t a reaction to whoever we'd seen downstairs. So we needed to stop, until I was sure.

      Despite how ready I was to have all of her, I stood and stepped away from her. I rubbed my forehead. “I want to text your mother’s bodyguard.”

      “Right. Okay.” She jumped to her feet. “That’s smart.”

      As I texted what I knew and described the guy, I wondered what was happening in her head. The older man had clearly scared her. If Kendal explained, I would be in a better position to help her. As I finished my message, I held my phone and said, “Who was that, Kendal?”

      She took off her shirt, showing off her red lacy bra. “I don’t want to talk about it. I want us. I want you.”

      I dropped my phone on the table, and my pulse zipped from the vision she presented. I rubbed my head. “I want us to be on the same page.”

      She walked toward, me and her curves made me hot as she said, “You want me. I want you. We’re on the same page as far as I can see.”

      Then she took off her jeans, showing off her cotton white underwear. “I’ve been trying to show you that we can have everything together.”

      Heat rushed through my veins. Maybe I’d been honorable for too long. She wanted me, and I would show her that I intended to make love to her.
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      Kendal

      

      Joel dropped his shirt and held my hand as we went to the second room. The afternoon sun was still bright outside, but I didn’t care that the windows were letting in the sun. No one could see us. And I felt safe with Joel.

      Then his lips met mine, and I forgot everything. I reached for his pants to tug them off. He let me and stepped out of them with ease, but as I went to the bed, he said, “You’re beautiful Kendal.”

      “I like that you think that.” My heart soared. I wasn’t anything special, but it was nice he thought I was. What mattered was that we were together, right now.

      His hand traced my arm. “I need you to trust me.”

      I nodded, though for a second, I held my breath. Trust wasn’t something I was any good at offering. My muscles trembled, and I let out a breath. My skin buzzed with his nearness, and I said, “I want to. You’re the best man I’ve ever met, but I’ve been hurt before.”

      “I’m not him.” He pressed his lips to mine.

      My body craved Joel more than I needed coffee in the morning, and no other man had ever made my skin tingle with anticipation. It was primal and shattering me. No one else was in his league.

      As the kiss ended, I ran my hands through his hair. “No, you’re sweet.”

      He reached between my legs and brushed against my center. “Sweet doesn’t do this.”

      My heart stirred. We were doing this. Finally. As I went backward on the bed, I rolled his underwear down his legs. He was ready, all firm and ready to pound into me.

      I let out a sigh. “You’re handsome.”

      He reached down and lifted my chin so I would look at him. “Better.”

      “Hard.” I reached for his cock to guide him inside.

      He stopped me and leaned down onto the bed to unclasp my bra. My body trembled as I ached for us to be one. Then he said, “For you. Tell me what you want.”

      Joel’s sincerity rocketed through me. Goose bumps grew on my arms. I arched up and wiggled off my panties. “You, though I’m nervous.”

      He didn’t move at all. “Why?”

      Intensity rocketed in my veins. Last time we were this close, I’d screwed it up. My heart pounded because I half wanted to run, though I would never leave. I licked my lips then told him the best truth I could. “I never get overwhelmed.”

      I kissed him again, and my eyes misted. I hadn’t meant to let that happen, but when a tear escaped, my fear crystalized. He seemed so far above me.

      I wiped my cheeks, but he sat up and said, “We can stop.”

      Stopping was sweet. We’d only had a few days together so far, but it was like he'd claimed part of my soul. I sat up and hugged his waist to not let him go. “No. I want you.”

      He cupped my face. When I nodded and his lips curled, I knew we would continue.

      He blew my every fantasy out of the water when his finger traced my center, and I laid back down to let him. My heart shattered the defenses I’d spent a lifetime building. My body grew warmer as he pressed deeper inside me.

      I was safe here, in his hands, so I widened my legs and closed my eyes.

      Everything about him was amazing. I expected fast, but then his tongue licked my core, and steam rushed through me. Excitement grew inside me as he became the only person in my world. My fingers brushed through his hair, but he found my button, and my eyes rolled backward.

      Maybe we were connected on a deeper level. With him, it wasn’t just fun, but it was like my soul shifted, and we became one. I shook that thought away. I wasn’t open, but as my mind left my body, I realized my heart was on the line.

      When I came back to my senses, I froze. He glanced into my eyes and stopped. My body trembled as I wanted more.

      “What’s going on?” he asked.

      My ears buzzed. Of course he wanted to know. He’d not buried his heart and soul so no one might ever destroy the shards that were left.

      I pressed against his face like he had mine. “It’s just you’re too perfect, Joel. But I’m glad we’re having a good time.”

      I hugged him. I was his. I needed him like I needed to breathe. Then he sucked on my nipple, and I ached for more of him. However, he let me go and grabbed a condom. I swallowed, ready for us to be together.

      He asked, “Are you sure this is what you want?”

      “Yes,” I said quickly, unable to stop us.

      He then rolled the condom on. My body tensed in sweet anticipation, then he pressed inside me. My body hummed like he was my other half. I soon lost track of everything as I orgasmed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Kendal

      

      My body was all tingling, and inside, I felt delicious as I woke. Joel was wonderful. I curled into him as he lay beside me, and I hummed to myself. He whispered, “Afternoon.”

      I yawned and batted my eyes. I hadn't slept well. When I met his gaze, my lips curved higher. “I can’t believe I slept.”

      He kissed my forehead. “It’s okay. I ordered us some coffees since we were interrupted at the cafe.”

      My eyes widened. I’d expected to regret what happened, but I didn’t. He'd once again taken care of needs I hadn’t even realized I had. I sat, letting the sheets fall. “And you came back to bed?”

      He stood and left the room. My heart pounded for a second, but then he returned with a tray, which he put on the bed. “I wanted to be here when you woke.”

      I reached for a mug and smelled the chocolate inside. He’d ordered me what I’d left behind. My heart stirred. “You continue to amaze me.”

      He clinked our cups like it was champagne. “I like that word. It’s not used enough.”

      My body stirred. We drank, and I wasn’t nervous, anxious or anything. I was relaxed, and the mug of coffee hit the spot. As I finished, the tell-tale ring buzzed in the air. I pointed. “Your phone.”

      “We can ignore it.”

      I tilted my head so he would look. “Is it your family or a client?”

      He lowered his shoulders and put his mug on the stand beside him. “A client. Arman can handle it.”

      No. If I was serious about taking a chance with him, then I needed to know I could do the job. I put out my hand. “Let me try. We’ll call it a test for the job.”

      His eyebrows rose, but he handed his phone to me. “Here.”

      Good. I shook my shoulders to get centered, then I answered in my best work tone, “Kendal speaking. How can I help you?”

      A young man who sounded like his voice hadn’t broken said, “I need to talk to Joel.”

      I was sure the boy was a child, but I tugged my ear. “Of course, sweetie. He’s in a meeting. Can I help you at all?”

      “Who are you? What’s your job?”

      “Client relations.” The title was on the contract. “And I work for Joel.”

      Joel kissed my shoulder and cupped my breast. Awareness grew as he tasted my neck, but I listened on the phone.

      “I wanted to know if Joel and Arman were willing to renegotiate the pay rate,” the kid said.

      Joel tugged me back and sucked on my nipple. My entire body hummed, but I persevered, “I see. What change do you want?”

      “I’d prefer cash now.”

      Joel’s attention went to my other breast. My eyes started to roll, but I tried to focus on the call. “Can I ask why?”

      “My mom’s in the hospital.”

      I pressed on Joel to stop, and he did immediately. My pulse zipped. “Let me talk to Joel and see if we can cover medical expenses as an advance payment against future royalties.”

      “That would be amazing,” the kid said.

      Joel nodded.

      I closed my eyes to find a way to focus. “He’s close. Hold on and let me run it by him.” I then put my hand on the speaker and pretended we were in an office. “His mother’s in the hospital. Can an advance against royalties be granted as a hospital bill?”

      “Sounds fine,” he said, loud and clear. Then he whispered, “You’re a natural at this.”

      I swallowed. Solving a problem was good. “He agreed, and he’s sorry about your mom.”

      “Thank you. She was worried about the hospital bill as we don’t have insurance.” The boy squealed.

      “Please send him an email for confirmation and have a great day,” I said.

      I handed him the phone then curled into him, wishing I believed even for a second that we would end up together. Sex had only made our time sweeter. My lips curved higher. “My mother will be back soon. She’ll want to see me.”

      “We can be fast,” he said, and our hands held each other as lust filled my brain.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Joel

      

      Kendal was sweet and beautiful, and I wanted to keep her safe. However, on the street, her face had been white, and I still didn’t know why.

      My stomach twisted. I needed to do a better job at keeping her safe, though the truth was even heavier. In my gut, I knew we weren’t on the path to a stable relationship, not if she didn’t explain what was happening to her. She headed to the en suite bathroom, but at the door, she said, “Let me know when my mom arrives.”

      Every part of her naked body was like art, and I needed to be the only one who had her. The possessiveness was new for me, but I held my inner caveman in check. “If you agree to move to New York, we can have her moved right now and be ready for when you get there.”

      She pivoted, and her eyes were bright. “That’s a brilliant idea. Your bodyguard will take her?”

      “Yes. And my mom can meet her if you want.” I would call the team to ensure Valerie was protected on the way to the private airport, but I was working blind without full understanding.

      She took both my hands. “And my mother will be protected the entire time?”

      I stilled. “Of course. Are you in trouble?”

      Once again, my ringer went off. She let me go and said, “You get your phone. I’ll take a shower.”

      Kendal avoided the question, but my gut told me whoever it was on the street was the main source of her troubles. He’d been old enough to be her father. If he was, though, why was she afraid? If she owed money, then I could help.

      However, I kept that to myself and answered my brother's call. “Arman, what’s going on?”

      “Karla tried to set up a meeting with Mom, so I ended things.”

      "How did that go?”

      “More stressful than I expected. We’d met for drinks twice, and I never touched her. I wish my dating life was easy like yours.”

      Nothing about my life seemed simple right now. My gaze narrowed. “Is something wrong?”

      Arman’s voice went low as he said, “I sometimes think about the past, but it’s nothing.”

      When we were teens, he’d been in love with a girl near the beach. I glanced out the window and scanned the street below. “You mean Maddie, who's long gone and happily married.”

      “Not exactly. We were just kids. I’m clearly holding up an unreasonable standard, but that doesn’t matter.”

      Now, that was new. I paused, wondering if his confirmed bachelor status was related to his thinking. And Maddie was unique in that she was the only woman I’d ever met who hadn’t latched on to a trillion-dollar heir. It was worse for Arman and the natural-born children of Maman and Pedar, as most people assumed the rest of us weren't full heirs. They could tell we were adopted based solely on our looks. Arman was a good guy with no faults other than his golden spoon. “If you ever want to talk about this, I’m here.”

      Arman said, “HR sent me the contract you sent Kendal. Is she coming on board?”

      My brother and Kendal both needed an award in avoidance. I let it go and said, “I think so.”

      “Are you coming into this dating?”

      I closed my eyes, wishing I had a better truth, but I said, “Nothing is permanent yet.”

      “Well, be careful, and let’s not jeopardize our business for your heart to get trampled like mine was and set us up for harassment suits.”

      “Everything will be fine,” I said quickly, like it was my mantra. I wouldn’t push, but I did want to help Kendal. I’d only ever had my gut to follow, but I wasn’t usually wrong.

      After goodbyes, I hung up.

      Whoever the man on the street had been, he was the key to Kendal's secrets. So I called security and asked, “Did we figure out who the older man on the street was yet?”

      The guard I hired said, “We’re working on it now, sir, and I have a theory I want to explore.”

      Then I would know soon enough. “Keep a close eye on Valerie and don’t let anything happen to her.”

      “On it.” He replied then hung up.

      Arman had nothing to worry about. And I wasn’t wrong. I trusted myself, but for now, I would take this one step at a time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Kendal

      

      The next morning, my body was warm in places I didn’t normally feel. Joel not only made me orgasm, but also made me laugh. Around him, I could relax, and honestly, he was amazing.

      Right now, he was in the shower, and I was finishing putting our breakfast dishes back on the tray for the workers. Joel said we didn’t have to, but it was easy. My mind and body was clear until I saw my mom’s number. I answered and asked, “How is New York?”

      “I’m sure it’s great. I’ll get there once I finish packing.”

      For a split second, I couldn’t move. Then my heart raced. I sat on the couch and rubbed my forehead. My father was here. We were in danger. I closed my eyes. “Packing? Mom, I wish you’d flown immediately.”

      “I wanted to sleep in my own bed and to take a few of my things that can't be replaced.”

      “We could have sent those after you.”

      “There are some things I don’t want anyone touching but me.”

      “Nothing in the house is worth your life.”

      “I make my own choices, and my grandmother’s recipe book is a legacy.”

      “Movers can bring that to you.”

      “Things get lost, and this is my house and my things. I’m going as fast as I can, dear.”

      Her pictures and mementos mattered more than her life. When I’d called the police on my father, he'd been wanted on the TV. He’d wanted to shoot me, but she’d hidden me in the closet, so he beat her till the police arrived.

      My pulse raced. “Your guard stayed the night?”

      “He slept in your old room. Nothing happened. The house is quiet. Once I finish packing, I’ll let you know.”

      Prison hadn’t made my father fat at all. And his stare directly at me told me without words he hated me. I swallowed, hoping he would stay away from her and me. I sighed and said, “Just be safe and hurry. Whatever you forget, we can send for. Speed is important.”

      “I will go as fast as I can, and for the record, I like your Joel.”

      I did too. I wasn’t sure how long this would work out, but for now, he was good for both of us. He absolutely deserved better than me. I felt like I was using him, but he'd offered, and I had nothing else. I heard the shower turn off and said, “Okay, see you soon, Mom.”

      He came out wearing his blue boxer briefs and pointed for me to take a turn in the shower. We were off to see the Maysons today for the barbeque. We would be safe there. The Maysons worked in law enforcement, so I headed in, but as I passed Joel, he asked, “Are you worried about her?”

      “She’s all I have.” My stomach twisted as I wished I had him too, forever. Despite everything in my soul, I knew I liked him.

      He grabbed a gray T-shirt and tugged it over those muscles of his. “Good. Family who loves you is important.”

      My pulse zipped like he saw through me, but I nodded. “Agreed. There is a major difference. Everyone in your family seems capable and fully living their lives. My mom might not have been strong, but she is sweet. She didn’t go as planned because she wanted to pack her things.”

      I showered quickly, changed, and came out ready to go. Joel wore jeans that left little to the imagination, and my heart pounded.

      He asked, “Do you want to go find your mom?”

      “No, I’ll slow her down as she’ll explain everything instead of just planning on telling me later.” I met his gaze, and I got lost in his eyes. “Did you ever make any mistake when it comes to family?”

      “I'll text my security that it’s important to move her, and he can hire any movers he thinks will help her head to the plane.”

      “Thank you.”

      We headed out, stopped at the liquor store down the street for a bottle of wine and a pack of beer, then returned to the car.

      “When I was sixteen and at my first country club at a Beverly Hills event, they were giving out alcohol to everyone…” He stopped as he started the car, but when we were driving to the picnic, he said, “I thought the country club was making a huge mistake, so I took all the bottles when the server wasn’t looking.”

      “You drank?”

      “No, I poured it all in the ocean," he said as we headed down the side street where Ellie and Jax lived. “I’d promised to always be good and thought giving my brothers and their friends drinks was a bad idea. They were so mad at me.”

      I laughed. I remembered being at a party as a teenager. They'd given me a beer, but I'd just put it down. “What did they do?”

      His lips curved higher. “They brought me to Pedar, who once I told him what I did, offered me an ice cream sundae.”

      At least he had a good father figure in his life. We parked outside the two-story home, and I swung open my door before he offered.

      He showed his arm for me to hold and said, “I’m glad you’re with me.”

      I took his hand and grabbed the wine, and he carried the beer as we walked in like we were a real couple. As we made it to the front door, he slowed down. I quickly said, “The Maysons are pretty close-knit around here. And Ellie and Jax are both great people.”

      We rang the bell, but the door was open. I glanced around, but we stayed as we were. Then he asked, “What do you know about them and Hope?”

      I pressed into him for a side hug. “They consider her their oldest daughter. She has three little brothers, Jasper, Edward, and Toby. And she is friends with her cousins.”

      We were waved in and headed out to the backyard, where Maysons were everywhere. Joel stayed close as he said, “It has a warm feeling, the house. Much nicer than the investigator's photos I had.” We walked closer, then he directed my attention toward a tree. “There she is, curled into the older lady’s arm.”

      I peered in that direction as we put the wine and beer on the drinks table. “That’s Lilly, her grandmother. They’re close. How did you pick her out so fast?”

      He stilled. “She looks like my sister, Bonnie.”

      We headed over to Ellie as Jax was working the grill, so I asked, “What was Bonnie like?”

      He rubbed my side like he needed me close. “She was levelheaded and never judged me. She’d told me once that my interest in computers was my ticket out. I used to wish I could have taken her with me into my new life.”

      Ellie waved for Hope, who jogged over to us. “Joel, Hope is excited to meet you.”

      “Hey.” The young girl jumped up and down as she waved. She stood in front of Ellie, a huge grin on her face. “Mom said you’re my uncle.”

      Joel went down on one knee and handed her his business card. Then he said, “If you ever need me, I’m a phone call away.”

      She blinked. “What would I need you for?”

      I covered my lips. Joel winced. “Whatever you think of.’

      She lowered her head. “I heard you talking about my first mom at the door.”

      Joel asked, “Yeah?”

      She took Ellie’s hand. “Sometimes I wish I was calm like how she sounded.”

      Joel stood. “Your mom is shining down on you every day.”

      No one said anything for a moment. Hope broke the silence when she said, “Well, I’m going to go play.”

      We all watched her patter off to play with the other children, but then Ellie asked him, “How did you feel, Joel?”

      Joel took my hand. “Like pressure around my heart was lifted. I wish I’d looked for her and you much sooner.”

      Ellie shrugged like it wasn’t a big deal. “We were all living our lives. I was nineteen when she was given to me, and you were barely fourteen. What matters is you’re here now for her.”

      He also gave her a business card. “And you. If any of you need anything from New York, even if it’s just access to a video game, let me know. Or even something more serious. I have money, and I take my responsibilities seriously and will do whatever I have to when protecting those I love.”

      My skin buzzed. Using him was wrong. He would hate me because he’d never been anything other than wonderful. I lifted my chin and wished I was able to give him my heart. I didn't have one to offer though.

      Ellie said, “I’m sure Kendal and her mom won’t have any problems with her father then.”

      He gazed at me, and clearly, he was puzzled. “Exactly.”

      My skin electrified. I wasn’t sure what to say now. I hadn’t explained. So I dropped his hand and headed to the appetizers. My past shouldn’t matter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Joel

      

      Today was surreal. Hope had more of my sister in her than I'd expected. And seeing her interact with the Maysons showed how much she was loved here. She was in good hands with Ellie, and clearly, she had a great family.

      It seemed we’d both lucked out. However, Kendal was distracted even now as we returned to the hotel. I didn’t press her. I wanted her to tell me the problem.

      We walked to my room in silence. I showed her the text from the bodyguard. Her mother wasn’t finished packing, and they were staying one more night.

      She nodded without a word. As I closed the door behind us, I asked her, “Was your father the guy on the street yesterday?”

      Her eyes widened like I’d broken something, but then she tugged her shirt over her head. “Yes, but let’s not talk about him, ever.”

      My heart thundered as her white bra somehow made her seem innocent. Then her lips met mine, and her kiss burned through me. Desire rushed in my veins, and I held her tight against my body, not wanting to let go.

      As the kiss ended, she tugged at my shirt, and I helped. “Are you sure you don’t want to talk first?”

      “Absolutely.” She reached for my belt buckle.

      I helped her out of her jeans, but her lips practically melded to mine. She tugged me toward the wood floor. My body was tense and ready, but I found a condom.

      She helped me roll it on and curled her shoulders like she was needy and ready. Without foreplay, she climbed on and rode me, hard and fast. We both found our release, but then a thought hit me as she collapsed on me. I was falling for her hard, and I wasn’t sure how she felt about me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Joel

      

      Kendal rested on me, and I didn’t dare move. She naturally smelled like florals, even after eating burgers and sipping on wine mixed with lemon-lime soda.

      She sighed, let me go, stretched, and stood. Then she waved for me. I followed her as she said, “Let’s clean up and head to bed.”

      I grew hard at the word, and she giggled. “I won’t be long.”

      She closed the door and took a second. As she finished, I quickly washed off. She was bare naked and waiting for me on the bed when I came out. I pressed against the bathroom door and took a moment to stare at her. My lips curved higher. “Kendal, you’re the sexiest woman I’ve ever met.”

      I wondered if I should make love to her all night to show her how I felt.

      She wagged her finger for me to join her, and I followed as she said, “You must meet the most beautiful women in the world, but thank you.”

      I leaned down and kissed her. Then as I sat, I said, “Your sexiness is superior in every way.”

      She climbed into my lap. “Keep talking that way.”

      Our kiss steamed me up again. Making out with Kendal set me on fire with need. Immediately, my cock grew ready, and I whispered, “I can’t get enough of you.”

      “The same,” she whispered.

      I needed to taste all of her and be inside her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Kendal

      

      Joel half made me believe we were possible. Being with him made me feel like a different person, as if dreaming a little was okay.

      We were so different. I knew how the end would play out and how broken I would be. But for now it didn’t matter.

      While he was in the shower, I'd needed a minute to myself to breathe. I considered joining him, but instead, I wandered into the main room. He’d stayed out earlier, and I thought he’d been on the phone.

      I found room service and laughed. Then I brought the plate, the bottle, and the glasses into the bedroom. Once everything was set, I tasted one of the desserts and let out a small sigh.

      Delicious, just like him.

      It was time we celebrated our brief moment in time. The bathroom door opened and I held up the bottle. “You ordered champagne? Did you think you needed to seduce me?”

      He stared at my naked body. Goose bumps grew as I saw his approval. It shouldn’t matter, but it did. Then he pointed to the plate. “Don’t forget the chocolate-covered strawberries.”

      I needed to show him without words how precious he’d become to me. I put down the bottle and slid back on the bed. “You really like to sweep a girl off her feet.”

      “Not a girl,” he said, joining me.

      His nearness set off fireworks inside me. I needed to reciprocate. I reached over and put one strawberry in his mouth then placed a second near his dick. “Well, let’s see how these taste if I eat them off you.”

      He laughed. I grabbed another one then rubbed his cock as my tongue followed to lick him.

      He grew hard. “You’re bold.”

      “You like it.” I decided it was time to show him I was a little bad, and maybe that was one reason why he liked me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Joel

      

      Birds chirped outside the window. Beside me, Kendal lightly snored. I kissed her forehead, grabbed a robe, then left her to sleep. In the other room, I called for room service, including the full breakfast options and two carafes—tea for me and coffee for her.

      Then I checked work emails, signed what I needed, and let the hotel server in to set up the patio. Once he left, I heard her stirring. I put everything down and walked back into the room. Her eyes were still closed, so I went to sit on the bed.

      This time she batted her eyes so I quietly said, “Good morning.”

      She curled her nose and stretched. “I’ll need coffee.”

      Those nipples tasted sweeter than strawberries, and I grew hard at the view. However, I pointed her to the door. “Already at the table.”

      She sighed and stood. “Getting my robe.”

      Her eyes widened as she stared at the patio. I shrugged and directed her to the carafe she’d asked for. “I thought we could watch the sunrise.”

      “Okay.” She poured her coffee and my tea.

      I took her offering and sat beside her. “Thank you for trusting me last night.”

      Her nose wrinkled, and she pointed to the green trees all around us and rolling hills in the distance. “Let’s just enjoy the view.”

      The view beside me was prettier. We both ate some in silence, but then I broke that when I said, “I hadn’t meant to upset you. I’d hoped you’d want to be my girlfriend now.”

      Her hands tightened on the table like she needed it for support. “I don’t want labels. I’m honestly not a long-term option.”

      My heart skipped, and adrenaline rushed through me. “Why? I’d like to be here for you.”

      She cut into her bread, making her pieces small. “You’re great. It’s me. I’m not the woman you deserve.”

      My mind cleared as I realized this wasn’t about me exactly. I sipped my tea and let my ego heal for a second. “Why?”

      She put the crumbs she’d made of the croissant into her mouth. Once she finished, she said, “These are good.”

      I reached out and brushed against her. “I just wish you’d tell me what’s going on.”

      She startled, and goose bumps grew on her arm. She didn’t jump out of her seat, though. She stared down at her plate then quickly said, “My father threatened to kill me before he was arrested and after. It’s why my mother finally divorced him.”

      My entire body stilled. She’d been afraid. I nodded and reached into my pocket. “Let me check in with the guards to ensure they are equipped.”

      “I should have told you. I guess,” she said as I texted. “I was… afraid of being judged.”

      “My birth dad wasn’t exactly a peach.” She finished her croissant and sipped her coffee like she loved it. I waited till she looked calm, then I asked, “Did he beat you?”

      She nodded and didn’t even blink. “Regularly.”

      I finished my tea then asked, “Was he an alcoholic like mine?”

      “Yes.” She met my gaze then nodded. “He even tried to sell me when I was fourteen to his drug dealer.”

      My stomach tightened at the thought that she’d been so betrayed. “Tried?”

      She put down her coffee and took my hand. “I ran into the woods, and my mom’s church friends kept me safe that day. I guess he found another way to pay that time, but when he was arrested, I’d slept easier.”

      The stones in my stomach settled but were still there. I wished I could change the past. “When did he get out?”

      She let me go and poured herself a second cup. “The day before we crashed.”

      The picture came together now. Our cars repairs were done today, but I stayed focused on her. “When you were crying at the hotel.”

      She took a sip of coffee like she needed the drink for strength. “I wish you hadn’t seen that. I don’t cry often.”

      Her gaze seemed glassy. If she cried, I would hold her, but I whispered, “It’s okay, Kendal.”

      She took a deep breath and focused on her drink until she finished it. “I always wished I was born to a different family and had siblings. I always wanted to belong for real and not just hide and survive.”

      For a long time, I hadn’t accepted my own luck when it happened to me. I hoped I had the right words when I said, “You can. We can head to New York now and not look back.”

      She squeezed my arm and pivoted like she wanted to get up. “I’ll be the best employee you have on your side.”

      She then went back inside. I followed, and she collapsed on the couch. I joined her and pressed my hand to my heart. “I’ll keep you safe, Kendal.”

      She cupped my face and nodded. “I am looking forward to the fresh start, and I won’t ever betray you.”

      “I have faith in you,” I said, hoping she saw right into my soul.

      She let me go and stared at her hands. “I’m not sure what to say.”

      I pressed my hand on her shoulder. “I get you’re not ready for a relationship, but I can’t walk away from you.”

      She pivoted toward me. “Why?”

      For the first time in my life, I had an internal truth. I curved my lips higher. “I’m falling in love with you.”

      I knew she didn’t love me back. I wasn’t stupid. So I stood and gave her space. She was scared. I’d been like that once, too, unsure my life was real. So she could have all the time she needed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Kendal

      

      Joel was in the bedroom, talking on the phone. I was alone, and a tear broke through me. I hadn’t expected anyone like him ever existed. I rocked back and forth and wiped my eyes. I was stunned. He loves me?

      My entire body was spaghetti, not just my legs. I had to tell him I wasn’t ready. However, once I was sure I could stand on my own two feet and not break down, I picked up my phone. I had one more person who needed me.

      I needed to stay in total control. On the second ring, my mom answered, and We said, “Hello.” Then I asked, “Mom, are you done packing yet?”

      She sounded like she was moving things. “No, but I will be soon.”

      How long did it take to pack her pictures? I rubbed between my eyes, and my heart raced faster again. “I saw Dad the other day."

      Her voice rose as she asked, “Where?”

      I should have told her. Talking about myself or what I saw wasn’t part of my character. I'd pretended I hadn’t, and despite having a bodyguard, she deserved to know. So did Joel. I winced, wishing I were stronger and not afraid. “Downtown, near the hotel.”

      “I’ll get back there as soon as I can, and we can all fly together.”

      My eyes widened. Even better. We would leave today and never come back. I stared the bedroom door. “Perfect. Hurry.”

      We said our goodbyes and hung up. Now I had to tell Joel my truth. I opened the door, but the bed made the room seem so… intimate.

      I tensed and waved for him to join me instead. When he did, I closed the door to not see where we’d been together, then I gazed into his eyes. “Joel, I just wanted to be honest.”

      He put his hands in his pockets. “About what?”

      I squared my shoulders. It wasn’t supposed to be hard when I was honest, but tension rushed through me anyhow. I took a breath then said, “I’m not ready for a relationship. Love was never something I thought might happen, and I can’t offer you more than what we are, right now.”

      He nodded. “I can wait till you’re ready.”

      My eyes widened. He's okay?

      Then his lips met mine. Passion and desire was fueled with something deep in my soul. For a second, I didn’t dare touch him, but his kiss set off an ache inside me. I cupped his face and hugged him tightly.

      I wanted him, but everything I felt beyond the physical needed to be bottled up and tossed.

      I reached for his bathrobe and unfastened it. Then I did the same with mine. He lowered his kiss then suckled on my nipples. I arched and let him. He took his time, like he was proving himself.

      Heat rushed through me. As he lowered himself even more, my heart whispered that this wasn’t just sex. I went down to the floor to let him touch me.

      His lips and tongue pressed into my center, and I lost the ability to think, feel, or breathe. I was in a bubble of surrender. I came back to my body and reached for his cock—I needed to pleasure him too, but he continued with his worship of my vagina.

      I was his, and we both knew it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Joel

      

      Kendal seemed tired and weak from making love. I rolled to her side and wanted to hold her.

      The floor wasn’t the best place. I wasn’t sure she would want to cuddle, but I offered my hand. “Let’s rest a few minutes, off the floor.”

      “Okay,” she said as she took it.

      She trusted me. It was in the air even if she didn’t realize it. We walked the few feet, and I helped her into bed. She hadn’t held back earlier, despite my announcement. My feelings hadn’t changed, and I had the strength to wait.

      I slipped in beside her and told her my plan. “I’m going to hold you a few minutes.”

      “I’d like that,” she whispered, cuddling into me.

      She might not realize it yet, but she was going to be mine. I always ended up getting exactly what I wanted, and now, she was it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Kendal

      

      The shower woke me up. As I came out of the shower, my phone vibrated. I picked it up as I dried myself with the towel, and my blood ran cold. My mother had typed one word. Run.

      My heart raced, pounding against my ribs. She would never say that unless she knew I was in danger. That meant she was in danger. I threw on my clothes as I called out, “Joel, we have to go. My mom is in trouble.”

      I had my shoes on when he came in, fully dressed, and said, “Let’s call the bodyguard and the police.”

      I nodded. I grabbed the keys and headed to the door. He walked with me, and once he finished his text and call, we were outside. He took my hand and the keys. I let him as I said, “I should have gone to her yesterday and forced her out of town.”

      He opened my door for me. “She texted you, and we’re on our way.”

      He took the wheel, and I gave him the address for the GPS. But I wasn’t breathing right. I’d failed my mom. I failed at family again.

      My hands trembled, but I quickly texted my boss. Ellie, I think my dad is at my mom’s. Police were called, but please tell Cobi and Jax for me.

      Done, she wrote back.

      I swallowed. Maybe I was wrong, but "run" wasn’t my mother’s usual words.

      We made it to the winding street, and I pointed to the dirt road. “This way.”

      He followed, driving fast, despite the rocky terrain. “Your house is out in the middle of nowhere.”

      Memories rushed through me as I stared at the house. All the lights were out. My stomach twisted. This wasn’t normal, but I nodded. “My mom’s house, yeah.”

      We pulled to the side, and he said, “Look, Kendal, stay in the car, stay low, and keep the doors locked. Something happened here, and I don’t want you getting hurt.”

      My eyes were wide open. If something happened to my mom, it was my fault. Tightness gripped my muscles, but I grabbed his hand before he ran out. “Wait, Joel.”

      He tapped my shoulder. “I’m going to get your mom.”

      He didn’t understand. I swallowed as I tried to breathe. “My dad vowed to kill me for turning him into the cops for a robbery turned homicide. He’d been on TV. Plus the fact he beat both of us regularly, and I remember every detail like it was yesterday. So no, I can’t stay here without you.”

      He nodded. “Stay behind me and listen.”

      “I will.” I jumped.

      We walked on the grass, and nothing stirred. I took Joel’s hand as we headed to the house, but my hair stood on its ends.

      My father was close. I glanced around and saw nothing. But my skin was jumpy. I knew he was here.

      We made it to the door, which opened with a creak. The sound echoed in my ears. A second later, we stepped in, and instantly, I spotted men’s boots lying behind the couch. A second later, I heard whispers.

      I covered my lips, but Joel put me behind him and jumped forward. However, he stopped and asked, “Jax?”

      Ellie had sent her husband faster than I'd assumed.

      He moved the towel to the man’s head, and my heart thumped. I wasn’t sure who the stranger was, but he was bleeding.

      "Joel, is that your bodyguard you hired?”

      “Yeah.”

      My entire body froze. My mother was missing.

      Jax pointed outside. “Ambulance was called, but I think he’s in the woods.”

      My mom was with him. No one needed to tell me. I couldn't breathe. She was all I had.

      Without a care to myself, I ran, opened the door, and yelled out, “Dad, come out with Mom. You know it’s me you want, not her.”

      I continued forward. My heart pounded, but I refused to care. Joel didn’t need to face the monster I created. Then footsteps to my right caught my attention. Joel and Jax came and stood beside me.

      My father had my mother and was dragging her by her hair. “There is the princess, pretending to be good when we both know you’re a worthless traitor.”

      I glanced up, and my knees shook. My mother's face was bloody. He tugged her forward like a rag doll. She dragged behind, but I stepped closer. I saw her eyes and knew she’d taken a hit. My limbs shook, but I shouted, “Mom!”

      Joel caught me from behind and held me in place.

      My father came closer, and tears rushed out of my eyes as I screamed, “How can you do that to her?”

      “She thinks you’re worth loving,” my father said. “Your boyfriend doesn’t know you don’t have a heart, baby girl. You’re worse than me.”

      A chill rushed inside me. Maybe I was worse. His blood was inside my veins.

      However, the men on either side of me moved together fast. Then my vision went hazy. Men passed me. I wasn’t sure for a second what had happened. Dust flew in my face. I blinked then realized the police were here.

      They had my father on the ground. My mother had rolled. Police stayed on my mother, but I broke free from Joel. The air smelled like my father and whiskey.

      I held my mother like she’d held me years ago. The air whooshed behind my head. I turned and saw Joel standing guard over me.

      Adrenaline through me, but Joel had ducked from a punch. My father must have lunged at us. Joel twisted my father’s arm behind him, paralyzing him. Jax, Cobi, and other officers took over and cuffed my dad. More police sirens sounded as tears blurred my vision.

      Joel spoke to the police then moved my mom and me away. We followed him like he was our angel. He held my mom and settled on the front porch.

      As the police dragged my father toward the police cars, my mother cried loudly. And her tears reverberated in my soul. I started to take deep inhales, but my gaze never left my father as the police put him in the car. Prison must have taught him to hate me even more.

      Once the police were leaving, Joel called out, “Thank you Jax.”

      I tried to open my lips, but no words formed. I nodded.

      Jax directed the EMT crew from the ambulance inside. “Glad I came.”

      No one spoke as the EMTs moved the bodyguard to the ambulance. At least he was still alive and alert, despite the clear damage to the back of his head.

      Once he was gone, I brushed my mom’s side. “Mom, let’s get you in the car.”

      The EMT came to check on her, but I knew she would refuse an ambulance. She let him check her nose as she asked, “How’s Bruce?”

      The EMT was nice as he said, “He’s in the ambulance and heading to the hospital, where you’re going.”

      I saluted, and we quickly agreed to take her. Then Joel helped her into the backseat of his car. He was wonderful. I hoped he wasn’t with me only because he wanted to rescue us. I wondered if I needed to ask him if he truly loved me or loved being my hero.

      At the ER, Joel signed where insurance information was asked for, and the nurses were fast. We were asked to step out for a minute for x-rays, and as we did, I wished he didn’t have to deal with the mess of my life.

      He whispered, “She’s okay, Kendal. Nothing broken.”

      “Just her face.” I remembered how I had lost consciousness after the same thing.

      I wasn’t worth all his troubles, but I wished I was free and the type that fell in love. If I let myself, he would be it.

      My stomach tightened. “Did we get her bags so we can take her to the airport?”

      He shook his head. “The police have your father in custody and he broke his parole rules. I can send someone to get them.”

      So it was safe. I reached for his arm, and a spark rushed through me. I told myself to ignore it. “Thank you. Look, can you stay here with my mom while I go get a coffee and clear my head? I need ten minutes.”

      He nodded. “Be fast, Kendal. She’ll notice you’re gone.”

      “I will. Thank you, Joel.” I walked away, my mind pounding. I wouldn’t have anything if I didn’t get my mind and life together, fast.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Joel

      

      Valerie’s nurses wanted to check her nose, and didn't want me in the room. So I stayed outside the door. Hopefully, Kendal would return soon. Twenty minutes had ticked past, and adrenaline rushed in my veins. I’d made a mistake in letting her go alone, though the coffee shop was downstairs.

      I paced to relax, then my phone rang. I saw my brother’s name and answered. “Arman, we’re flying to New York tonight.”

      “I just signed electronically Kendal’s employment contract.”

      I let out a breath. She must be fine, but I stilled. “She signed?”

      “Five minutes ago, which was why I wanted to ask if all was official on your end, as well."

      Our relationship wasn’t official, but she was fine. She needed to breathe, and smothering never helped anything. However, I wasn’t sure how to respond. Arman and my family had been the best blessing of my life until Kendal. My skin buzzed. “I don’t want to talk about it yet.”

      “You’re more confusing than Karla, who's blowing up my phone. Look, Mom will expect you to bring her to the beach house this weekend.”

      I’d seen her email saying that she wanted all of us to head to the summer beach house. Arman had met Maddie there when we were teens, so maybe returning would be good for him too. I kept that to myself and instead said, “I’ll ask her. See you soon.”

      “Be careful, Joel,” Arman said.

      My heart was on the line. It was too late. I’d seen the panic in Kendal’s eyes, but I also knew I needed to convince her to stay with me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Joel

      

      The plane ride from Tennessee to New York was smooth. Kendal tended to Valerie, who had trouble chewing as her mouth was sore. Once we arrived, the limos brought us to my place. However, she put her mother to bed right away and ensured she’d taken her pills.

      I headed to the kitchen to get some water and find a way to relieve the pressure valve that seemed to be in my chest. I assumed Kendal wanted to be by herself, though when she pressed on my shoulder, I turned around. She glanced up at me, and suddenly the tension that had built inside me melted away.

      I offered her a glass of water, and she accepted. “I’m glad we’re here. We’ll go shopping for an apartment for your mother in the morning.”

      She took off her shirt, revealing her red bra. “Thank you again.”

      My pulse quickened, but I wanted more with her. So I finished my water and put the glass down. “As long as she’s comfortable, that’s all that matters.”

      She traced the marble tops and stared at a metal circular wall art then back at me. “Your home is nice.”

      My heart thumped. She wasn't telling me something. I rubbed the back of my head. “It’s one of the places I stay, but I never considered it a home.”

      She came closer, and the air smelled like her. “Well, whoever put it together for you has excellent taste.”

      “That would be Maman. She’s an interior designer, when she wants to work.”

      My eyes were glued to Kendal. She took off her jeans, and my pulse zipped.

      She then finished her water. “Sounds like a nice life.”

      Adrenaline rushed through me as I grew hard. However, I stayed back. “Your mom is sleeping, and I was wondering if you wanted to go out on a real date with me tomorrow.”

      “No.” She didn’t even blink.

      My chest tensed, but I took her hand and kissed it. “I’m not asking for a commitment. It’s just one night out.”

      She tugged for me to go with her. “I’d rather you and I… go to bed now.”

      My heart raced. “You’re tired?”

      She went on her tiptoes and kissed my cheek. My skin buzzed as she said, “I want you.”

      The fact that she didn’t love me or want to be my girlfriend rushed in my brain and kept me still. I massaged my skull. “You want me or sex?”

      She sucked on her bottom lip. “Does it have to be one or the other?”

      I swallowed and ignored how hard I was getting. I was also losing my will. “Is that all you want from me?”

      Her eyes were big like saucers, like she was afraid of me. “I haven’t lied to you.”

      Maybe it was better if I gave up on her ever loving me back. I wasn’t sure if might help my heart, though. Her lips met mine, and I held her close. As the kiss ended, she trembled.

      I hoped this meant she felt something for me too. However, I offered my hand, and for one second, she didn’t move. Then she curled her fingers into mine, and we walked to the bedroom. I would give her what she wanted—if I could.

      As I closed the door, she lifted my shirt and sent little kisses all over me. My body tingled as I led her to the bed and stripped. She climbed up as I dropped my pants. Part of me wanted nothing more than to take her and pretend we were one.

      However, as her lips met mine again, and steam made my toes curl, I stood. I couldn’t. “I love you. I can’t turn that off because you don’t like it.”

      A tear rushed down her face. She nodded then kissed me again. Somehow this felt different. She held me tighter, like she needed me. At least it felt like it.

      Her kiss was deeper. And my body was hard. I reached for a condom, though I wanted to give her all of me, and pushed inside her. Like we were one, she found my rhythm fast, and her eyes rolled backward as she found her orgasm. I joined her as she had all of me—heart, soul, and my body.

      After, almost as if she were in a dream, she whispered more to herself, “I love you too.”

      My heart pounded, and I prayed she meant that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Kendal

      

      The sun shone, and I sat up as Joel still slept. His bed was warm. The sheets were soft cotton and probably a high thread count. And unlike my old life in Tennessee, where I woke my quiet apartment, where nothing happened, even the air had energy here. Or it was me.

      I had hurt Joel. I'd never wanted to. But my heart thumped, and I couldn’t sleep anymore. Somehow, I needed to make up to him for last night.

      So I went out to his kitchen and made breakfast. I even found the flour and decided to make flatbread, which didn’t need yeast to grow.

      I also went and checked on my mom, but that only made me lower my head more. After I returned to the kitchen and was almost finished with the round pan bread, he came out, wearing a blue T-shirt. My lips curved higher. “Joel, good morning.”

      I put the plate of bread on the table, covered it, and found the eggs. He met my gaze, and my skin pulsated with awareness.

      "Good morning,” he said, staring at me.

      I lifted my chin. “So it’s not room service, but I made breakfast for us.”

      He came over, wiped flour from my cheek, and kissed it. “How’s your mom?”

      I let out a sigh. “She’s hiding in her room. She doesn’t want you to see her.”

      He pressed his hand over his heart like he was offended. “Why?”

      I nodded. He’d been amazing to us, but I said, “I told her you wouldn't care, but she only wants you to see her at her best.”

      He left the kitchen. My eyes widened in shock. He'd never left without a word. My entire body tensed, but he went to our bedroom, not toward my mom.

      So I put the drinks into his silver carafes then poured orange juice. He came out with his phone. “I’m hiring her a nurse if that’s okay, just till she’s better," he said as he texted. "She’ll need to eat and rest.”

      I nodded. “Let me tell her.”

      I fixed her a tray so she would eat at least, and he took it from me to carry it. As we walked, he glanced at both cups I'd put on my mother's tray. “Did you make tea and coffee?”

      “Yes.”

      He tugged on the teabag. “I’ll have to show you how to make Persian tea. It’s not made this way.”

      I had no idea how to make fancy tea, but I would happily learn. “How is it different?”

      “It’s more delicious to me than coffee.” He knocked on the door.

      My mother called out, and he handed me the tray as I said, “I’ll try it then.”

      “Sounds good,” he said, holding the door for me.

      Maybe I should have told him how sorry I was for trying to keep us in a box where I didn’t need my heart. I didn’t ever want to hurt him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Joel

      

      After we delivered the tray to her mother, we ate. The bread was similar to lavosh bread but not as soft. Either way, it was delicious with the cut avocados and walnuts. I added feta, then my breakfast was almost like what the chefs at my parents’ house made.

      I sat back in my chair, and patted my stomach. “Breakfast was good. Where did you learn to make thin bread?”

      She shrugged and stirred her coffee. “I’ve helped out restaurants and caterers in the back and in the front. Most of my life, I’ve been work for hire, so I learned a few things along the way.”

      I stood as it was time to dress, which meant a suit. I’d also stacked clothes for Kendal so she had what she needed, though I didn’t tell her. “Well, now you have a full-time job, where you can devote your life to me.”

      “Not to you, exactly, but I don’t mind hard work.”

      When I opened the closet, I glanced at her, and her mouth opened. I directed her to the office clothes next to mine then changed into my suit.

      She held her waist as she gazed like I’d shocked her. Last night, I’d been a jerk when I told her I loved her. I'd pushed, and I wished I could make myself stop.

      She changed into a gray skirt, white shirt, and black flats. Once she was done, she sucked in her lips and didn’t say anything.

      I offered my hand, debating whether or not to back off. She took it, and I asked, “Well, are you ready to go to your first day, which is mostly orientation?”

      She held on to me as she said, “Sounds great.”

      We left, and I held open the doors for her. I loved her, and it was impossible to back off, even if I should. “I’m glad you’re here.”

      She patted my arm. “I’m nervous. What if your brother and family hate me?”

      “Impossible.” I needed to do the right thing and give her more time. I kept my voice light as I said, “Don’t worry about any of that. You’re here because I need you.”

      She stopped on the street. People passed us, but she didn’t seem to care. “I’ll never be able to repay you.”

      “You don’t have to.” I kissed her forehead.

      I needed to be stronger because she was honest. I was the one wishing for what might be impossible.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Joel

      

      Work was quiet since Arman never showed up. I opened the calendar app and saw he had a meeting with Ryan and Miguel on his schedule. And Arman was a stickler for meetings.

      I checked on Kendal, who was still in orientation with human resources, then returned to my seat. Then I picked up my phone and dialed Arman's number. He answered right away, and I asked, “Why are you not in your office?”

      “We had a meeting in LA with some investors today. I’ll meet your girlfriend soon.”

      My mind rang like it was a forgotten detail. I sat back, rubbing my forehead. “She’s not that yet, but I’m hoping she’ll go out with me tonight.”

      “Date night?”

      I closed my eyes, remembering the last time I’d asked. However, I loved her, and hopefully, she would say yes this time. “Yeah.”

      “Good luck,” he said before we hung up.

      Once I was alone, I decided to call for a few tourist tickets and flowers. The Empire State Building, Top of the Rock Observation, One World Observatory, MOMA, and the Metropolitan Museum of Art were the five usual ticketed options. If Kendal preferred the theater, I would call my mother, who was a patron to every show out there and always had tickets. We could walk through the park, take in Fifth Avenue for shopping, or whatever New York adventure she preferred.

      I also made dinner reservations while I finished my contract reading.

      At four o'clock, she knocked on my door. I closed my laptop and asked, “How was orientation?”

      She came in and shrugged. “I’m not sure what I’d do with a 401K, but it sounds important and official.”

      My skin buzzed—I needed to ask her again. I swallowed and took her hand. “You’ll see. So your mom has a nurse that’s willing to stay all night, and I was hoping we could go out tonight, on a date.”

      Her gaze narrowed. “And security?”

      I nodded and met her gaze. “I hired the best.”

      For a moment, she didn’t blink as she gazed at me. Then her cheeks pinkened, and she nodded, “Okay, I’d love to go.”

      My heart jumped, but I offered my arm. “Let’s go then. I’ll show you the sites of New York. Anywhere you want to see?”

      “I want to see the billboards of Broadway. It’s in every movie I’ve ever seen here, and I thought that might be fun.”

      Perfect. We would spend the new few hours being tourists so she had a view of everything. We took the elevator, but as we reached the bottom, a driver held my name up as we headed on the street. We went to him, and he handed us bags. I read Kendal’s name on it, and she asked, “What’s this?”

      I handed them to her. “Bergdorf. I didn’t order you anything.”

      People on the street walked around us. She took out the silver gown and sighed like she was in heaven. “Well, it’s lovely, and there is a note.”

      She handed me the note, which I quickly read. I nodded. “My mother thought you’d never seen the city, so she set up a tour.”

      She took out something from the second bag. “And the jacket?”

      I handed her the letter back. “Then dinner on the yacht.”

      She tilted her head like she had an important decision to make. “Can I change in the limo, or should we go upstairs?”

      I shrugged. “Whatever you want.”

      She pointed to the building. “Give me a minute.”

      “Of course,” I said, and she ducked into the lobby. I followed, but she headed to the ladies' room. I stayed outside and checked my mother’s itinerary on my phone. I checked off circling the statute and a private tour of Ellis Island.

      Kendal came out, and for a second, my hair stood on end. She was gorgeous. She floated toward me, and my chest filled with pride as she said, “I’m ready and excited.”

      I pressed my hand on her lower back. “Let me show you the city then. First stop, Broadway.”

      She giggled, and we headed out. Tonight’s date was the first step to winning her love.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Kendal

      

      No one on Broadway in Times Square even blinked that I was standing in the center of where streets merged, wearing an evening gown. I glanced up at the lights and the billboards all around and giggled. Never in a million years would I have believed I would ever make it here, not that I had musical or acting skills.

      People walked fast all around me, like they had somewhere important to be, but the commercials all glowed like Christmas lights. I took a few minutes of silence. Then I glanced at Joel, and my heart thumped. Half of me was terrified to believe in a future.

      I bumped into him and asked, “Can we get a pretzel?”

      “Sure.” He winked.

      We walked to a stand, and he took my hand. Instantly, I dreamed we would end up happy and together. “In the movies, they're always eating one, so I want to see if their diff…” He handed me the salted dough, and I put a piece in my mouth. As I chewed, I let out a small giggle. “Yummy.”

      I took one more twirl around to take in the view, then Joel asked, “So any other must-see places?”

      We walked back to the limo, and as I ate more of the pretzel, I brainstormed. “Central Park? But that’s near your house.”

      He nodded. “We can go now or head to the cruise.”

      Romance was in his blood. My lips curved higher. “The dinner cruise sounds amazing. Let’s do that.”

      The driver took off, and I faced the street. The tall buildings housed more people than the entire population of Murfreesboro. However, we made it to the harbor, and I pivoted to glance over Joel’s shoulder.

      He was sweet, letting me gaze out. However, as we pulled to a private boat yard and stepped out, I rubbed my eyes. Boat wasn’t the right word for the ship—it was the biggest one in sight. I tilted my head. “It’s really a yacht? I’ve never even been in a rowboat.”

      “We can do that later, when we’re at the beach house.” He offered his arm to lead me to the gangway. “And this one is technically my father’s, so he’s only loaning it to us. He keeps this one docked in Manhattan in case any of us need it.”

      I stood at the foot of it, and goose bumps grew on my arm. My eyes widened. “Is it safe?”

      He nodded. “You can wear a life vest if that makes you comfortable.”

      If I stayed with him, this would be my life. I sighed then nodded as I took a step on the silver walkway. “No, I learned to swim, though I’ve not practiced in a long time.”

      Once on board, we walked to the back as the crew handled takeoff. He helped me put on my jacket, and I stared up at him again. He was sweet.

      “We won’t be going in the water. Dinner is below deck.”

      I curled my fingers around his and walked with him toward the door. Once it closed, I realized we were alone and that the tint gave us privacy. “This is gorgeous. Glass view all around.”

      He directed me toward a table for two and the buffet beside it. “We’ll head to Ellis Island and the Statue of Liberty for a private tour.”

      He opened a wine, and I pressed my hand to my heart for a second. “My hands are shaking. Did your parents teach all of you how to sweep a girl off her feet?”

      He handed me a glass, and I steadied myself and took it as he asked, “So am I doing that?”

      “You make it impossible to doubt you.” I clinked our glasses together.

      He laughed, and we both sipped. Then he said, “Good, and to answer your question, Maman and Pedar probably taught by example. They are adorably cute together.”

      That was the opposite of my parents. I grabbed one of the strawberries. “So am I the first girl you invited on the yacht?” I dropped it in my mouth, and the sweet fruit blended with the drink.

      His gaze narrowed, and he stopped. “Are you asking about my past relationships?”

      I lowered my head. Maybe I was ruining everything, again. Self-sabotage was my thing. Everything with him was marvelous, and I had never ever used the word in my life. I tilted my head. “Yeah. How are you even single still, Joel?”

      He handed me a plate to pick my food. “I was waiting for you. You’re different than everyone else to me.”

      “There is nothing that special about me.” Compared to the women in his world, I was sure I wasn’t up to their standards, though I needed to stop destroying my own chance—our chance—at being happy.

      “Don’t sell yourself short,” he said, stepping away.

      I rocked on my feet and reminded myself he was right. Then when he returned, he had a dozen daffodils, chrysanthemums, and yellow roses arranged in a vase. Tears formed in my eyes as he handed them to me. “These are the flowers I bought you.”

      I took them then smelled the sweet floral scent. “You bought them yourself?”

      He put his hands in his pockets like this wasn’t the cherry on the ice cream of perfection. “You’re always happy, and I didn’t think you were the red roses type. And these made me think of you.”

      I put down the vase and nodded. “Yellow makes me happy. Thank you.”

      Then I realized he was the perfect guy. My heart would break if he left. I'd known that already, but a thought electrified through me—I would be a fool if I walked away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Joel

      

      Seeing those tears in her eyes, I wondered if she would ever let me in. Our life together would be a dream come true, but my heart broke in two.

      I directed us toward dinner, but my insides were all jumpy. I had no idea what to do anymore. “I hope you like the lamb chops.”

      She picked up her fork and knife. “I’ve never had them, so I need to know how.”

      I remembered someone told me that I would have to let go of what I wanted the most to see if it was real. I took a deep breath and wondered if that was my only option left.

      My lips curled higher. “Most people I know put the mint jelly on it. That’s here.”

      She nodded. “I see.” Then she put some on her meat.

      I did the same. “However, I was taken into a very different culture, so this is sort of plain for my tongue.”

      She tilted her head. “What do you mean?”

      I had no control over her choices. If she loved me, then she needed to tell me without me putting in all the effort. I wished my heart wasn’t heavy as I said, “Normally, the chefs marinate this in some lemon, yogurt, and saffron mixture and then cook it for us.”

      She reached out and took my hand, making my skin buzz. “That sounds delish. Why did they make this plain?”

      “Because of you,” I said and wished I wasn’t breaking in half. If she didn’t love me, then I would have to learn to live with it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Kendal

      

      Most of my life was spent in a hair salon, until now. The dress, the guy… My heart slowed. Honestly, it would be easier to love Joel without all the glamour. I would have been less intimidated if he were a plumber with a heart of gold. However, I needed to stop living in fear. Maybe it was possible to live the dream, with Joel.

      However, I blinked and glanced up at the statue the second we stepped on land. I kept my gaze firmly up—it was bigger than I'd imagined. So I stopped near a closed snack stand and said, “I never thought I’d be standing here, looking at Lady Liberty so close.”

      His shoulders seemed stiff. “During the day, it’s filled with people.”

      I pivoted and turned toward the metal detectors. “And security systems look intense.”

      He winked. “I have connections, and that sometimes matters more than anything else.”

      We were alone in a place many people considered special. Well, Joel and I were special together too. And an idea of being with him hit me hard and fast.

      “Are we alone here?” I asked.

      We walked toward the statue as he said, “Yes.”

      My idea of having him inside me here rushed through me like a video I couldn’t turn off. “No cameras?”

      He tugged his ear as we headed to the front gate. “I can talk about getting them shut off. Why?”

      I brushed against his shirt buttons. “Because I was thinking… you and I can celebrate our freedom.”

      His entire body brightened, though he paused and gazed intently at me. “Up the stairs or down here, near the benches.”

      I snapped my fingers and nodded. “You’re totally right. Let’s climb to the crown.”

      He laughed, texted whoever he needed to, then opened the door for us. “Or take the elevator most of the way.”

      I swallowed then bounced forward. “I like how you think, Joel. Let’s go.”

      From now on, I wouldn’t think about anything except how happy I was near Joel. That was all that mattered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

        

      

    

    
      Joel

      

      The elevator was fast, and we were alone. She kept gazing up like she would fly if she could. Once we stopped, she took my hand, and we headed up the 162 steps to the crown.

      The last time I’d been here was for some charity event a few years back, but the quietness of the statue at night and being with Kendal had my pulse pounding. “This was a gift from France for our founding of democracy and brotherhood of ideals.”

      She laughed and walked backward toward the slots to see out as she said, “I don’t know about those fancy-schmancy ideals or what to do about most things. But I have always wanted to see the view from here.”

      I watched her as she flitted from window to window. “Here you go.”

      She motioned toward her head. “You’re missing the funny-looking hats we should be wearing."

      I tilted my head as she continued to spin around the room. “What?”

      She stopped and hugged her waist as she stared out toward the city. “The dollar-store green sponge things I saw people on TV wearing.”

      I walked next to her and brushed against her. “I’ll get you one shipped to our house later.”

      She pivoted and stood with her back to me. “Can you help me out of this dress?”

      My cock grew hard. “No warm-up or sweet words?”

      “I thought you… We were into each other." She tapped her cheek and changed whatever she would have said. “Well, I don’t know. Overlooking New York or the open sea behind us?”

      My fingers traced her soft skin. “Lady's choice.”

      If she changed her mind, I would get myself under control, but that was quickly slipping away. She waved for me to join her a few windows down. “Well, let’s go with the ocean and New York here in the middle so we never have to compromise.”

      I shook my head and took my time. “You’re funny.”

      The second I joined her, she threw her arms around me. “Only to you, Joel. Now kiss me.”

      So I did and wanted much, much more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Kendal

      

      Once the kiss ended and my body pressed to his, I knew he was ready. So was I, but I squeezed my hands to his chest instead of kissing him again despite how my pulse zipped. “Wait.”

      He backed off. “It’s okay. We don’t have to.”

      I let out a sigh then swallowed. “It’s not… There is something I want to say first.”

      He pivoted like I couldn’t see his hard-on. “What’s that?”

      I kept my dress on and closed my eyes to let the words fall out of me. “Your money honestly scares the crap out of me. And your lifestyle, the ability to have us here, alone, now this is all a little bit of a fantasy.”

      “It’s real,” he said, but he didn’t touch me. “Just as much as I am.”

      I sighed, and butterflies grew in my belly. “I don’t know about all that, but what is real for me is that you have my heart, Joel. You’ve had it for a while now. I didn’t even know I had a heart, or maybe I was just too scared to ever notice it, but I don’t want this to be sex.”

      He gave a curt nod and fixed his shirt buttons. “We can go home to our bed.”

      My eyes widened, and I let my hands fall to my sides. “No, I mean I love you, and you love me, right?”

      My dress fell off my shoulder though I didn’t dare move. He returned to my side and lifted it. “I love you.”

      My lips curved higher. “Good, because I was thinking we can start calling it ‘making love’ from now on.”

      He laughed. “Kendal, I love you.”

      I pressed my head to his chest for a moment. “And I love you. I never thought it possible to not live in fear. I was positive my father would one day fulfill his vow and kill me. I kept my head down, but now, life is unbelievably good, because of you.”

      He held me and didn’t do anything other than make me completely happy. Then I lifted my chin, went on my tiptoes, and kissed him.

      And once again, it was like he had my soul. My dress hit the ground, and my lips curved higher. I trusted him with my mind, body, and my overwhelming heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Joel

      

      Her kiss burned through me, and with her hands in my short hair, her vulnerability drove me wild. I ran my hands up and down the soft bare skin of her back, and I grew even more ready. I burned, but I unclasped her bra, and she held me tighter, like she needed me.

      Between our steamy kisses, my gaze was hazy with love. The ocean behind her was hardly noticeable when she let her bra join her dress then unzipped my pants.

      Here, we were exposed, but I tugged down my pants, put on a condom, moved her panties, and found her core ready. Inside her was heaven itself. She rode me, pressing her hand against the windowpane as I held her up. Her eyes rolled backward, and we found our release together.

      My heart ached to hold her tighter, but I pulled myself together and helped her back into her bra and dress. Neither of us said a word as we returned to the yacht, but I led her right to our private room, away from the crew. I gathered up the clothes she'd worn earlier.

      I knocked and offered them to her. She accepted and cleaned up as she whispered, “Thank you, my love.”

      My heart soared. Love made everything better, and she trusted me. I almost said my thoughts, but I held my tongue. All that matter was that she loved me back. She came out naked, and my skin buzzed. I was hers, forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Kendal

      

      I packed my underwear and dress in a bag and left the clothes in a cabinet in the bathroom. The yacht’s bathroom was much smaller than even my old one in my tiny apartment, but it was tidy, efficient, and clean.

      When I stepped out, completely naked, Joel’s eyes widened, and inside, my butterflies dissipated. He loved me, and I loved him. So now it was time to be free.

      “So pour the wine," I said.

      He did, but his gaze never left me. “You’re ready for more?”

      I joined him. “We can take our time here.”

      He handed me the glass and unbuttoned his shirt, but he waved for me to follow him. He opened a side door to the front. “Or we stay all night.”

      “I can’t leave my mom that long.” I walked in and saw the bunk was set with white sheets and yellow roses. "There is a bedroom?”

      He pointed to the other rooms and above us. “Multiple. My family is big.”

      I passed him, sipped my wine, then slipped into the bed. “This one was yours?”

      He dropped his pants and underwear and followed me, clearly ready for round two. “Yes. I camped here a few weeks a few years back.”

      The ship was big enough for at least twenty people to be comfortable. I glanced out the port window. “Where were you going?”

      He sipped my wine then put it down on the table beside him. “Pedar thought it would be fun to sail across the Panama Canal when he first bought it, yet it’s never happened. We made it to Italy, but the Panama Canal is now their personal dream to see together.”

      “Sounds nice.” His life was a fairy tale. I curled closer to him. “I’d never gone anywhere until you took me to New York.”

      He took my hand and kissed it. “Was there ever a movie you saw where you wanted to go?”

      I wasn’t anxious or nervous with him, but my eyebrows furrowed—this wasn’t how I'd expected right now to proceed. “Movie?”

      He shrugged. “Or any place on your dream vacation?”

      I met the gleam in his eyes. I assumed he wanted to surprise me, but I said as I pressed against his chest, “As a kid, I always wanted to go to Disneyworld.”

      He held my hips. “That’s your dream?”

      My nose curled. “Is it small?”

      He laughed. “No, it’s cute, and I remember wishing for that as a kid too.”

      Good. I kissed his cheek. I was happy he had more than I could even dream. “Have you gone before?”

      He tugged me to him. “Yes, the last time was when my father rented out the entire park for us to enjoy on our own for a few hours every day so we never had to stand in line.”

      I batted my eyelashes. “Oh, I just want to see it, but others around is good too.”

      His lips were so close to mine. “Then we will, together.”

      His kiss made me hot, fast. I held on to his neck and continued. However, my phone buzzed, loud and clear. I jumped off him though I had half a mind to stay where I was. I continued to the bathroom and grabbed the phone.

      He followed me, naked and ready for me, but I saw Cobi Mayson’s number, so I answered. My heart pounded. If I didn’t give my statement, my father might be let out on a technicality on the lack of witness statements. I swore to him I would show up first thing in the morning. As I hung up, I lowered my head and said to Joel, “It’s going to have to wait.”

      He took my hands, and tears formed in my eyes as he asked, “Why?”

      Most of my life, I’d wished I’d been born in another life or family where I wasn’t always afraid. My cheeks were wet as I said, “The police need me to give an official statement at the local office.”

      He wiped my face, and I stopped misting up as he said, “We can go together.”

      He was wonderful as always, but I patted his cheek and said, “No. I need to clean up my own life, so I’ll head back on my own.”

      He led me back toward the bedroom. "Tomorrow.”

      He opened the door, and I laughed. “I’m sure they don’t open till nine a.m. anyhow.”

      We returned to the bed. “And you can take the plane.”

      “And my mom?”

      “The sitter and my family will ensure she’s fine.”

      I tensed. I wasn’t expecting that to stop me, but I swallowed. “I love you, without all that trapping. Your money still scares me, though I’m getting better at accepting.”

      Then he kissed me, and I climbed back on him as we fell onto the bed. I needed him, now, and as I brushed against his cock, I knew I needed more.

      We continued and made out, but I took control and found his condom stash. He tried to help, but I let him nibble on my nipple as I rolled it on. This time, he would know I wanted him because I loved him. Once he was inside me, I rode him it was like I was powerful and special. Being his was like an amazing high that was way better than drugs or alcohol might provide. Joel was real.

      I deepened so we were one. Then my body shattered, and I lost control fast, but he took over the pace and found his orgasm with me.

      Sure, we’d gone too fast again. However, everything about us together was magical, and I never wanted us to end, ever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Kendal

      

      New clothes magically appeared in the main room when I woke up, so I changed quickly. The limo was waiting outside. When I came out of the bathroom, Joel was dressed in jeans and a gray T-shirt.

      We headed to the limo, which took us to the airport, where we had breakfast on the plane. No matter what happened in town, I would return to his world, where I would live in a fantasy and feel safe. The limo took us to the garage, where Joel picked up his car.

      I held his hand, and I had a spring in my step. Soon, we were pulling in front of the Murfreesboro Sheriff’s office, and my hair stood on end. I lifted my chin, refusing to be intimidated. “Wait here.”

      He gave me a huge grin. “Of course.”

      So I marched toward the door. The air inside smelled the same as it had before.

      Cobi waved me over. “Kendal, you’re late.”

      I glanced behind his head. The one stop hadn’t taken long. “It’s five after nine.”

      He shook his head and waved for me to head into a room with him. “You shouldn’t have stopped for coffee. It’s not good news.”

      My spine steeled, but I glanced around for signs of my father. “Why?”

      He took the seat opposite me and folded his hands on the table. “Your father broke out of his holding cell. We have patrols looking for him, but you’re likely in danger.”

      My heart tensed. “At least my mother is safe in New York.”

      He didn’t even blink. “Good. Now we need your official statement on what happened.”

      I swallowed and wished I had water. I hadn’t expected to be tense. “Sure. He threatened to come and kill me. Then when he was let out of prison, he showed up at my mother’s and tried to make good on that promise.”

      I took a deep breath. My voice hadn’t cracked at all.

      He wrote something down then asked, “And you’d testify to a jury what you said?”

      I blinked. He was serious right now? I held myself in check and said, “Yes, absolutely.”

      He closed his notes and shrugged. “Most family members won’t turn in a loved one.”

      “I’d do it again in a heartbeat.” In Joel’s world, no one ever doubted me. His mother had been an angel. I stared into the officer’s eyes and said, “There is no love lost between us.”

      He stood and put his hands in his pockets. “Very well. Thank you. We can now continue with the case against him, and hopefully, we pick him up fast.”

      My heart sped up as I walked out. He would never get past the front desk in Manhattan, but here, my father was loose.

      I ran to the Maserati and hopped in my seat. Joel started the engine and asked, “So what happened?”

      I pointed toward the road. “My father’s escaped. Let’s get going.”

      I locked my door. Joel took my hand and drove without a word toward the airport. The air around me was still. Except for Joel. His hold on me kept me steady.

      We headed to his airport, and mile after mile made me hope we would get out. Then as I glanced at Joel, my body tensed. Outside his window, a truck sped at us. I squeezed my eyes, then boom! The old blue truck whammed into us.

      And in slow motion, glass flew everywhere. My heart pounded as I needed to reach for Joel, to protect him. However, I jerked as the airbag pushed me backward. For a second, I saw nothing but white. When I could see past the airbag, adrenaline rushed in my veins.

      Joel’s arm was still. I reached for him, then a hand went around my neck. I gasped for air, then my father asked, “Where is your mother?”

      I scratched and tugged at him, but that didn’t help. “Safe from you.”

      My door opened as my father said, “Your boyfriend can’t save you.”

      No! My eyes watered, but I ripped his arm off my neck and shouted, “I don’t need him to.”

      I couldn’t breathe. Then without warning, the car went backward.

      My door thumped against him, knocking his hold. Then my father went to his knees. I pivoted, realizing Joel was driving.

      "Joel." My heart soared as tears washed down my face.

      Let’s not count me out just yet.” He had a little blood on his forehead, but he drove us away. “I’ll call the police and my brother, and you call Cobi and Jax,” Joel said as he wiped his brow.

      I swallowed, then pressed buttons. Then I blinked as I saw him using his car to make a call. “Whose Jeff?”

      He tossed his phone at me so I could see the number. “My brother and my lawyer.”

      Once again, his family meant everything to him.

      Joel spoke to the police. I reported to Cobi, who told Jax what had happened.

      I hung up but tensed as I heard the officer when he asked Joel, “Tell me again what happened?”

      I called out since he was on speakerphone in the car. “My father crashed his car into us.”

      “I’m on scene. We found him. It’s stolen," the officer said.

      My shoulders loosened. “Of course it was.” Then I lifted my chin and said, “He tried to kill me and Joel.”

      The officer asked, “How did you get away?”

      Joel drove into the airport, past the gate security, and pulled over. Then we waited. Officers came to find us in the agreed-upon spot. “Joel jerked the car backward and knocked him out with the door.”

      “I wanted to get away before he woke.” Joel added.

      The officer said, “Smart.”

      None of this would have happened to him if I’d come by myself.

      However, he opened his broken door, which squeaked. “Joel Norouzi.”

      “Nice to meet you, sir,” the officer said.

      Another officer came to me, and EMTs arrived on scene.

      Slowly, the attention dissipated, and Joel kissed my forehead, “It’s over now.”

      I threw my arms around him and closed my eyes. “I wasn’t afraid to die, though I do prefer to live, with you.”

      He held me tightly, and I was safe. Then he said, “I want you to marry me.”

      If I left him, maybe he would be safer, but then I refused to let the thought stay in my mind. I was in love with him and brave enough to stay. I lifted my chin and asked, “Seriously?”

      He let me go and went down on his knee. “Yes. Will you marry me, Kendal?”

      My gaze was hazy as all I saw was him. I tugged at his hands. “Absolutely. I’d never want anyone else.”

      He bounced up like he was fine and kissed my forehead. “Then let’s head back to New York.”

      This time, I refused to ever fear my father. And Murfreesboro was my home. I’d helped countless brides right here, so I asked, “Or the courthouse and then home to tell my mother?”

      His brow narrowed. “Elope?”

      I shook my head. He’d probably planned on having his mother and his entire family in a church. I sucked in my lower lip. “Would that be bad?”

      “No, with you everything is perfect.” He massaged his head. “My car is trashed, though.”

      I took his hand, then the world became clear. We were still in a parking lot. “We’ll figure it out, but please don’t use the word perfect when talking about me and you.” I squeezed his hand. “Everything is better, together.”

      He laughed then pointed to the airport hangar. “Agreed.”

      We walked to the building and headed to the rental car place. Maybe I should have wanted to head right back, but I was ready take control of my life now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Joel

      

      Returning to the hotel where we'd stayed a few nights ago seemed surreal. This time, Kendal wasn’t glancing around everywhere, and she stayed on my arm as she led me across the street to the same bakery/coffeeshop we’d gone to a few days ago. Our lives seemed so different now.

      She pointed me to the bakery and said, “I’m going to buy a white dress for the courthouse.”

      “Do you want me to come?” I asked, but I knew she wanted to do this on her own. My chest filled with pride that she would soon be my wife.

      She kissed my cheek. “No. Order yourself a tea, and I’ll join you in the coffeeshop once I find it. I won’t be long.”

      I put my arms on her hips and held her for a second. “I’ll miss you.”

      Her eyes fluttered closed, and the thrill of having her again raced through me. Our lips melded as one. As she left me, I heard birds chirping. I laughed, then she waved goodbye. I didn’t move until she disappeared into a store, but then I spotted a suit store across the street.

      We would both wear new today, so I headed in and bought a tie and a white shirt off the rack. My pants I wore were already tailored to me, and no tailor would be able to fit me in within the hour. It wasn’t much, and life together wasn’t going to be perfect all the time, but Kendal made life better.

      I headed back to the coffeeshop where I’d been told to wait and ordered a tea. As I sat, my brother called.

      “Arman, when we get to the beach house this weekend, I’ll have a surprise announcement,” I said.

      He laughed. “Maman and Pedar will take your stable relationship as a reason to say I need to straighten out my life.”

      Arman needed some grounding, but I wasn’t sure how to help him. I never had a lost childhood love, so I only said, “It will be good to see you in person again.”

      “Likewise.”

      I didn’t tell him my plan. He didn’t need to know as long as he and the rest of my family knew that I was happy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Kendal

      

      Finding a dress wasn’t as hard as I'd thought it would be. The bridal shop had a collection of short, simple courthouse gowns, so when I narrowed it down and tried them on, I found a satin backless knee-length A-line with a sweetheart neckline that fit like a dream. At checkout, I grabbed a pair of blue high-heeled shoes. While I didn’t have old or borrowed, I would nod a bit to tradition.

      As I headed back onto the street, my phone rang. Cobi was calling to check on me.

      “So what kind of time is he looking at?” I asked.

      “I’d guess five to ten years minimum, and he’d be eligible for parole again, though a trial and jury would ultimately decide.”

      I closed my eyes. I’d hoped he would stay gone forever. Before Joel, my heart would have raced, but I glanced up at the bright sun and said, “It doesn’t matter. I won’t be here. Thank you, though.”

      “Sorry I can’t give you better news.”

      My lips curved higher—my father was never going to be in my life again. Joel’s building had security, and my father would never have the cash to go anywhere. I only said, “Look, it’s fine, and you rock, but today, I’m getting married.”

      “You’re what!” Ellie’s surprised voice came from behind me.

      “I have to go,” I told Cobi and spun to face her. “Ellie, I didn’t see you there.”

      She waved her hand in front of me then looped our arms. “We need to get your hair and makeup done right now.”

      The salon wasn’t far, but it was already one o'clock, and the courthouse closed at five. However, being with friends for a few minutes would be amazing. “We’re eloping. I’m texting Joel so he doesn’t worry, but I don’t have a lot of time.”

      She held up her hand like she was swearing on a Bible. “We’ll work fast. And it’s okay to make your man wait to see your beauty.”

      A small giggle escaped me and I sent my message.

      I needed to be the best version of myself, so I nodded, and we rushed.

      Ellie’s chair was open, so she directed me there as Kimberly and the others all congratulated me while she spoke on the phone.

      Once my hair was combed through, she returned and started pinning as she asked, “So, Kendal, who's going to temper all the talk about love now?”

      The old me. My face heated. “I didn’t always do that.”

      “Sure.” She giggled. The door opened, and her husband gave her a small package, though she continued to talk to me. “I thought you were long gone when you checked out of the hotel that day.”

      I'd considered the Maysons the ideal couple until I met Joel. I relaxed in my chair and said, “Joel took me to New York, and we saw the sights.”

      “Yeah? You went up to the Empire State?”

      The package seemed small, like jewelry. “Yes though the Statue of Liberty was my favorite.”

      “Do you have pictures?” she asked.

      Unlike most of my friends, I hated being stuck on my phone, so I never had photos. “No, I wanted to remember the moments forever. If you ever want to go to New York, call me.”

      She finished pinning my hair up then moved the chair so she could see my face for the makeup. “Luckily I don’t live far and snuck out when they washed your hair. Now I’ll want these back for Hope but her mother was wearing these the day she died and the police gave me their wedding bands and the simple gold earrings. Would you want to wear them for your wedding with Joel?”

      My heart rose right out of my chest, and I wiped my eyes that seemed to cry so easy now. “Just the earrings, I think. That would be amazing.”

      I put them on. The simple gold was perfect. Kimberly and her team then helped with my makeup. As we finished, Ellie clapped and said, “I’m just happy you’re our town’s Cinderella.”

      I stood to pay as my nose curled. “I’m not…” However, it was possible Joel was more than a prince and my life was like a fairy tale today. My skin buzzed. “Well, I sort of am.”

      Refusing to take my money, she pointed me to the door. “You look beautiful.”

      “Thank you,” I said and headed out.

      For the first time in my life, I felt purpose and walked with a stride. I was so different now.

      At the cafe, I waved for the man I loved to join me. “Joel, I’m ready.”

      “Me too.” He jumped out of his seat.

      A moment later, his lips met mine, and nothing else mattered. Love overcame everything else.
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      Kendal

      

      There was no real line for seeing a clerk of the court, and we had a choice of the window or the wedding room. Joel sprung for the wedding room and bought me a bouquet of simple sunflowers outside the door.

      Life was good, but after we signed for our marriage license, I said, “We can wait if you want your family and a bigger celebration.”

      He kissed my hand. “No. I just want you. It’s why I bought some rings as I waited.”

      I squeezed his hand as I’d wondered what he’d done when I was gone. “I was longer than I thought.”

      We were buzzed into the wedding room, so we walked in. The courthouse facility had no windows, but it had a wedding arch and some fake flowers. We both went to stand near it, though no clerk of the court was there yet.

      He stared at me. “The earrings look familiar.”

      I showed him. “Ellie lent them to me. They were your sister's.”

      He backed up and pressed his hand to his heart. “Bonnie said they were Mom’s. She wore them every day.”

      “Then I’m glad I wore them.”

      The clerk came in and showed Joel and me a few packages. He picked the most expensive option. A second clerk came in to take pictures.

      We stood there until the justice asked officially, “Do you take this man to be your husband?”

      "I do." The world disappeared, and I was happy.

      Then he asked Joel, “And do you take this woman to be your lawfully wedded wife, forsaking all others for as long as you live?”

      “Absolutely. I do.”

      This was the start of a life I’d never thought I would live.

      “Then I now pronounce you both man and wife. You may kiss your bride.”

      Joel's arm went around me. “I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      My eyes fluttered closed. For the rest of my life, I would be with this man, and nothing could be better.
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      Arman

      

      At the beach house, my parents were going to be excited about Joel and Kendal. And I would meet her officially for the first time.

      As I sat on the plane back from LA, I closed my eyes, wishing Maddie were still there. At seventeen, she’d been my first love. We'd sworn we would finish high school then find each other. Then she ended everything, and I’d always guessed her words weren’t hers. That was the last time I'd seen her, though.

      More than a dozen years had passed since that summer, but every woman I’d ever kissed since had never measured up. Not that I could tell Karla or anyone what went through my head. I wasn’t rude.

      Maybe if I could see that Maddie was now happy on her own, I could forget her, but I wasn’t even sure where to look.

      

      
        
        Have you checked out the other amazing stories in the Happily Ever Alpha World? Click on the link to continue reading another Happily Ever Alpha Book -> Aurora Rose Reynolds’s Happily Ever Alpha World.

      

        

      
        And you can continue reading about the Norouzi family with Arman and all of Joel’s brothers in the Virgin Cove Single Brothers.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Boom Factory Publishing

          

        

      

    

    
      Aurora Rose Reynolds and her husband, Sedaka Reynolds, created Boom Factory Publishing to use their experiences to expand and promote upcoming and existing indie authors.

      With over six years in the industry, and millions of books sold worldwide, we know what it takes to become a successful author and we will use this knowledge to take our authors to the next level.

      

      “As a successful hybrid author in this ever evolving industry, I know that you’re only as successful as the team that is promoting you!” – Aurora Rose Reynolds

      

      
        
        Please check out Boom Factory Publishing’s website to see all of our talented authors and the books they have published.

      

      

      

      
        
        https://boomfactorypublishing.com/

      

      

      

      
        
        Don’t miss out on any exciting news from Boom Factory Publishing! Subscribe to our newsletter at by clicking HERE

      

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Victoria Pinder

          

        

      

    

    
      Returning for Valentine’s (FREE if you go to my website)

      
        
        Steel Series

        Rocking Player

        Ruthless Financier

        Wicked Cowboy

        Powerful Prince

        Cocky M.D.

        Scottish Seducer

        Legendary Rock Star

        Charming Boyfriend

        Fierce Fighter

        Treasured

      

        

      
        Sexy Scots

        Scottish Wedding Date

        A Scot for Christmas

        Scottish Second Chance

        Scottish New Year Bride

      

        

      
        Decadent Dawes

        Steamy Risk

        Steamy Dare

        Steamy Gamble

        Steamy Daddy

      

        

      
        Virgin Cove

        Honey Bun

        Handsome

        Sugar Pie

      

      

      
        
        The House of Morgan

        Secret Crush

        Secret Baby

        Secret Bet

        Secret Wish

        Secret Dad

        Secret Heir

        Secret Tryst

        Secret Date

        Secret Romeo

        Secret Caress

        Secret Match

        Secret Bridesmaid

        Secret Admirer

        Secret Cowboy

        Secret Mistress

        Secret Cinderella

        The House of Morgan Boxed Set 1-3

        The House of Morgan Boxed Set 4-6

        The House of Morgan Boxed Set 7-9

        The House of Morgan Boxed Set 10-12

        The House of Morgan Boxed Set 13-15

        Princes of Avce

        Forbidden Crown

        Forbidden Prince

        Forbidden Royal

        Forbidden King

        Forbidden Bastard

      

        

      
        Titled in Avce

        Falling for the Duke

        Falling for the Earl

        Falling for the Monsieur

        Falling for the Marquis

        Falling for the Count

        Falling for the Noble

        Falling for the Lord

      

        

      
        Avce Order

        Princes of Avce 1-3

        Princes of Avce 4-6

        Princes of Avce 7-9

      

        

      
        The Hawke Fortune

        Tempting Gabe

        Tempting James

        Tempting Conner

        Tempting Harry

        Tempting Navid

        Hawke Series

      

        

      
        Brothers in Revenge

        Irresistibly Lost

        Irresistibly Found

        Irresistibly Charming

        Irresistibly Tough

        Irresistibly Played

        Irresistibly Rugged

        Irresistibly Strong

        Irresistibly Dashing

        Irresistibly Boxed Set 3-5

        Irresistibly Boxed Set 4-6

      

        

      
        Hidden Alphas

        Hidden Gabriel

        Hidden Raphael

        Hidden Michael

        Hidden Dane

        Hidden Rocco

        Hidden Alphas Boxed Set

      

        

      
        The Marshall Family Saga

        Favorite Crush

        Favorite Mistake

        Favorite Sin

        Favorite Scandal

      

        

      
        The Collins Brothers

        Sean

        Daniel

        Gerard

        Liam

        Eric

      

      

      

      
        
        Then if you also like

        Science Fiction/Fantasy Romance

        Hidden Dragon Series

        Call of the Dragon

        Dawn of the Dragon

        Escape of the Dragon (Coming Soon)

        The Queen Gene

        Whispers of a Throne

        Storm of the Throne (coming soon)

        Earthseekers Mission

        Makeup May Change Your Life

        The Zoastra Affair

        Ancient Greek Heroes

        Romancing Theseus

        Mything the Throne

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      USA Today Bestselling Author, Victoria Pinder grew up in Irish Catholic Boston then moved to Miami. Eventually, found that writing is her passion. She always wrote stories to entertain herself. Her parents are practical minded people demanding a job, but when she sat down to see what she enjoyed doing, writing became obvious.

      
        
        Visit my website and download a free novel

        www.victoriapinder.com

        victoria@victoriapinder.com

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Twitter icon] Twitter

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
VICTORIA PINDER

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR





images/00002.jpeg





images/00004.jpeg
Bold Women and





images/00003.jpeg
Boow
FACTORY
N\





images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg
FACTORY

IIIIIIIIII





images/00007.jpeg





