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	To my readers.

	I love you all.

	Thank you for your patience while I navigate these crazy waters.

	And thank you so much for making my dream a reality.
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	I always found art to be a form of therapy for me. I clung to it as a lifeline. Music and books. Two forms of art that saved my life on more occasions than I dared to think about.

	In the lyrics of a song I could pretend. I could be a different person. In the pages of a storybook I could travel. My emotions grew through the words of famous people who sang of their troubles and wrote about their grief.

	I could relate to this.

	I survived through this.

	I was sure I would have died many years ago without it, maybe not physically, but in a deeper way. Yes, my heart would have kept beating, but sometimes dying is the least of a person’s worries. Sometimes . . . sometimes living can be a much crueler fate.

	I knew that sounded ridiculous, but for the people who have never been in control of the physical pain their body has to endure . . . I was certain they would understand my words. My meaning.

	It’s a complicated state of mind to put into words. How do you make people understand something you don’t entirely understand yourself? All I knew was this . . . 

	I was born into a cruel world, to a family who didn’t want me, into a life I didn’t fit into. I grew up in a home where the screams and cries of a young child were ignored. I grew up with my shoulders slumped and my mind set on flight mode.

	Empty. Ugly. Scarred. Cold. Lonely. Hungry. Terrified.

	Seven words that defined my childhood. Described me. Described the people of my childhood. I suffered extreme cruelty. I was lost. Lost in this crazy world, full of lies, full of liars. Trust was something I couldn’t afford to hand out easily, for betrayal was the reward for my misguided trust.

	I had one friend–one consistent rock–for the first eighteen years of my life.

	Camryn Frey.

	She died for me.

	Took a bullet intended to end my life.

	I watched her blood spill, felt her skin grow cold as death filled the room which she took her last breath in. She died and my unborn child died. Sometimes, in the dark of the night when I lay awake in my bed reflecting on all my past mistakes, I wondered—no, I hoped—they were together.

	If I was a piece of drift wood, I would surely be far out in the ocean, drifting aimlessly, hopelessly.

	But I had an anchor.

	My anchor came in the form of a six foot-two inches, temperamental, beautiful man who, in many ways, was as broken as me. He pulled me to the surface, saved me from drowning in the depths of despair and desolation. He waded into my ocean of solitude and rescued me. The events that followed our meeting were some of the worst I’d ever witnessed–some of the worst I’d ever suffered. But it was too late for me by then because I’d fallen.

	I had fallen in love with my anchor.

	And with love came more sorrow, heartache and pain than I could have ever anticipated. Loving him almost killed me. And knowing that it still could, only added to the paralyzing concoction of pain and pleasure that coursed through my veins. He was more of a warrior—more of a hero—than any of the men in the books I’d read. He was real. He had flaws, many of them, he said the wrong thing. He did terrible things. But his heart, oh god, he had the heart of a lion. He loved fiercely. He protected me to the death. I had never felt love like that.

	He would kill for me.

	He would always keep me safe.

	What an extraordinarily perverse feeling. To find comfort in the knowledge that another human being would shed the blood of another to keep me safe. To keep me alive.

	Two years ago I would have shuddered at this notion.

	Two years ago I hadn’t known Kyle Carter . . . 

	“You ready to go, baby?” Kyle called out from the doorway of the hotel suite, stirring me from my reverie. We’d been cooped up in the honeymoon suite of the Henderson hotel for the past hour, waiting for a break in the storm. It wasn’t coming. Instead of going away, more and more reporters had arrived to stake us out. To get their pound of flesh.

	I nodded my head in reluctance. I wasn’t ready. If I had my way I’d never leave this room again. I was freaking terrified. It was starting up again. Perry Franklin had made sure of that when he went on television and slammed me to millions of people. My father had enforced every fear I could dream up with his phone call. I was choking on my anxiety and the familiar taste of fear was sour, sharp and cutting. “How many do you think are out there?” I asked nervously as I glanced towards the window.

	It was freezing cold outside, as per normal for the month of January in Boulder, Colorado, and to be perfectly honest I couldn’t understand why these people were prepared to stand out there and wait for us. Yeah, the murder trial was an attraction–a lure–but for god’s sake, we weren’t celebrities. There were no actors, musicians or athletes inside this room. We were normal people. We didn’t deserve this. None of it.

	“There’ll be a lot more if you two don’t get a move on,” Derek Porter, our longtime friend and roommate, muttered as he hoisted Hope into his arms and moved over to the curtains. “Dibs on the kid. She’s like a cheat sheet,” he chuckled, his smile not quite touching his worried green eyes. “They can’t touch her,” he added softly, his eyes on me as he spoke. I knew he was trying to comfort me and in any other circumstance I would answer him, but my lips were wobbling so much I wasn’t sure what would come out if I spoke.

	“Kelsie,” Kyle snarled into his phone, startling me. I watched in dismay as Kyle paced the suite like a mad-man, one hand holding his phone to his ear, the other tugging at his tie. “I want him tracked. I don’t give two shits what the correct procedure is,” he continued, oblivious to the fact that we were listening to his rant.

	“No, you hear me,” he roared, raising his hand to yank on his hair. Things were bad when Kyle yanked on his hair. I had a fear he would have premature baldness from the amount of punishment he put his hair through on a daily basis. “Keep that fucker where you can see him. I want a daily report on his movements.” Kyle’s brow shot up in obvious surprise and he dropped his hand to his side, momentarily silent. I was desperate to know how his faithful attorney had managed to silence him. He was a hard man to stump. I needed some tips from her. “Rachel?” Kyle whispered. “Pushed back? To when?” His eyes flicked to me and he visibly flinched. “This is a goddamn nightmare . . .”

	“Okay, buddy,” Derek interjected, taking the phone from Kyle’s hand. “He’ll call you later, sweetheart,” he said into the phone before ending the call and sliding the phone into Kyle’s shirt pocket. “Priorities, dude,” Derek mumbled. “You’ve got bigger ones here.”

	Derek inclined his head in my direction, eyeing Kyle meaningfully. Both men stood staring at one another and I almost felt like I was eavesdropping on a moment. Something passed between them–their close bond ensuring no words were required–some unspoken agreement and I watched as they simultaneously nodded before turning their backs on me and facing the window.

	“Let’s go home,” Kyle said finally, breaking the unnerving silence.

	“Kyle,” I mumbled, feeling incredibly nervous. “Is there any way . . . could we stay here . . .”

	“We are not hiding,” he said calmly. Stalking towards me, he wrapped an arm around my waist and pulled me close. “You are not hiding, princess.”

	“It’s not about hiding,” I countered quietly. “It’s about not giving them any more ammunition to fire at us.”

	“Fuck that,” he snarled, his tone agitated, his whole frame trembling with what I was sure was anger. “Tell me something, Lee,” he said. “Tell me what the hell we have to be ashamed of? What any of us have done to deserve this punishment?” He shook his head to make a further point. “All we are guilty of is having come from shitty families. We’re not killers. We’re not rapists and we are not fucking child-beaters. So, yeah, princess, fuck that.”

	I had to smile at his straight-laced, black and white way of thinking. That was Kyle all over. He didn’t give a damn about what people thought of him. It never cost him a seconds worth of sleep and I was incredibly envious of that. To be that self-assured. To be that comfortable in your own skin . . . 

	“You’re right.” I closed my eyes and sagged against him, reveling in the way his body calmed mine. I felt like a leech, sucking his strength into me. I didn’t feel too badly about it though. Kyle had more strength than all of us. He wasn’t afraid of anyone. He really was like superman—a potty mouthed version. God, I loved that man. “Keep us safe,” I begged, my voice barely more than a breathy whisper.

	I felt his lips touch my forehead, his fingers trail over my cheekbone. “Always,” he murmured for my ears only.
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	Getting from the hotel to the car was an unpleasant experience. The cat was out of the bag and we were surrounded within the hour. Kyle’s cell phone was going off every fifteen seconds, Lee was shaking—literally shaking like an ivy leaf—and Hope . . . well, that girl was a trooper. She silently cuddled into my chest, peeking over my arm with curious, perceptive eyes.

	If we had been in different circumstances, I would have joked about the possessive way Kyle had his arms wrapped around Lee, but tonight’s events sobered me. Speaking of sober, I wished to hell I wasn’t. Right now, all I wanted to do was get wasted, pass out, and pretend the last three hours had been another nightmare. But no, of course shit like this always had to happen to us. We couldn’t have a normal damn life. I felt like I was tempting fate even thinking about it. Whoever the hell was in control of the karma-train seriously needed to back the fuck away from us. We needed a break.

	“Get ready, guys,” Kyle warned as he stepped forward and opened the doors. “They’re starving and we’re a goddamn buffet.”

	The moment we stepped outside the safety of the hotel all hell broke loose. I was immediately blinded by flashing lights and deafened by the roars and screams of opportunistic assholes. More reporters than I’d seen in months circled us like vultures with their bright flashing cameras and stupid as hell microphones. “Keep calm,” I warned Kyle as I covered Hope’s face with my arm, shielding her from the camera lights flashing in her face.

	“Get my daughter in the car, Derek,” he snarled, as he wrapped one arm around Lee’s back and used the other to hold her face against his chest, whispering words of encouragement and love to his girl. All I could feel inside was pure unadulterated rage.

	This was so unfair. It was worse than unfair. It was cruel and vicious. If I could catch a flight to Louisiana right now I would. Perry Franklin needed to pay for this. This shit was senseless. A malevolent attack on an innocent girl. How one human being could turn out so good-natured and pure, even though every attempt of twisting her perception and warping her mind had been made, was beyond me.

	“Shh baby. I got you,” I heard Kyle say as he pushed through the throngs of people determined to get in our faces.

	“I know,” I heard Lee say, her voice muffled because she had her face tucked into his arm. We were only a stone throw away from Kyle’s Mercedes, but the forty or so reporters surrounding us made it seem like a mile.

	“Get the fuck out of my face, asshole,” Kyle snarled as he shouldered past a bloated looking idiot with an impressive looking camera. The main focus of every person out here was my two best-friends, which gave me ample opportunity to get their daughter safely tucked away in the car. Pretty pointless taking pictures of Hope. She was practically invincible when it came to the media. Kyle made sure of that. Every attempt of photographing her would be a futile one. They couldn’t print her photo. She was a minor and her daddy had more than enough money to lock any paper who dared to expose her into a legal battle for the next sixty or so years.

	Strapping Hope into her car seat, I quickly closed the door and rushed around to the driver’s side. “Can we get a comment, Mr. Carter?” I heard some asswipe demand and I scanned the crowd.

	When I locked eyes with Kyle, I shook my head in warning. “Keep calm,” I mouthed.

	He nodded stiffly before returning his focus to Lee. They knew Kyle had a problem with his temper. They wanted him to snap and the only reason he hadn’t already was the frail, curly-haired woman/child clinging onto him for dear life. That was the only way I could describe Lee in this moment. I’d never seen her look so young, so vulnerable. She had a death grip on his shirt, clinging to Kyle like she was holding onto a ledge, gazing up at his face like she was looking at a warrior about to fight to the death. Shit, come to think of it, that’s exactly what Kyle looked like. A warrior who was prepared to kill, bleed and die to protect her. Jesus, their love . . . it was something to be seen. It flooded the air, surrounded the pair in this invisible bubble.

	Swinging the driver’s door open, I climbed in and cranked the engine. With the mood I was in, I only hoped one of these asshole’s got in my way. “How’s my best girl?” I asked lightly as I glanced in the rear-view mirror at Hope’s little face. Her response was a wide gummy smile. “You doing alright back there?” I turned up the heating to warm her up. “Uncle Derek’s gonna get you out of here and maybe we’ll watch a movie when we get home.” I rambled on in an attempt to comfort the innocent child sitting behind me. “You liked Frozen, right? Maybe we’ll have a pajama day tomorrow, and I’ll let you have some chocolate. Just don’t tell your mom. Remember what she did to me last time . . .”

	The car door swung open and Lee was bundled into the backseat, quickly followed by Kyle. “Everyone alright?” I asked as I pulled away from the hotel. It was snowing like a mother fucker down on us and I had to slow the car down to a crawl. “Everyone still have ten fingers and toes?”

	“Eight fingers, two thumbs, douchebag,” Kyle grumbled. “Take your time,” he added. “The roads are like ice.”

	“When’s this going to end, guys?” Lee asked, her southern drawl thick with emotion. “They’re never going to leave us alone.”

	“When all of this is over, I’m gonna take you away from here,” I heard Kyle tell Lee. “Somewhere no one knows us.”

	“Where will we go?” Lee asked.

	“France, England, Australia. Hell, anywhere you want, princess,” he coaxed. “For as long as you want.”

	“What about Ireland?” I asked quietly. “It’s close. It’s safe. It’s peaceful . . .”

	“Ireland,” Kyle mused. “I’m game. What about you, princess?”

	“I’ve never been abroad,” she whispered. “Ireland sounds like a good start.”

	“When all of this is over, we’ll visit Ireland,” Kyle said steadily. “Think about that, princess. Look forward to it. We still have a future.” I felt a hand on my shoulder and then Kyle’s voice in my ear, “You too, Der,” he grumbled.

	Glancing in the rear-view mirror I watched as Kyle pulled Lee onto his lap, rocking her gently in his arms, placing kisses on her hair, face and pretty much any part of her body he could reach. One of his hands was stretched across the seat, his fingers clamped securely in the chubby little hand of his daughter. I shook my head in anger.

	This was our reality now.
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	“I know all about you, Carter. All about your whore of a momma.” He whistled down the line. “Must’ve fucked her up real bad to make her kill herself . . .”

	‘I’m going to end you,” I vowed. “Before you take your last breath on this earth, I will have found a way to make you suffer for what you did to her.”

	“Not if I kill you first,” Jimmy roared. “You, your whore, and your little bastard . . .”

	“You, your whore, and your little bastard . . .”

	“You, your whore, and your little bastard . . .”

	I jerked awake with my heart hammering against my chest, my body blanketed in a layer of sweat with Jimmy Bennett’s words of promise drilling in my ears. I rubbed my face with my hand and tried to steady my breathing. Jesus, I didn’t have nightmares—I hadn’t had a nightmare since I was a kid—but tonight I’d been haunted by that child-beating bastard. Even in sleep I couldn’t get his words out of my mind. Christ, no wonder she had nightmares. Having suffered eighteen years with that monster I thought it was a pretty huge miracle that she wasn’t a rocking mess in a corner . . . 

	I’d always thought of myself as a pretty impenetrable guy. A lone wolf. Don’t get too close and they can’t let you down had been my motto for most of my life. I’d kept myself to myself, rarely trusted, pushing anyone who threatened my isolated serenity away as hard and as quickly as I could. I’d survived just fine like that for twenty-two years, built up walls of steel and kept myself safeguarded from getting hurt—from giving too much away and being let down. But one glance at the tiny brunette curled up on the bed beside me, with my daughter wrapped in her arms, and every mental wall and barrier I’d ever built crumbled until I was completely exposed. Bare. Cracked clean open.

	We usually never allowed our daughter to sleep in our room, we couldn’t because of Lee’s nightmares, but when we got home from the hotel last night, Hope had screamed relentlessly, only settling when she was snuggled against her mother’s heartbeat. I couldn’t blame her. I couldn’t fucking settle unless I was pressed against that fragile heart, feeling it beat, pumping relief into me. I wanted to rest my head on her breast and feel safe in the knowledge that she was still with me.

	Twisting my body sideways, my eyes feasted on the focal point of my fucking existence, wrapped up in a white bed sheet with wild brown curls splaying over her pillow. I shivered from the sight of her. Jesus . . . The air of vulnerability drifting from her only caused the horrible niggling feeling inside my gut to grow and my chest to tighten painfully. The suspicion I had about our relationship inevitably killing one of us—and since I refused to watch her suffer again I guessed it would be me—lit a fire inside of me. It was a weird as hell moment when you sank so deep into another human soul that you knew you would give your life for them . . . I’d never known a person could fall as hard as this. Fall as deep, as I had for her. I was still fucking falling.

	Another glance at the woman and child in my bed and my walls built back up at a rapid pace, stronger and more impenetrable than ever, but these new walls were different. They were built with the sole purpose of protecting these two females. My woman and my daughter. I would do anything to keep them safe, even if it meant accepting death . . . 

	A hoarse whimper tore from Lee’s mouth and I stiffened.

	Nightmares.

	Jesus, it killed me that I couldn’t fix all of her problems—fight all of her demons. If I could I would, but the girl had been broken long before she walked through my door. All I could do now was damage-control, which sucked considering I was the type of guy who inflicted more damage than I repaired. Everything inside of me was the worst thing for the woman I was in love with. Everything inside of me had the potential to break her beyond repair.

	If god was real, and soul-mates existed, then the guy upstairs had to be laughing his ass off right about now. Because if he’d given me Lee, if she was in fact my soul mate, then he’d given me the one thing I loved more than life itself and had filled me up with all the ammunition and shitty personality traits to make her run from me. All the behaviors she feared and detested. Controlling. Hot-headed. Temperamental. Impulsive. Aggressive. Yep, I had them by the bucket-full. I ticked every box. What fucking irony . . . 

	Releasing a deep shuddering breath, I shook my head and climbed out of bed. Slipping on a pair of old sweats, I shrugged a t-shirt over my head before glancing down at Lee and Hope. Their innocent faces caused the fear inside me to grow—morph into a fucking monster-sized wave of worry that pressed on my lungs until I felt like I was suffocating.

	Creeping as quietly as I could out of our room, I went downstairs and checked the alarm system before going outside to check the yard. I was paranoid and hated feeling like a sitting duck. I had no clue where Jimmy was right now or when he would rear his ugly head. The only thing I was certain of was Lee’s father showing up here was a matter of ‘when’ and not ‘if’ . . . Slipping back inside the house, I went straight into the kitchen and switched on the kettle before opening the fridge to grab the milk.

	Staring at the cup of coffee in front of me, I sighed in disgust. I couldn’t drink coffee. Not now. Instead I grabbed the bottle of Jack I’d hidden on the top shelf of the cupboard for emergencies like this. Moving into the lounge, I slumped down on the couch and stared at the bottle in my hands, silently seething and plotting revenge.

	Going to the cops wasn’t an option. Even if Lee was cool about it—which she definitely wasn’t—I didn’t have enough on Jimmy to have him locked up. Lee wouldn’t go up against her daddy, and trying to get Tracy to talk—trying to find her—was about as useful as pissing against the wind. It would be my word against his . . . 

	“Where’s Lee?”

	I swung my head around to see my oldest friend standing in the doorway with barely concealed fury etched on his face. His body was thrumming with anger, his fists shaking with rage.

	“Still sleeping,” I muttered, shifting in discomfort. Glancing down at the bottle of whiskey in my hands, I felt awkward as hell because I’d spent the past seven months trying to get him dry and now I was flaunting his favorite fucking poison right under his nose. Goddammit . . .”I need your help.”

	“Then you have it,” Derek said simply as he came and sat on the couch beside me. Leaning his elbows on his knees, he looked sideways at me and asked, “What’s the plan?”

	“I don’t know yet.” I stood up and paced the floor. Christ, I never envisioned my life turning out like this. All I’d ever wanted was a quiet drama-free life. But for the last two years I seemed to be living in the goddamn twilight zone. Twenty-three years old and more baggage than a freight train.

	The walls of the room felt like they were closing in on me and every tear that had spilled from Lee’s eyes tonight caused the suffocating feeling to intensify. She was asleep now, but for how long? Tomorrow it would still be there. More stories. More goddamn reporters and bullshit. More pain.

	“Kelsie called me earlier,” I told him, as my eyes landed on the photo frame on the mantelpiece. “The trial’s been set back a month because of that asshole’s stunt in the news. Apparently there’s too much hype and they’ve decided it’s turning into a circus.” Wisps of blonde hair curled around the pretty girl in the photograph the frame encased and I flinched. “We have eight more weeks of this bullshit, and there’s not a chance in hell of getting Rachel to change her plea or take a plea bargain. She fucking wants this.” Looking at the dirty, half-starved, curly-haired child in the photograph almost caused my heart to burst into flames. “March fifth.” I swung my face around and stared at, quite possibly, the only person who’d ever understood me. “I failed, Derek. I thought I could get her to change her mind, but she’s enjoying this.” Sighing heavily I ducked my head in shame. “They’re gonna tear Lee to pieces and there’s not a damn thing I can do to stop it. What the hell am I going to do, man? How am I gonna keep my ass in my seat and watch that happen?”

	With one stiff nod, Derek rose from the couch and moved towards me. “We are gonna go to court.” His eyes narrowed into thin slits as he placed his hand on my shoulder. “And we’re gonna take a front row seat and watch your girl take that bitch down.” His tone of voice held no room for protest. “We are gonna stand by Lee, support her, do everything we can for her, but that’s as far as it goes.” He shook his head, his grip on my shoulder tightened. “Only Lee knows what happened that night. Only she can take Rachel down.”

	“What if she can’t?” I whispered, admitting one of my biggest fears. “What if it breaks her?” Shaking my head, I suppressed the urge to shudder. “If the defense breaks her down, there’s a good chance Rachel will walk in five to seven for diminished capacity.”

	“You’re underestimating Lee,” he said simply. “She can do this. That girl has balls of steel. She’s gonna prove the whole world wrong, including you if you doubt her.”

	“I’m not doubting her,” I argued defensively. “I’m fucking terrified for her.”

	“So am I, but put it this way dude,” he coaxed. Taking the frame from the mantelpiece, he skimmed his thumb over the glass before looking at me. “All Lee has to do is tell the truth . . . and that’s a hell of a lot easier than trying to remember lies.” He smirked and added, “Lying is hard fucking work, dude. Truth is easier. You know that better than anyone.”

	“You really think she can do it?” I asked quietly. “You think she’s strong enough?”

	“Lee Bennett is gonna get us some long over-due justice,” he said without a trace of doubt in his voice. “She is gonna get vengeance for Cam, and when she does, we’re gonna go out and get shit-faced,” he said eyeing the bottle in my hand in earnest. “And then we are gonna take care of the rest of it.”

	I locked eyes with Derek. “The rest?”

	“He can’t get away with this, Kyle,” Derek said quietly. “We need to take him down.”

	I wasn’t sure which he Derek was referring to, but it didn’t matter. Neither Jimmy nor Perry were walking away from this unscathed. I knew I had to act. I was done watching her being mistreated. I was fucking through with watching the people around me suffer.

	No more.

	No fucking more.

	“When the hell did everything change?” I grumbled as I stalked into the kitchen and poured the whiskey down the drain. “At what point did our lives become so complicated and where the hell is the finishing line to this bullshit? Because I've got to tell you, dude, I’m getting really fucking tired of taking part in this marathon of madness.”

	Hoisting himself onto a stool at the island, Derek smirked and fiddled with his thumbs before leaning forward and resting his elbows on the counter. “Around the time you kissed our virgin roommate, impregnated her with a bunch of babies, and broke about every rule in the book. You fell hard, dude, and you took all of us down with you.”

	“Yeah,” I whispered with a flinch. Derek wasn’t blaming me. He was stating a well-known fact. I had started all of this. Kissing Lee, falling in love with her . . . I’d gone for what I wanted and had left a truckload of collateral damage in my wake. The miscarriage. Rachel’s breakdown. Cam’s death. Lee’s injuries. Derek’s grief. Yeah, it was all on me . . . 

	“Do you regret it?” he asked in a quiet tone, dropping his gaze to his fingers. “If you could go back to the summer before senior year, would you still kiss her?” Shaking his head, he ran a hand over his tightly shaved hair and smiled apologetically. “It all started there, dude. You and Lee. You two fucking ignited this . . .” He waved his hand around aimlessly. “Mayhem.”

	“If I could go back a hundred times, Derek,” I said slowly, resting my palms flat on the counter in front of him. “I wouldn’t change a damn thing.”

	“Even though people were hurt?” Derek turned to look me straight in the eye. “Even though people died?” he asked, his voice calm, his eyes full of acceptance.

	I swallowed roughly and met his stare head on. “I don’t regret her, Derek. I never have and I never will. She’s my . . . fuck, she’s my . . .”

	“She’s your what, Kyle?” he pushed, egging me on. I wasn’t good with expressing myself and the asshole knew this. He was digging deep. Making me bare myself.

	“She’s my . . . goddammit, Derek,” I broke off, annoyed with him for riling me up. “You know what she means to me.”

	Derek raised his brow in surprise. “Use your words, Kyle.”

	“She’s my home.” I knew I sounded like a pussy for admitting this, but I didn’t care. I felt it. Screw him and the whole world if they didn’t understand. These were my feelings. Derek didn’t have to understand them. Hell, I didn’t understand them myself. I just felt them and lived my life according to the emotions and feelings that coursed through me.

	“You sure she’s worth it?” he asked. “All the pain?”

	I blew out a breath and rested my hands on my hips, eyes locked on my oldest friend, willing him to understand me. To forgive me for the bad things I’d dragged him into—the future bad things I would drag him into—because of my infatuation with the girl upstairs in my bed. To not hate me because I had no regrets and the fact that I wouldn’t change a damn thing in any other lifetime because in this one I got to keep her. Even if I had to repeat the misery, make us all relive the pain of the past two years over and over again just to keep her, then I would.

	“In a world where I’ve been dumped, lied to, abandoned, misunderstood and fucking judged, that girl makes me feel alive . . . cherished, important and goddamn crucial to her existence.” I began to pace the floor again, my agitation growing inside of me like an itch that needed to be scratched. “She gives me hope, Der. She makes me feel like I’m not the fuck up I’ve spent my life being told I am—believing I am. She accepts me. All of me. Even the bad shit. No one has ever–and I mean ever–set me on fire like her. She’s it, man. My one and fucking only. My home. You protect your home.” I swung around to face him, daring him to contradict me. “How the hell could I regret that?”

	Derek grinned. “Good.”

	“Good?” I shook my head and smirked. “You force me to bare my soul and all you can say is good. You suck dude.”

	“It’s always a good day when you squirm like a demented toddler.” Derek stretched his arms out and smirked before standing up and walking back into the lounge. “Besides, I needed to make sure you had no regrets before I told you my plan. Cam’s gone. I have nothing to lose,” he tossed out carelessly. “I have no one to worry about if this goes wrong, but you . . . you’ve got a hell of a lot riding on this.”

	“I’m listening,” I said as I followed him back into the lounge and sank down on the couch beside him. I knew Derek wanted revenge, too. I knew he had my back and he knew that whatever I asked him to do, I would do the same for him. We were in this shit together. Fucking nice feeling to have.

	“Get your game face on, dude,” Derek muttered in a grim tone of voice. Turning his head, his green eyes locked on mine and I could see something in them. Something pooling around in his eyes that scared the shit out of me. Derek, my easy-going, logical, straight-forward best-friend, was turning into another version of me. I hated the thought. I shuddered at it. Fuck. “Jimmy the serpent isn’t gonna slither back under the woodworks this time. Neither is that asswipe Perry. The cops are useless. When the trial is finished we need to finish them, Kyle,” he added, his expression leaving no cause for misunderstanding. “We need to take a little trip. Consider it an eye for an eye . . .”

	“What are you saying we do here, Der?” I asked steadily. “Because I’m a lot of things, but a killer is not one of them.” Yeah, I wanted revenge, but there was no way in hell I was stooping to Rachel Grayson’s level to get it. Derek got it right when he said I had a lot riding on this. I did. I had a woman and child to protect. Giving my life was one thing. Taking lives was another. I would be a fantastic help to Lee if I was behind bars serving twenty-five to life. No, I needed a plan. Something smart. Something that involved using my brains and not my fists.

	“I owe you more than I can probably ever repay you for, Kyle,” he replied calmly. “Making those bastards suffer sounds like a pretty good way to start paying that debt. I can do it, man. All I need is the price of a flight since I’m broke.” He shrugged sheepishly. “Let me take care of this for you.”

	“Are you high?” I demanded. Leaning forward I grabbed his head and lifted his eyelids to check his pupils. “Have you been drinking?”

	“No, I’m not high,” he scoffed, slapping my hand away from his face. “I haven’t had a drink since your douchebag dad stuck me with a needle.”

	“You’re not a killer, Derek,” I argued, as I battled down the surge of anger that came with the mention of my father. “And you’re never going to be. Not for me. Not for anyone. So put crazy fucking thoughts like that out of your head.”

	“I’m not suggesting to kill them, Kyle,” he shot back quickly. “I’m merely saying I’m not opposed to committing a little grievous bodily harm . . .”

	The front gate alarm went off, halting this crazy conversation. Derek froze and my whole frame stiffened.

	“Reporters?” he asked.

	I shook my head. “It’s five in the morning.”

	Standing up, Derek stormed over to the window and drew back the curtains. “See, this is exactly what I’m talking about,” he growled. “This constant looking over your shoulder. We need a gun, dude.”

	“A gun,” I repeated, staring blankly at him for a moment before I burst out laughing. “I’m sorry. For a moment there I thought you used the words gun and us in the same sentence.”

	“I did. And we should. For protection purposes,” he said in a serious tone. “Jesus Christ, your life was threatened tonight, Kyle,” he shouted as if I didn’t understand the seriousness of the situation. “Your goddamn life, dude. What if he makes good on it? What then?” Crossing his arms over his chest he glowered down at me. “In case you didn’t notice, there’s a couple of girls upstairs whose lives depend on you, and no offense dude, but I’m not ready to be a surrogate Kyle Carter if you die.”

	“You must be high as a fucking kite if you think I’m gonna allow a goddamn firearm in my house,” I snarled as I stood up and paced. “Have you seen my fiancée lately?” Shaking my head I stalked into the hallway. “She’s got a few holes too fucking many in her body because of guns. Your woman is under six feet of earth because of a gun, and you want me to buy one?” I slammed my hand on the intercom. “I’m getting you drug-tested. Walk your ass into the bathroom and piss in one of Lee’s pee cups.” Glaring at the intercom I barked, “Who is it?” before swinging back to stare at Derek. “I said go pee in a cup. Now.”

	“Fine,” Derek roared as he stalked off down the hallway, reappearing a few minutes later with a full urine sample cup in his hand, and a fistful of the sticks Lee uses to test her pee with in the other. “Here you go, buddy,” he said mockingly. I ducked just in time to avoid a face full of Derek’s urine. “And when you’ve tested my piss, I’m taking you to get a psychiatric evaluation because you need your head examined if your plan is to sit back and let those creeps threaten you.”

	“Did you just throw piss at my head?” I demanded in outrage. “Did you throw your piss at my goddamn head?”

	“If you don’t like it, bring it up with my therapist,” he sneered before throwing the pee sticks at me. “She wants to meet you.”

	“Maybe I will,” I countered in a disgusted tone. “And maybe, with a little help from god, she’ll lock your crazy ass up . . .”

	“I’m Kyle,” he mocked as he jumped around and paced the floor, shaking his hands out. “I can’t sit still. I can’t stop moving . . .”

	“I’ve changed my mind,” I snarled as I stalked towards a retreating Derek. “I’m gonna enjoy killing you . . .”

	“Kyle, it’s me. Kyle, can you hear me?” Tracy Gibbon’s voice boomed through the intercom, stopping me in my tracks and causing my brow to rise in surprise. I was not expecting her. “You were right about things being worth fighting for,” she added. “I’ve decided to stay and fight, but I can’t go home. Not when he knows where home is.”

	Sighing wearily, I raked my hand through my hair. “What do you want from me, Tracy?” I’d had just about all I could take for one night and chasing Lee’s mom around the state and fixing her problems wasn’t in my immediate plans. I was done with that. I was done the moment I’d received the text message from Lee stating she’d been let down. Again.

	“Somewhere to stay,” I heard Lee’s mom say almost guiltily. Goddammit . . .”Just until I find somewhere more . . . secure.”

	What the hell was I supposed to do now? I could hardly say ‘no, fuck off.’ She was a vulnerable woman on her own with nowhere to go. My own mother’s face decided to use this moment to make an unwanted reappearance into my mind, probably hand-delivered by my conscience, and I cringed. I knew what I had to do . . . 

	“Dude,” Derek hissed as he lunged towards me and slapped my hand away from the keypad. “Are you insane?” he demanded. “Lee is upstairs.” He pointed to the staircase. “What do you think she’s gonna say when she sees the prodigal womb at the breakfast table? Thank you?” Shaking his head, his eyes pleaded with me as he said, “Don’t do it. That intercom button has danger high fucking voltage written all over it . . . Never mind Lee’s daddy, she’ll kill you herself.”

	“What the hell am I supposed to do?” I growled. “I can’t just leave her outside in the cold, Derek.”

	“Yes, you can,” Derek countered in a dramatic tone, nodding his head excessively. “That’s exactly what you should do. Leave her outside. Walk away. Wash your hands of her. She’s not your concern. Her daughter is. Just step away from the button . . .”

	“I can’t,” I sighed and pressed the button. “Gate’s open,” I muttered. “Come on up.”

	“What about all that shit you were spurting about Lee being your home?” Derek asked, his tone laced with disgust. “A little heads up, dude, your home is gonna be really fucking pissed when she discovers what you’ve done . . . In fact, I wouldn’t bat an eyelid if your home up and runs.”

	“That’s not funny, douchebag,” I snarled, even though a huge chunk of nervousness had settled in the pit of my stomach. Lee would understand I couldn’t leave her mom outside . . . wouldn’t she?

	“I’m not joking, asshole,” Derek countered in a snarky tone. “You may as well go outside and find someplace warm to sleep because your ass is heading straight to the dog house . . . what are you doing now?” he demanded when I brushed past him and ran for the stairs.

	“Some damage control,” I muttered as I climbed the staircase quickly before adding, “And clean up your own damn piss.”

	Dammit, Derek was right.

	Lee was going to have my balls for this. I needed to start listening to other people. I needed to start listening to anyone but myself. Seriously, I made terrible decisions. Maybe my old social-worker had been right. Maybe there was something very wrong with my brain. Jesus . . . 

	Turning the doorknob, I pushed our bedroom door inwards and took a deep breath. The curtains were still drawn and with the hallway light shining in I could only make out Hope’s sleeping figure on our bed. My eyes searched the room anxiously and caught sight of the dull glow of a phone-screen in the far corner of our room.

	Lee was sitting on the floor sliding a fluffy pink sock on her small foot as she used her phone to see in the darkness. Jesus, she had tiny feet. She was a size three. I snorted every time I saw her sneakers lined up next to mine. Concentrate, Carter . . . Clearing my mind from the direction my thoughts had veered to, I stepped towards her. “Princess, I fucked up . . .”

	“Shh,” Lee whispered, inclining her head towards our bed. “She’s exhausted. Let her sleep. And I know she’s here, Kyle,” she murmured as she grabbed the other pink sock and slid it on. “I heard you and Derek talking.”

	Fuck. “How much trouble am I in?” I whispered as I watched Lee climb to her feet. Her 5’2” frame looked even smaller than usual draped in a pair of my sweats and a baggy t-shirt.

	“You’re not in trouble,” she replied calmly and I was stumped. Not in trouble? Of course I was in trouble. I was always in fucking trouble.

	Scratching my head in confusion I watched in trepidation as Lee rolled the sleeves of my shirt up to her elbows before bunching her hair together and securing it with a hair-tie from her wrist.

	The moment she stepped into the hallway I had to force myself not to flinch. She was paler than her usual self and I knew why. My girl was battling her demons again, and the sight of her frail, scar-covered body confirmed to me that the foreboding feeling of dread inside my heart was dead on the money.

	Shaking my head, I inhaled deeply and forced all the horrible images out of my mind, choosing to focus on the here and now instead. “I didn’t know she was coming here, princess,” I told her, needing Lee to know I would never fucking ambush her again.

	“I know you didn’t.” Cupping my cheek with one of her small hands, she stepped towards me. “You were twisting and turning all night,” she whispered as she traced light circles on my cheek with her thumb, her gray eyes wide and full of concern. “What were you dreaming about?”

	Clearing my throat, I smiled to ease her worry and pulled her into my arms “I can’t remember, baby,” I replied, my tone thick. I couldn’t exactly tell the girl who was afraid of her own damn shadow that I was worried about her safety. That I was fucking petrified her father would make good on his promise and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do to stop it.

	“You’re sure?” Lee whispered, pressing her cheek against the skin over my heart and I inwardly shuddered. “Kyle, you know you can talk to me, right? If you’re worried about my father . . .”

	“I’m not worried,” I mumbled quickly, cutting her off, lying through my goddamn teeth. “Are you sure you want to see her?”

	“No,” she sighed as she stepped out of my arms and brushed the front of her shirt down nervously. “But I know that I have to.”
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	Sweeping my hair off my face, I smoothed down my shirt and followed a very puzzled looking Kyle down the staircase. “You’re sure about this, Lee?” Kyle asked, as he looked over his shoulder and gave me his best lost-puppy expression. I guessed he wasn’t faking it. He genuinely looked confused.

	I nodded my head.

	“You’re absolutely certain you want to speak to her?” Kyle asked. Turning around to face me, his fingers trailed over my cheek. I shivered from the light contact of his hands on my body. I felt that. Thank god . . .”Your dad called her, Lee. She’s afraid to go home. I can send her to the hotel first thing in the morn . . . Lee, baby, are you okay?” His eyes searched my face. “Are you in pain?” he asked in a gruff tone.

	“I’m okay,” I replied, my tone of voice even and controlled. I wasn’t okay though. I wasn’t anywhere close to being okay. My life was becoming more bewildering by the minute and I had a feeling that I’d surpassed my limit of fear and worry for one day.

	I supposed my father’s phone call had a lot to do with my inner turmoil. But I guessed the phone call I’d overheard Kyle having with Kelsie earlier–when I was pretending to be asleep—had much more to do with it. Perry’s accusations paled in comparison to my daddy’s threats and my daddy’s threats paled in comparison to Rachel Grayson actions. And in eight weeks I would be facing my best-friend’s murderer. In eight weeks’ time the fate of one woman and the retribution of another would rest in my hands. Kyle had said it. I’d heard him. I had exactly fifty-six days . . . 

	“I want to hear what she has to say,” I told him and I realized, surprisingly, that I was telling the truth. “That’s why I suggested having dinner with her.” Talking to Tracy on the grand scheme of things seemed infinite. I could do this. I could face her. One demon at a time.

	Stopping in front of the downstairs bathroom, I tugged on Kyle’s arm and said, “But I have to pee first,” before rushing inside the bathroom and locking the door.

	Deep breaths . . . 

	Deep calm breaths . . . 

	Don’t think about him . . . 

	Don’t think about her . . . 

	Striving to keep my emotions in check, I completed my—earlier than usual—morning ritual of testing my urine and weighing myself without thinking too much about what laid ahead of me. When I was finished I leaned against the sink, feeling weak and drained, and forced myself to look in the mirror.

	I cringed at the sight of the washed-out woman looking back at me. Wild, unruly brown curls restrained in a haphazard pony tail. Large gray eyes accompanied by dark purple circles and thick clotted eyelashes. Gaunt cheekbones stained with streaks of dried-in tears. A couple of freckles flecked over the bridge of a small nose. Swollen uneven lips that were both chaffed and cracked. Well, I looked like I felt . . . 

	Grabbing my toothbrush, I opened my mouth and immediately felt a stinging sensation. Raising my fingers to my mouth I realized why. My bottom lip had split. The sight of the paltry dribble of blood on my index finger caused my stomach to retch and I quickly wiped it away with a tissue. Forcing myself not to shudder and dwell on my previous encounters with blood, I opened the cabinet that doubled as a mirror and grabbed my prescription. The pills that would keep me alive for another day.

	When I walked into the kitchen, not even the sight of my estranged mother sitting at my kitchen table, at five o clock in the morning, could stir a reaction out of me.

	Don’t feel too much . . . don’t crack . . . 

	“Hello,” I said in a calm tone as I stepped through the doorway. My gaze landed on Derek first, whose eyes bulged as he made a poor attempt at hiding a mop behind his back. I noticed Kyle nudge a mop-bucket under the table before coming to my side. The warmth of his arm around my waist eased some small part of my subconscious that was demanding I run. His lips on my hair steadied my breathing. The blue in his eyes soothed some emotion inside of me that only he could summon, and the stench of bleach on his clothes caused my eyes to water . . . 

	“I’ll . . . ah . . . just go check on Hope,” Derek mumbled before rushing out of the room, leaving me alone with my mother and Kyle.

	“I’m sorry, Lia,” Tracy suddenly blurted out. “For not showing up to dinner tonight. For leaving you with that man. For every bad thing you’ve had to endure because of my cowardly behavior.”

	“It’s Lee,” I replied softly. Stepping away from Kyle, I went and sat on a chair opposite my mother. This moment was long overdue. I understood that now. I needed to do this in order to move on. “My name is Lee.”

	“Yes, yes, of course . . .” Tracy’s voice trailed off as she studied my face. “Are you okay? You look so pale, darling?”

	Darling. Darling. Darling. Darling . . . My cool contained state of my mind shattered. The mental walls I’d placed around myself came crashing down the instant I heard that endearment. A tremor rolled through my body and I gasped for air, but every desperate breath I drew into my lungs was laced with panic. It all suddenly became too much, too overwhelming, and I cracked . . . 

	My mother sitting in front of me alive and well. My father’s threats and lifelong beatings. That stupid television show. The anti-rejection meds that were disintegrating in the hot sweaty palm of my fist. The red-headed devil who was lying in wait for me. I was walking into her lair in eight weeks. Fifty-six days. . . . 

	A noise ripped from my throat and two pairs of eyes landed on me. I covered my mouth with my hand, but it was too late. The hysteria bubbling inside me had come to a boil and I laughed. I freaking cackled. I wasn’t sure why I was laughing, but I guessed it was laugh or cry . . . 

	“Jesus Christ, Lee,” Kyle hissed. “You’re okay, baby. I got you,” he promised as he crouched in front of me. Tears spilled from my eyes as the cackling coming from my throat turned into a soft wail at the sight of concern on his face. Gently pushing my head between my legs, Kyle rubbed my back in smooth steady circles. “Shh, that’s it, princess,” he crooned when I started to breathe more easily. “Good girl. Nice slow breaths . . .”

	“I’m alright, Kyle,” I whispered, feeling embarrassed and overwhelmed as I straightened slowly, placing my hands on the table, and focusing on my mother. Pain, anger, hurt, and burning curiosity coursed through me. “Why?” I asked.

	One word.

	It was the only word that mattered in this moment. I sensed—more than felt—Kyle sit beside me, and when I felt his hand on my knee, his touch was like an intravenous drip pumping courage into my body.

	“Why didn’t you love me?” Blinking back the tears of twenty years’ worth of torment, I sniffled and wiped my nose with the sleeve of my shirt. “Why . . . why didn’t you w-want me?”

	It was the question of a young child.

	My inner child.

	Me.

	“Oh, Lia, sweetheart, I always wanted you,” she sobbed as she snaked her hand out and grabbed mine.

	I didn’t pull away.

	“I’ve always loved you,” she continued, her small fingers squeezing into my flesh. I shivered in pleasure from the sensation of her skin. I focused on the feel of her soft warm skin covering mine. Her fingers touched more than my hand and I was engulfed in a state of confusion and need. “I loved you from the moment the doctor placed you on my chest. You were the most beautiful . . .” her voice broke off and I lowered my gaze to concentrate on my mother’s hand holding mine.

	“My life wasn’t easy with Jimmy,” she said softly. Looking into my eyes, she said, “You’re probably wondering why I married him in the first place.”

	I simply nodded. I was wondering that question. I’d been wondering that question my whole life. Taking a deep breath, I listened carefully as my mother bared her soul . . . 

	“My parent’s—your grandparent’s—were killed in a boating accident when I was sixteen and I was sent to live with my mother’s parents on their farm,” she told me. “Mimi passed on shortly after my arrival and I was raised by Papa, who was a devoutly religious and extremely old fashioned man.”

	“Sounds like he was a real swell guy,” Kyle mumbled and I nudged him in the knee to shut him up. I needed to hear this.

	“When I was eighteen, the boy who I’d been dating from my hometown came back into my life,” she said almost hesitatingly. “Mimi and Papa had taken me straight from the funeral and I hadn’t had a chance to tell him goodbye or give him my address. I didn’t think I’d ever see him again.” She sighed deeply, shaking her head. “When he arrived at the farm I was ecstatic. He’d been my whole world from the age of fourteen and losing him as well as my parents had crushed me. He’d grown into a handsome man . . . he took up work on my grandfather’s farm as a way for us to see one another . . . He told me he spent months after I moved trying to find me . . . and he had. . . .” she paused and exhaled a shaky breath before continuing. “My Papa hated him. ‘Good for nothing but the plough,’ he would tell me. He used to call him a rapscallion.”

	“A raps what?” Kyle asked in confusion.

	“A rapscallion,” I said with a smile. “It means rogue or mischief-maker. Mr. Frey used to call Cam and I rapscallions when we were little.” Shrugging awkwardly, I added, “Probably for very different reasons.”

	“Probably.” She smiled softly and I watched as her eyes clouded over broodingly. “We dated in secret for a few months and when my Papa found out . . .” her voice broke off and she sniffled. “It ended abruptly. Papa was furious with me for disgracing him, decided it would be best if I went to live with an old friend of his in Montgomery—whose unattached son was a car mechanic with his own land and, at thirty-five, was looking to start a family.” She sighed heavily. “We were married within the month.”

	“Jimmy,” I heard Kyle mumble as he shifted in his chair, his grip on my knee tightening. “You were forced to marry him? At eighteen? You never told me that part, Tracy.”

	“You never asked me, Kyle,” Tracy replied simply before turning her gaze back on me. “We were married a month when he first hit me.” Her eyes glistened with un-shed tears. “Of course he apologized and promised never to lay a hand on me again. That promise lasted all of a day,” she whispered. “As soon as his belly was full with whiskey he lashed out and I quickly learned that I had to bend to his will in order to survive.”

	“Why didn’t you leave then?” Kyle demanded. “The first time he put his hands on you?”

	“I was pregnant with Lia,” she said almost apologetically. “I telephoned Papa and told him, but . . . but my grandfather wouldn’t hear a bad thing said about Jimmy. I was completely alone, broke and pregnant, and I . . .” her voice broke off and she wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “I was trying to make the best of a bad situation. I hoped things would change . . .”

	“But they didn’t,” I whispered, understanding filling me to the point of pain. “He didn’t.”

	“No,” Tracy agreed quietly. “He didn’t, but as my pregnancy progressed, he showed genuine signs of remorse.”

	I raised my brow in surprise. I’d lived with my father for eighteen years and had never once seen an ounce of remorse in his gray eyes.

	“How fucking good of him,” Kyle snarled, causing Tracy to flinch. Seeing her reaction to his outburst, he paled and mumbled an apology.

	“When I was about four months along, Jimmy beat me,” she confessed. “I’d put onions in the gravy instead of . . . and he . . . It was bad. He lost his temper, used his belt, and I spent a week in the hospital.” Tracy shuddered and used her free hand to wipe her brow. “The blood was the worst part,” she admitted quietly. “He was very careful after that. He didn’t want to lose the other baby. He was hoping for a boy . . .”

	“Hoping?”

	“You were a twin,” Tracy confirmed in a small voice when she noticed my shocked expression. “Multiples run in our family. I was an only child, but my father was a twin and his sister had a set of triplets.”

	“Do you see them now?” I croaked out, finding all of this incredibly hard to take in. It had been much easier to think of Tracy Gibbons as the mother who had abandoned me to a life of misery, instead of Tracy Gibbons, the woman who had endured so much pain and sadness . . .”Your dad’s family? Your aunt and cousins?”

	Shaking her head, she sighed, “I lost all contact with my father’s family when I went to live with Mimi and Papa. I haven’t seen or heard from them in over twenty years, and my mother was their only child.”

	“That sounds lonely,” I whispered, feeling a strange kinship form in my heart for the woman in front of me.

	“After that, Jimmy couldn’t have been more different,” Tracy said, carrying on quickly. “He stopped drinking and never raised a hand to me until . . .”

	“Until?” Kyle urged.

	“Until I gave birth and Jimmy realized I hadn’t given him the boy he had hoped for,” she choked out. “It all went to hell after that.” Tucking her curls behind her ear, she said, “He took pleasure in beating me regularly, in forcing me sexually . . . in stripping me of every scrap of dignity and pride I had left . . .”

	“Jesus fucking Christ, stop,” Kyle blurted out, his tone agitated. Jerking out of his chair, I rolled my eyes as Kyle paced the floor. “Where do Ted and Mora come into all of this?” Swinging around to face us, his blue eyes locked on my mother. “Having your address? Helping you leave him? Explain that to me.”

	“I thought all my Christmases had come when Ted and Mora moved into the house next door to us shortly after Jimmy and I were married,” Tracy said quietly, as she fidgeted with a loose curl. “Although, I must admit, I was surprised to see they were married with a child.”

	“Surprised?” I shook my head. “Why were you surprised?”

	“Because I knew them,” she replied with a smile. “They were from my hometown. Mora Jenkins lived on the same street as my parent’s house. We were friends as children and I hadn’t known she’d gotten engaged to Ted Frey . . .” Tracy’s voice trailed off as she gazed off dreamily, a reluctant smile spreading across her face. “I’d always thought she would marry Freddy Skinner—varsity receiver and all round heartthrob.” Shaking her head, Tracy sighed and added, “She informed me they married shortly after I moved away and . . .” Tracy exhaled and smiled sadly. “It hurt me to have missed so much from my old life. It was hard to see her so happy and in love with her husband, when I was so miserable and afraid of mine.”

	“But they were good to you?” Kyle asked in a gruff tone, breaking the silence as he came to sit beside me again. “Ted and Mora, I mean.”

	“Yes,” she choked out. “Ted protected me from Jimmy’s fists more times than I can bear to remember, and Mora kept Lia for me on the nights I knew it wasn’t safe for her to be at home.” Tracy’s eyes locked on mine. “You have to know, Lia . . . you have to know I did everything in my power to get you out of there,” she sobbed. “I tried to run with you, but he always dragged me back. I tried to hide, but he always found us . . . and when he got me home, the beatings were harder, the threats became more real and the fear I felt became too much.

	“The day I left was the day he found my birth control pills.” Smiling sadly, she added, “I went on birth control as soon as Lia was born. Jimmy wanted more children—a son—and I knew I couldn’t bring another child into that house.” She shuddered violently. “It didn’t matter what I wanted though. He would have his son whether I was willing or not.” I tightened my fingers around hers in sympathy.

	“He went into such a fit of rage that day,” she whispered. “He went through all of my things and when he noticed most of our clothes were missing, I had to admit I’d been planning to leave him and was taking you with me. He called me all sorts of names, flushed my pills down the drain, took his belt to me and when I was close to passing out, he stormed outside . . . he came back inside the house about an hour later and took Lia out of my arms, threw a twenty dollar bill in my face and ordered me to drive into town to buy his whiskey,” she sobbed.

	“I was about a mile down the road when I realized something was wrong,” she whimpered. “I couldn’t control the steering wheel, the brake pedal wouldn’t work and I crashed into the Benny’s bridge . . . the car nosedived into the creek.”

	“Oh my god,” I cried, furiously blinking back my tears as my heart broke for the woman in front of me.

	“I can’t swim,” she choked out. “I nearly drowned. I would have drowned if Ted hadn’t pulled me out of the creek–he saved my life. He told me to run. To go before Jimmy realized I’d made it out.” Her voice rose and my heartbeat quickened as words of pain spilled from her mouth. “I’d taken enough. I’d had enough, but I was frantic. I knew I had to take you with me. I couldn’t leave you behind. But I had nothing to offer you and he would have never let me have you. I was barely nineteen with no money, no job. Nothing,” she confessed, her eyes begging me for forgiveness. “In the end I had to make a choice,” she whispered. “And I chose wrong.”

	“I . . .” I paused, unsure of what to say. A huge part of me wanted to throw my arms around the terrified woman in front of me and tell her it was all right–that I forgave her for her choices—but something held me back.

	“Ted opened the door of his car for me, offered me a way out, a life-line,” she choked out. “And in taking that life-line, I severed yours . . .”

	“Tracy . . .” Kyle said in a soft tone as he covered our joined hands with his. “You were barely more than a kid.” Glancing nervously at me, he continued to say, “It was a matter of life or death.”

	“Ted drove me to Denver and set me up in the cottage, made sure I had enough money. I changed my name and buried my past,” she said, ignoring Kyle’s words, keeping her eyes locked on mine. “And I survived. I lived. I was safe. But I quickly learned that what I’d sacrificed in order to survive—the hole in my heart from your absence—I knew then I’d have been better off dead. I never stopped regretting that choice, Lia, and I never will.”

	“Why didn’t you go back for her?” Kyle asked, his tone laced with pain. “I’m not judging you, Tracy, god knows I’m not, but why didn’t you go back and get her out of there? Or send someone else to get her?” Shaking his head, he wrapped his arm around my shoulder and I could feel him trembling. “That’s the part I have a hard time swallowing.”

	I stared blankly at Kyle’s face for a moment, stunned by his admission. He’d always seemed so accepting of my mother. I hadn’t known he’d wondered about the same things I had. A huge swell of warmth and comfort flushed through me, prickling my skin. He got it. He finally understood . . . 

	“I wish I had a good enough answer for you, Kyle, but I don’t,” Tracy whispered. “My self-esteem was non-existent and I forced myself to believe that she was better off without me—that she was safe.”

	Squeezing my hand gently, she proceeded to say, “I had the naive belief that I was the one Jimmy despised, and that he would never harm you. He never once laid a finger on you when I was there . . . his anger was solely directed at me and I pretended to myself that he would have no reason to . . .” her voice caught and she took a deep choking breath before continuing. “Oh god, I have no excuses,” she sobbed. “I was a coward.”

	“Your hand looks like mine,” I whispered, ignoring her pleas, my eyes locked on the frail sun-kissed skin of my mother’s hand. “I always wondered.”

	Looking up, her eyes burned into mine and I watched as a number of different emotions churned around in her brown eyes. “I made a terrible, selfish mistake, Lia, and I’m so, so sorry,” she wept. “I know it doesn’t change anything. I can’t take the past back. I can’t rewrite the time that has passed. But I love you and I’m so proud of the woman in front of me . . .” Inhaling deeply, she clutched my hand and said, “I would have gladly given you every organ in my body. When I saw you lying in that hospital bed . . .” Her voice warbled, her emotions spilling over. “I would have given you the skin off my bones . . .”

	“I always wondered what you would feel like.” Tentatively I moved my thumb over her hand and sighed. “I never felt softness,” I admitted. “Your hand touching mine, right now, is the softest touch I’ve ever felt from my parents.”

	I heard Kyle’s breathing hitch. His knee bobbed restlessly beside mine, and I guessed he was having a hard time trying to keep himself from pulling me into his arms. This hurt him. He had never felt much tenderness from his parents, but he hadn’t suffered beatings.

	Not like I had.

	Not like she had.

	“What was it like for you?” she asked, her voice barely audible. “What . . . w-what did that man do to you?”

	“I thought I would die,” I confessed, not waiting for comfort or an apology. The urge I had inside of me to lay myself bare was overwhelming. I wasn’t telling her this to hurt her. I was telling her because I felt if I didn’t get it out I would burst. The look in her eyes told me she understood my words. She could hear my pain. She could feel my fear. “Most nights, I went to bed thinking I would never wake up.” Shuddering violently, I concentrated on keeping my voice even. “That this is the night he will snap. I used to pray he’d do it with mercy. A pillow to my face. Or snap my neck. Something quick and painless.”

	“Did he . . . did he touch you, Lia?”

	“Yes,” I replied. “Not in the way you’re thinking, but as I got older he would . . .” I stopped to think of how best to phrase my words. Looking directly into my mother’s eyes, I said, “Sometimes he would look at me with this hungry gleam in his eyes. That look was worse than the physical pain.” I shook my head and sighed. “It made night-time even more terrifying because I wasn’t just fearing his fists . . .”

	“Stop,” Kyle croaked as he jerked out of his chair and backed away to the kitchen door. “I can’t hear this, baby.”

	“It’s okay, Kyle,” I whispered as I watched him retreat from the room.

	Turning to face my mother, I said, “He suffers when I speak about my childhood. Sometimes I think he’s reliving my past as I speak it.”

	“You’re so incredibly brave,” she gushed. “I don’t know where you get it from when both of your parents are such cowards . . .”

	“I get my courage from Kyle,” I said immediately and without shame. “He makes me strong.”

	“You’re very much in love with him, aren’t you?”

	“Yes,” I replied. “I don’t think I could work right without him.” I thought about what I was saying and shrugged. “At least not in any way that matters.”

	“He confuses me,” Tracy blurted out. She looked at me apologetically before smiling. “The way he speaks, his body language, his whole demeanor . . . everything about him screams danger, yet I’ve never been shown such kindness and compassion from a man.”

	“That’s Kyle for you,” I joked half-heartedly. “He’s as unpredictable as a hurricane. He’s an enigma wrapped up in a conundrum wrapped up in a riddle.”

	“Can you forgive me?” she asked bluntly, her lip wobbling, her eyes wide and braced for rejection. “In time . . . ever?”

	“I’ll never forget,” I said quietly. It was the truth. “I can’t. Too many incidents and scars . . .” Inhaling deeply, I squeezed my mother’s hand and allowed the words that would change the course of my future to spill from my lips. “But I can try to move on from this point. I would like to talk to you again.” Shrugging awkwardly, I forced myself to smile. “I understand your choices. They’re not the choices I would have made, but I can see why you did what you did . . . That’s about as much as I can offer right now.”

	“Then I’ll take it,” Tracy said quickly with tears streaming down her cheeks. “I will take whatever you offer . . .”

	“Do you think he’s coming?” I blurted out, voicing a deep-seated worry.

	“Yes,” she replied shakily.

	I nodded slowly, appreciating her honesty and absorbing what her answer meant. Locking eyes with her, I asked, “Do you think he’s coming for me or for you . . .”

	Tracy didn’t get the chance to answer me because the kitchen door flew open and Kyle stalked back into the room. He paced the length of the kitchen twice, muttered a half dozen swear words to himself, before coming to an abrupt halt in front of us. “I have a house on Thirteenth Street that you can stay in. It’s safer than where you’ve been staying,” he said steadily, eyes locked on my mother. “If Lee agrees, I’ll have a locksmith install something more secure on the windows and doors.”

	Taking my hand, Kyle pulled me to my feet and tucked me into his side. “But you shouldn’t feel guilty for severing your daughter’s life-line,” he said in a gruff tone, tightening his hold on my waist. “Because if you’d have stayed there you would’ve severed mine.”

	“See,” I mouthed with a smirk, my eyes locked on my mother’s shocked looking face. “Unpredictable.”
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	Leaning against the doorframe of our bedroom, I watched in amusement as Lee made our bed with her usual pristine perfection. Every pillow had to be fluffed out, no crease could be left on the duvet and no sheets lasted longer than twenty-four hours on any bed in this house. She looked damn cute and tiny as she stalked our California King, her eyes narrowed in scrutiny as she examined her immaculate work. It didn’t make sense to me as to why women were so implicit about bed-making . . . Then again, maybe it wasn’t all women, just this particular one. Cam had never ironed her bed sheets, not once in the almost four years I’d lived with her.

	Clearing my throat so I didn’t frighten her, I tapped the door lightly before stepping inside. “Hey Princess.”

	She still jumped like a flailing bird, but composed herself quickly. “Hey Kyle.”

	I hadn’t had a chance to speak to Lee about her mother—or about the trial date. As soon as I’d turned my back Lee had retreated upstairs and I’d hung back to make sure Derek behaved himself. He was by no means a fan of Lee’s mother and liked to voice that every chance he got. I could only pray that Hope’s presence made him tone it down. I’d left the three of them in the kitchen and the last I’d seen, Hope was munching away happily in her highchair and Tracy was dutifully ignoring Derek’s glacial stare . . .”Big shock with your mom, huh?” Big shock? God, I was so fucking stupid. “Some hell of a twenty-four hours we’ve had . . .” Much better, asshole . . . 

	“You were right about her,” Lee said, her wide gray eyes locked on mine. Beating a pillow between her small hands, Lee blew a curl out of her eyes and worried her bottom lip. “She’s so lonely and frightened, Kyle. I feel bad for her. Life’s been so hard on her.”

	“It hasn’t exactly been a bed of roses for you either, baby,” I said carefully. Lee had made huge progress and I sure as hell wasn’t going to knock her back by saying I told you so about her mom. “But yeah, it couldn’t have been easy to make the decisions your mom had to make,” I added, hoping I was being tactful.

	“Do you think I’m a bad person, Kyle?” she asked me, her voice wobbling. Clutching the pillow to her chest, she added, “Because I sure as hell do.” Shaking her head, she exhaled a ragged breath. “After all she’s been through and all she’s suffered . . . I’m still bitter.” The uncertainty in her eyes crippled me. “What the hell does that make me?” she whispered. “To know how badly she suffered, to hear her pain and remorse, and still not be able to let go?”

	“Human,” I said softly. “It makes you human, Lee.”

	“It makes me cruel,” she countered, her voice pained and full of self-loathing. “It makes me like him.”

	“You are nothing like that bastard,” I snarled, taking a step towards her. “And as for feeling bitter? I doubt there’s a person on this earth who would feel any different.”

	“Is she still here?” she asked nervously.

	“She’s in the kitchen,” I told her. “I’ll take her to Thirteenth Street soon. I just wanted to check in . . . see if you were okay with all of this.”

	“No . . . I mean, yeah, it’s okay by me if she stays there,” she mumbled before adding, “thank you, Kyle.”

	I blinked. “Thank me for what?”

	Blinking back the tears that were filling her eyes, she whispered, “You saved me from following in her footsteps. I could have ended up in her shoes.” Her brows furrowed. “I . . . I’ll never be able to thank you enough or repay you.”

	“What the hell are you talking about?” Shaking my head in frustration, I folded my arms over my chest and gaped at her. “Repay me? Lee, I don’t have a score sheet in my ass pocket, marking down what we owe each other and neither should you.”

	“You heard what Tracy said,” Lee argued, ducking her face. “She was the same age when she met my father as I was when I met you . . .” Her voice trailed off as she hugged the pillow with a death grip. “Her story is painfully similar to mine. The abuse, the miscarriage, the fear . . . there’s only one difference.” Stroking the engagement ring on her finger, she looked up at me. “You, Kyle,” she whispered. “You are the disparity in our stories—the difference. Imagine if I’d never met you? If I’d stayed in Montgomery instead of getting on that bus?” She groaned as if in physical pain. “You quite literally saved my life when you got me pregnant and made me stay with you. I would be dead if I had gone back to him. How I ever thought he’d change is beyond me,” she hissed. “I would have been walking myself–walking Hope—into a grave if I’d left you.”

	“Let’s get two things straight right now, princess,” I growled, forcing the image of Lee in that shitty run-down house with that child-abuser from my mind. “One, I was never letting you leave me.” Tipping her chin up with my fingers, I wiped the tears from her cheeks. “And two, if you hadn’t come here, where do you think I’d be right now?”

	“Kyle . . .”

	“Lost,” I continued, ignoring her pleas and look of embarrassment. Fuck it, she needed to hear this. “I would be the same asshole sleeping around, looking for something I didn’t know existed, because if I hadn’t met you then it wouldn’t have.”

	“Kyle,” she whispered. “I’m trying to make you understand how much you’ve changed my life, saved my life . . .”

	“So am I,” I shot back angrily, feeling pissed the hell off that she wasn’t hearing me. “Jesus Christ, Lee, you healed shit I didn’t even know was broken inside me. You did that, Lee. No one else.” Cupping her face in my hands, I pressed a kiss to her forehead. “The moment I saw you, I knew I was in trouble. Two years later and I’m fucking drowning. Ruined. Stripped fucking bare by a woman.” Taking the harassed pillow from Lee’s hands, I flung it on the bed and pulled her closer. “A tiny woman with the sexiest damn hips I’ve ever seen.” Ducking my head to her neck, I trailed my lips over the soft skin of her jaw. “Ruined, princess.”

	“You always do this,” she breathed, clutching my shoulders. She shivered in my arms before sagging against me, the scent of her strawberry shampoo poisoning my senses. Jesus, even the smell of her drove me insane. “Distract me to the point where I can’t remember my name . . .”

	“Good, because you tie me up in knots,” I confessed as I dropped as kiss on her hammering pulse. “You have me wrapped around every single finger on both of your hands.” Stepping back slightly, I grabbed the hem of her t-shirt and pulled it over her head, freeing her curls with my hand. “And you are the best person I know.” Placing my hand on her chest, I battled down the surge of desire that was threatening to overcome me, and pressed my forehead against hers, my breathing coming fast and heavy. “There’s not a bad bone in your body.” Her eyes locked on mine, snaring me, pulling me into her, making me crazy with need. “Let me prove it.”

	I heard her breathing hitch seconds before our lips crashed together hungrily, devouring each other, as we quickly ridded each other of clothes. “Where’s the baby . . .” Lee started to ask, but groaned loudly instead when her back hit the bathroom door and my body covered hers.

	“Downstairs . . .” I mumbled against her mouth, not giving her a chance to think. I couldn’t. I fucking needed her to the point of pain. The wetness between her thighs was driving me out of my goddamn mind. Clamping my hands around the soft skin of her thighs, I hoisted her into my arms. “She’s fine.”

	“That’s . . . good,” she gasped between kisses as she wrapped her legs around my waist and tilted her hips towards mine. “We’ll be okay,” she breathed, her cheeks flushed. “Won’t we?”

	“Always,” I told her as I stroked her nose with mine. “Now be a good girl and let me in,” I purred before thrusting my tongue into her mouth and my cock into her pussy. “Told you,” I crooned, slipping a hand between our bodies to thumb her pulsing clit, as I slid in and out slowly. “Nothing bad about this body, baby.”

	Her cries and moans worked me into a frenzy and I began to thrust hard and with an urgency that was quickly overpowering my self-control. “Jesus, baby, you’re killing me,” I grunted, as my body started to over-heat. She was so slick, so goddamn wet, I had a hard time trying to stay in. “You feel like home.” I ground my hips upwards and slammed her down on my dick, growing harder with every moan that came from her throat. “So fucking beautiful.”

	“I love you,” she breathed as she tugged on my hair and dragged my mouth down to hers and bit down on my bottom lip. “Kyle . . .” Rocking her pelvis into my thrusts Lee groaned the most fucking erotic guttural groan I’d ever heard and I had to close my eyes or I was going to lose it.

	Burying my face in the curve of her neck, I suckled on the salty skin over her pulse, my fingers digging into ripe flesh of her thighs. “I love you, too.”

	“Oh, god . . .” she hissed, digging her fingernails into my shoulders. “I’m close, Kyle . . . oh, god . . .” Clenching my eyes shut, my jaw strained as I desperately tried to hold back for her. The sudden convulsion in her core was too much. She clamped my dick in her hot little pussy, milking me—pushing me over the edge—until I was shuddering violently and releasing into her.

	“I think you broke me,” Lee giggled, and it was a throaty sexy as hell sound.

	“Sorry,” I panted, making no move to pull out of her, as I lifted my head from her neck and grinned sheepishly. “I got a little carried away.”

	“It’s okay,” she teased, wiggling against me. “I can’t think of a nicer way to be broken.” Stroking my face with her hand, she poked her finger into my cheek. “I love your dimple,” she murmured as she continued to trail her fingers over my cheek. “It’s adorable.”

	“Uh . . . thanks?” Shaking my head, I chuckled as I lifted her off my junk and set her down on the bed. “Did you take . . . ?”

	“I took them this morning,” Lee said with a small indulging smile. “Pee’s fine. Weight’s the same as always. No problems.”

	“Good,” I sighed. I knew Lee didn’t need me on her case about her kidney condition, but I couldn’t help worrying. She was getting stronger though. Every day she moved a little more freely, was less out of breath, and I was trying to give her breathing space, too.

	“Listen, baby, I’m gonna drive your mom down to The Hill,” I said as I pulled on a pair a jeans. “But when I get home we need to have a talk.” Inhaling deeply, I pulled my shirt on and turned to face her. “About the trial, Lee.”

	“I know, Kyle,” she whispered. Picking up the pillow I’d thrown on the floor, she hugged it to her stomach and said, “I heard you on the phone talking to Kelsie last night. Eight weeks.”

	I stood with my mouth hanging, gaping like an idiot. The fact that she knew about the trial wasn’t what had rendered me speechless. It was from the sight of her naked body, covered only by the white pillow she held. The sun shining through the windows illuminated the soft glow of her skin, her flushed cheeks, her wide gray eyes, her long dark curls cascading over her breasts. Jesus Christ, she looked . . . ethereal.

	“I . . .” Clearing my throat roughly, I tore my gaze away from her and tried to speak again. “I think you should go shower, baby.” Forcing myself to back away before I lost my mind and fucking ravaged her, I knocked up against the dresser.

	Perfumes and sprays scattered to the floor and I crouched down to pick them up. Jesus, I’d never understood that word, but right now ravage was the only word thundering around in my head. Some fucked up primal instinct I couldn’t identify had awakened inside of me, probably instigated my raging hard-on, and was now coursing through my veins, demanding I seize, acquire and possess this woman’s mind, body and soul until she started and ended with me. Until she knew only my touch, only my voice, my everything. Brand her. Make her mine. Wholly and utterly mine. The only thing that was keeping me from acting on this intrinsic, carnal urge were the scars and wounds that covered her body, reminding me that the tiny woman in my bed was as fragile as glass.

	“Are you okay, Kyle?” she asked, her voice laced in concern. “Is something up?”

	“Don’t get up,” I warned her when she moved to help me. Ducking my head, I concentrated on picking up the shit I’d knocked over. “Please . . . just go shower.”

	The sound of her soft laugh roused the beast and I groaned in relief when I heard the bathroom door open and close.

	What the hell just happened to me?

	I was still asking myself the same question when I walked into the kitchen a few minutes later.

	“You look weird,” Derek accused as he wandered into the room after me.

	“I feel weird,” I muttered as I clutched the edge of the sink and bowed my head.

	Hoisting himself onto the counter beside me, Derek turned on the faucet and splashed me with water. “Care to share?” he asked when I didn’t flinch. “Kyle, what’s wrong, dude?”

	“Something happened to me when I was looking at Lee,” I confessed guiltily. “Something really fucking intense and scary and it freaked the hell out of me.” Lifting my head I stared at Derek. “Have you ever . . .” Running my hand through my hair, I paced the floor. “Never mind, forget I said anything.”

	“Pre-ejaculation is common, dude,” he said in a sympathetic tone. Jumping down from the countertop, he walked over to me and clapped my shoulder. “Happens to a lot of guys. Especially when they’re stressed. Don’t sweat it.”

	“I didn’t pre-ejaculate, Derek,” I hissed. “I had an episode.”

	“What kind of episode?”

	“Well, it was more like an urge than an episode,” I mumbled, feeling really confused and panicky.

	His brows raised in interest. “Like an urge urge?”

	I narrowed my eyes. “What do you mean an urge urge?”

	“You tell me,” he shot back, red-faced. “You’re the one with all the urges.”

	“Jesus,” I growled in frustration. I inhaled a deep breath and let the words fall from my mouth in a rush. “I looked at her, she was sitting on my bed the same as always, but it was like something lit up inside of me, dude. Something really fucking intense. Like a weird thirst or a hunger came over me . . . Yeah, it was like the hugest fucking hunger pang and I wanted her—like really fucking wanted her, Derek, in every way I shouldn’t want her. And not just sex . . . it was like I wanted to take her over . . . and now I feel all weird and tingly and shit. I can’t stop shaking, my heart is palpitating and I’m using every ounce of my self-control to make myself stay in this room and not chase her down like a goddamn animal. She broke me, didn’t she? She flipped some goddamn switch inside of me that I can’t turn off.” Exhaling heavily I added, “Now please tell me you know what the hell just happened to me, so I can make it stop?”

	Derek stared at me, un-blinking for a long moment, before a huge shit-eating grin spread across his face. “Make it stop,” he snickered. Laughing loudly, he bent over and clutched his side. “Oh, Kyle, you’re so clueless.”

	“Well, why don’t you explain it to me if you’re so goddamn smart,” I snarled impatiently.

	“You can’t stop it,” he chuckled. “It’s normal.”

	“Normal?” I shook my head and glared. “Let me tell you something, Der,” I hissed in outrage. “There was nothing normal about what I wanted to do to that girl.” My anger grew as Derek’s laughter rose. “I’m no prude and you damn well know it, but earlier I felt like a demented wild-animal.” I shuddered in shame. “All I was short of doing was beating my fists against my chest and shouting Me Tarzan, You Jane.”

	“Kyle,” Derek laughed as he waved a hand in front of me. “You gotta calm down, man. It’s cool.” Letting out a contented half-laugh/ half-sigh, he added, “That urge hit me the first time I saw Cam without makeup.” His expression sobered quickly, his whole stance sagged, and I regretted opening my stupid mouth.

	“It’s weird as hell,” he mused wistfully. “I’d been with her a year—already loved her like nothing else,” he added quietly. “And then I walked into my room one morning, saw her passed out on my bed, looking like a goddamn angel. I remember just standing there, barely breathing, and all of a sudden it hit me . . .” Shaking his head, he focused on me and forced a smile. “It’s the knock-out punch, dude. The final fall. The one you don’t get back up from . . . at least not in this lifetime. When a woman knocks you on your ass that hard, you’re fucked. Trust me.”

	“Trust you,” I said flatly. “That’s your great advice? To trust you?”

	“And to roll with it,” he said with a grin. He waggled his eyebrows and smirked before adding, “Unleash the beast . . .”

	The sound a throat clearing caused me to pause and jump. When I saw who the throat-clearer was I could have fucking cried. “I’m sorry for interrupting, boys,” Tracy apologized as she adjusted Hope on her hip. “But I think this little one is thirsty.”

	Stifling a laugh with his hand, Derek walked over to Tracy and took Hope out of her arms. “Come on, kid,” he chuckled as he grabbed Hope’s bottle from the table. “Let’s go watch some cartoons. Your dad’s having an episode.”

	Shifting in discomfort, I reluctantly looked Lee’s mom in the eyes. “How . . . uh, how much of that did you hear?”

	“Oh, don’t worry,” Tracy mumbled, red-faced. “I only came in when you were puffing your chest and quoting Tarzan.”

	“Perfect.” I sighed heavily and grabbed my car keys. “Just perfect.”
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	Jesus Christ, I would never understand why women kept such clutter. It had taken five trips back and forth between Tracy’s cottage and my place—which could have been three if she hadn’t demanded to come with me and take up the front seat—to move all her stuff. After unloading and unpacking her things, I’d then spent an elongated amount of time–and an uncharacteristic amount of patience—calming the woman down before I could leave.

	Derek was in the lounge watching a movie when I finally made it home, well after dark. “Hey,” he whispered when I stopped in the doorway of the lounge. He was sprawled out on the rug next to the fire, looking more content than I’d seen him in months.

	“Hey. It’s freezing like a bitch outside.” I shrugged off my coat, hanging it on the door before walking over to the roaring fire to warm my hands. “Are the girls in bed?”

	Craning his neck in the direction of the couch, he smiled indulgently and said, “They’ve been out cold for hours.” I turned around and my heart squeezed in my chest when I took in the sight before me.

	Lee was thrown on her back, her eyelids fluttering lightly, mouth slightly open, her arms wrapped around our daughter like a vice. Hope’s tiny head was resting against Lee’s chest, her arms and legs wound around her mother’s waist. A man’s coat covered their legs. “I was worried they’d get cold,” Derek mumbled as a way of explanation for his coat. “I went outside to grab some logs and when I came back,” he sighed and gestured towards the couch in answer. “So, how’d it go with Tracy?”

	Swallowing the huge fucking lump that had lodged in my throat I ran a hand through my hair and sighed. “Well, she’s all moved into the house.”

	Lowering myself to the rug, I wrapped my arms around my knees. “I put her in my old room,” I said as I gazed over at the couch, my eyes locked on the sleeping face of my daughter. “I locked Cam’s door. Yours, too.” Pulling the key from my pocket I tossed it to him without looking at his face. “You can figure out what you wanna do with the stuff inside when you’re ready. No pressure.”

	“Thanks Kyle.” Derek cleared his throat roughly. “I appreciate this, man, although there’s not much left in her room.”

	“It felt wrong to leave it open,” I confessed with a smirk. “She hated anyone walking in on her space.” Chuckling I added, “I don’t need any more ghosts. Especially not her cranky-ass.”

	“You didn’t mourn her, Kyle.” Derek said, startling me. I turned to look at him. He gazed back un-ashamedly. “Did you ever give yourself a chance to sit down and cry?” he asked. “To grieve? She was your best-friend, too, dude.”

	“I don’t have time to mourn, Derek.” Pulling myself to my feet, I walked over to the couch and lifted Hope’s sleeping body into my arms before making my way to the door and muttering, “I’m too busy trying to keep the rest of you alive.”

	“Did Lee mention the trial to you?” I asked Derek when I returned from settling Hope in her room. Placing the baby monitor on the coffee table, I stretched my arms over my head and yawned. “Or her mom?”

	“Not really, dude,” he said drowsily, my yawning affecting him because he started to yawn loudly. “She basically spent the most of the evening muttering ‘fuck the odds’ to herself.”

	Smirking, I lowered myself onto couch and carefully pulled her into my arms. The fact that Lee didn’t even stir proved how exhausted she truly was. Settling back, I rested my head against the couch and cradled her to my body, her head resting in the crook of my arm.

	Closing my eyes, I inhaled slowly, savoring the rare moment of silence, the feel of her in my arms, the tranquility that—as soon as the sun rose—would be replaced with worry, fear and doubt. Someday, I thought to myself, some fucking day our lives will be easy like this . . . 

	“I’m gonna hit the sack,” I heard Derek whisper, but I didn’t bother responding, or opening my eyes. I felt something drape over our bodies, but I was resting too peacefully to check or care.

	Later in the night—or was it the early morning?—I felt the lightest of pressure on the inside of my wrist that caused my whole body to heat up. And then her soft, soothing voice was floating through my mind. “I love you, Kyle . . . keep me safe.”

	“Always,” I mumbled, the sound of her light breathing lulling me into a blissful state of oblivion.
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	“Open the door, Linda.” I watched Kyle rap his knuckles against the red painted door and sighed, my breath cutting through the ice-cold air.

	Rubbing my hands together in a bid to keep warm, I shuffled around from foot to foot. I was getting pretty sick of watching that man being ignored and treated like this. Neither of us had seen Linda since well before Christmas, besides a card in the post and a very brief text message to Kyle’s phone on New Year’s Day, she’d made no further contact with us. Something was going on with her, that much was obvious, but ignoring and avoiding Kyle was crippling him. She was the only parent he’d ever known, his one constant rock, and in the past six months she’d been edging away from him. It was now at the point where she had resigned from her position of manager at the hotel—Kyle had received that piece of news via Mike—and was avoiding him like the plague.

	Walking around the house, I peeked through each window, checking for signs of life. “No sign,” I called out.

	“Come on, Linda,” Kyle groaned, as he knocked harder. “Answer the damn door . . . please. I’m freezing my nuts off out here.”

	He took his phone from his pocket, fiddled with the screen before he held it to his ear. “Yeah, here’s a message for you,” he snarled into his cell. “This is bullshit, Linda.” Pulling his gray beanie hat off his head, Kyle ran a hand through his hair as he continued to speak colorful to what I presumed was Linda’s voicemail. “I’m worried about you for Christ’s sake. Why the hell are you acting like this?” he growled. “Please just call me back and let me know you’re okay.”

	Stalking towards me, Kyle grabbed my hand with his free arm and led me back to the car. “I don’t give a damn what your sister says,” he continued, holding his phone between his ear and shoulder as he opened the passenger door for me. “I know something’s up.” He watched me with intense blue eyes as I climbed in slowly.

	Closing my door, Kyle walked around the car and slid into the driver’s seat. “Call me within a week or I’m flying out to see Patty,” he said gruffly before ending the call. Dropping his phone on his lap, Kyle leaned forward and rested his head against the steering wheel. “Why is she doing this to me?” he asked, his voice muffled.

	“I don’t know, Kyle,” I whispered as I scooted across my seat to comfort him. “I don’t know, baby.” Wrapping my arms around him, I rested my cheek against his broad back. Even through all the layers of clothing he wore, I could feel his muscles contracting. “Have you tried to call her sister again?”

	Patty Nichols was Linda’s sister. She lived in Michigan and, according to Kyle, had called him on several occasions to assure him Linda was fine and just needed a break from all the drama here—caused by us. Kyle didn’t believe her, and because he didn’t believe her neither did I. Kyle had pretty good instincts. His gut-feeling was usually dead on the money and nine times out of ten I trusted his judgment . . . 

	“There’s no fucking point, princess,” he mumbled. Straightening, he turned to look at me. “She just fills me up with bullshit.”

	“Are you going to fly out there?” I asked quietly, but he didn’t answer me right away. Instead he stretched over my body, grabbed my seatbelt and buckled me in.

	Planting a soft kiss on my forehead he sat back in his seat and sighed a ragged breath. “No,” he said finally as he twisted the key in the ignition and the car revved to life “Patty made it perfectly clear to me that Linda has her own family to worry about her.” Pulling away from the house, Kyle reached for my hand. “I have my own family, too.”

	“I wouldn’t mind if you did, Kyle,” I told him, squeezing his hand, my poor attempt at comforting him. “I know how much she means to you.”

	“Do you know how much you mean to me?” he asked softly. Bringing my hand up to his mouth, he kissed to inside of my wrist, causing my whole body to shiver in pleasure. “God, your hands are freezing, baby,” he groaned. “You should be wearing gloves.”

	“I forgot,” I breathed, burning up from that one small kiss. “And what do I mean to you?”

	“You’re my first place,” he murmured.

	“Your first place in what?” I asked as I stared at the side of his face, my heart thundering in my chest.

	“In everything,” he replied, glancing sideways at me, his eyes burning with honesty.

	“So, how you doing, baby?” he asked in a soft, soothing tone. “With your mom and the trial coming up?”

	“I’m okay, Kyle,” I told him. “The trial was always inevitable. At least this way we have a little more time, right?” He nodded stiffly and I rambled on quickly, steering our conversation away from dark waters. “I’m happy about Tracy,” I confessed.

	My thoughts drifted to my mother and the text she’d sent me this morning.

	Thinking about you. Xxx

	I still didn’t know what to say or think. I texted her back and said,

	I’m happy you’re here.

	It was the truth. I was glad she was back in my life, I just didn’t know how to approach the situation—or how to claw back twenty years of a broken relationship—but the more I thought about having my mother involved in my life, the more . . . excited I became.

	I knew that sounded incredibly hypocritical considering how vehemently I’d rebuked her attempts of reconciling in the past, but I had a totally different perspective on things since her confession. I felt a huge amount of guilt for the way I had treated her these past few months, and an even bigger amount for being the reason she had stayed with my father in the first place.

	However, the niggling feeling of bitterness was still there, much smaller than before, but still clinging onto some part of my mind that refused to let go of the past. I hoped it would fade with time. Hope’s smiling face was enough of a motive to at least try and bury the hatchet with my mother. I wanted to move on. I would do it for my daughter. I didn’t want the pain and sorrow of my life to seep into hers. I refused to allow it to float into my daughter’s future.

	At least she was safely tucked up in Kyle’s house on Thirteenth Street. Rather her than me, I thought to myself with a shudder. Chewing on my bottom lip, I sighed deeply. “She deserves a second chance.”

	We drove in silence after that, with our joined hands covering the gearshift, and I presumed we were going home, but when Kyle drove past the gated entrance of our house, I realized he had other ideas. I didn’t bother asking where he was taking me, I knew Hope was safe at home with Derek, and I was safe here with him.

	The radio was turned on and the softy, haunting voice of Gabrielle Aplin was crooning through the speakers as Kyle maneuvered the car around each hilly corner with care. It was snowing lightly, but the warmth inside the car was lulling my body into a state of lazy contentment. “I like this song,” I murmured as I closed my eyes and allowed the words of the song to cloak around me like a blanket of warmth . . .

	“The words are so beautiful,” I mused. “The perfect love song.”

	“The Power of Love,” Kyle snorted, breaking my trance. Tracing my knuckles with his thumb, he chuckled softly to himself as he geared down and crawled around a jaggedly sharp bend. “Really, baby?”

	“Yeah, the power of love, tough guy,” I quipped, opening one eye to peek up at his face. God, he never failed to take my breath away. His face was so freaking beautiful it hurt to look at him. “It reminds me of you,” I added softly. “What about you? What song reminds you of me?”

	“Well, considering you’re so goddamn indecisive, I’d have to say The Clash; Should I stay or should I go,” he shot back with a smirk.

	“Thanks a lot,” I muttered mulishly, remembering the words of that particular song all too well.

	“Creep,” he chuckled.

	“You’re a creep,” I growled.

	“From Radiohead, Lee,” he laughed. “It’s a song, baby, not an insult.”

	“Oh.” My cheeks reddened with embarrassment. “Well, you’re not really a creep . . . Oh my god,” I yelped excitedly, losing my train of thought, when MIKA’s Grace Kelly came on. Turning up the volume full-blast, I grinned at Kyle. “Let’s do this,” I begged. “Come on, I know you know the words.”

	Rolling his eyes, Kyle shook his head and smirked. “I want to talk to you,” he mimicked as he tapped his fingers on the wheel.

	Clearing my throat, I put on my best English accent and spoke in a dramatic tone of voice.

	 We both burst out laughing and sang along to the radio, bumping shoulders and shimmying from the side to side in unison. 

	Every terrible thing that had happened to us faded away for a few minutes and we were just two young people, happy and in-love.

	I was terrible, my voice broke on all the high-notes, and Kyle laughed more than he sang, but it was so much fun that I didn’t care about making a fool of myself. 

	 “That was great,” I giggled, half breathless from my disastrous efforts as I clutched my side. “I haven’t had that much fun since we went trick-or-treating.”

	“I love you, my little crow,” Kyle chuckled fondly.

	Leaning over the seat, I pressed a soft kiss to his cheek and grinned. “Love you, too, Pavarotti.”
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	“Wow,” I breathed when Kyle finally pulled the car over. “This place is amazing,” I whispered as I unfastened my seatbelt and scramble out of the car, gazing in wonder at the view surrounding me. We were high up in the hills, with nothing but white covered mountains and trees.

	“I wanted us to be alone for a while,” I heard Kyle say before his arms wrapped around me from behind. “Just you and me,” he said softly as he trailed his lips over my neck. “We never get alone time anymore.”

	“Yeah,” I whispered, sagging against his firm chest, covering his hands that were wrapped around my stomach with mine. I closed my eyes and shuddered, pleasure coursing through my veins. “I want time with you, too, Kyle.”

	“I’m glad,” he purred, tugging on my ear lobe.

	“Why’s that?” I breathed, finding it really hard to form a coherent sentence when Kyle’s lips were causing havoc to my nerves.

	“Because I want you,” he growled. Turning me in his arms, he walked me backwards until my back was pressed against the car, and his body was covering mine. “So fucking bad,” he husked before lowering his lips to mine. His tongue probed my lips, looking for access, and I sighed in contentment, kissing him back, caressing his tongue with mine, thrust for erotic thrust.

	“Do you want me, Lee?” he growled as his fingers slipped under my coat, digging into my heated flesh. I could feel his erection pressing against me and I groaned in arousal. “I need in, baby.”
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	Lee looked up at me with wide lustful eyes as she curled her arms around my neck. “Then take me,” she whispered before she cupped my cheeks, pulled my face down to hers and captured my mouth with her soft swollen lips.

	I groaned as her tongue swept over my lips. I opened up to take what she was giving me. “There’s no me without you,” she murmured against my lips. The vibration of her words on my mouth sent shocks straight to my groin. “You’re my best friend.”

	Jesus, her words sent a tingling warmth through me and I dropped my lips to her neck as my hands wandered under her lacy blouse, needing to feel her.

	“You’re mine,” I mumbled as my fingers slipped into the waistband of her jeans, my other hand fumbling around for the door handle “My best friend.” I knew we shouldn’t be doing this. Not in in broad daylight, on the side of a mountain, in the bitter cold, in the month of February, but none of those were good enough reasons to make me stop.

	Her fingers tangled in my hair and I watched in appreciation as she pushed me back and slid her jeans and panties down her hips to pool on the ground before stepping out of them and opening the back door of the car. Her hands shook as she unbuttoned her coat and blouse before leaving them fall from her shoulders to the ground. Her eyes locked on mine as she reached behind her and unclasped her bra. It fell away from her body and I was gone.

	Sunk. Destroyed. Drowned.

	Lowering herself onto the back seat of my car, she spread her legs, raised her brow, and smiled shyly.

	I didn’t need to be told twice.

	Stripping in record time, I covered her body with mine, my heart thundering in my chest. She reached out slowly and placed the palm of her hand against my chest. “Your heart is racing,” she said, in an almost dreamy tone of voice as she stared into my eyes. “It can hear mine.”

	I didn’t move.

	I didn’t dare speak and fuck this moment up.

	I didn’t have the slightest clue what had gotten into Lee, but right about now I was fucking thrilled. Taking my hand from my lap with her free one, she placed it over her breast. “Can you feel my heart racing?”

	I nodded my head and used every ounce of self-restraint in my body not to squeeze. “You’re so dangerous for me,” she whispered as she wrapped her legs around my hips. “You make me feel like I can do anything I’ve ever dreamed of doing. You offer me the world, when all I want is this.” She touched the skin over my heart again.

	“Nothing else is going to happen to me,” she whispered, it sounded more like she was asking me than telling me. She looked so vulnerable as she looked up at me like I was her savior . . . "Because you won’t let it, will you?”

	I shook my head like a fucking dummy.

	Nothing was coming to my mind.

	Nothing that wouldn’t make me sound like the biggest pussy on this planet.

	“I love you, Kyle Carter,” she said honestly and I couldn’t take anymore.

	Lowering my head, I kissed her deeply, kissing her with every emotion I was feeling. She moaned against my lips and after that I went a little insane. Grabbing her thighs, I thrust inside her in one swift movement. I wasn’t gentle and she didn’t complain. I groaned loudly as she tilted her hips upwards, allowing me to sink fully inside of her.

	Resting my weight on one arm, I used the other to grab her thigh and wrap it around my waist as I plunged into her, grating my hips so her clit got some friction. With every thrust of my dick, she squeezed me harder, sucked me in tighter. The pressure building inside of me was so fucking sweet it was almost painful. I needed to come, but she was coming first.

	“Come on, princess,” I whispered as I rocked into her. Her back was arching, her eyes were clenched shut as she jerked underneath me. She was close. So fucking close. “Come for me.”

	“Keep me safe, Kyle,” she whispered as she grabbed my hips and pulled me closer.

	“Always, princess,” I vowed. Leaning down, I pressed my lips to hers and circled my hips. She shattered around me and I went with her, coming hard and hot.
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	“I can’t believe I’m doing this for you,” Kyle growled, as we stood side by side in the elevator as it ascended to the third floor of the building to where Dr. Carla Mae’s office was located. “I can’t stand this kind of thing, dude,” he added in a petulant tone. This would be my fourth session, and last week she had asked if I could bring my closest member of family to my next session—hence the reluctant, lanky, arrogant bastard standing next to me.

	Therapy was helping and Dr. Mae was a freaking goddess. I was finally starting to get a handle on my mood swings and things seemed to be balancing out, which was a huge relief because the past twelve months had come like a wrecking ball, destroying everything in my life until I cracked.

	Flipped the hell out.

	I knew most guys would rather chew their right arm off than admit something so emasculating as needing therapy, but there it was . . . I had needed help and accepted that without it–and the lanky, arrogant bastard standing next to me—I’d probably be pushing up daisies in the local cemetery.

	I also knew that Kyle was doing me a huge favor by being here today. He’d rescheduled a meeting with his attorney, skipped a phone conference at work, and braved the cougar downstairs in reception to be here with me, although conceding some of his sacred control by allowing Lee out of his sight had no doubt cost him the most.

	The trial was drawing closer and possessive, controlling Kyle was back with a vengeance, and weeping, submissive Lee was in full force. Fuckers needed therapy more than I did . . . 

	The doors opened and I shrugged nonchalantly as we both stepped out. “Well, we have been going through a rough patch, sweet cheeks.”

	Kyle snorted and bumped my shoulder with his, knocking me sideways. “Remind me of why we’re friends again?”

	I grinned and shoved him back playfully, but it didn’t make much difference. He was built like a damn tank and didn’t budge an inch. “We’re friends because there’s not another idiot on this planet who could put up with your stupid ass for five years and come out unscathed.” That worked both ways. I’d no doubt Kyle was the only person who could have dealt with my issues. Anyone else would have washed their hands of me months ago. I wouldn’t forget that. Ever.

	“Touché, douchebag,” Kyle grumbled as he sank onto one of the cool, black leather chairs in the waiting room. “And for your information, I’m more scarred from this . . .” He pointed to himself and then me with his index finger. “ . . . co-dependency thing we’ve got going on here.” He smirked. “You and Cam ruined my sophomore year. I didn’t sleep for months.” He eyed me nervously for a moment and then, when he was satisfied I wasn’t going to have a meltdown over the mention of Camryn’s name, he added, “You traumatized me.”

	I shook my head and took the chair beside him, mentally clamping down on the pressure wound in my chest. It was still there, a slow aching burn. A hollow gap that wasn’t re-filling. It ached, it fucking simmered, but I could cope. I could handle the throbbing pain. Forcing a smile, I tossed out, “You are, by far, the biggest fucking handful of human I have ever encountered.”

	Kyle gaped in feigned disgust. “Handful of human?” Shaking his head, he edged away from me. “Keep your hands to yourself, you pervert.” Smirking he added, “My handful of human is spoken for.”

	I laughed freely at Kyle’s comment and it felt damn good to be able to do it. It had been a long time since I’d truly felt like smiling let alone having the banter.

	Moving back in with the Carters had done me the world of good. They were so amusing with their constant drama that it helped distract me from the gaping hole Cam had left in me. The only time that pain really took control of me anymore was at night, because as good as Lee and Kyle were to me, I knew that they were a family in their own right. When the dark came our worlds separated. They went one way and I went the other.

	Last weekend was a prime example. It hurt somewhere I didn’t like thinking about when I’d watched the two of them crashed out on the couch. I had to leave the room—I couldn’t cope with their innocent intimacy. It hurt too much because it just made me realize how alone I was, how I’d never have that again. I knew neither of them thought of me as an outsider, but one of these days I was going to have to fly the nest. That was a goal I was working towards in therapy. Standing on my own two feet again.

	“So, I’ve been thinking about going home for a few days,” I blurted out and Kyle’s brow shot up in surprise.

	“That’s a good fucking plan, Der,” he said approvingly. “Your mom really misses you.” He smirked and added, “She’s calls my office, you know?”

	Now it my turn to raise my eyebrows. “For real?”

	“Yeah, about twice a week since the shooting.”

	“I feel bad about the way I’ve left them hanging, Kyle,” I confessed. I’d been a horrible dick to my mom. I hadn’t answered any of her calls for months—never even sent a text at Christmas—so I couldn’t blame her for contacting Kyle. “I miss them . . .”

	“Derek?” Dr. Mae’s soft, soothing drawl vibrated in my ears, stirring me from my thoughts, and I stood up and smirked, taking in the sight of the curvaceous, hot-as-hell redhead who was smiling at me. “I’m ready for you.”

	“Yeah, I can see why you’re enjoying therapy,” Kyle grumbled as he glanced briefly at the fine doctor. “You like the old ones, don’t you, Junior?”

	“She’s thirty-five at the most, Kyle, and you have to admit she’s gorgeous,” I argued, gesturing my hand at the smoking-hot doctor with her back to us. “Just 'cause you’re on a diet doesn’t mean you can’t check out the menu.”

	“I have a real aversion to redheads since Rachel, dude,” he shot back with a smirk as he followed Dr. Mae into her office. Sinking down on one of the four armchairs circled around a varnish-stained coffee table in Dr. Mae’s orderly office, Kyle twisted his head in my direction, wiggled his eyebrows and muttered, “Besides, I don’t need to look at the menu. I know exactly what I’m eating when I get home.”

	I shook my head in amusement as I sat on the chair next to his. “I gather you took my advice then? Unleashing the beast?” The image of Kyle’s terrified face when he’d ranted on about urges and episodes last weekend entered my mind and I smirked to myself. He would be twenty-four next month and the douche still didn’t have a clue. It was Hope who I felt most sorry for . . . No, scratch that. It was me who I felt most sorry for. I was the douchebag who ended up listening to his crazy notions and theories . . . 

	“Let’s just say I can’t wait for dinner tonight,” he snickered, clearly enjoying my discomfort. “Sweet Southern p . . .”

	“Good god, man,” I blanched. “You make me sick.” Shaking my head, I pressed a hand to my stomach and forced myself to swallow my own vomit. “I’ll never look her in the eye again . . .”

	“You’ll never look who in the eye again, Derek?” Dr. Mae asked, her blue eyes dancing with humor. “Or is this a private conversation?”

	Kyle opened his mouth to answer her—no doubt with the truth—and I kicked him in the foot in warning. Forcing a smile for the doctor’s sake, I muttered, “It’s a private discussion.”

	“Very well.” Shaking her head, Dr. Mae tucked her hair behind her ears and turning to face Kyle she outstretched her hand and smiled broadly. “You must be Kyle Carter.” When Kyle nodded and accepted her hand for a quick handshake she added, “Thank you for coming. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

	“I’m sure you have,” Kyle replied coolly, immediately taking a defensive stance from her comments, as he tapped his fingers on the wooden armrests of his chair.

	I rolled my eyes and sagged in my seat. He was so goddamn defensive. I would never understand the way his mind worked—why he studied every new face he met with untrusting, calculating eyes.

	Unperturbed by Kyle’s abruptness, Dr. Mae turned to face me and we fell easily into a discussion about my aims, goals, and coping strategies for when I was feeling overwhelmed. Kyle’s fidgeting got worse with every minute that passed, and I wasn’t one bit surprised when he stood up and wandered around the office aimlessly.

	Subtly shaking her head, Dr. Mae ignored Kyle’s pacing, focusing on the conversation in hand, and I had to give it to her; the woman had some fierce concentration to not get distracted by the six and a half feet giant poking around her office.

	She seemed to realize in twenty minutes what it had taken me years to learn; Kyle couldn’t help it. It was a condition that he either didn’t want to admit he had, or didn’t realize he had. Kyle didn’t do it on purpose and the guy genuinely couldn’t sit still longer than a few minutes at a time. I immediately felt like a dick for teasing him about it last night. It wasn’t a joke. It was a problem and I’d overstepped the line.

	Cam and I had always guessed it was ADHD that kept Kyle up at night pacing the floors, but then again, neither she nor I were doctors, and who the hell were we to judge? Neither of us had spent our childhoods being dragged through the mud and tossed from pillar to post like he had. Stability wasn’t something Kyle found until he was twenty-two-years-old and the effects of his unstable youth were exhibited in his attitude and mannerism . . . 

	“What would you like to get out of this session, Kyle?” Dr. Flack asked. “You don’t appear to be very comfortable in here or willing to contribute to our discussion, so I can’t help but wonder why you came?”

	“I’m here for Derek. That’s my only reason for being here,” Kyle answered automatically, proving that even though he’d been rambling around the room for the past hour, he’d been listening attentively. Placing a book back on a shelf, Kyle turned around and leaned against the window sill. “And no offense, doc, there’s only two people who I’d willingly walk into a place like this for.”

	Dr. Mae raised her thinly shaped brows in surprise. “A place like this?”

	“I don’t trust anyone whose professional title ends with IST,” he explained with an arrogant smirk. “Psychologist, Psychiatrist, Therapist . . .” Shrugging with indifference, he added, “You can make your own assumptions based on that, doc.”

	“And why’s that, Kyle?” she probed, angling her body in Kyle’s direction. “Why do you feel like that?”

	“Anyone who has to be paid two-hundred dollars an hour to listen to my problems and care isn’t someone I care to divulge personal information with,” he shot back with ease. Raking a hand through his hair, he pushed himself away from the window and paced the floor. “I prefer to put my faith in someone who does all of those things for good old fashioned love.”

	“You sound like you’re talking from experience,” Dr. Mae observed with keen interest in her tone.

	He flashed a dimpled smile. “You sound like you care.”

	“Maybe I do,” she replied, unabashedly. “You’re quite fascinating to the therapist in me.”

	Kyle held her gaze for a moment before chuckling and resting on the arm on my chair. “I’ll level with you, doc,” he said. “I’ve had more than my fair share of therapy over the years. I know who I am, where I came from, and what I want. Nothing you say will help my present, heal my past, or change the course of my future. You got it?”

	“Are you always so cynical?” she asked.

	“Are you always so nosey?” he shot back.

	“Touché,” Dr. Mae murmured with wry amusement. “However, I have been known to be a shrewd judge of human behavior.”

	Kyle rolled his eyes. “And you’ve come to a verdict on my behavior?” Not giving her a chance to respond, Kyle launched into a rant. “Let me take a whack at it for you . . .” Pacing resumed, he spoke animatedly. “Kyle shows systems of spasmodic behavior. His cantankerous, extremely volatile, hot-tempered behavior leads me to believe he’s suffering from a repressive malady of some sort—perhaps an anxiety disorder, or maybe a hyperactivity condition.” Kyle grinned, obviously savoring Dr. Mae’s sudden discomfort. “Nail it, did I?” he asked mockingly.

	With the doctor momentarily stunned into silence, Kyle turned to look at me. “You ready, man? I need to go pick up Lee’s prescription before the pharmacy closes.”

	“Ah, yes,” Dr. Mae chuckled, recovering from Kyle’s offensive attack like a trooper. “Derek mentioned you’re engaged. Congratulations. Lee, isn’t it? When’s the big day?”

	Kyle’s eyes narrowed. “That’s right,” he said cagily, eyeing the doctor with suspicion. “And we haven’t set a date yet.”

	“Your choice or hers?” she asked sweetly.

	“Hers,” Kyle shot back with ease, but I could see the anxiety burning in his eyes. “Why?”

	Dr. Mae shook her head in obvious amusement. “Oh, no reason,” she mused. “I wish your fiancée luck. She’ll need it with you.”

	Kyle sank down on the chair beside me and I could barely contain my laughter. Dr. Mae had reeled Kyle in with the only bait he would take. “What makes you say that?” he choked out.

	“You’re the one who seems to know so much about human behavior,” Dr. Mae said with a smile. “You tell me.”

	“You win,” Kyle sighed. “I’ll talk. You’ll fix. Got it?”
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	Storming into mine and Lee’s bedroom, I made a mental note to never do Derek another favor for the rest of my life, as I ripped my shirt off, buttons scattering everywhere, before slipping my pants off.

	Therapy . . . What a croc of shit.

	Even the word was stupid and that doctor didn’t have a fucking clue of what she was talking about. I did not have mommy issues. My mother was dead. Issue dealt with.

	Now, if she’d said I had daddy issues then I’d have been inclined to agree, but mother issues?

	No way.

	Growling in frustration I grabbed the duvet and dragged it back before climbing into bed. And the shit she’d spurred about repressed grief was laughable. I coped just fine—a lot better than the other members of this household. The nerve of the woman to insinuate that my emotional health was unstable and I was close to burning out . . . See, that was exactly why I didn’t trust anyone with an IST . . . 

	“Kyle, is that you?” I heard Lee call my name moments before she stepped out of our en-suite bathroom in nothing but a bra and thong.

	My mouth dropped open as I gawked at every hot inch of her skin. I had to sit on my hands to keep them from grabbing her as she pranced across our bedroom like a fucking feast.

	Stopping in front of the full-length mirror hanging on our bedroom wall, I watched as she started pulling at the skin around her stomach.

	What the hell?

	“I need your honest opinion.” Her brow furrowed as she looked at me with an agitated expression. “Do you think I look fat?”

	Trick question.

	Trick fucking question . . . 

	How the hell was I going to get out of this one unscathed?

	Did I think Lee looked fat?

	Fuck no.

	Would she believe me if I told her that?

	Definitely not.

	“I love you regardless of what size you are, princess,” I said smiling at her, thinking that this was exactly the type of thing a woman would want to hear. Her eyes narrowed and my smile slipped away.

	Ah shit . . . 

	Wrong fucking answer.

	“I’ve gained weight,” she announced sulkily. Where? “On my ass and stomach,” she declared in a distressed tone, answering my unspoken question with spooky awareness.

	“You have not,” I scoffed as I folded my arms over my chest and sighed. “You’re tiny.”

	“Kyle,” she growled. “My hips are wider than yours.” Groaning loudly, she shook her head and sighed. “Okay, just close your eyes. Don’t look at me.”

	Don’t look at you? “You asked me to look at you,” I informed her as I scratched my head in confusion. I would never understand the way her brain worked.

	“Well, don’t look now,” she hissed as she roughly pulled open one of her drawers and grabbed a pair of ugly-ass pink jammies.

	“Don’t you think you might be overreacting a little, princess?” I coaxed, continuing to look at her as she dressed quickly, her cheeks red and flustered. Lee was smoking hot. Sure, she wasn’t stick thin, but that was a good thing. A fucking great thing. “I love your curves,” I purred. “You’ve the body of a real woman.”

	“It’s not fair,” she grumbled, ignoring my compliments, as she grabbed a hair-tie from her dresser and tied her curls back off her face. “Men have all the freaking luck.”

	Plopping down on the floor she began to put her socks on, her expression furious. “Stretch marks, a jelly-belly and a ruined vagina,” she muttered and I had to cover my mouth to stop myself from laughing out loud.

	“Droopy breasts, a shapeless butt, a weak bladder,” she continued huffily. “And you,” she snarled as she climbed to her feet and pointed an accusing finger at me. “All you got was affirmation of your fertileness and horny pregnancy sex.”

	“And six weeks of palm and her five friends,” I chuckled. Damn, I loved that girl. Smirking at her pouting face, I added, “See, baby, I suffered, too.”

	Patting the mattress I crooked my finger at her. “Now get your sexy ass over here.”

	“I’m not doing it tonight, Kyle,” Lee huffed as she stalked over and climbed into bed, curling onto her side.

	“I’m serious,” she grumbled, slapping my wandering hand away from her ass. I just shook my head and sighed. I had a fair idea I wasn’t getting any when Lee had started to wrap herself up, covering every inch of her skin from the neck down. Crazy fucking woman . . . 

	“How did your therapy session with Derek go?” Lee asked in a softer tone. Twisting around to face me, she slipped one freezing cold hand under the duvet to rest on the warm skin of my stomach. “You were ages, did you find it helpful?”

	“Ugh.” I rolled onto my back and threw my arm over my face. “The less said about that the better.”

	Lee chuckled and curled into my side, throwing one of her short legs over my thigh and the sensation of her flannel jammies against my skin was weird as fuck. “That bad, huh?”

	“Let’s just say hell will freeze over before I step inside her office again,” I growled as I wrapped an arm around Lee and pulled her closer, before reaching over with my free hand and flicking off the lamp. “I hate the way they scrutinize me like I’m some weird prize,” I admitted quietly. It was easier to talk about it now that the lights were out. I didn’t want Lee to see how unsettled I truly felt and I knew she’d see it in my eyes. “She thinks I repress my emotions,” I laughed humorlessly. “That I’m vulnerable and my need to be in control and bossiness stem from years of burying every other emotion but anger.” Sighing heavily, I twisted my finger around a loose lock of Lee’s hair. “She doesn’t think I’ve dealt with Camryn’s death,” I confessed. “And that I’m highly-strung.”

	“What do you think, Kyle?” she asked in her soft, southern drawl. Even in the darkness I knew she was studying every inch of my face. Her small hand came up to cup my cheek. “Do you think any of what she said is true?”

	Yes . . .”No.”
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	I woke in the middle of the night to an empty bed and a hammering heart. Clenching my eyes shut, I felt around on my nightstand until I found the switch for my lamp and switched it on. God, I hated the dark. I didn’t mind sleeping without a light on when Kyle was with me, but from the coldness of his side of the bed, I guessed he hadn’t been in bed for a while.

	Opening my eyes slowly I climbed out of bed and crept out of our room, checking on my daughter first before I went downstairs in search of her father.

	I found him in his office, hunched forward on his chair, with his head on his desk and his hand on the mouse of his computer. Kyle wasn’t sleeping well lately and I couldn’t bear to wake him up and have him worry some more.

	But he was only wearing his boxer shorts, so I rushed down the hallway and grabbed a blanket from the downstairs linen closet before returning to his office and draping it over his shoulders. My hand must have nudged his because the computer screen flickered to life, revealing what he’d been doing before falling asleep. He’d been in the middle of writing an email . . . 

	 

	To: Linda Stone

	From: Kyle Carter

	Subject: Repressed Grief

	 

	(Yeah, see the subject heading? Well, according to Derek’s therapist, I’ve got that by the bucketful.)

	 

	Linda, I don’t understand what’s going on anymore. Everything feels like it’s getting out of control and I feel so fucking lost without you. I miss you so goddamn much and I’ve been going out of my mind with worry. I honestly don’t know what I’ve done to offend you so deeply that you won’t speak to me, but whatever it was I’m sorry.

	 

	I need you, Linda. Everyone depends on me. And you . . . You’re the one I depend on.

	 

	The trial is scaring me. I can’t tell anyone, especially Lee, but I’m scared to death.

	If Lee cracks on the stand then that’s it . . . Rachel could get out in five to seven years for diminished capacity.

	It’s a huge possibility, Linda, and I have no idea of what to do or how to cope with all of it.

	 

	Please let me know you’re okay. Just one sign that you’re alright and I’ll stop sending these pathetic fucking emails . . . 

	 

	Skulking away guiltily, I slipped out of his office and closed the door behind me. Sagging against the closed door, I closed my eyes and exhaled a sharp breath. Anger burned inside of me as I tried to figure out what to do for him—how to help him. I couldn’t talk about the email because I shouldn’t have read it in the first place. Why the hell was Linda doing this? It was so cruel and Kyle didn’t deserve to be treated this way. But knowing he was afraid caused the fear inside of me to spread like a disease . . . 

	Pushing out the door, I slowly made my way back to bed with a heavy heart and a truckload of anxiety.
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	“Is that Mike again?” Lee asked as she stood rummaging through her dresser drawers. “Is something wrong at the hotel . . .” her voice trailed off as she gazed dispassionately at her reflection in the mirror hanging over her dresser. She raised her hair up and down with her hands in what I presumed was her trying out potential styles.

	“Everything’s fine, princess,” I replied in a gruff tone as I glanced down at the screen of my phone where my brother’s name was flashing, before silencing it and tossing it on my bedside table.

	I hadn’t been to the hotel in weeks and grudgingly conceded my half-brother Mike, was a skilled and capable manager, so when he called me about an emergency it was serious. “Mike’s got everything in control,” I lied. I’d have to call in later, but she didn’t need to be getting herself all worked up with my shit. She needed calmness. God knows, we would have enough trouble in a few weeks and I needed some breathing space, too. All the crap with Tracy, Jimmy and the trial was taking its toll on me and I knew hiding from my problems wouldn’t make them go away, but my stress-levels were through the roof.

	“I’m going to have to cut it,” Lee grumbled, breaking me from my daydream, still tugging at her hair. “It’s too long . . . too damn curly.” I rolled my eyes and fought the urge to laugh at her comment—which I couldn’t disagree more with. Her long, dark brown hair fell to the middle of her back in twisting, velvety curls. Her hair color was one hundred percent natural and her curls were sexy as hell.

	I remembered Cam forking out hundreds of dollars to have her hair curled like that on several occasions and I could never figure out why Lee hated her hair when—according to Cam–women went to great lengths to pull off the ‘bed me’ look. I had no fucking clue what that meant, but I wanted to bed Lee every time I looked at her, so I guessed Cam had been onto something with that theory.

	Lee muttered something incoherent before sliding a hair tie off her wrist and pulling her hair in a pony-tail. “You’re gorgeous,” I told her as folded my arms behind my head and took in the fucking fantastic floorshow in front of me.

	“Sure I am,” she said in a sardonic tone as she rummaged around in her chest of drawers. “Did you call Derek last night?” she asked as she grabbed a pair of panties from the drawer and stepped into them. It was amusing as hell to watch her dress. She kept my shirt on as she slid on her panties on in her ridiculous attempt at modesty. I had no fucking clue why she always did this. I’d seen more of Lee’s body than she had. I’d delivered our daughter. I’d seen it all. Every part. It didn’t faze me. It just made me love her more. “How is he doing?” she asked. “Was he happy to see his parents? Do you think he’s eating properly?”

	“Calm down, I called him last night. He’s fine, baby. I think he needed the break away . . .” I told her, my voice trailing off as I watched her slide a pair of skin-tight blue jeans up her legs. Jesus, I fucking loved watching that woman shimmy into a pair of jeans. It was like free porn. I’d never get tired of that sight.

	“How did he sound?” she asked, her fingers freezing on her zipper. “Do you think he’s drinking again?”

	“He’ll need it to deal with his mother,” I snorted and mentally slapped myself on the head when I watched Lee’s face darken, her eyes glazed over. “Lee, he’s okay, baby. He’ll be home in a week or so,” I said softly.

	Derek was doing a lot better. He was talking to his parents again and had gone home to Idaho for a long overdue visit. I personally thought this was huge fucking progress. Every day I saw a little more of the old Derek and it felt damn good to know that he was coming back to me. The night he came home, it felt like I’d gotten back a crucial limb that I hadn’t known was missing . . . 

	“What are you thinking about, princess?” I asked as I stared at Lee’s glazed over expression.

	She blinked twice before giving me an apologetic half-smile. “Just about how good this feels to be in sync with you,” she replied, her smile widening as she gestured between the both of us with her hand. “You and me . . . Us. This is it, isn’t Kyle?” Her face reddened and she closed her eyes and bit down on her lip before sighing in pure contentment. “This must be what people are supposed to search for. This feeling, this kind of connection we have. It doesn’t waver. It grows. It drowns me, smothers me and still I crave more. I need more. I’m still trying to figure out if it’s a healthy way to feel.”

	I was momentarily stunned. Fucking drowning in her words. “Uh . . .” I shook my head and tried to form a sentence. I couldn’t. Her words had knocked me on my ass. She loved me that much . . . 

	“I like it when you’re happy,” Lee murmured, distracting me from my thoughts, as she did the sexiest wiggle as she buttoned her jeans. Hell yeah, I was happy. Every part of me was happy as I watched her. Very happy.

	“Keep jiggling your ass like that and I won’t be leaving this room,” I warned her.

	Lee stopped moving and gaped at me. “You are such a strange man.” she mused as she stepped forward and climbed onto the bed to kneel before me. “You get turned on by the weirdest things.”

	Sitting up, I grabbed her hips and tugged her onto my lap. “It’s a damn shame to hide this,” I growled as my hands slid around to squeeze her ass.

	I slipped my hands up her shirt and trailed my fingers up the soft skin of her stomach until I found my destination. “Then don’t leave this room,” she purred as she pressed her crotch against my junk. “Stay here with me . . .”

	“These are fucking perfect,” I told her as I cupped her full breasts. “Jesus, they’re bigger than ever.”

	Lee moaned as her fingernails dug into my shoulders. “That’s because of the baby weight . . .”

	“Don’t say it,” I warned her as I pushed my hand up her shirt until I had her tits in my hands and in my vision. “Don’t even fucking think about it.” She was conscious of her body since having Hope, but I swear she saw shit that wasn’t there. The only extra anything she had was a deeper curve to her waist and bigger breasts. God, I hoped she wasn’t planning on dieting. She didn’t need to be messing around with my playground. “Your body’s a dream, Lee.”

	I must have said the right thing because her lips crashed down on mine with such force I fell back on my pillow as her hot tongue invaded my mouth. “Jesus,” I groaned as I tugged on the waistband of her skin-tight jeans. “How the fuck am I supposed to get these off you?”

	“Just tear them,” Lee moaned against my lips. “Please . . . I need you inside me.”

	Fuck.

	Grabbing the front of her jeans, I yanked until the sound of fabric ripping filled my ears. Thank Jesus. My lips never left hers as I shoved them down her thighs. She kicked them off the rest of the way as her hands pulled at the front of my boxers. “I want you so bad, Kyle,” she gasped against my lips.

	Lifting her up, I slid her thong to one side and positioned my dick at her entrance. “Christ, Lee, you’re soaking wet, baby.”

	The sound of our daughter crying caused both of us to freeze.

	Lee giggled and I wanted to fucking cry.

	My dick was so hard I was worried it would break if I didn’t get inside her right now. “Shh,” I coaxed as I flexed my hips upward. “I didn’t hear anything . . .”

	“Maybe another time,” she teased and climbed off me.

	“Yeah,” I muttered as I got up and stalked into the bathroom to take the coldest shower I could handle. “In about eighteen years.”
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	I’d just put Hope down for a nap when the buzzer for the front gate drilled through my ear. Dammit. That thing was going to give me a freaking heart attack.

	Slipping out of Hope’s room, I closed her door and rushed up the hallway to answer it before it buzzed again. “Hello?” I said and felt totally stupid when I realized I was holding my hand on the button for the house alarm. “Hello,” I tried again.

	“Hello, Lia,” my mother’s voice came through the intercom. “I hope I’m not too early.”

	“Oh, hi Tracy,” I mumbled taken aback. I’d completely forgotten my mother was calling today. She’d phoned last night to see if I was available to have coffee with her. I’d accepted–reluctantly—because I didn’t want to upset her, but I was nervous. What if we didn’t have anything to talk about? What if she decided I wasn’t worth all of this hassle I’d given her and she walked away again. No. No, that wouldn’t happen. I needed to be positive. This would be good.

	“We can do this another day if you prefer,” I heard my mother say softly and found myself panicking and rejecting that option.

	“No,” I all but yelled. “Now’s great,” I added quietly before pressing the button Kyle had colored in with a pink sharpie. “It’s open,” I said bravely. “Come on up.”
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	“Who taught you to cook?” I asked as I leaned my elbows on the island countertop. Dropping my chin in my hands, I studied my mother pottering around my kitchen like a pro. Never in my wildest imagination had I thought I’d be happy to watch my mom bake a cake. Something so normal. Something so . . . motherly. I had thought it would be awkward, especially since Kyle had to go into work and we would be on our own, but we’d been fine—more than fine. We had steered clear of any dangerous topics, choosing to chat mostly about Hope and other safe topics. It was during one of these random conversations, when I’d admitted I’d accidentally poisoned Kyle with a batch of cookies last year, that Tracy had suggested we bake a cake.

	“My mother,” she replied as she opened the oven door and slid our creation inside. “When I was a child, and something really terrible happened to me, my mother would always bake a cake.” Turning around to face me, she smiled shyly. “She used to say there was never a problem that couldn’t be solved with chocolate fudge and pink icing . . .” Tracy paused and her face broke out in a huge grin. “But then again, I was seven and she was overweight, so maybe it was more for her benefit than mine.”

	“Were they good people?” I asked, finding myself mirroring her smile. “Did you love them?”

	“Very much,” she murmured. Stepping towards me, Tracy gently brushed a speck of flour from my cheek. I barely contained the shiver that was trying to force its way out of me from her touch. I had to stop myself from leaning into her touch. “I love you most of all,” she whispered before turning around to start on the wash up.

	I love you, too. I tested the words in my head, but couldn’t make my mouth form them.

	Too soon, my brain chanted.

	“You want some help?” I asked in a cheerful tone as I stood up and grabbed the tea towel.

	“Sure,” she said with a smile before handing me a soapy baking tray. Moving to stand beside her, we washed and dried the dishes in companionable silence and in the back of my mind I felt a piece of my own personal jigsaw slide into place.
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	My eyes locked on the raven-haired woman with her back to me, looking out my office window. Recognition flickered in some small part of my mind and I felt like a dick because all I could think of was how familiar her hips looked. Come to think of it so did her ass . . . 

	“Kyle, you remember Cindy, Linda’s niece?” Mike said, smiling broadly at me. “You should,” he added with a barely contained snort. “You two were inseparable as teenagers.”

	She turned around and my heart fell into my ass.

	Fuck . . . 

	Oh fuck.

	I stood paralyzed, dumb as fuck, and unable to think straight. This girl. Jesus, what I’d done with her.

	I’d been a pissed off teenager, fucking thrilled when this sexy nineteen year old took an interest in me. All I’d been getting from girls my age was some boob over bra action and the very rare hand job. The night Cindy Nichols walked into my bedroom at my grandpa’s house, teasing me with her naked body, offering to do things to me I hadn’t even heard about, had fucking thrilled me.

	Now I felt kind of dirty.

	Her green eyes shone in amusement as she prowled towards me. “Hey Speedy,” Cindy purred, and the sound of her old nickname for me tore through my brain, bringing with it a swell of memories . . . Her long, black hair tumbling over her tits as she fucked me raw. “It’s been a while,” she mused, wrapping her arms around me in a hug. “You grew up good, Kyle. Real good.”

	“Cindy,” I choked out, patting her awkwardly on her back. “It’s been a long time.” I felt like a rabbit in the headlights as I stared back at the girl–woman–who’d introduced me to the female body. The girl whose body I’d spent an entire summer pleasuring until I’d perfected every fucking touch, until after three months of raw, primal fucking, the student had surpassed the teacher.

	“Seven years,” she laughed, slapping my chest. “You’re looking good, Speedy.”

	“Well, I’ll let you two kids get reacquainted,” Mike said, smirking to himself as he strolled out of my office. I wanted to scream ‘don’t fucking leave me with her,’ but I knew he wouldn’t help me—the fucker knew who she was.

	Mike had spent enough time hanging out with me back then to know this girl arriving in my office was like dropping a ticking time bomb in my lap and it was times like this I regretted putting my dick in half of the female population.

	The minute the door closed I knew I was doomed. It felt like something was jammed in the door of my past, propping it open for every fucking mistake and stupid thing I’d done to come back and haunt me.

	“I've got to tell you, speedy,” Cindy mused as she strolled over to my desk. “When mom asked me to come talk to you, I was curious to see how you turned out. I’m impressed,” she purred.

	The sixteen-year-old boy in me roared to life. I shut that fucker up with a swift kick to the balls. Cold fucking shower for him. I wasn’t that kid anymore.

	Her eyes dropped to the framed photo of Hope on my desk. “Cute kid,” she mused.

	“How long are you here for?” I remained by the door—a quick exit if needed. Cindy wasn’t fucked up like Rachel. But she could fuck up my temporary peace at home. Dammit to hell . . . 

	“I haven’t decided yet,” she replied as her eyes roamed all over me. Jesus, she was leering at me . . .”I was only supposed to be staying for the week, tying up some loose ends for Aunt Linda, but I think I might stick around for a while.” She crossed the floor, not stopping until her chest grazed mine. “Take in some sights. Maybe go rock climbing. Would you like me to climb on your rock, Kyle? For old times’ sake . . .” Her hand dropped to my pants and I jerked away.

	“Whoa. That is not happening again,” I warned her as I grabbed her shoulders and held her away from me. “I’m engaged, Cindy. I have a girl at home waiting on me.”

	“Engaged?” She looked confused as she shook her head. “What the hell are you doing getting engaged at your age? You’re only twenty-three.”

	“I fell in love,” I said coolly. “The right girl came along and I was sold.” I stared at her, daring her to say something to contradict me.

	“You got her pregnant, didn’t you?” Cindy sneered. “Damn it, Carter,” she hissed. “What was the first rule I taught you? Wear a goddamn glove.”

	“That’s got nothing to do with why I’m marrying her,” I growled frustrated as hell that my intentions towards Lee were being questioned, fucking sullied. “She’s amazing. I’m in love with her.”

	“I bet,” Cindy said in a sarcastic tone of voice. “So, you’re telling me if I visited your amazing fiancée, I wouldn’t find a whole bunch of mini Kyle Carter’s running around the place.”

	My silence obviously answered her question because she tossed her hands in the air and hissed loudly. “You idiot,” she spat. “I can’t believe you allowed yourself to become a target like that. I thought you were smarter than this. How long do you even know this girl?”

	“You know what,” I snarled. “I don’t need this shit from you. I’m glad you’re here, Cindy. I have plenty questions about your AWOL aunt, but keep your opinion of my family to yourself.”

	“Don’t get all pissy with me, Kyle . . .”

	“Then don’t jump to conclusions about my relationship with my woman,” I shot back, furious.

	“Your woman,” she scoffed.

	“That’s right,” I snarled as I stepped around her and stalked over to my desk. “My woman,” I repeated as I sat down and folded my arms across my chest. “My only woman.”

	Her face reddened. “Okay, I’m sorry.” Her shoulders dropped as she let out a deep breath. “Does she know how lucky she is to have you?”

	“I’m more interested in knowing what’s going on with your aunt,” I tossed out, irritated as fuck that Cindy was still trying to bring Lee up to me. “Where is she, Cindy?” Resting my elbows on the desk, I leaned forward and met my ex, whatever-the-hell-she-was, with an unyielding stare, daring her to lie to my face. “Where is Linda?”

	“I can’t say,” Cindy mumbled as her eyes filled up with tears. “I want to,” she added quietly. “I think what they’re doing is so wrong, but I can’t go against her wishes.”

	“Her wishes?” I shook my head and jerked out of my chair. “What the hell is going on?” I all but roared. “Tell me, Cindy.”

	“I can’t, Kyle,” Cindy whispered.

	Walking over to the door, she pulled it open and smiled back at me. “I’ll be in contact,” she added before stepping out of my office and closing the door behind her. Jesus Christ, if someone didn’t fill me in on what was happening soon I was going to lose my damn mind.

	My phone decided to choose this moment to ring and I groaned in frustration before putting it to my ear. “This better be important,” I muttered, not bothering to check who was calling. I was too fucking exhausted to care anymore.

	“How’s my soon to be son-in-law?”

	My blood ran cold before quickly turning into molten lava in my veins as the sound of Jimmy Bennett’s slurred voice drummed through my ears. “A lot better than you by the sounds of it, asshole,” I snarled. “It’s a little early to be hitting the whiskey, don’t you think?”

	“How’s my little grandbaby?” he taunted and I was out of my chair and pacing the room, my body burning the hell up with pure rage. “How’s your little whore?”

	“You obviously have terrible survival instincts, Jimmy,” I shot back, furious. “In case you’ve forgotten, the last time we spoke I warned you about what would happen if you brought my family up again.”

	“They’re my family, too, boy,” he sneered.

	“No,” I hissed. “You gave up the right to call Lee your family the second you put your hands on her, and every other time after that for eighteen fucking years.” Clenching my eyes shut, I inhaled deeply and tried to calm down. I had bigger issues than this drunken piece of shit. “What do you want, Jimmy?”

	“Money,” he replied automatically. “What I’m owed. Pay up, Carter, and then I’ll leave yawl alone. For good.” Chuckling he added, “You want me outta Delia’s life and I want cash. Cooperate with me and it’ll be as easy as a piece of cake.” His voice turned cold and menacing. “But if you don’t, let me tell you, boy, I’ll be coming for what I’m owed . . .”

	“And I’ll be waiting, asshole,” I roared before hurling the phone at the wall. It smashed and I felt a slight amount of tension drain from my body—the satisfaction of breaking something helping to ease my temper.

	“Violence doesn’t solve anything, son,” I heard the familiar voice quip and I groaned loudly before dropping my head on the desk.

	Why me?

	Why fucking me?

	“What do you want, David?” I asked wearily, not bothering to lift my head to look at my father. Jesus Christ, I should have never gotten out of my bed this morning. This day had gone to crap the moment I walked out my front door. “Mike’s not here,” I grumbled, waving a hand over my head. “As you can see.”

	“I just wanted to inform you that I’ve dealt with the whistleblower. He won’t be a problem for you again.”

	My head snapped up. “Whistleblower?” I leaned back in my chair and studied my father’s expressionless face. His eyes were the same color as mine, his hair identical with the exception of a few grays. He was tall in build, not as broad as me, but fuck, every time I looked at the man it was like looking at a future projection of myself—and it creeped me the hell out. There was absolutely nothing about my father that I desired to look like or aspired to be like. He was poison. Plain and simple. “I have no idea who you’re talking about,” I added, feigning boredom.

	“Perry Franklin,” David said calmly as he leaned against the door with his hands shoved in his suit pants pockets. “The little parasite who brought his spiel of drivel on national television and shamed our family.”

	Pushing away from the door, David strolled over to where my phone was now lying in pieces. Crouching down, he began to piece my phone back together. “He went too far,” David mused, eyes locked on my phone as he re-set the battery and replaced the back of the phone. “And he paid for the privilege.”

	“What did you do?” I asked quietly, unsure if I truly wanted to know.

	“Ask no questions and I’ll tell you no lies,” was all David responded before he stood up slowly. “All you need to know is he won’t be a problem again, Kyle.”

	Strolling over to my desk, David placed my phone down on my desk in front of me and sighed. “You see.” He gestured to my fully repaired/fully functioning phone. “Even the most broken of objects can be mended. Maybe they won’t work the way they’re supposed to, but perhaps with a little patience and time, they can still be . . . useful.”

	I sat frozen in my seat, churning David’s not so subtle hint around in my mind, as he left the room just as silently as he’d entered. His attempts to reconnect with me were a waste of his time, and mine. There would be no reconciliation. I couldn’t trust him. Hell, it was starting to look like I couldn’t trust anyone.
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	“What’s going on with you, Kyle?” I called out when curiosity got the better of me. Kyle had been in a pensive mood since he came home from work. He ate dinner with us, helped me bathe Hope and put her down for the night, but the entire time he had this contemplative look about him. A million different worries and fears trickled into my brain, thumping around and driving me crazy.

	Shrugging out of my clothes, I slipped an old shirt of Kyle’s over my head before freeing the tangled mess that was my hair and climbing onto our bed. “Did something happen today?” I asked.

	Kyle stepped out of our en-suite bathroom wearing nothing but a pair of black boxer shorts, and with a toothbrush hanging out of his mouth. “When does something not happen, princess?” he gurgled, shooting me a huge toothpaste covered grin—a grin that didn’t conceal the anxiety I could see in his eyes.

	“True,” I agreed as I wandered over to where he was standing. “But you’ve been acting weirder than usual.” I wasn’t going to allow him to brush me off. Something was up. “What’s wrong?”

	“Everything’s fine,” Kyle scoffed before sauntering back into the bathroom. “You’re getting worked up for nothing.”

	I leaned against the doorframe and studied him carefully. “You’re lying to me,” I stated in a calm tone. “Something happened today, I can feel it, so just stop trying to protect me and tell me the truth.”

	Kyle didn’t look at me, he just continued to brush his teeth and stare down at the sink he was standing in front of. Spitting the toothpaste into the sink, he stuck his mouth under the faucet and gurgled some water. “You worry too much, Lee,” he mumbled as he grabbed a towel and wiped his face. “So, how did it go with your mom?” Dropping the towel on the sink, he stepped around me and strolled over to his side of the bed. “You two have fun?”

	“Yes, we had a nice time. Don’t try and change the subject,” I grumbled as I followed him and climbed into bed beside him. “I know something is up with you.” Twisting my body so I could face Kyle, I fixed him with a stern stare. “Tell me, Kyle.”

	“Jesus Christ, baby,” he hissed. “Can you just accept that nothing’s wrong and maybe I’m just tired?” Shaking his head, Kyle reached over and wrapped his arm around my shoulders, drawing me to his side. “I need a quiet night, Lee.” Trailing his fingers over my collarbone, he whispered, “I don’t wanna talk about work or the trial or anything else. I am starving for some alone time with you. Just you. Okay?”

	“Fine,” I conceded, feeling oddly rejected because of his words. Curling my body into his warmth, I rested my head in the crook of his arm and sighed to myself. He was closing up and I hated it, but forcing the matter would result in an argument and we’d been doing so well lately that I was reluctant to rock the boat.

	“You know, I thought you were a guy,” Kyle said after an age, breaking the unnerving silence that had developed between us.

	“What?” I shook my head and twisted around to face him. “What are you talking about?”

	“When you first moved to the hill,” he chuckled as he slipped his arm out from behind my head and rolled onto his side. Resting his cheek on my chest, he sighed contently, nuzzling me with his nose. “Cam called me to ask if she could move her friend Lee into the house.” He smirked as his fingers wandered over my stomach, moving south, pushing up the fabric of my shirt, sliding under the lace of my panties. “Except her friend Lee had the sweetest fucking hips I’d ever seen.”

	His tone was gruff, his fingers teasing, as he slipped inside me, moving slowly, making my whole body tremble. “Best fucking everything,” he purred. “You got me all hard the minute I laid eyes on you.” His free hand travelled under my shirt to cup one of my breasts. “You have beautiful tits,” he groaned. “Fucking perfect. I couldn’t believe my luck when I discovered they were real.”

	“You could’ve talked to me,” I whispered, my arousal stirring at the memory of our first kiss, as I rocked my hips upwards, my body trembling from his taunting onslaught. “You were so scary. I’d never seen anyone like you in my whole life and you . . . you just licked me.”

	“Can you blame me?” Kyle chuckled in a deep husky, male sound that caused everything south of my navel to contract and tighten. “I had to have you,” he stated, without the slightest hint of remorse in his voice as his free hand roamed over my body.

	“Well, it’s a strange thing to do, Kyle,” I moaned, my breathing hitching when his thumb found my clit.

	“Your hips,” he whispered, ignoring my words. “Goddammit, I’ll never get over these sexy hips, princess.”

	Shaking his head, he bit down on his lip and growled as he slid his body lower until his mouth was on my stomach. He kissed my stomach tenderly as his hands found my hips.

	Grabbing the edges of my panties, Kyle pulled himself to his knees and slowly drew my panties down my thighs, his eyes feasting on parts of my body that even after two years of being together made me clench my eyes shut in embarrassment.

	“Look at me,” he husked as he lifted my foot and freed my panties before freeing my other leg until I was bare and exposed to him, with my shirt bunched up by my breasts. “I want you to look at me when I’m fucking you with my mouth,” he told me and I had to grip the sheets to prevent myself from covering my face. “Keep your eyes here,” Kyle said in a gruff tones as he trailed a finger from my stomach to my slit. “You got it?”

	“Uh-huh,” I breathed, tilting my hips upwards. My heart was racing so fast I was in fear of exploding before he even touched me. In the back of my mind I knew what Kyle was doing. “You sure you’re okay?” I whispered. “Did someone upset you at work . . .” My voice broke and I cried out, bucking wildly when Kyle’s lips closed over my clit, suckling me, driving me insane. I clawed at the bed sheets franticly as a haze of pleasure wafted over me, igniting my senses, the carnal instinct inside of me urging me to grind my body to his touch.

	“I know I’m being weird, but it’s got nothing to do with you, baby,” he admitted in a hoarse tone. “I’m not good at expressing myself, but just know that you don’t ever need to worry about where I am or who I’m with,” Kyle growled as his tongue traced my wet folds with aching slowness. Releasing one of my thighs from his tight grasp, he gently slid his fingers inside me and twisted them upwards, stroking a part of me that made my back arch off the bed. “Because there is no one who has, does or will ever fuck me up the way you did, do and will.”

	Pulling back, Kyle lowered his boxers before settling between my legs, his warm, powerful body covering mine. “I won’t screw this up, Lee,” he whispered, as he thrust inside me. “I swear to god I won’t.”

	“I just want to help you,” I whispered, blinking back the tears that were threatening to spill from his admission. Cupping his face with my hands, I forced him to look at me. “Kyle, if you’re in some sort of trouble you can tell me.”

	“I’m not,” he croaked out as he rocked into me slowly. “I’m just stressed.”

	Pressing his forehead to mine, he let out a deep shuddering groan as he rolled his hips, thrusting himself deep inside me. “Sometimes it feels like you’re the only thing that’s right in my life,” he confessed in a gruff tone as he slid his hand down my body.

	Grabbing my thigh, he wrapped my leg around his waist and penetrated me even more deeply than before. “I fucking love you, Lee Bennett,” he husked.

	“I love you, too, Kyle Carter,” I whispered. Pressing my mouth to Kyle’s, I kissed him with everything I had, showing him with my kiss how much he meant to me.
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	“He called again,” I whispered into my phone as I slipped into the lounge, closing the door behind me. I’d left Lee upstairs sleeping, but I had to get out of that bed. My mind wouldn’t calm the fuck down. Cindy’s visit, David’s appearance and Jimmy’s phone call were enough to drive me insane—enough to make me phone Derek up to rant.

	“Jimmy?” I heard Derek ask on the other line and I squeezed my phone tighter.

	“Yeah,” I growled, sinking down on the couch. I knew full well I was going to get an earful from Derek, but I needed to talk to someone.

	“I told you,” Derek hissed and I had to move my phone away from my ear a little. “I fucking told you we needed to sort this out,” he ranted. “Goddammit to hell.”

	“David showed up at my office today,” I added quietly as I stroked my jaw. “Says he’s taken care of Perry.”

	“And how do you suppose he’s done that?” Derek sneered. “Did he stick him with a needle, too?”

	“I don’t know, Der,” I muttered wearily, as I swapped the phone into my other hand and sighed. “He didn’t say—only that Perry wouldn’t be bothering us again.”

	“And you believe that?” Derek asked, his tone incredulous. “Kyle, why would he help you? You beat him to a pulp last year.”

	“I don’t know, Derek,” I grumbled. “I don’t fucking know about anything anymore.” Leaning backwards I rested my head against the back of the couch and let out a groan. “I’m so fucking confused. I feel like . . . no, forget it. I’m talking shit.”

	“Nothing new there, dude,” I heard Derek chuckle. “So, how’s everything else going? How are the girls? They okay?”

	“They’re fine,” I whispered. It’s me who’s fucked . . .”How’s Addyson?”

	“It’s good, man,” he said softly. “I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed my folks.” Chuckling he added, “There’s nothing like your mom running around and fussing to make a guy feel better, you know?”

	No, I wouldn’t have a fucking clue because I didn’t have parents and the one woman who’d ever given two shits about me was avoiding me like the plague. “Sounds good,” I managed to squeeze out.
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	“Well, it’s happening,” Kelsie mused as she strolled over to her desk with some paperwork. Taking a seat behind her desk, she dropped the file down on her desk and leaned forward, eyes locked on mine. “There’s nothing we can do to stop it now,” she sighed deeply and her eyes flickered briefly to Lee, who was sitting on the chair next to me with Hope on her lap, before returning to my face. “The trial is happening. You’ll both need to be prepared. They’re going to launch an attack on your relationship.”

	“Who goes first?” I asked, as I diverted my gaze from the view I had of Kelsie’s braless tits. Clearing my throat, I focused on my hands and asked, “Me or her?”

	Hope started to cry and Lee stood up quickly. “Shh, sweetie,” she cooed, as she paced the office floor with our daughter in her arms and my attention was riveted on her face. Lee could never mask her feelings or emotions and right now they were playing out all over her face. Her eyes were wide and full of bewilderment and I couldn’t blame her for feeling disconcerted. I was feeling unsettled myself . . . 

	“You.” Kelsie rested her hand on mine, drawing my attention back to her. “And you’ll be amazing,” she gushed proudly. “I have every faith in you,” she continued, unperturbed by my daughter’s soft cries, as she stood up and walked around her desk, lowering herself into the chair Lee had vacated. “You need to be strong,” she said, patting my knee in sympathy. “And if there’s anything I can do for you . . . well, you have my number.”

	Lee snorted as she bobbed around with Hope in her arms.

	“Rachel will crumble,” Kelsie assured me as she sat back and crossed her legs. Again, I had to divert my eyes from catching an eye-full of her crotch. “All you have to do is tell the truth, Mr. Carter,” Kelsie crooned. “How she blackmailed you into that arrangement . . .”

	“Ma-ma.” Hope babbled distractingly behind me. “Ma-ma-ma . . .”

	“What about Lee?” I asked, forcing myself to stay focused. “How many times can they call her to testify?” I frowned deeply. “I don’t want her up there, Kelsie.”

	“Hopefully just the one day,” Kelsie replied as she opened her legs for a moment before crossing them once more. “And then you’ll all be free to carry on with your lives.”

	“What about the letters?” I whispered. Something was seriously fucking bothering me about those letters and I couldn’t put my finger on it. Doubt was creeping into my heart. All those letters she’d sent me, begging me to come see her, that she had something to tell me, something about a plan . . . I was starting to wonder if I’d made a mistake in not hearing her out. “Are they going to ask me about the letters?”

	Sighing deeply, Kelsie patted my legs and smiled. “The letters are our little secret . . .” Her voice trailed off as she narrowed her eyes at something behind my head.

	Turning in my chair, I smirked when my eyes landed on Lee, who was kneeling on the floor with her sexy, jean-covered ass sticking up in the air. “Sorry,” she apologized, red-faced, as she gestured to Hope who was kicking around on a fold-up changing mat. “She’s teething at the moment. Her tummy’s a little upset . . .”

	“There’s a restroom just down the hall,” Kelsie growled, scrunching her nose up at the smell. Jesus, I hadn’t even noticed the smell until now. I was probably immune. “I would prefer if my office wasn’t used as a nursery,” she added cattily and my hackles rose.

	“Oh.” Lee blushed crimson. “I’m sorry.” Climbing to her feet, she hoisted Hope into her arms and rushed to the door. “Kyle, I’ll wait for you outside,” Lee said quietly.

	“Lee, hang on, baby,” I called out, but she had already slipped out the door, closing it quietly behind her.

	Turning my head around, I glared at Kelsie. “What’s the problem here, Kelsie?” I asked coldly. “Is it my kid? Do you have a problem with my daughter?”

	Shaking my head in disgust, I jerked out of my chair and glowered down at her. “If you work for me then you work for them. It’s a package deal, sweetheart,—dirty diapers included. If you have a problem with my family then you better tell me now.”

	“No, Mr. Carter,” she whispered, eyes wide and tear-filled. Dammit, not another crier . . .”Of course I don’t,” she rambled on quickly. “She’s a lovely little girl—as is Miss Bennett.” Blushing furiously she added, “I apologize if I was abrupt. I have no experience with children or their mechanics.”

	“Jesus, don’t start crying,” I groaned, patting her on the shoulder awkwardly, feeling like a tool for making yet another woman cry. Jesus, I needed to rein it in. My head was all over the place lately. Every damn thing was getting on top of me and I needed to get a handle on my temper. “Sorry,” I muttered. “I’m . . . uh, a little on edge lately.”

	“Well, I’m always here to listen if you need to talk, Mr. Carter,” she replied softly as she patted my arm. “As your legal advisor and as your friend.”

	“Thanks,” I said as enthusiastically as I could. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
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	“Lee, you’re overreacting,” Kyle growled as he walked through the foyer of the Henderson Hotel, with Hope resting on his hip and my body welded to his side. “Yeah, I get your point about the whole diaper thing, but as for the rest of it? She was just doing her job.” Turning the corner of the corridor, he placed a possessive hand on my lower back as he opened the door of his office and led me inside. “She’s a damn good lawyer, baby.”

	“Oh, I’m sure she’s very thorough and attentive,” I muttered through clenched teeth.

	Kyle had been acting strange for a couple of days and with Derek still in Idaho I was struggling to break through his concrete walls. I knew he was exhausted and worried about literally everything, but I couldn’t let this crap with Kelsie slide. We’d just come from Kyle’s attorney’s office and I was still simmering with anger. I hadn’t noticed it until today, but Kelsie Mayfield definitely had an interest in my fiancé that went above and beyond her professional duties. Anger at her blatant attempt of flirting with Kyle was bubbling inside of me. She needed to back the heck off and he needed to open his eyes and see that woman for what she truly was. A manipulator.

	“Is she so devoted to her other clients?” I tossed out cattily. “I thought she was supposed to talk us through the procedure of the trial, Kyle, not hang on your arm and bat her eyes.” Exhaling harshly I added, “Which as far as I remember used to be covered with glasses. I guess she forgot to put those on this morning—along with the rest of her clothes.” The memory of Kelsie crossing and uncrossing her barely clad legs entered my mind and all the blood in my body rushed to my face. If I had noticed the suspender clips and thigh high stockings she wore then so had Kyle . . . 

	“She wasn’t hanging on my arm,” Kyle said in weary tone as he settled behind his desk with Hope in his arms. “And I pay her to be thorough and attentive.”

	“Obviously, you don’t pay her enough,” I growled as I stalked over and sank down on a chair at his desk. “Otherwise she’d able to afford clothes that covered her body.” In the forty-five minutes I’d sat watching that woman coo and fuss over Kyle, I’d also copped at least five unwanted flashes of her breasts. Her perky—up to her freaking chin, child-less—breasts. “Has she ever heard of a bra?” I muttered petulantly as anxiety and jealously swirled inside of me. “Or a shirt with buttons?”

	“Are you jealous?” Shaking his head, he grinned broadly. “You’re actually jealous of her?”

	“I’m not jealous,” I lied. “I’m insulted with her underhanded provocative tactics.” Folding my arms over my chest, I glared at his stupid smirking face. “She was making a play for you, Kyle. Right in front of me. Right in front of your daughter.”

	“No, she wasn’t,” he scoffed, dismissing me with a flick of his wrist. “Lee, she wasn’t making a play for me. She was doing her job. You’re being irrational, baby.”

	“Yes, she was, Kyle,” I seethed. “I know what I saw. She wants you.” I’ve seen that look before . . . 

	Bouncing Hope on his knees, Kyle continued to grin at me with fond amusement glittering in his eyes. “Lee, you have nothing to worry about,” he said gently. “I haven’t looked at another woman since the night we met.”

	“Don’t, Kyle,” I mumbled, pressing my fingers against my temples. “Don’t say things that aren’t true.” I knew Kyle was faithful now, but telling me he hadn’t looked at another woman since we met was a lie. The painful memories of his many other women crashed through my mind like a cannonball.

	It wasn’t his fault he attracted the female sex like bees to honey, and I wasn’t trying to be clingy or hurt him by bringing this up, but I was scared to death. That woman wanted my fiancé and had made no qualms about it . . . 

	The months I’d spent using a pillow to cover my ears while he entertained those other women in the bedroom next door to mine penetrated my mind and I cringed. The first six months I’d been with him had been hell on earth for me. The very reason we had been in an attorney’s office in the first place was to talk about a woman whose only ambition in life was to have him.

	“That was a long fucking time ago and you know it,” Kyle hissed, stirring me from my brooding thoughts. Sighing heavily, he looked at a complete loss as he shook his head. “I can’t believe you’re throwing it back in my face.”

	“I’m not, Kyle, and I don’t want to fight with you,” I replied quietly as I rubbed the skin over my heart. “Just be careful around her.” That’s all I wanted him to do. “You’re keeping things to yourself again,” I added softly. “You seem more vulnerable than usual. I just need you to be careful, that’s all.”

	“You don’t trust me,” he said flatly.

	When I took longer than three seconds to answer him, Kyle jerked out of his chair and strode over to the playpen in the far corner of his office before gently setting Hope down. “After everything we’ve been through,” he mused in a thoughtful tone, stroking Hope’s curls. Straightening his spine he turned to face me. “You still don’t fucking trust me.”

	“Yes, I do, Kyle,” I said honestly and calmly. I didn’t want to fight with him—things were tense enough without us being at each other’s throats. “It’s her I don’t trust.”

	Stalking over to his desk, Kyle leaned against it and fixed his glare on me. “Is that why you keep avoiding setting a date?” he asked, his voice menacingly calm. “You won’t marry me because you think I’m gonna cheat on you?”

	“What are you talking about?” I demanded, losing patience. “How does us getting married have anything to do with your attorney flirting with you?”

	“Prove it,” he taunted, ignoring my question.

	“Prove what?” I asked with a sigh. “Why in god’s name are you behaving like this?”

	“Set a date. Prove you trust me,” he taunted in a derisive tone of voice. “Do what you promised you’d do and marry me.” Raising his brow, he sneered down at me. “Or are you gonna keep leading me on until we’re eighty?”

	Shaking my head, I clasped my hands together and inhaled a steadying breath. “You’re obviously looking for an argument, Kyle,” I said quietly. “I’m not taking the bait. This conversation is over. We’ll talk about it when you’re civil.”

	“What’s wrong, princess?” he asked with a smirk. “Don’t you trust me enough to marry me?”

	“Why are you being like this?” I demanded. “Why are we fighting?”

	“Why are you being like this?” he shot back, furious. “And I’m not sure . . .”

	The soft knock on the door came as huge relief to me, breaking the heated stare-down that had developed between us, but my relief was short-lived when I turned around and saw the familiar blonde head.

	I groaned internally when Mike Henderson sauntered into Kyle’s office, smiling broadly. “I thought I saw you in reception earlier,” he said to Kyle. “Twice in one week?”

	“Someone has to check up on your stupid ass,” Kyle shot back, teasingly. Straightening his back, he flashed Mike a friendly grin, masking his fury effortlessly. “I see the place in still standing,” he said with a smirk. “And I’ve been through the books. Good job, man. I’m impressed.”

	I sat in a state of bewilderment as the pair chatted openly. Two years ago, I never would have thought Kyle and Mike could be civil to one another, let alone joking and teasing. Time definitely seemed to be a healer for the half-brothers.

	“Thanks Kyle.” Mike beamed with pride, clearly basking in the praise from his older brother. Kyle didn’t hand out compliments too often and I guessed that’s what made his simple words of praise even more valuable to Mike.

	“Hello Lee,” Mike said, addressing me with a small inclination of his head.

	“Mike.” I forced myself to smile politely in return, the memory of Derek’s skeletal frame and heartbroken grief still fresh in my mind, rebuking me from initiating any further pleasantries.

	“Any word from . . . Linda?” Kyle asked, breaking the awkward silence, his tone suddenly anxious.

	“Nothing, man, sorry,” Mike mumbled and I felt my heart break for Kyle. His eyes darkened and clouded over, his frame sagged, and I felt a surge of anger towards Linda Stone. As annoyed as I was with Kyle right now, I felt the strongest urge to wrap my arms around him and coo and fuss. The angry tension wafting off him and the heat in his eyes were the reasons I stayed securely in my seat.

	“Dad stopped by,” Mike added in a serious tone, causing Kyle to stiffen. Oh god, it just keeps getting better and better . . . I closed my eyes, feeling a headache coming on. “Twice last week,” Mike added quietly. “And once this morning. I sent him packing, Kyle.”

	“And what did dear old daddy want?” Kyle spat, his knuckles turning white from the grip he had on the desk.

	“I’m going to go for a walk,” I mumbled as I stood up quickly. My stress levels were through the roof and the hostility in the room was becoming too much. Walking over to the playpen, I lifted Hope into my arms before making my way to the door.

	“You’re not going anywhere,” Kyle ordered. “Sit down, Lee.”

	“Don’t talk to me like I’m a dog, Kyle,” I warned. “I won’t take it.”

	“Fine. You either sit here or you go upstairs and sit in the suite,” he shot back. “Make your choice, sweetheart.”

	“You can be a real asshole sometimes,” I whispered, feeling completely debased.

	“An asshole that keeps you alive,” he shot back, tossing our old room key at me. “Upstairs. Now.”
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	“You’re an asshole,” Mike declared in a disgusted tone.

	“I know,” I muttered as I stormed over to my desk and sank down on my chair. Scratching my head in confusion I tried to piece together the last few days of my life. “I have no idea why I just did that,” I confessed. Why the fuck had I picked a fight with Lee of all people? Jesus . . . 

	I shook my head in disgust with myself. I was more rattled than I’d thought. Jimmy’s phone call the other day had riled me and Cindy’s visit on top of that had shaken me up. The fact that she refused to give a fucking inch with regards to Linda’s whereabouts was driving me insane. Goddammit, what the hell did they think I was going to do to the woman. All I wanted was to see her for myself—to put to rest the niggling worry in the pit of my stomach that was telling me something was wrong.

	“I do,” Mike replied as he took the chair opposite me. “You did it because you’re an asshole.” Shaking his head in disgust, he folded his arms across his chest and glared at me. “She’s been through hell and back and you speak to her like that? You are an assho . . .”

	“Alright,” I warned. “I think we’ve established what I am.”

	“Why were you fighting?” he asked quietly. “Or am I allowed to ask?”

	I stared at Mike for a moment, weighing up my options. Fuck it . . .”She thinks our lawyer made a play for me,” I mumbled, deciding to lay it out there. I was getting pretty tired of holding everything inside. Linda had always been my confidante—the one person in my life who I could lay all my shit bare to and know she could handle it. Without her to talk to I was drowning fast. Derek was still in Idaho—and recovering from a depression so deep it nearly killed him—and Lee . . . well, I’d just messed that right up.

	“And was she making a play for you?” Mike asked levelly. “Lee’s not the type of girl to overreact about something like this,” he added. “Something must have happened that touched a nerve for her.”

	“I don’t know, Mike,” I groaned. “I don’t pay attention half the time. Maybe Kelsie was, but I wasn’t biting.” Jerking out of my chair, I paced the floor aimlessly as I tried to figure out why I’d been such a tool to Lee. “I’m so goddamn confused lately,” I confessed to my brother. “I don’t like feeling like this, Mike.”

	“Like what, Kyle?” he probed gently.

	“Like there’s something going on that I should know about, but don’t,” I admitted. “Something big is going on with Linda and I’m being kept in the dark and . . . Rachel,” I choked out. “She sent me these weird letters for months before the trial.” Turning around to face Mike, I sighed heavily before whispering, “I have no idea why, Mike, but I feel like I’m overlooking something. Something vitally important.”

	“Is there anything else?” he asked.

	I rolled my eyes at the stupidity of his question. “What do you think, man?” I pulled at my tie, freeing it from where it was choking my neck. “I have a list as long as your arm of problems.”

	“Kyle,” he said in a coaxing tone as he stood up and walked towards me. “Don’t take me the wrong way on this, but you’ve been under a lot of pressure. Maybe you need to take a break? A holiday or something.” Patting my shoulder, Mike’s brows creased in concern. “Dammit, you’re shaking like a leaf,” he hissed. “Your whole body is trembling, Kyle.” Clamping his hands on my shoulders he shoved me down on my chair.

	“I took it out on her.” My shoulders sagged and I dropped my head in my hands. “I shouldn’t have taken my shit out on her.” What I should have done was told Lee about Cindy’s visit, but I couldn’t work up the nerve. She would worry and I’d given her plenty reason to in the past. Dammit . . . 

	“Listen, Kyle, you’ve been under a hell of a lot of pressure for a very long time,” Mike said slowly. “And you’ve been dealing with everybody else’s problems, on top of your own.” He stroked his bottom lip as he stared at me. “You’re going to crash and burn if you don’t take a breather. Have some fun, man. You’re only twenty-three-years-old. “

	My phone vibrated in my pocket and I slid it out. “I don’t have time for fun, Mike,” I grumbled as I unlocked the screen and read the text.

	“I have to go,” I whispered as I shoved my phone back in my pocket and jumped to my feet, the message I’d received was burning, tearing through my heart like a goddamn freight train.
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	Hospitals freaked me out.

	Every time I stepped foot inside the doors of one, my body broke into a cold sweat.

	That’s the way I looked when I found Linda inside one of the white clinical treatment rooms.

	“Why didn’t you tell me?” I whispered, as I stood frozen in the doorway of her hospital room, every muscle in my body locked up in fear—in pure fucking terror. Every instinct in body wanted to bolt, run the fuck away from this room. These rooms were never a good thing. It was built into human beings: a self-preservation warning.

	These rooms were bad.

	“So, you found me,” Linda rasped as she lay curled up in a ball on her bed. “Kind of figured you wouldn’t let it go, kiddo . . .” She started wheezing and held her hand to her mouth. “You’re just like your grandfather.” She coughed again and I flinched.

	She wore no cover-up and my stomach dropped into my ass. She looked so worn out. Her eyes had the darkest shadows underneath them. Her hair was gone.

	“So,” she chuckled weakly. “Who sold me out?”

	“Cindy,” I whispered, blinking back the hot tears that were scalding my eyes. I was selfishly regretting following the instructions I’d received in the text from Cindy, telling me to meet her here, because I sure as hell didn’t want to know this.

	I wanted to go back and pretend I didn’t know. I wanted to crawl into her arms and make her tell me this was a joke.

	“Don’t look at me like that, Kyle,” Linda warned, her voice weak and raspy. “You can march your butt right back out of this room if I even catch you looking at me like that.”

	“Like what?” I forced a smile as I went to her side. Sitting down on the chair beside her, I couldn’t stop myself from taking her hand and squeezing it. My hands were sweaty, my whole fucking body thrumming with anxiety. My head was a mess.

	This couldn’t be happening.

	The fear tore at my gut.

	All I wanted to scream was ‘live, live, live.’

	“With that hopeless look in your eyes,” she said evenly before sighing heavily. “Don’t be scared for me, Kyle. I refuse to let the fear beat me, so don’t you dare let it beat you.”

	“How can you say that?” I managed to choke out. “I’m fucking petrified, Linda. I’m so goddamn scared for you, I feel like I’m choking.”

	“Kyle,” she whispered, her brown eyes filled with tears. “Baby, I am fighting my hardest and I may not be winning, but I am not going down without a fight.”

	“Where is it?” I whispered, blinking back my tears. “How far?”

	“Lungs, originally,” she said in admittance, her voice quavering and her thin, frail hand trembling in mine. “And now both breasts, throat, and my bones.”

	No . . . 

	No . . . 

	Please god, no . . . 

	“Jesus Christ, Linda,” I choked out as I clung to her hand with both of mine. “Can they fix this?”

	Please say yes.

	Please say yes.

	Please say yes.

	“No, baby, they can’t,” she whispered. Raising her free hand, she gently wiped away the tears that were trickling down my cheeks. “I’m going to die, Kyle.”

	“How long?” I managed to ask, though I wasn’t sure how because all the air in my lungs had drained away.

	“Weeks,” she whispered. “A month if I’m lucky.”

	“No,” I roared. “No, fuck no, don’t say that.” I jerked out of my chair and started pacing. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” I demanded. “You should have fucking told me. I would have . . . I could’ve . . .”

	“It’s going to happen Kyle,” she replied hoarsely. “There’s no point in dwelling, baby.” She coughed and spluttered before continuing. “And I don’t want anyone to know because I’d rather die with dignity than have people fussing over me like I’m some goddamn circus show.”

	“A circus show?” I clenched my jaw so tightly I could feel the veins in my neck straining. My heart was hammering so hard it felt like I was the one who was going to die. “I would never look at you like that,” I whispered.

	“I wanted to protect you,” she choked out. “I still do. I didn’t want you to go through the pain of watching me die. I love you too much . . .” her voice broke out as she was engulfed in another fit of choking. “To ask you to do that,” she wheezed.

	“You’re fine,” I accused her. “You’re talking to me. You’re breathing and smiling and fuck . . .” Tearing at my hair I let out a harsh cry. “How the hell can you be dying?”

	“I’m comfortable Kyle,” she coaxed. “The morphine helps.”

	“There has to be something,” I shouted, as I wiped my face with the back of my hand. “I can fix this.” My legs were shaking so badly I could barely hold myself up. I yanked hard on my hair and roared. “No.” I shook my head. “You are not going to die. No fucking way, Linda. We just need a plan. That’s all. Just a really good plan.”

	“Look at me, Kyle,” she asked and I shook my head. “Look at me now,” she demanded wheezily.

	I turned to look at her. She looked so frail, so feeble.

	Jesus . . . 

	She was dying.

	“Please,” I begged, crying hard and fucking ugly. This couldn’t be happening. I felt like my soul was splitting—like someone had rammed their fist down my throat. “Please don’t die.”

	“Come here, Kyle,” she whispered as she held her arms out. “Come here, son.”

	Staggering over to her, I fell to my knees next to her bed. “What can I do?” I choked out.

	Leaning against the bed, I dropped my head in my hands and pressed my thumbs into my eyes. “You’re my . . .” I shook my head and cried harder. “Please, Linda, please don’t leave me.”

	“You are my best accomplishment,” I heard her say and I felt her fingers stroke my hair. “Watching you grow up . . . helping you become the man you are . . .” her voice cracked. “I need you to be strong for me.”

	My whole body shuddered.

	Wrapping my arms around her waist, I rested my head on her lap and whispered, “I need you to live for me.”
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	I had just put Hope down for a nap in our old bedroom, when a loud rapping noise on the suite door drilled through my ears.

	Slipping out of the bedroom room, I’d closed the door out and rushed over to unlock the suite door, unworried about who would be behind the door. The hotel was safe—or so I had thought. Staring up at my father’s face, I now realized I was wrong.

	“What are you doing here, Daddy?” I asked as I gripped the door tightly. If I had the courage I would slam it in his face. I loathed Jimmy Bennett—more than ever since my mother’s admission. He had known she was alive and he had filled me up with lie after freaking lie. I was furious with him, but the problem with being angry with my father was he could—and would—return my anger tenfold. He could crush me like a fly. I had to thread carefully. He was a difficult man and I was alone in here. Worse, my daughter was in this suite. Oh god . . . 

	“You gonna invite me in?” he drawled as he looked over my head. I knew he was checking to see if Kyle was here. I’d spent most of my life being controlled by my father, feeling utterly powerless, and sometimes—like today—I felt powerless in my relationship with Kyle. “I’ve been hoping to get you on your own, darling,” Daddy said with a smirk. “Seems I’ve picked a good time.”

	My breath came in short pants as I struggled to stay calm. I knew what that tone of voice meant. I had feared those words every night of my childhood. “Kyle’s in the shower,” I lied, hoping to god that the mention of my fiancé’s name would make him leave. The truth was I hadn’t seen Kyle since I stalked out of his office earlier. I was still so upset with him for the way he’d spoken to me—and in front of Mike of all people. “He’ll be out any minute,” I added, furiously trying to muster some courage.

	Daddy smirked and I knew he could tell I was lying. “You telling me lies, girl?”

	My heart sank.

	It sank even further when Daddy pushed the door inwards with a flick of his wrist. I scurried away from him. “Why are you here?” I asked as I moved behind the sofa. I needed to put some space between us.

	“We have some unfinished business to discuss, Delia,” Daddy snarled. He was vibrating with tension as he rubbed his scruffy jaw with his hand. I knew that sign. It was my first warning that I’d upset him.

	I wouldn’t get another.

	“You’re looking a little pale, darling,” he taunted menacingly. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

	“What do you want to talk about?” I asked, barely breathing. My heart was racing so fast I was sure I would black out.

	He took one step forward.

	I took two steps back.

	“Calm down, girl,” he barked as he lunged forward and grabbed me. I winced as his hand curled around my arm. Pulling on my arm, he shoved me down on the sofa before taking a seat next to me. “I ain’t gonna hurt you. I just want to talk about a few things.”

	Liar, I wanted to scream. “Please . . .” I said instead as I ducked my head, avoiding eye contact. “Kyle will be angry if he finds you here.”

	“You think I’m scared of that little shit.” Daddy laughed and it was a cruel sound. “Delia, you know me better than that. I could snap that boy in two if I felt inclined.” I wasn’t sure who would snap who if it came to pass. Daddy was violent, but Kyle was lethal. I’d seen both men in a temper. I didn’t like to think of what would happen if they were in the same room again.

	Sometimes Kyle’s temper scared me. It reminded me of my father’s. His fiery nature was both alluring and terrifying. It had taken me a very long time to trust and accept that I could disagree with Kyle—I could scream my head off—and he wouldn’t hit me. He wouldn’t beat me or lock me away. Kyle would never harm me physically. Not like the man sitting next to me . . .”What do you want to talk about?” I choked out.

	“What I’m owed,” he said simply as he shifted on the sofa. “I figure since I raised you for eighteen years, it’s only fair I get some compensation. You shacked up with a damn millionaire and left me empty handed. Where’s the fairness in that?”

	“I don’t have anything to give you,” I told him truthfully. “Everything belongs to Kyle. I can’t give you what I don’t have, daddy.”

	I watched as he clenched his fists and I prepared myself for the blow. I was surprised when all he did was grab my hand. “This sure looks pretty,” he mused as he inspected my engagement ring. “Expensive, too.”

	“I’m not giving you my engagement ring,” I exclaimed as I pulled my hand out of his grasp. “I’m sorry, but you can’t have it.” My diamond engagement ring was too important to me, not because of cost or caret, but because of what it represented for us. For Kyle, it represented our future. For me, it represented our survival.

	Grabbing my chin, he leaned his face into mine. “You ungrateful little whore,” he roared and that’s when I smelt it.

	The whiskey on his breath.

	If my heart was racing before, it was stopped dead in my chest now. I was in serious trouble. That smell and his temper was all the proof I needed. This was bad. I was going to get hurt. “You’re gonna give me that ring,” he snarled. “Or I’m gonna cut it off and mail your finger to your asshole boyfriend.”

	Jerking away from him I attempted to run, but he caught hold of my hand and dragged me onto the floor in front of him. Reaching into his back pocket, I gasped in horror as he pulled a pocket-knife out and flipped it open. “Wait,” I begged as I tried to break away from his hold. “Don’t. I’ll give it you.” I knew he was serious. He didn’t make idle threats.

	I tried to take my ring off, but he batted my other hand away. “I think there’s a lesson to be learned here, darling,” he spat, as he pressed the tip of the knife into my ring finger before slicing my skin.

	Pain ripped through my hand as blood rushed out of the slit on my finger. I bit back a scream. There was no point in crying.

	He enjoyed my tears.

	He got off on my fear.

	“I own you, you little slut,” he hissed. “You don’t talk back to me. You don’t fucking breathe unless I tell you to. I can end you, Delia. Any damn time I please . . .”

	“Why?” I sobbed. “Why are you doing this to me?”

	“Because I can,” he barked. “You don’t get to ignore my phone calls.” Grabbing my throat, Daddy squeezed tightly, blocking my airways, as he forced me onto my back. Leaning over me, he ducked his face to my ear. “I. Own. You. Bitch.”

	“Plea . . .” I scratched at his hand in a frantic bid to break free from his chokehold. My eyes were watering and I desperately tried to drag air into my lungs.

	“Where’s your city boy now, whore?” he taunted.

	“Mrs. Carter, are you okay?” My body sagged in relief when I turned my face and saw a short-haired, blonde girl standing in the doorway.

	“She ain’t Mrs. Carter,” daddy snarled, loosening his hold on my neck and I spluttered and gasped for air. “Now get the fuck out of here, you nosey bitch.”

	Noticing his attention was on the doorway, I rolled out from under from him and managed to knock the knife out of his hand. It fell to the floor and I kicked it under the sofa before inching away from him slowly.

	My stomach twisted as I cradled my hand to my chest. I felt so much hatred in that moment and I was disgusted with myself for ever even contemplating the man could change. When I was pregnant, and after his heart attack, I’d held a tiny glimmer of hope that he could turn his life around.

	I’d been so terribly wrong.

	“Why don’t you get the fuck out of here,” the girl retorted, as she rested her hands on her narrow hips. My eyes slid over the housekeeping uniform she wore over her slender frame. She was tiny, not as short as me, but much thinner. Her face held the world of contempt as she glared at my father and I quickly recognized who she was. Karen Valentine—the girl Linda hired when I had my miscarriage.

	“Unless you want me to use that knife on your fat fingers,” she snarled. “Which in that case, please stay. I’m sure we could have fun.” I had to look twice at her because for a moment she sounded so much like Cam.

	“Give it to me now,” Daddy spat as he glared down at me.

	Sliding the ring off my finger, I moaned when the gold grazed my cut. Scrambling away from his towering frame, I threw the ring at his feet. “Take it and go,” I begged. I had never been so humiliated in my life. It was degrading enough to be treated like dirt, but an audience made it so much worse. He had always been careful when I was younger and usually waited to get me when I was alone. Cam was the only person who’d ever seen my father hurt me.

	She’d walked into our kitchen one day when he had his hands wrapped around my throat. I couldn’t remember what I’d done that day to trigger him, but he’d been boiling mad at me and it was a miracle that my neck hadn’t snapped from all the throttling. I was fairly certain Cam saved my life that day, too. She hit daddy on the back of his head with a skillet and knocked him out cold. It was one of the better days because Mr. Frey had let me stay with them for three whole days.

	Daddy had finally arrived at their house and demanded I come home. I remembered hiding behind Cam’s father, clinging to his leg actually, when I saw my father’s beat-up Chevy truck pulling into their yard . . . 

	Daddy leaned towards me and Karen moved closer to us. “You heard her, asshole,” Karen said in a firm tone. “Get your drunk ass out of here.”

	“What are you gonna do if I don’t?” Daddy growled as he stood up and strode over to us. “You think I’m scared of a scrawny little rat like you?”

	“Probably not,” she retorted. “But you should be.”

	“Oh, and why’s that?” Daddy snarled as he smirked at Karen.

	“Because I’m wicked fast,” she said with a smile as she stepped closer to him. “And I have an excellent aim.” The words were barely out of her mouth when I watched her raise her knee and slam it into his groin.

	“Bitch,” he spluttered as he bent over and cupped himself.

	“Go,” she ordered as she pointed a finger in the direction of the door. “Unless you want to see how I inflict pain with my fingers.” She wiggled her fingers in front of his face and I held my breath for her.

	This could get ugly . . . 

	“You’re gonna pay for that,” Daddy roared as he moved quicker than I’d seen him move in years. He sprang forward, grabbed Karen by the hair and dragged her roughly towards him.

	“Get off her,” I screamed as I shuffled forward and grabbed his leg. Daddy retaliated by kneeing me in the mouth. I fell forward onto my stomach and immediately clenched my eyes shut before curling into the fetal position. The force of his boot into my back knocked the air out of my lungs, startling me so badly I couldn’t hold back the agonizing cry of pain that ripped from my throat.

	“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I heard a male voice demand and that voice alone gave me the courage to open my eyes.

	David Henderson strode towards my father with a face like thunder. He didn’t spare me a sideways glance before closing his fist and punching my father in the nose.

	“If you so much as step foot in my hotel or look in her direction again, I will kill you,” David snarled as he pinned Jimmy against the wall. “Now get out of here, you parasite.”

	I was shocked to the core when daddy retreated. “This ain’t over,” Daddy warned us as he staggered over to the door and swung it open. “I’m gonna get you for this, Delia. You and your little friend. I will bury you both.”

	The door slammed shut and I sat on the floor frozen.

	His words had chilled me to the bone . . . 

	‘Pack up your kid and get the hell out of Kyle’s life, or I will bury you both.’

	“Mrs. Carter?” Karen said as she knelt on the floor next to me and rubbed my shoulder.

	I will bury you both.

	I will bury you both.

	I will bury you both.

	“Mrs. Carter, are you okay?”

	“It’s Lee,” I whispered when I could finally make my mouth move. “Lee Bennett.”

	“Well, Lee Bennett,” she said as she stood up and held her hand out for me. “That sure beat the hell out of scrubbing toilets. I don’t think my heart has beat that fast since I took off in my dad’s car when I was fifteen.”

	“I’m sorry you had to see that,” I choked out as I wiped my eyes with the back of my hand and placed my hand in hers. “I’m sorry he put his hands on you. Are you hurt?”

	“Nah, I’m good,” Karen said in a forced jovial tone as she helped me to my feet. “Who was he?”

	“He’s my father,” I whispered before darting into the bedroom to check on my daughter.

	How, I would never know or understand, but Hope was snoring her little heart out in the old travel cot. I sagged in relief and took a moment to watch her, soaking in the innocence and purity that wafted from her. At least she would never have to deal with a man like Jimmy Bennett. I would die before my child suffered what I had.

	Spinning on my heels, I rushed into the bathroom to wash my hand. The carpets were cream and I didn’t want to ruin it by bleeding all over it.

	Standing in front of the mirror I urged my tears to stop falling. My chin was bruising rapidly and my back was still throbbing from the force of his kick, but there was no point in getting upset. He’d won. Again.

	“Here,” Karen said as she came to stand beside me. “Let me clean this for you. Your hands are shaking.”

	“Thank you,” I whispered as she held my finger under the cold water. I couldn’t feel the pain. Then again, I had a very high pain threshold and, compared to what I’d endured over the years, a cut on my finger was miniscule. “That was very brave of you.”

	“No problem, Lee,” she replied as she reached for the towel hanging on the rail next to the sink. “Sorry about the whole Mrs. Carter thing. I thought you were married.”

	I winced when she wrapped the snow white towel around my finger and I came to the conclusion Karen Valentine hadn’t come into contact with blood very often. Blood stains were a pain to get out of whites. I also came to the conclusion that it was pretty depressing that I knew this fact.

	“No,” I bit out as I pressed down to stem the bleeding. “We’re engaged. Not married.”

	“Huh, weird . . .” Karen muttered with a frown before opening the bathroom door for me and leading me back to the main room. I went straight to the sofa. Sinking onto it, I sat cross-legged, tucking a cushion on my lap, and exhaled a shaky breath before removing the towel and examining the damage.

	“Has he done that before?” she whispered as she sat down beside me.

	I nodded. I barely knew Karen Valentine, but she didn’t deserve to be lied to and I was too tired to build a wall up between us. Besides, my attention was entirely focused on the letter W scrawled into the skin on my ring finger.

	Whore.

	“I don’t think you need stitches, but we need to call the cops before he gets too far from here.” She wrapped her arm around my shoulder and I stiffened for a moment before relaxing. “I know he’s your dad, but he can’t be allowed to get away with doing that to you.”

	He’s done worse. So much worse . . . 

	“Don’t tell anyone,” I blurted out suddenly. Karen was right about daddy not being allowed to get away with what he’d done, but I wasn’t going to call the police. It would cause so much trouble for us and I was worried about what Kyle would do if he found out. He was stressed enough and I couldn’t bear the thought of reading more headlines in the newspapers with my name on them. If I called the police my childhood secrets would be revealed. Every dirty detail would be splashed everywhere. My mother would be ruined. I couldn’t live with that.

	Some things were so dark they never needed to have light shone on them. I knew my father better than anyone and he had got what he came for. He wouldn’t be back. My engagement ring was worth sixty thousand dollars. He’d probably drink himself into an early grave with the money.

	“Please,” I whispered, arching my back as a small jolt of pain ricocheted through my spine. “Can we just keep this between us?”

	Karen frowned at me, her brown eyes narrowing in concern. “I don’t know if anyone’s ever told you this, Lee,” she said softly as she sat down on the sofa next to me. “But a man putting his hands on you is not okay. No man. Not your brother, not your boyfriend, and especially not your father.”

	“Please,” I begged her. “If we call the police there will be more reporters sniffing around. They’ve just started to back off again. I can’t handle any more pressure.” Kyle can’t handle any more pressure . . . 

	“Then you need to tell Kyle,” she said firmly. “Cops or Carter. It’s your choice.”

	I laid my head back and sighed.

	Cops or Carter?

	That was no choice at all.

	“I’ve taken the liberty of making those particular phone calls, Delia,” David Henderson’s voice rang through my ears, causing me to sit upright, alert and tense. I’d completely forgotten about Kyle’s father who was currently standing guard in the doorway, with a grim expression etched on his handsome face. “Kyle’s phone is turned off and he is not in the building, but the police are on their way.” He inclined his head towards me. “And so is the doctor.”

	“The doctor?” I closed my eyes, allowing the tears to trickle freely down my cheeks. “My kidneys.”

	“Yes,” David replied. “You have been through the wringer these past few months.” Clearing his throat, he added gruffly, “I don’t suppose a kick to your back is good for your recovery.”

	“I suppose I should say thank you,” I managed to squeeze out, my voice thick with emotion. Kyle’s dad had never given me any clue that he even liked me, but he’d stood up to my father. And now here he was helping me . . .”Why did you help us, Mr. Henderson?” I asked as I shifted awkwardly on the sofa. “You don’t like me.”

	“I don’t have to like you in order to protect you,” David said calmly. “You’re my son’s choice and whether Kyle wants to believe me or not, I am trying to make amends. I now consider you a member of my family. And besides,” he snarled. “Any form of violence towards a woman is abhorrent in my eyes.”

	“Let’s just hope they catch him quickly,” Karen, who I’d forgotten was in the room, growled as he patted my knee.

	“Yeah,” I whispered. “Let’s hope so.”
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	“Do you want me to come inside with you?” Karen asked as she pulled up in front of my house. It was growing dark and all I wanted was a hot shower and my bed.

	I felt so worn down from answering questions the officer—who had arrived at the hotel—had asked me, and even more exhausted from the poking and prodding I’d endured from the tedious Dr. Michaels.

	Mr. Henderson, after giving the officer his statement, had slipped away quietly, but Karen had stayed with me, helping with Hope while I’d been busy answering questions and having every inch of my body inspected. The fact that Kyle hadn’t returned my calls or come back to the hotel made the examinations and interrogations feel a million times worse.

	Killing the engine of her tiny Honda, Karen turned to look at me with an anxious expression. “I don’t think you should be here on your own, Lee. Not after what just happened with your dad.” She was probably right about that, but I couldn’t sit in that room and wait for Kyle to come back. I needed to breathe and I’d been choking on my fear in that hotel room. After ten unanswered calls to Kyle, Karen had finally–reluctantly—caved in and agreed to drive me and Hope home. I’d left a short note on the bed to let Kyle know where I’d gone so he wouldn’t worry.

	Surprisingly, Karen hadn’t asked me why when I asked her to stop at the cemetery on the way and I appreciated that. I didn’t like explaining how I still needed the comfort of my best friend and I was so desperate to get it, I would sit in a cemetery and talk to thin air. Being near Cam calmed me and even the few short minutes I’d sat at her grave had grounded me.

	“I’ll be okay,” I said with a small smile as I unfastened my seatbelt. “Thank you so much for the ride.” And for everything.

	“I’m not working next Saturday,” she said with a nervous looking smile. “Would you like to maybe meet up for coffee or something? I don’t know many people around here and you seem . . . you’re probably busy . . . there’s something I’d like to talk to you about . . .”

	“I’m not busy,” I blurted out with a shy smile. “I would love to have coffee with you.”

	I gave Karen my number before I climbed out, I lifted Hope out of the back, and waved her off. Karen’s car had just gone out of sight when the front door opened revealing the biggest sight for sore eyes I’d ever seen.

	“Miss me?”

	My feet were moving faster than my mind could catch up. Rushing up the steps with Hope in my arms I barreled into his arms and broke down. “Oh Derek.”
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	“Thanks for this, Cindy,” I mumbled as I sat numbly in the passenger seat of my car. My head was in pieces, my vision was blurred, and I was grateful as hell that she’d offered to drive me back to the hotel. “I appreciate this,” I choked out, my voice shaking. “And for telling me the truth.”

	“That’s okay,” Cindy replied softly. “I was against it from the beginning, Kyle,” she added, tightening her hold on the steering wheel. “I told mom and Aunt Linda that you deserved to know about her cancer.” Reaching over she patted my knee. “You love her. It was cruel to keep you from saying goodbye and getting closure.”

	I clenched my eyes shut, but it was pointless. Closing my eyes and covering my ears wouldn’t stop the world from turning or the clocks from ticking. Time. Linda was on borrowed time . . .”I can’t believe this is happening,” I admitted as I raked a hand through my hair and exhaled a ragged breath. “It’s like everything’s been . . .”

	“Turned upside down and inside out,” Cindy tossed out, finishing my sentence for me before breaking down in a fit of crying.

	“She’s getting weaker by the day,” she sobbed as she pulled into underground parking lot of the hotel and killed the engine. “I’d be amazed if she sees Valentine’s Day.”

	“Hey,” I coaxed as I unfastened my seatbelt and pulled her into my arms. “I’d say don’t cry, but there’s not much else to do,” I mumbled as I rubbed her back.

	“You remember what she said.” Cindy sniffled as she drew back from me and handed me the car keys. “She doesn’t want anyone to know.”

	I shook my head. “That’s what I don’t understand.”

	“Well, neither do I,” she replied softly. “But that’s her prerogative, Kyle. You can’t tell anyone, not a soul, or she’ll stop you from visiting.”

	Opening my car door, I climbed out slowly and rested my elbows on the hood. “You need money for a cab?” I asked as Cindy climbed out of her side of the car and mimicked my actions.

	“No, I’m fine.” Shaking her head, she smiled softly. “Get your girls and go home and rest, Kyle. Let it all sink in. It’s been one hell of a day.”

	Sighing heavily I turned around and made my way towards the elevator, swinging back when a terrifying thought entered my mind. “You don’t think anything will happen to her tonight, do you?” I called out, halting Cindy in her tracks.

	She spun around and smiled softly. “Go home, Kyle.”

	[image: Image]

	“Marcus, I can’t talk right now,” I warned as unlocked the door of the suite and stepped inside. “Whatever the problem is I don’t want to know. Bring it up with Mike.”

	“I’d rather talk to you about it, Mr. Carter,” Marcus, my night and weekend manager, grumbled as he followed me into the honeymoon suite. “It’s a sensitive matter.”

	“Forget it,” I barked as I stalked into the suite. “I’m not fucking interested. I have enough on my plate right now.”

	Marcus said something back to me, but I didn’t hear him. I was too distracted by the absence of Lee and Hope. The silence was drumming in my ears. “Princess?” I called out, guessing they’d fallen asleep. It was after ten and Lee always went to bed early.

	Opening the door of the bedroom, I flicked on the light, but instead of finding Lee and my daughter I found a note.

	 

	Kyle, something happened to me today and I tried to call you, but your phone rang out I really do not want to stay in this room, so I’m going to get a ride back to the house.

	I guess I’ll talk to you when you’re home. I’ll explain everything then

	Lee.

	xxx

	 

	I blinked rapidly as I re-read her note. What happened today? Cursing my own damn stupidity for leaving her on her own, and Lee’s lack of self-preservation, I pulled my phone out and switched it on, mentally kicking myself for not turning it back on the minute I’d left the hospital.

	The sound of her phone vibrating on our old bed made my chest squeeze so tight I could barely breathe. Who the hell had she taken a ride from? Was she even at home? Why the fuck couldn’t things just go smoothly?

	Goddammit to hell . . . 
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	“And then Mr. Henderson arrived and scared him off,” Lee sobbed as she curled her fingers around her steaming mug of hot-chocolate.

	Tucking her legs underneath her, she sighed heavily and shifted awkwardly on the couch. “The police are out searching for him, but I won’t hold my breath.” Taking a sip of her drink, Lee smiled sadly at me. “I’m sorry, Der. You’re barely home and I’m dropping all of my problems on your lap again.”

	She was right about that. One week. I’d been gone seven freaking days and their drama had escalated to epic proportions.

	Those two were drama, drama and more goddamn drama. I needed a quiet damn life. This shit was exhausting. I wanted to go home to Addyson, where life was normal, where I didn’t have to deal with vengeful fathers and murder trials. I needed to collapse on my bed and bury my head under my pillow. I was beyond tired.

	Having listened to Lee recalling the events at the hotel earlier, and looking at her black and blue mouth had set alight a fire inside of me. Dammit, this was exactly what I’d been worried would happen. I’d told Kyle we needed to deal with Jimmy Bennett, but he’d done the exact same thing he’d done with Rachel. He’d swept it under the rug. Well, I’d like to see how he’d handle it this time.

	“Where is he?” I asked as I sat back in the armchair. Hope, who was sitting on my lap, automatically curled herself into a ball and snuggled against my chest. God, I loved that kid. “Where’s Kyle now?”

	“I don’t know,” Lee whispered before draining the contents of her mug and setting it down on the coffee table. “I haven’t seen him since I stormed out of his office.” She pressed her thumbs to her temples and sighed. “He must have turned his phone off because I couldn’t get through to him all day.” She chewed on her lip nervously. “I thought he’d be home by now,” she admitted. “He’s been very stressed lately, Derek.”

	Of course he has. “You should get some sleep,” I told her gently. “And don’t worry, ice, because there’s no one that’s gonna get within a five mile radius of this house without getting their ass kicked.”

	“Yeah,” she said with a sigh. “I’ll give Hope a bath first.”

	Climbing to her feet, she walked over to me and lifted her daughter out of my arms. “I’m glad you’re home, Der,” she said softly. “We missed you.”

	I bet. “Missed you, too,” I muttered.
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	My chest was heaving as I pulled up at the house. I needed to calm my shit down, but Lee’s note had set me on fire. Running up the porch steps, I swung the front door open and rushed into the lounge.

	“She’s here,” Derek said from where he was standing by the fireplace. “They both are.”

	My whole body sagged in relief and I dropped my phone on the couch, not able to speak a single word to welcome my friend home. Placing my fists on the back of the couch, I leaned forward and took a few deep breaths.

	“Where is she?” I managed to ask. My jaw was tensed so tight I could barely get the words out.

	“Your room,” he replied before adding, “Kyle, she’s in a bad way, dude. Maybe you should calm down and listen to what she told me before you . . .”

	I didn’t wait for him to finish.

	Storming up the staircase, I didn’t slow my pace until I was standing inside our bedroom with my heart thundering in relief and my head all fucked up.

	Breathe.

	Deep breaths . . . 

	Yeah, fuck that.

	“I need a word with you,” I demanded, storming into the bathroom. Lee was standing in the shower and immediately tried to cover her body with her hands. I rolled my eyes and pulled the glass door open. “I said I need to talk to you.”

	She turned her back to me and edged into the corner. “Can we talk when I’m out?”

	“We’ll talk now,” I growled. Turning her around, I grabbed her hips and pulled her roughly to me. Her breasts pressed tightly to my soaking wet shirt.

	“This is ridiculous,” she sobbed. “Look at you. Your clothes are ruined.”

	“I’ll tell you what’s ridiculous,” I growled pushing her hair out of her eyes as water cascaded down on us both. “You running off and leaving me a goddamn note. A note, Lee. Jesus Christ, have you no thought for other people? Did you even consider how worried I’d be when I found you gone?”

	“Kyle . . . please listen to me . . .” She started to cry, but I was too fucking angry to listen to her. She needed to hear me. Any number of things could have happened to her. Did she not get that? Jimmy’s threats were churning around in my head, causing my anger to rise rapidly.

	“No, you need to listen to me and grow the hell up, Lee.” She winced at my words and I was glad. She needed to realize how serious this was. She needed to stop putting herself at unnecessary risk.

	There was a reason I kept such a close eye on her. There were crazy, fucked up people out there—namely her dad—and I had a hell of a lot of money. This was public knowledge. I didn’t want to upset her, but I had to make her understand how vulnerable she was. All it would take was some nut job reading the papers to recognize her face. She was my weakest link. She was a target. She was a walking lottery ticket. She was in danger. Goddammit.

	“Don’t you ever again walk out that door without letting me know first,” I warned her. “And I don’t mean writing me a note,” I added, my tone laced with disgust. “I don’t give a shit what your excuses or reasons are. I’ve had it up to my goddamn eyeballs with your childish fucking stunts. You fucked my head up today, Lee, and believe it or not I have more important things than you to worry about right now. This shit stops. You got it?”

	She dropped her head and covered her face with her hands. “Kyle, my f . . .”

	“Do you get it, Lee?” I demanded. My heart was hammering so hard in my chest I wasn’t sure if I was going to explode or pass out.

	“I get it,” she said in a flat tone and I sagged in relief.

	Stepping around me, she kept her face lowered as she opened the shower door and stepped out. I watched her as she silently wrapped a towel around herself before slipping out of the bathroom.

	The minute the door closed behind her, I sank to the floor of the shower. I refused to feel guilty. I needed her safe. If she was pissed with me for that then I could handle it. Besides, I had more to worry about than Lee’s pride.

	The only mother I’d ever known was dying in a hospital bed and right at this moment that worry took precedent over Lee’s stupid fucking insecurity over Kelsie. Linda could die—she would die—any day now and I had no idea how to deal with the emotions that were coursing through me. It wasn’t fucking fair and I couldn’t stop this, I couldn’t make her better, and I knew without doubt that I couldn’t handle her dying. I’d never felt so alone and broken in my life. I couldn’t tell anyone—Linda wanted her condition to remain between her close family members. The image of her emaciated body invaded my thoughts and I let out a harsh, guttural roar.

	Climbing to my feet, I stripped off my clothes and stood under the water with my head bent until my heart beat relaxed and the agony I felt for Linda turned into a dull aching. But by then the guilt I was so sure I could handle about Lee started to swamp me. “Shit,” I hissed as I slammed my palm against the shower tiles.

	I’d messed up.

	Turning off the water, I stepped out and wrapped a towel around my waist. I took a couple of deep breaths before I opened the door. My eyes landed on our bed.

	It was empty.

	Rushing down the stairs I opened the door of the lounge and my heart constricted in my chest when I saw her head of dark curls dangling from the couch. Her small body was wrapped in a thin, brown blanket. Derek was nowhere to be seen, but right now he wasn’t my priority. She was. Like she should have been earlier . . . 

	“Lee.” I walked over to the couch and crouched down so I could see her face. “I shouldn’t have said that,” I whispered as I stroked her cheek. She didn’t open her eyes, but a tear slipped down her cheek followed by another and then another. “I’m sorry,” I croaked out. “For everything.”

	Her eyelids clenched tighter as she tucked her chin under the blanket. Her whole body was stiff as a board. She scrunched her chin and pursed her lips in what was an obvious attempt to stop herself from crying. “Okay,” she whispered.

	“Will you come to bed with me?” I begged, needing to hold her in my arms, needing the comfort of her vitality.

	“I’d rather b-be alone to-to-tonight,” she hiccupped.

	“Lee,” I said in a gruff tone. “Please don’t push me away, baby. I had a really shitty day. I shouldn’t have taken it out on you. I know I was wrong, princess.”

	I watched as she turned onto her other side—away from me. “So have I.”

	No . . . This wasn’t happening. Hooking my arms under her body, I lifted her into my arms before standing. I felt her stiffen in my arms as I carried her upstairs to our room and laid her down on our bed. She didn’t speak a word. She just curled into a ball and cradled her hand to her chest.

	I covered her with the duvet before leaning down and kissing her temple. “You don’t sleep on couches,” I whispered. “Ever.” And then I forced myself to walk out of the room, but fuck if it didn’t hurt.

	“What the hell did you do to her?” Derek hissed the second I stepped out of our bedroom.

	Grabbing my shoulders, Derek shoved me against the wall. “She’s a wreck, Kyle,” he snarled, getting right up in my face. “You just love kicking that girl when she’s down, don’t you?”

	“I know I fucked up, Derek, so just spare me the third degree,” I growled as I roughly pushed him away and stormed down the stairs. I didn’t need this crap. Not from him or anyone else. My head was a goddamn mess. I felt guilty enough without Derek fucking Porter pouring salt in my wounds.

	“Where were you today?” he demanded, following me down the stairs and into the kitchen.

	Ignoring his question, I walked over to the sink and leaned against it, staring blindly out the window. Darkness. Bleakness. Yep, that’s exactly how I felt now.

	“I asked you a question, Kyle,” Derek spat as he came to stand beside me. “Where the hell were you?”

	“It’s none of your business where I go, Derek,” I said flatly, wishing with everything inside of me that I could tell my best friend that my whole world had crumbled beneath my feet, but I couldn’t.

	Linda didn’t want anyone to know. I had no idea why, but I couldn’t break her trust. I couldn’t go against a dying woman’s wishes. “And it’s none of your business what goes on between me and my fiancée.”

	“None of my business?” Derek asked, his tone laced with disgust. “I’m the one who’s spent half the evening trying to console your fiancée and convince her that she’s safe, and you’ve got the audacity to tell me it’s none of my business?”

	“That’s right,” I said wearily. “Wait . . . convince her about what?” I turned to look at him. “What the hell are you talking about?”

	“You know what,” he said in a hurt tone of voice. “This time you can dig yourself out of your own mess.”

	Shaking his head, Derek muttered, “I’m out, Kyle,” before walking away from me. “Fix your own damn relationship—if there’s anything even left to fix.”
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	I am alone. Strapped to a chair. I can’t move my hands or feet. Someone is holding my head, forcing me to look at them. They’re staring at me and I’m afraid. I’m so afraid. Green eyes full of malice . . . Angry blue eyes . . . Terrified blue eyes . . . Dead green eyes . . . Untrustworthy brown eyes . . . Green eyes and gray eyes burning into my mind . . . 

	‘You ungrateful little whore . . . ‘

	‘Your mother’s alive . . . ‘

	“Your baby is dead . . .”

	“Grow the hell up, Lee . . .”

	“You’re a fucking tease, Lee . . .”

	‘Don’t let me die, Lee . . . ‘

	‘I will bury you both . . . ‘

	My fault. My fault. My fault . . . Everyone is staring at me. Judging me. Hating me . . . 

	They repeat the words they have already said to me. I can’t answer them. My words aren’t coming because blood is pouring from my mouth, my stomach . . . Pain is crushing my windpipe.

	He looks at me with sadness. He holds a baby in his arms. My baby. My dead baby. His blue eyes look into mine and I know he will save me.

	But he turns his back on me and walks away.

	‘Don’t leave me,” I beg in my mind. ‘Save me.’

	He leaves me with them. They step towards me and my body jolts. Pains erupts through my soul. I break apart. I feel my body separate. My body is falling away from me. Separating from my mind. The darkness is claiming me . . . 

	 

	My body jerked awake and I stared, without blinking, at the ceiling as I inhaled slow steady breaths. My heart was pounding so hard that my t-shirt was rising and falling rapidly. I bit down on my lip to stop myself from screaming.

	I felt my phone vibrate from under my pillow. Sliding my hand under, I dragged it out and blinked at the screen. It was a text from Karen.

	Did the cops find him?

	I glimpsed at the text message she sent me and with shaky hands I typed my reply.

	No. I’ve heard nothing. He got what he came for. He won’t be back.

	A few seconds later my phone vibrated in my hands and I clicked the message.

	I’m sorry for the way you’ve been treated, Lee. You don’t deserve any of this.

	I shoved my phone back under my pillow and threw the covers off my sweat soaked body. The bedroom door opened and I covered my face. “Princess,” I heard Kyle whisper, but I couldn’t look at him. Scrambling off the bed, I rushed into the bathroom and locked the door behind me.

	There was no point in telling Kyle. He couldn’t fix this and I was too upset to talk to him right now. Everything was getting on top of me. I needed a break from this cruel life. I’d run away to escape my father—to be free—and now I felt like a caged bird. I’d escaped one control freak bully and had fallen into the arms of another.

	I knew that was my hurt talking and in a couple of days I wouldn’t feel this way, but right now, at this very moment, I just wanted to burst. Rip through my own skin, grab my baby and run. Run far away from this mess. Escape all the pressure and negative people. I wanted solitude. I needed peace. It wasn’t much to ask for. I wanted to shout from the rooftops ‘leave me alone.’
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	It had been two weeks since the incident with my father and I’d heard nothing from the police as to Daddy’s whereabouts. And, aside from apologizing to me for shouting at me in the shower, Kyle had closed himself off from me. I hadn’t told him about my father because he was hardly ever at home anymore—and anytime he was and I tried to speak to him, Kyle just shook his head, told me he wasn’t interested, and walked away.

	He wasn’t speaking to Derek either and he looked straight through Hope as if she wasn’t there. He left the house at the crack of dawn every morning and didn’t come home until well after dark each night. I knew he wasn’t going to the hotel because Marcus had called the house phone on numerous occasions demanding to know where Kyle was—that he needed to speak to him urgently.

	Kyle’s behavior was terrifying me and the way he looked at me whenever I approached him–the disgust and hostility in his eyes—made me come to the conclusion that he was either going through something terrible, or else he was finished with me but wanted me to walk away first.

	He was pushing me away on purpose and I was growing weary of trying to cling on. Many nights over the past few weeks, when I’d laid in bed alone, I’d thought about bundling Hope in the car and going to my mother. I hadn’t and I wouldn’t, but the way Kyle was treating me was ripping open every insecurity and old wound that I’d tried so hard to repair . . . 

	‘I’ve had it up to my goddamn eyeballs with your childish fucking stunts ‘ Kyle had said to me, and a small part of me wondered if he was trying to teach me a lesson by not showing up to take me to my appointment.

	Well, I wasn’t going to beg.

	I needed to lean on myself more and become more independent from Kyle.

	I was going to make my own decisions about my life from now on.

	Brushing my hair out of my eyes, I wiped my sweaty palms on my jeans, forced my fears to the back of my mind and grabbed the handles of Hope’s stroller before setting off.

	The sky was darkening above me and, pulling the hood of my coat up, I walked briskly in the direction of the lit up diner just up the street ahead of me.

	When I got inside, I ordered a coffee at the counter and plopped Hope into a highchair before taking a seat near the front, glad to be resting my aching feet.

	It was only an hour’s walk from home to the hospital, and only a ten minute walk to this place, but I was unfit. I’d waited all morning for Kyle to come home and take me to my hospital appointment, but by the time three o’ clock rolled by, and the time drew closer, I’d packed Hope up and walked instead.

	The place was virtually empty and I savored the peace and quiet as I sipped on my coffee. It had been thirteen years since I’d sat in a place like this . . . 

	We’d gone to a burger park for Cam’s tenth birthday. It was the only birthday party Daddy had allowed me to attend. I’d rode up front with Mrs. Frey in her ford escort that day. Cam and her other friends had sat in the back. Of course I’d sat with Mrs. Frey while we were there, too. Cam’s other friends, Chantelle and Kaci, hadn’t wanted me to sit with them because apparently at seven my weirdness was contagious—and my clothes were dirty.

	Their teasing had bothered Cam more than me. All their name-calling had prompted me to do was learn how to wash my own clothes properly. I had been cleaning them in the sink with a bar of soap, but the day after Cam’s birthday party, Mr. Frey had stopped by with a brand new washer and dryer and had plumbed it into the water for us. Daddy had slept through his entire visit and, to this day, he hadn’t noticed it being in our kitchen . . . 

	“Jordy, do you want fries with your burger?” A familiar female voice broke through my thoughts, and I craned my neck in the direction the voice had come from. A low-sized girl with blonde hair cropped in a pixie-styled haircut stood at the counter with her hand firmly secured in the smaller hand of the raven-black haired boy beside her and I immediately recognized her.

	Karen.

	With keen interest I watched as the annoyed-looking teenager, who had served me, glared over the counter at the little boy standing beside her.

	“I don’t have all day, lady,” Neville—I spied his name on the tag he wore pinned to his chest—grumbled in a nasal voice.

	Karen looked around the empty restaurant and then back at the teenager. “I can see that,” she said in a sarcastic tone of voice and I had to stifle a laugh. She had steel in her veins. “We’ll take two hamburgers and two fries.”

	With a stiff nod Neville huffed and set about getting her order.

	“Can I get a coke please, momma?” the little boy asked in a hopeful tone of voice.

	Momma? Karen was a mom? Karen laughed and shook her head. “Not on your life, Jordy. You know what that stuff does to you.”

	Neville reappeared at the counter moments later with her order and I watched as she rummaged in her purse. “You don’t happen to have a job going with that happy meal, do you?” she asked as she handed over a bundle of change.

	A job? Why would she need a job? My chest squeezed at the sight of her counting her loose chain on the counter and I tightened my hold on my daughter’s chubby hand. Empathy coursed through me . . . I’d been in her shoes more times than I cared to count.

	“You’re a dollar short,” Neville complained in an impatient tone of voice and I swore I could have screamed at him for being so cruel. It was blatantly clear she hadn’t enough money and that douchebag was making her suffer on purpose.

	“And we’re fully staffed,” he added with a cruel smirk that proved he was enjoying her discomfort. “Besides, your math skills aren’t very good.”

	“Asshole,” she muttered as she continued rooting in her purse. “Can I pay you back later? I didn’t bring enough change.”

	I watched in disgust as Neville removed a portion of fries from her tray.

	“What’s wrong, momma?” the little boy asked and I couldn’t sit back and watch a second longer.

	Swinging Hope up into my arms, I stalked over to the jerk and pulled ten dollars out of my pocket. “Maybe you should learn some manners,” I said heatedly as I slammed the money down on the counter before casting a fleeting glance at Karen and her son. “You should be ashamed of yourself.”

	Red faced, Neville took my money, replaced the portion of fries, and returned a minute later with my change.

	“Thanks,” Karen mumbled, clearly mortified. “But you didn’t have to do that.”

	“He was being a jerk,” I said loud enough for Neville to hear me. “You didn’t deserve that. We’ve all been there. I know I certainly have.” Shifting Hope onto my hip, I outstretched my hand and smiled. “And you’ve done so much more for me.”

	“I told you it wasn’t a problem,” she said with a smile. “How have you been holding up? I’m sorry I haven’t called, but I was busy job-hunting.”

	“What?” I shook my head. “Why?”

	“Expensive appetites,” Karen chuckled as she inclined her head slightly towards the child. She stroked Hope’s head softly before sighing, “God, she’s the image of her dad.” Grinning bashfully she added, “I clean Kyle’s office. Your faces are pretty much in every picture frame I dust.”

	“Yeah, she is,” I whispered as I glanced at my daughter who bore her father’s blue-eyes, dark hair, golden skin-tone and one-cheek dimple. A lump formed in my throat and I had to force it down before I could speak. Don’t think about it . . .”Would you like to sit with us?” I blurted out, pointing towards our table. Normally I would never be so out there with new people, but there was something about this girl that I liked. Her brown eyes were kind and her smile was genuine. And she’d saved me. Big time. “We could have that coffee we talked about?”

	“Oh, um . . .” Karen paused, glanced down nervously at her the little boy, before looking back at me with a sheepish smile. “Sure.”

	“What’s your baby’s name? I’m Jordan, but mom calls my Jordy. It’s ‘kay though ‘cause I don’t mind,” Jordan piped up as he tugged on the leg of my jeans. “Does she like trains? I like trains.”

	I looked down into his innocent green eyes and a wave of familiarity swept through me. “Hope,” I replied softly as I tried to think of where I’d seen this boy before. Maybe I had seen him around the hotel . . . 

	Realizing I was now gaping at the small child, I composed myself and smiled warmly. “And Hope loves trains,” I added in an enthusiastic tone of voice. It was true. I wasn’t a lover of television, but Hope kicked and squealed every time the theme tune of Thomas the Tank Engine came on. Kyle was delighted about this and I was pretty sure he enjoyed watching it as much as Hope, maybe more. Stop it, Lee. Don’t upset yourself . . . 

	Returning to our table, I moved Hope’s diaper bag to make room for Karen and Jordan to sit, feeling a little less lonely already.
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	“How much are her bills?” I asked Patty, Linda’s sister, as we sat in the Hospital cafeteria. Linda had been in and out of consciousness all day and I was feeling fucking useless. “At least let me pay for those,” I muttered as I stirred my coffee with a spoon.

	My hands were shaking so badly most of my coffee was splashing over the rim of my foam cup, but I couldn’t stop. I needed to keep my hands busy. I needed to keep my mind distracted from how badly I’d fucked things up with Lee. I had tried to apologize for speaking to her the way I had, but she didn’t want to hear it, so I’d given up. I was still sleeping on the couch and Lee was doing her very best to stay out of my way. She wouldn’t even look in my direction anymore and every night I came home from the hospital I checked our room to make sure she hadn’t left me . . . 

	“You don’t have to do that, Kyle,” Patty said softly. “Linda has everything organized already.” Reaching across the table, stilled my shaking hand with hers and squeezed. “This is why she didn’t want you to know.”

	“Because my hands would shake?” I tossed out humorlessly.

	“No,” Patty sighed heavily. “Because she knew you would try to take all of the weight on your shoulders.”

	Dropping the spoon into my cup I sat back and stared at the woman who bore such similarities to the dying woman on the fourth floor. “You, of all people, should know why I want to help,” I told her quietly. Patty knew what Linda meant to me. “She gave up years of her life to raise me,” I choked out. “I need to do something for her . . . while I still can. I need to be with her as much as I can for as long as she’s here.”

	“Kyle,” Patty sighed wearily. “I understand, honey, but you can’t put your life on hold like this.”

	“Yes, I can,” I growled.

	“You’ve barely left her bedside in two weeks.” Shaking her head, Patty smiled sadly, tears filling her blue eyes. “What about your own family?” she asked. “I bet you haven’t seen much of them lately. I bet their missing you.”

	“It doesn’t matter,” I hissed, forcing down the swell of guilt inside me. “None of it matters.”
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	“Just over a year,” Karen replied when I asked her how long she’d been in Boulder. We’d been chatting for over an hour and were on our third refill of coffee. “We moved here last year from Idaho. We needed a fresh start,” she continued as she played around with her paper cup. “My family . . . they’re great and I love them, but sometimes they tend to be a little overpowering.”

	“Do you any have brothers and sisters?” I asked thoroughly enthralled in our conversation. Karen was the first person I’d spoken to, in what felt like forever, who didn’t drudge up the shooting, the trial or the past. She was plain spoken and a pleasure to listen to. I found myself quickly warming to the spunky blonde in front of me and a small spark of hope bubbled inside of me—that maybe I’d found a friend of my own. She was the only female I’d met since moving to Boulder—besides Cam and Rachel. And considering Cam was dead and Rachel was in jail for killing her—and trying to kill me—my selection of companions was limited.

	“Too many,” she snorted as she shifted in her seat. “I’m forth in the line-up of six.” She grinned at my shocked expression. “And get this,” she chuckled. “All of my sisters names start with a C. I changed mine to a K as a mark of independence. Even at five I knew I didn’t want to be another sheep in the flock.”

	“Are you serious?” I laughed and shook my head in amusement.

	“Deadly serious,” she replied, nodding her head. “Let’s see . . . there’s Cathy. She’s twenty-nine, the fabulous first born and can do absolutely no wrong in my parent’s eyes.” Rolling her eyes in comic dramatic fashion she added, “of course it didn’t hurt when she married Dad’s friend’s son when she was barely out of college. They have an army of kids back home.”

	“How many children does your sister have?” I asked, curious.

	“Five.” Karen’s eyes gleamed with humor. “Four girls and a boy. Two sets of twin girls and a singleton, Benny.”

	I forced myself to smile and say, “wow, two sets of twins. That’s pretty amazing,” but the hollowness of my womb throbbed achingly with need.

	Karen smiled happily. “I know right, what are the odds?”

	The odds. I wasn’t a fan of odds. Neither was Kyle. They were usually stacked against us. What were the odds of my pregnancy? One in eighty thousand was what the doctors had said. Odds were a load of crap and statistics meant less. Especially if you were one of them . . . 

	Noticing the change in my mood, Karen rambled on quickly. “Colette is next. She’s twenty-six. She ran off with an Australian hottie and now lives in Melbourne. Apart from the odd email, we don’t hear from her that often.” Using her fingers to tick off names she grimaced when she said, “then there’s my brother DJ. Twenty-three and a complete tool.” She smiled fondly. “I love that idiot.”

	“How come he wasn’t given a name starting with C?”

	Karen smirked. “Oh, because dear old DJ is favorite number two. The fact that he was born with a penis puts him on a separate platform to his female siblings. It’s basic family politics.” She shrugged and took a sip of her coffee. “I’m next, twenty-one and the forever-disappointing-the-family prodigal child,” she sighed dramatically as she inclined her head towards Jordan, who was gazing adoringly at Hope. “And then there’s Carly and Cassie. Eighteen and EMO-tional . . .”

	I had no idea what that meant. Emo? Wasn’t that a bird or something? “You’re lucky,” I said, bending down to pick up my keys that Hope had thrown on the floor. My little diva had been throwing my house-keys on the floor for the past hour and squealing in delight every time poor Jordan dutifully retrieved them for her. I handed the keys back to Jordan, who immediately passed them back to Hope when she pouted at him. “I’m an only child,” I told her. But you weren’t supposed to be . . . My mother’s admission popped into my head and I shoved it away quickly.

	Focus on the now . . . 

	“I guess that’s what everyone thinks though, right?” Karen said as she passed me a napkin to clean Hope’s sticky fingers. It hadn’t slipped my attention that Jordan had been slipping her french-fries every time I turned my back. I’d discretely taken them off her each time. “Everybody always wants what the other person has,” she continued. “The grass is greener on the other side and all that . . .”

	“Are you married?” I asked, flicking my gaze to her hand. I had wondered if she had moved up here on her own.

	“God no,” she chuckled. “I’m only twenty-one, Lee.”

	“Sorry,” I said blushing as I took another sip of my coffee. “I didn’t mean to pry. I just . . .”

	“It’s okay. You didn’t.” Karen smiled at me and I immediately felt at ease. “He’s almost four and I’m . . . young. I get it. I’d be wondering the same thing about you if I didn’t already know.” She looked at Jordan for a moment before leaning across the table toward me. “I did a really stupid thing when I was sixteen,” she said in a hushed tone. “I gave it up to my brother’s best-friend and a got a little more than I bargained for in return.”

	“Um . . . I’m sorry.” I honestly didn’t know what else to say. Her straight forwardness combined with that revelation, had stumped me.

	“It fine,” she assured me with a smile. “I wouldn’t change J.O.R.D.A.N for anything.”

	“I can spell my own name, dude,” Jordan said in disgust, causing both of us to laugh. “My uncle DJ taught me how. He shows me lots of things,” he continued. “He shows me how to write my name and play with his gickar.”

	“His what?” I asked, stifling a giggle.

	“His gickar,” Jordan told me before turning to look at Karen. “I can do the chords, too, can’t I, mom?”

	“Yes you can, sweetheart,” Karen crooned. “You’re very good at the guitar.”

	Jordan beamed with young pride. “My Uncle DJ says I’m the smartest kid in the world and he’s gonna teach me to fish and to ride my bike in the summer,” he added with a grin. “He lives in my house,” he added and I smiled warmly at the little boy who obviously hero-worshipped his uncle. “And he makes me hot-chocolate when mom’s at work, but it’s our secret and I’m not ‘posed to tell her . . .” Frowning at his mother for a brief moment, he shrugged off his momentary blip and said, “When I’m big I’m gonna be a moose . . . a moos . . .”

	“A musician,” Karen corrected gently.

	“Yeah,” Jordan grinned. “I’m gonna be one of those. Just like my Uncle DJ.”

	“He plays in a small rock band,” Karen informed me with a smile. “They had a few gigs in Boulder before Christmas and DJ decided to take a break from the road and stay with us,” she added ruefully. “I think he was worried about how I was coping living out here on my own, but I could hardly protest. I needed help, badly. Besides, I missed him and he adores Jordy.”

	“I think the feeling is mutual,” I chuckled.

	“He’s actually playing tonight in Bobby’s,” Karen mumbled as she glanced at the watch on her wrist. “He does a few solo gigs to tide him over . . .”

	“Oh my god,” I gasped as I reached forward and grabbed Karen’s wrist to check her watch. My heart fluttered when I realized it was after seven. “I need to get home.” Yeah, Kyle wasn’t talking to me, but I didn’t want to give him any more ammunition for a fight.

	Sliding my hand into my pocket I could have thumped myself on the head when I remembered I’d left it on charge in our bedroom. Oh no . . .”Do you have a phone I could use?” I asked nervously. “I need to call a cab.”

	“Not on me,” she replied in a worried tone. “It’s at my apartment, but my car is parked outside. I have a car seat in the back for when my sister visits with the babies.”

	“Um . . . I should probably just call a cab,” I muttered, embarrassed at turning down her kind offer.

	“I’m gonna level with you, Lee,” Karen said as she stood up and helped Jordan put on his coat. “I’ve had the pleasure of meeting Kyle Carter, and there is no way I’m leaving you here on your own. For one, he’d probably fire me and that would be bad since I wouldn’t make this month’s rent, and secondly, it’s not safe for you to be out late on your own. Not with a baby and no phone. No, I’ll drop you home.”

	“Um . . . okay. If you’re sure?”

	Karen opened the door and held it out for me. “I’m positive.”
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	“Wow, you’re rich,” Jordan squealed the moment I unlocked the front door and gestured them inside. “Mom, your friend is really rich. Look.”

	“Jordan,” Karen muttered as she gently pushed his hand down from where he’d been pointing. “Don’t be rude.” She looked up at me red-faced. “Sorry.”

	“I’m not rich,” I told him, pushing down the swell of sadness bubbling inside of me because of Kyle’s absence. “Hope’s daddy is. I’m from a very small town where I lived in a very small house.”

	I knew Derek wouldn’t be home tonight because yesterday, during dinner, he’d mentioned taking a trip to Denver to meet up with some of his friends from college, but Kyle . . . God only knew where he was.

	“Hope has a daddy?” Jordan said with a pout. “I don’t have a daddy.” He shook his little head. “My mom says my daddy lives far away in the mountains.” My heart squeezed so tight at his innocent words. “I have a picture of them on my wall.” he added. “They’re the . . .”

	“Look at that, Jordan,” Karen said nervously as she pointed at Kyle’s monster sized TV in the lounge—the TV Kyle had bought in a bid to lure Derek into moving in last year.

	“Oh man,” Jordan whispered as he stared at the television like he’d never seen one before. “She’s beautiful.”

	“Make yourselves comfortable,” I told them with a smile. “I’m just going to get Hope ready for bed and then I’ll make coffee.”

	“We should probably go home,” Karen mumbled as she looked around, clearly nervous. “It’s late and I don’t want to impose on your family.”

	“Nonsense,” I said, feeling anxious at the thought of her leaving. I barely knew the girl, but there was something about her that made me say, “Have coffee with me.” Blushing furiously, I added, “God only knows when Kyle will come home and Hope’s past her bedtime. You won’t be imposing, I swear.” Okay, now I was rambling, desperately rambling, but I craved the company of someone my own age. A female my own age. It was lonely living with men. “Please?” I added with a smile.

	Glancing at her son and then at the front door, Karen sighed heavily and smiled. “Coffee sounds great. Although we’ll both have ulcers by the end of the night.”

	“Okay.” I grinned. “Great, just . . . just make yourselves at home.” Hurrying up the staircase with Hope in my arms, I called out, “I won’t be long.”

	Settling Hope in record time, I puffed and panted down the stairs to my new friend, praying to god that she hadn’t left. By the time I made the bottom step I was breathless and clutching my side.

	“You training for a marathon, Lee?” Karen quipped from the doorway of the kitchen where she was holding two steaming mugs of coffee.

	“I . . . was . . .” Waving a hand in front of me and I grinned and panted. “Worried . . . you . . . would . . . leave . . .”

	Karen raised her brows in surprise, but quickly masked what I suspected was sympathy in her eyes and grinned back at me. “I made coffee,” she said shyly. “And Jordan’s playing an Xbox game in the lounge . . . I hope that’s okay?”

	“Of course,” I replied once I was able to breathe freely again. Following her into the kitchen, I hoisted myself onto a stool at the island.

	“You’re so small,” Karen chuckled as she joined me at the island. “My family always say that I’m pint-sized,” she mused as she sat on the stool opposite mine. “But you’re like a teeny-tiny curly porcelain doll.”

	“Thanks?” I laughed, not taking any offense to her comment. I could see from her eyes she wasn’t being vindictive. “Believe me, because of my height I’m the butt of enough jokes in this house.” Wrapping my hands around my mug I sighed contently. “This is nice.” Looking up, I blushed with embarrassment. “I don’t have many friends here,” I explained.

	“Well, you’re doing better than me,” Karen teased. “Because I don’t have any here—well, with the exception of DJ and technically he doesn’t count as a friend since he’s blood and has to love me.”

	“You talk really fast,” I blurted out and then froze. “Oh my god,” I whispered, mortified. “I didn’t mean to insult you . . .”

	“Relax, Lee,” Karen laughed. Reaching across the island, she patted my hand and smiled. “I’ve got thick skin and you’re right, I talk a lot. DJ always says I can spring a sentence faster than a moving bullet . . . oh shit.”

	“It’s fine,” I said softly when Karen’s face reddened. “I’m thick skinned, too.” Patting my stomach I smirked. “Obviously.”

	“Okay, maybe you’re not so porcelain,” she said wryly. “How’s your finger—and your back?” Smiling sadly, she reached over and touched my chin. “Your face is still marked quite badly,” she whispered. “Make up doesn’t quite cover it.”

	“Believe me, I’ve had worse . . . I’m just happy he didn’t leave his boot print on my face.” Smiling to ease her anxiety I added, “My finger is probably going to be permanently scarred, but I had another checkup today and all is well with my kidneys, so I can’t really ask for more than that.”

	“Did they catch him yet?” she asked quietly.

	“Not yet,” I replied brightly. “So, how do you like working at the hotel?” I asked her, trying to veer the topic of conversation away from my father . . .”I couldn’t help but hear you ask about a job earlier.”

	“The job’s good,” she said sardonically. “If you can get over the fact that the boss is a total ogre.”

	“Funny,” I smirked, my smile dropping when I thought of how I’d been treated because of my age. And how he’d been treating me lately . . .”Has Kyle been mean to you?”

	“Oh, I’ve had the odd run in with him,” she chuckled. “He tried to force me into babysitting you last year. I thought he was gonna fire me when I refused.” Frowning she added, “I felt like I was walking on eggshells, waiting for the chop.”

	“What?” I asked flatly. I knew what it felt like to be under that man’s scrutiny. Kyle had called me into his office once to fire me. It was in the beginning of our relationship when he was under Rachel’s thumb. He’d fired me, then stripped me bare in his office, working me into such a state that I almost had my first orgasm up against his office door, before giving me my job back and running out of the room. “I’m so sorry if he’s been rude to you.”

	“Forget about it,” she said softly. “It was months ago . . . besides,” she added with a chuckle. “He’s never there anymore—much to the dismay of Theresa and the girls on the ground floor.”

	Scrunching her nose up in distaste, she added, “Those girls have no shame. It’s actually pretty pathetic the way they used to leer at him all the time, and half of those women are married and twice his age.”

	“I remember,” I said ruefully, feeling slightly sickened at the thought of what my former co-workers had said about Kyle. “It used to drive me insane. The nicknames were disgusting.”

	“I can imagine,” Karen said, her tone laced with sympathy. “If I was him, I’d be seriously considering filing a sexual harassment in the workplace order—especially on the old cougar on wash up.”

	“Yeah,” I whispered, a deeper fear settled in my stomach, one Karen seemed to catch onto quickly.

	“Lee,” she said in a soft tone. “He’s fundamentality blind to every woman in the hotel. You have nothing to worry about.” Leaning forward she caught my eye and smirked. “And just so you know, the whole broody, alpha male thing he’s got going on doesn’t do it for me either.”

	“Why are you telling me this?” I asked, curious at her straight-forwardness.

	“Because I like you and I want us to be friends,” she said in a serious tone. “And I don’t want you to think that I’m anything like those bitches at work, or that Grayson woman.” Looking me straight in the eyes, she said, “I’m not going to lie to your face and say Mr. Carter’s horrible to look at. We both know he’s gorgeous, and those eyes of his are hard-freaking-core, but I’m not a home-wrecker and my heart is already spoken for.” Sighing heavily she added, “And my body and heart come as a package deal. All or nothing. No exceptions.”

	“So, you’ve been in love before?” I asked cautiously. I didn’t want to over-step the line, but she seemed so forth-coming it was too hard not to ask. “With Jordan’s father?”

	“Yeah,” Karen sighed. “With Jordan’s father. He’s the only one I’ve ever—well, you know . . . I was crazy about him, I literally drooled after him from for years, but he never saw me.”

	Pressing her fingers to her temples, she sighed and let the words fall out of her mouth in a rush. “He was the hottest guy in school—the cliché star-quarterback. In our small town everyone knows everyone and he was practically royalty, but I was two years younger than him and DJ’s baby sister. Off limits . . .” She flinched as she spoke and I couldn’t help but think I was the first person to hear this story. “The night of my brother’s high school graduation, our parents were in Australia, chasing after Colette, so DJ threw a party at our house. It was a huge deal . . . I remember feeling so upset that night,” she confessed sadly. “He was going out of state for college and I felt like I’d lost my chance. I was so afraid I wouldn’t see him . . .”

	“You don’t have to tell me if it hurts,” I told her. “Karen, I understand how hard it can be to talk about the past.”

	“No, I need to tell someone,” she said almost desperately. “I got all dressed up,” she mumbled. “Like a freaking hooker dressed up and I went downstairs and joined in the party, but it was obvious after a few minutes that I was as invisible to him as I’d always been, so I went to bed feeling like my world had ended . . . but then . . .”

	“Then?” I asked thoroughly enthralled in her story.

	“He came into my room,” she confessed with a blush. “He was drunk and mistook my room for the DJ’s, but he didn’t leave . . .” She harshly blinked away the tears that were pooling in her brown eyes. “He laid down on my bed with me and just talked. I remember my heart was racing at a hundred miles an hour, but he didn’t try anything. He seemed quite happy to just lay with me and talk. He told me he was going to miss me,” she whispered. “We talked for hours about the silliest mundane things, Lee. And then he fell asleep . . . or so I thought.”

	She looked up at me guiltily. “I thought he was asleep so I leaned over and kissed him. His eyes flew open and he grabbed my face, lifted me off him and he just stared at me—like really stared at me like he was looking at me for the first time—and then he was kissing me back.” Shuddering she smiled and whispered. “He set me on fire, Lee. I’ve never felt anything so intense in my life.”

	“Oh . . . wow . . .” I squirmed, feeling disturbingly aroused with the whole thing. “Well, keep going.”

	“Well, you know how it goes,” she said with a smirk. “He spent the night in my room with me–like all night with me . . .”

	“I think I’m in love,” I teased as I fanned myself.

	“Don’t be. When I woke up he was gone,” she whispered. “I waited three days for him to show up. To stop by and see DJ. He didn’t. Finally, when I couldn’t take anymore, I rode my bike over to his house like the fool I was and his brother told me he’d decided to leave for college early. He wanted to get settled in before college started.”

	“No,” I whispered, feeling my eyes dampening.

	“Four weeks later I took a pregnancy test,” she confirmed sadly. “Nine months later Jordan Derek Valentine was born weighing a hefty nine pounds four ounces.”

	“What did he say when you told him?” I asked, smiling to myself at her choice of middle name. “Did he come home?”

	Karen shifted uncomfortable. “Nothing, because I didn’t tell him. He doesn’t know.”

	“What?” I asked in shock. “Did you tell anyone?”

	She shook her head.

	“What?” I gasped. “Not even your parents or your brother?”

	“Our fathers were in business together, Lee—still are,” she mumbled. “Let’s just say that it was safer for everyone that I kept quiet. If my dad or my brother knew they would have killed him and that’s not an exaggeration. They would have killed him for getting me pregnant. I was sixteen at the time—seventeen when I gave birth but still . . . he was eighteen when I conceived. You can imagine the uproar it would have caused between our families.”

	“Kyle’s almost four years older than me,” I whispered, hoping she knew I didn’t judge her or that I would never judge her. “I was nineteen when I had Hope.”

	“I know you’re not judging me, Lee,” she said softly, catching my meaning. “That’s why I’m telling you this. You kind of remind me of myself.”

	“So, who did you . . .”

	“Who did I blame?” she asked wryly. “I told them I didn’t know who the baby’s father was. I told them I had been drinking and I couldn’t remember his name.”

	“How did you cope on your own?” I asked.

	“With great difficulty,” she replied. “It was one of the hardest times in my life.”

	“Did he not come home for a visit?” I asked.

	“Yeah,” she whispered. “He came home for a week of winter break during freshman year, but DJ was away with the band and he never bothered to stop by the house.” Rubbing her stomach absentmindedly she added, “I was so tempted to rush over to his house and tell him, but he brought his roommate home with him. They were joined at the freaking hip, and I couldn’t deal with the audience. I was also six months pregnant by then, so any kind of running would have been difficult.”

	“You should have told him then, Karen,” I told her, hoping I didn’t sound like a judgmental bitch. “He should have been there to help you. You shouldn’t have had to do it alone.”

	“After the baby was born,” she whispered. “I went to see him. I drove all the way to his house. Pulled up out front . . . but when I was getting out of the car, he came out with a woman.”

	“Oh no,” I whispered, tears streaming down my cheeks, as I grabbed her hand in sympathy.

	“She was so beautiful.” She chewed on her bottom lip nervously. “And he looked so happy—so in love with her . . .”

	“So, what did you do?”

	“I got back in my car and drove home with my son.” Wiping her eyes, she sighed. “And I promised myself I would leave him alone. I loved him so much, Lee. I didn’t want to ruin his life. I promised myself I would never tell him, but . . .”

	“Jordan started asking questions,” I guessed.

	Karen nodded. “He’s been asking about his father since he could talk. In the beginning I was able to sweep it in under the rug with a new toy or distract him somehow, but then he became so adamant that I knew I had to do something . . .”

	The sound of the front door slamming drilled through my ears and I jumped. “Hang on,” I mumbled as I rushed out to the hallway, but Kyle stalked past me without so much as a sideways glance.

	“I need to talk to you,” I called after him as he started to climb the stairs.

	“I’m not interested, Lee,” he shot back without turning around.

	“It’s important,” I started to say, but Kyle swung around and the look in his eyes caused my throat to dry up.

	“I said I’m not interested,” he snarled. “I have a lot on my plate right now, so just back the fuck off.”

	I stood frozen to the spot, willing myself not to cry, as Kyle disappeared up the stairs. Pressing my hand against my rib cage I strived to keep calm and not break down, but I honestly didn’t think I could take much more of this . . . 

	“We’re gonna go.” Karen’s voice broke through my thoughts and I turned around to see that she and Jordan were standing by the door. Her eyes held the world of sympathy as she stepped forward and wrapped her arms around me. “We’ll do this again soon, okay?” she coaxed.

	“Yeah,” I whispered, blinking back the tears. “I’d like that.”
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	“Thanks for the ride,” I muttered when Kyle pulled up outside the entrance to the cemetery.

	He didn’t answer me, just stared straight ahead, and I knew the only reason he’d given me a ride was because I’d beat him to the car this morning. When I’d asked him to drop me off to visit Cam, Kyle hadn’t blinked, flinched or batted an eyelid. He’d just cranked the engine and tore off without responding.

	Unfastening my seatbelt, I climbed out and retrieved Hope’s stroller from the trunk before lifting her out of the backseat. When I had her strapped into her stroller, I walked over to his window. “Can you pick us up later?” I asked.

	Nothing.

	I tapped on the glass and waited form him roll down his window. Eventually he did. “Can you collect us later, Kyle?” I asked as calmly as I could, forcing myself not to show weakness in front of him.

	“What time?” He didn’t look at me when he spoke.

	“Maybe an hour?” I replied quietly. “If that’s okay with you?”

	“Fine,” he muttered before revving the engine and driving off without so much as a backwards glance.

	Drying my eyes, I clasped the handles of Hope’s stroller, inhaled a deep breath and made my way down the path of the cemetery.

	“You asked me to meet you here,” I puffed when I reached Cam’s grave, out of breath and panting.

	Leaning on the handles of Hope’s stroller, I inhaled a few deep, slow breaths. Lord, I needed to get fit. It was disgraceful to be so out of breath from such a short walk—especially at my age.

	“Yes, I did,” David Henderson replied in a soft tone as he stuffed his hands into his pockets and kept his eyes locked on the gravestone of my best friend. “I thought it would be best considering I’m not welcome in your home.”

	I opened my mouth to protest, but I couldn’t. David wasn’t welcome at our house and if Kyle caught wind of the fact that his dad had phoned me this morning he would be furious.

	“I assume, since I haven’t received a haranguing phone call from my son, you haven’t told him about your father?”

	A haranguing what? “I haven’t had the chance to speak to Kyle lately,” I whispered.

	“And what about your test results?” he asked kindly. “Was everything all right?”

	“Fine,” I said with a blush. “My kidneys are fine. Dr. Michaels says I was very lucky.”

	“Well, I have some more good news, Delia,” David said as he leveled me with a stare. “The police arrested your father yesterday. He’s being retained in custody, pending a trial.”

	“Oh my god,” I whispered, relief coursing through every inch of my body. He’d been caught. It was over.

	Over . . . so why didn’t it feel over?

	“Where did they find him?” I asked. “Are you sure, Mr. Henderson?” I didn’t want to get my hopes up if there was the slightest chance Kyle’s dad was wrong.

	“One hundred percent,” David replied calmly. “Your father was arrested for speeding in Aspen during the late hours of last night, where the officer on call discovered he was in possession of a stolen car and a substantial quantity of cocaine.”

	“Cocaine?” My father wasn’t a drug addict. And alcoholic, yes, but never drugs. “Why would my father have drugs?” I shook my head in confusion. “This makes no sense, Mr. Henderson.”

	“Oh, I doubt Jimmy was aware it was in his possession,” David chuckled. “The downside to stealing a car, Delia, is that you never know what may be hidden inside.”

	David’s eyes darkened, his jaw strained, and when he spoke I felt a tremor of unease roll through my body. “Your father is facing serious jail time without the charges you intend to press against him,” David growled. “He’ll serve a minimum of twelve years for grand theft auto and drug possession alone.”

	“So what are you saying?” I asked nervously. “I shouldn’t press charges?”

	David shrugged his shoulders and sighed heavily. “I have a friend in the DA,” he said in a hushed tone as he bent down to ruffle Hope’s curls. “He guaranteed me they have enough on your father as it stands. He believes withdrawing your statement would be best for both cases.”

	“Withdrawing my statement?” David was the one who’d phoned the police in the first place. I stared blankly at him. “I’m not following you, Mr. Henderson.”

	“Delia, the Grayson trial goes to court next month,” David said with a sigh. “Let’s just say it won’t do your friend here any favors . . .” He gestured to Cam’s gravestone and hissed, “When it is revealed that you’re involved in another case, especially when Rachel’s entire defense rests on them exploiting you as an adulterating troublemaker.”

	“I never thought about that,” I gasped, feeling sick at the thought of jeopardizing Cam’s trial. Justice for my best friend was paramount to me. I didn’t care if I didn’t get it for myself—David said daddy would go to prison regardless of whether I pressed charges or not—but there was no way I would risk Rachel Grayson getting away with murder. “Oh my god, what am I going to do,” I whispered. “This is such a mess.”

	“This is completely your decision of course, but my advice would be to withdraw your statement,” David replied softly.

	Raising his hand he patted my shoulder gently. “Look, talk to Kyle and come to a decision together.”

	“I know what I need to do.” I shook my head and blinked back the tears that were filling my eyes. “I’ll withdraw my statement.”

	“Would you like a ride to the police station?” he asked politely.

	“No.” I shook my head and forced a small smile. “Kyle is collecting me soon. I’ll wait for him, but thank you.”

	“You’re welcome, Delia.” Wrapping his coat around himself he nodded once before turning around and walking away.

	“Oh.” David turned around and smiled. “And happy St. Valentine’s Day. Have a good one.”

	Valentine’s Day.

	The perfect occasion to taunt me about my failing relationship.

	“Thanks, you, too,” I replied as cheerfully as I could while inside I was breaking apart.

	[image: Image]

	[image: Image]

	“How’s she doing?” I asked, peering through the gap in the curtains of her hospital door.

	“She’s awake now,” Cindy replied, her tone husky with emotion. “But she’s been in and out all night—keeps calling out your name and Frank’s.”

	“Have the doctors been around this morning?” I asked quietly, shoving my hands into my jeans pockets to stop them from shaking.

	“They’ve administered the morphine pump and upped her dosage.” Cindy sobbed before blowing her nose with a hankie. “Oh god, Kyle,” she cried. “They said she could go any day now.”

	Jesus . . .”You look like you need a break,” I choked out, as I forced myself to smile at Cindy’s heartbroken face. “I’ll stay with her.”

	Tapping softly on the door, I opened it and slipped inside, my eyes locking on Linda’s gaunt face. “Hey beautiful.”

	“Frank,” she gasped as she smiled over at me. “You’re . . . here”

	Smiling sadly, I grabbed the chair from beside the door and carried it over to her bed.

	Ignoring the sympathetic stare I was receiving from her sister Patty, I sat down and reached for Linda’s hand. “Of course I’m here,” I told her, not bothering to correct my name, before pressing my lips to her hand.

	Her hands felt colder than yesterday, her breathing sounded more like a strangled gasp for air, and I could have sworn the light in her eyes was fading. “You didn’t really think you could get rid of me that easily, did you?”

	“I’ll be outside,” Patty said quietly as she touched my shoulder, but I didn’t move to look at her. I kept my eyes focused on the woman whose hand was in mine and whose life was hanging in the balance.

	“So,” I said, clearing my throat. “I’ve been doing some really stupid stuff lately,” I told her. “You’d kick my ass if you knew the half of it.”

	Linda’s eyes were closed, she was clearly asleep again, but I didn’t stop talking. I rambled on and on, desperate to fill the void of silence and distract myself from the reality of what was happening to her.

	I sat for hours, chattering about nothing and everything until my ass was numb from the hard plastic of the chair and my bladder demanded to be relieved, and even then, when the sun went down and my phone vibrated in my pocket, I stayed exactly where I was.

	Nothing was more important than being here for the only person who had ever been there for me.

	Linda Stone was one person who I had no intentions of letting down. I would be there for her like she always been there for me.

	I needed to savor my time with her.

	Everything else could just wait.
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	“Thanks again for picking us up, Derek,” Lee mumbled as she placed Hope in her highchair before popping a bowl of mashed potatoes into the microwave to reheat.

	Opening the oven door, I threw on a mitt and took out the piece of beef I’d been in the middle of cooking when I’d received Lee’s phone call asking me to come get her and Hope from the police station.

	“No problem, Lee,” I replied as calmly as I could when I was anything but.

	Kyle had left her and the baby in the goddamn cemetery for three hours and had forgotten to pick her up. And of course, Lee being Lee had trudged off on her own to the police station.

	By the time I’d located the keys of Kyle’s old truck and figured out how to open the door of the garage where he kept it, she was a bundle of nerves and in full force flight mode.

	“So, what did the cops say?” That was the best thing about this shitty day.

	Jimmy Bennett was in jail.

	He deserved a lot worse than a cell and three meals a day, but at least he was off the streets. One look at Lee’s face put proof to that pudding.

	She covered her bruises with makeup, but if you looked closely enough it was obvious the girl was marked again and I didn’t know who I was more angry with; Jimmy for marking her, or Kyle for being blind to those markings.

	I’d remained quiet about the whole Jimmy-Lee-crazy hotel-cleaner-David drama, thinking Kyle would get his shit together and sort everything out, but he hadn’t and I wasn’t getting involved in his business again. He’d as good as told me to stay out of his life, so he could sort his own shit out. Yet here you are taking care of his family again . . . 

	“Nothing much,” Lee muttered, as she stirred the jug of gravy furiously with trembling hands.

	Slamming the jug down on the counter, Lee wiped her forehead with the back of her hand and sighed. “They couldn’t disclose any information about Daddy’s other convictions, so I just withdrew my statement and phoned you.”

	Exhaling a ragged breath, she tucked a loose curl behind her ear and bit down on her lip. “I tried Kyle’s phone first,” she whispered. “He wouldn’t answer my calls.”

	“Maybe he was out of service,” I suggested, not believing one word of what I was saying. Something had gone wrong in Kyle’s brain and it had to be something pretty fucking huge if he was forgetting about Lee and Hope.

	His behavior, since I’d come back from Addyson a few weeks ago, reminded me of the old Kyle. The one who built huge walls around himself and treated everyone like they were the enemy. I was used to him being a closed-off asshole, but it was crippling Lee.

	“I called five times, Derek,” Lee said quietly as she pulled out a chair and sat down. “He doesn’t want to know anymore.”

	“That’s not true, Lee,” I said in a coaxing tone as I came to the conclusion that Lee kind of reminded me of a trailer. I knew that sounded ridiculous but I meant it in the nicest possible way. When she first moved to The Hill, she had depended on Cam to tow her along and somewhere along the way Kyle had become her hitch, guiding her and protecting her.

	But now, for some reason, Kyle had pulled away and left Lee behind and, as much as I loved the girl, there was no way I was strong enough of a person to pick up the pieces. Kyle needed to get his ass back in the game and reattach his, uh, trailer.

	Jesus, maybe I needed to go back to therapy . . . 

	The sound of a car engine revving startled me from my reverie and I locked eyes with a very anxious looking Lee. “Calm down,” I told her as I placed the beef on a serving plate before bringing it over to the table and taking the seat beside her. “Just sit down and eat something, Lee,” I added when she started to get up.

	Her gray eyes were so wide they looked like they would pop out of their sockets. “I don’t want an argument,” Lee mumbled, as she tucked and then re-tucked her hair behind her ears.

	The front door slammed loudly, Lee flinched, and seconds later Kyle stalked into the kitchen with a far-off expression on his face.

	He didn’t speak, didn’t look in our direction, as he walked over to the sink and poured himself a glass of water.

	“Forget your phone again, dude?” I spat when his ignorance got the better of me.

	Craning my neck around to look at him, I asked, “Would you like to know what’s been happening around here?” Lee’s legs were rattling so much the vibrations were shooting through me. “Or do you even care?”

	“No,” was all Kyle replied, continuing to stare out the kitchen window.

	“No?” I shook my head and clamped my hand down on Lee’s shoulder, making her stay put. She’d done nothing wrong here. This was all on Kyle. “So you don’t care about what’s going on with your family?” I asked through clenched teeth.

	“No, Derek,” Kyle said with a sigh.

	Turning around, he stared blankly at the both of us. “Right now,” he said softly, glancing between Lee and me. “I really don’t give a fuck.” He shook his head and sighed. “Is that clear enough for the both of you?”

	“You’re a goddamn idiot . . .”

	“Stop, Derek,” Lee whispered, patting me on the hand.

	Pushing her chair back, she stood up and lifted Hope out of her chair. “If he doesn’t want to know about us,” she choked out. “Then that’s his choice.”

	When she hurried out of the kitchen with Hope, I was sure Kyle would follow—would do something to fix this—but all he did was turn around and continue to stare out the window.

	“I’m confused here, Kyle,” I told him, even though I wasn’t sure if he was listening to me or not. “You’ve spent years trying to win that girl’s trust. Keep this up and you’ll lose her.” Sighing heavily I added, “And trust me, there’s nothing worse in this life than living with that regret.”

	“You think there’s nothing worse,” Kyle whispered, startling me. I didn’t realize he was listening. “But you’re wrong,” he added quietly.

	“What’s wrong, dude?” I asked. “This isn’t like you. You’ve been acting all fucked up with weeks.”

	“I can’t tell you,” he choked out, gripping the edges of the sink tightly. “I wish I could.”

	“Then you need to tell your girl,” I said gently, anxiety gnawing at my gut. “Whatever’s going on isn’t worth losing your relationship over. Talk to Lee.”

	When he didn’t respond I snapped, “Kyle, are you hearing me?”

	Nothing.

	Pushing my chair back, I stood up and, taking my beef with me, I walked over to the door. “You know where I am when you’re ready to talk.”

	[image: Image]

	 

	
[image: Image]

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	“Lee?” Derek called out from somewhere behind me, disturbing me from where I’d been scraping ice out of the freezer on my hands and knees. Hope was napping and I had to do something to distract myself from pining over Kyle.

	“I want you to meet my friend,” Derek added.

	Better not be another woman, I thought to myself before blowing out a breath and climbing to my feet. Turning around, I gaped at the huge blonde man with tattoos where the sleeves of his shirt should be, standing in my kitchen, grinning shamelessly at me.

	“Lee, this is Danny, my friend from Addyson,” Derek announced rather reluctantly. “Danny, this is Lee, my roommate.” Sighing Derek added, “Danny decided to stop by for a visit.”

	“Hi Danny,” I said nervously. I wasn’t great with strange men and this one was intimidating the life out of me. He was huge and I wasn’t joking. His shoulders were like boulders. He must be a weightlifter or a wrestler or something that made a man’s body bulk up like an action man doll . . . 

	“Lee,” Danny purred, his brown eyes fixed on me as he prowled towards me, thrusting a large tanned hand out for me to take. “Nice to meet you.”

	“Uh, yeah,” I muttered awkwardly as I took a step back to regain my personal space. “What are you?” I asked as I craned my neck up to see his face.

	“All man.” He chuckled and it was a rumbling sound. “Where ‘bouts are you from, Lee? You’ve got that sweet southern drawl going on.”

	“She’s from mind your own fucking business, asshole,” I heard Derek warn as he dragged Danny back from me. “Engaged with a baby,” Derek hissed, locking eyes with Danny. “Remember Kyle?”

	“How could I forget,” Danny said with a smirk, revealing straight white teeth.

	“Danny and I played football together in high school, Lee,” Derek told me, which explained his bulky muscled build. “We’ve been friends since we were kids.”

	“That’s nice,” I said with a small smile as I stepped around the two men and rushed over to the kettle. “Would you like a cup of coffee, Danny?” I asked politely.

	“I’ll have whatever you’re offering, gorgeous,” he chuckled and I had to force myself not to flinch.

	“Behave,” Derek grumbled as he shoved Danny down on a chair and sat next to him. “She’s not even on your planet, dude.”

	Pouring three mugs of coffee, I inhaled a deep breath, fixed a smile on my face, and joined the guys at the kitchen table.
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	“Yeah, I was a good boy in high school,” Derek chuckled in response to my question. “Straight A’s,” he chuckled.

	“Don’t forget prom king and star quarterback of the varsity football team,” Danny piped up before turning to grin at me. “Derek here . . .” He paused to nudge Derek’s shoulder. “Had the world at his feet when we were younger.”

	“You weren’t exactly a recluse yourself,” Derek laughed, nudging Danny back. In the past thirty minutes I’d learned more about the male mind than I had in the past twenty years and had come to the conclusion that most men–not all—were creatures of comfort and calmness. Danny certainly came across that way and I was feeling silly for being so nervous of him. He wasn’t a dangerous man. He obviously had very few morals, but he was a nice person who obviously cared deeply for his friends and family . . . 

	“What about you, Lee?” Danny purred.

	“What about me?” I asked as I pushed my chair back and walked over to the island to grab the plate of cookies I’d forgotten to give them.

	“Who were you in high school?” Danny asked, curiosity evident in his tone.

	“Me . . .” I shook my head and smiled. “I wasn’t someone you guys would have hung out with . . .”

	The kitchen door flew open, causing me to pause mid-sentence, as Kyle strolled in, followed by an insanely attractive black-haired woman.

	My heart sank.

	“What the fuck, Kyle,” Derek growled and I flinched.

	This was bad.

	Oh god, this was really bad . . . 

	“Damn, girl,” Danny whistled, which only confirmed what I had been thinking; the woman was gorgeous.

	She had jet-black hair, straight as a dye, falling to her the middle of her back. Her tan skin was flawless, her body tall and slender.

	“Where the hell have you been hiding all my life?” Shoving his chair back, Danny stood and prowled towards the woman. “They call me Danny, but you can call me Cupid, ‘cause I’m about to stick your fine ass with my arrow.”

	Derek rolled his eyes and frowned at Danny. “Cupid? More like fucking stupid. You have some serious issues to address.”

	“Is that a fact?” the girl teased in a throaty, sultry tone, stepping closer to Danny. “They call me Cindy, like the doll because of my flexible body parts . . .” she let her voice trail of as her eyes dropped to his body.

	Danny’s eyes roamed over her hungrily Kyle’s cheeks pinked, and I died a little inside because even her voice was beautiful.

	“Shit,” Danny muttered and I almost laughed at seeing him out of his depth.

	Kyle’s gaze met mine for the briefest of moments before he nodded curtly, walked over to the knick-knack drawer, and busied himself rummaging around.

	“So you must be Kyle’s amazing fiancée?” Cindy’s voice broke through my calmness and I tore my eyes away from where I’d been watching Kyle, to find Cindy staring at me.

	Her sultry green eyes studied me; the confusion on her face was both obvious and calculated. She wanted me to feel like a piece of shit.

	Mission accomplished.

	I tucked a loose curl behind my ear and straightened my stance. Why the hell did I have to be so freaking short? Cam had been tall, but the woman in front of me was like an Amazonian. The denim jeans I wore with a plain yellow t-shirt looked both plain and childish compared to her black, fitted pencil-skirt and green silk blouse.

	I stepped sideways, hiding the lower half of my body behind the island, before offering her a small smile. “Hi,” I said. “I’m Lee.”

	“Lee.” Cindy clicked her tongue as if she was sampling the sound of my name on my tongue. I felt her eyes on me, scrutinizing every piece of me. She wasn’t giving me the evil look. It was more like a look of blatant disbelief.

	Her scrutiny raised a whole bunch of insecurities and doubts about the balance in mine and Kyle’s relationship that I thought I had buried deep. Not deep enough obviously. “Cute,” she chimed. “It’s nice to put a face to the name. For a moment I thought Kyle had switched teams.”

	“Now, now,” Danny said in a feigned warning tone, as he leaned against our refrigerator, clearly amused. “Play nice, Dolly.”

	“So, how do you two know each other?” I asked, steering the topic of conversation away from my name. I was used to the snide comments and boyish remarks. After the way Rachel took me apart, I didn’t let myself care about what anyone thought of my name. Kyle started to cough so loudly I thought he was about to hack up a lung.

	“Damn, Carter, are you diseased now?” Danny moaned. “You’re all sweaty and pale.”

	I jerked my head around to look at Kyle and realized that Danny was right. “Are you sick, Kyle?” I asked.

	“He’s fine,” Cindy laughed as she made herself comfortable at my kitchen table. “He’s just embarrassed because his fiancée and the girl who took his virginity are in the same room.” She fanned her face dramatically. “Awkward.”

	My entire body froze as I strived to keep my head and be rational. I pressed my fingers to my temple as I tried to think of what Cam would say to me . . . I visualized her face in her mind and thought of what she might say to me . . . 

	“Okay, babe, yeah he screwed the girl, but you knew he wasn’t a virgin. He’s had a lot of women. You know this. You’ve lived with the guy for two years. You know he used to be a man whore. He’s not the guy he used to be. He’s changing. He’s changed.”‘

	Then I thought of all the things I would have shouted back at her . . . 

	“Then why the hell did he bring her here? I’m hurt that he’s the only one who has ever had me . . . I’m pissed off, Cam.”

	I must have zoned out because when I snapped back to reality Derek was standing in front of me with Hope in his arms, studying my face with a worried expression. “Hey Lee,” he said in an upbeat tone of voice. “Can you come here and help me with Hope’s diaper?”

	“Sure,” I replied moving towards the door. “Excuse me.” I hurried out of the kitchen, avoiding eye contact with all three of the assholes who were gawking at me.

	Derek, holding Hope with one arm, opened the front door and dangled a familiar looking key in front of me. “Let’s get out of here.”

	I nodded in relief as he dropped the keys into my palm.
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	I drove slowly and carefully, very much aware that Hope was in the backseat of Kyle’s old truck—his old truck I hadn’t known he’d kept.

	Derek didn’t try to make conversation or shout at me when I stalled the car at a set of traffic lights—he sat patiently in the passenger seat with his hands in his lap—nor was he surprised when I pulled into the deserted parking lot, down the road from the cemetery. He grabbed Hope’s stroller from the trunk, unfolded it and held the handles for me as I sat her in and strapped her buckles. The sun shone down on the three of us as we made our way to Cam’s grave in silent unison.

	The moment we reached her grave, Derek stepped forward and stroked the top of her headstone with such tenderness tears filled my eyes. I turned away, giving him his privacy, as he whispered something I couldn’t quite catch. I picked Hope up before sitting cross-legged on the freshly cut grass with Hope on my lap.

	After a few minutes Derek came and sat beside us. “It’s getting easier to come here, Lee,” he muttered. “For a long time I didn’t think I’d ever find the line.”

	“What line, Derek?” I asked, confused by his words.

	“The middle line,” was all he replied. I didn’t ask him to evaluate any further. If it made sense to him, I was happy with that.

	Leaning down, I kissed the top of Hope’s head and then turned to Derek. “That girl in the kitchen, have you met her before?”

	Derek shook his head. “No, ice,” he muttered. “Never seen her before today.”

	“I shouldn’t let it upset me,” I whispered, afraid to speak too loud incase my voice broke.

	“I’m sorry he’s doing this to you, Lee,” Derek said quietly as he picked at the grass, pulling the blades of grass out of the ground. “And I have no idea why I’m defending him,” he added as his cheeks reddened. “But don’t give up on him. He’ll come around.”

	“I don’t want to give up on him,” I choked out. “But I am so tired of feeling bad things, of being treated like this.” I shook my head. “It shouldn’t be this hard, Derek.”

	“I know, ice.” Derek stretched his legs out in front of him.

	Leaning on his elbows, he stared straight at Cam’s headstone. “Do you think she can hear us?” He chuckled softly. “I bet she’d kick Kyle in the balls for this one.” He smiled fondly. “I can imagine what she’d say: ‘Touch my best friend and I’ll cut your balls off, asshat.’ I laughed at Derek’s imitation of Cam’s voice and he joined me.

	“That’s a sound I missed hearing,” I said, smiling at his confused face. “Your laugh,” I clarified. “It’s nice to hear you laugh again.”

	“It felt good . . . It feels good.” Derek sighed deeply.

	“I had an appointment with my nephrologist the other day.” I shivered in wonder. “It was good news.” Turning to face him, I told Derek what I’d been trying to tell Kyle. “The AKI,” I chuckled. “Dr. Michaels thinks it’s may be showing signs of reversal, but I won’t know for sure until the results of my next tests.”

	Derek’s eyes widened. “Holy shit, Lee, why didn’t you say anything earlier?” He dragged me into one of his bear hugs. “This is the best damn news I’ve heard all year.”

	“Thanks,” I chuckled, squeezing him back, taking care not to squash Hope. “I guess I forgot, what with the former object of my fiancée’s desire arriving on my doorstep and all . . .”

	A shadow fell over the three of us as a familiar voice rang through my ears. “Former being the pivotal word here, Princess.”

	I groaned, Derek muttered ‘about damn time,’ and Hope squealed in delight.

	“Da-da, Da-da,” she babbled, straining to break out of my hold and get to her father.

	“Hey angel,” Kyle said quietly, sweeping Hope out of my arms.

	“Did you tell him we were coming here?” I hissed, glaring at Derek and feeling oddly betrayed.

	“He didn’t say anything,” Kyle replied quietly. “It was a lucky guess.” Kyle bounced Hope against his chest. “Derek, can you give us a minute?”

	“Aye aye, Captain,” Derek saluted, climbing to his feet. “Come on, missy,” he said to Hope as he lifted her out of Kyle’s arms. “Mommy’s mad with your Daddy. It’s time you and Uncle Derek got the hell out of dodge.”

	I watched in dismay as Derek sauntered off with my daughter, leaving me alone with a pensive looking Kyle.

	Kyle watched Hope and Derek until they were out of eyesight, and then turned his eyes on me. “I thought you were gone.”

	“I was gone,” I muttered, ducking my face, concentrating on a butterfly that had landed on the grass near my feet.

	“No,” he said in a gruff tone. “I thought you were gone.” Lowering himself onto the grass to sit beside me, Kyle nudged his shoulder against mine as he looped his arms around his knees. “I shouldn’t have brought her to the house. I didn’t think, Lee. It was fucking thoughtless and I’m sorry. But there’s nothing going on between . . .”

	“Save it, Kyle,” I whispered, placing my palms flat on the grass. “I don’t want to hear it right now.”

	“Princess . . .”

	“No,” I warned as I stood up and wiped the grass off my jeans. “I’m not a dog, Kyle. I’m a human being with feelings. You can’t drop me, treat me like dirt, and then expect me to fall at your feet just because you feel guilty for bringing another ex into our home.” I turned on my heels and headed for the exit. The sound of his footsteps behind me made me up my pace.

	“Can we talk about this?” Kyle asked impatiently as he fell into step with me. “You’re pissed off. I get that. I’ve been a dick, but just let me explain why she was with me. She needs a recent photo of . . .”

	“I don’t care why she was with you,” I cried. “I don’t want to know. All I want you to do is stay away from me,” I sobbed, wrapping my arms around myself defensively “I’m not emotionally strong enough to deal with your cruel remarks and mood swings.”

	Rushing over to the truck, I dragged myself into the driver’s seat and cranked the engine. “I’m done with this, Kyle,” I told him as I stared out the window as his face. “I’m not the girl I was two years ago. I won’t allow you to walk all over me again,” I spat, pulling away before he had a chance to respond.

	I was done with it all.
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	I needed to buy a more comfortable couch.

	How the fuck had I not realized I’d purchased the spine crusher?

	I couldn’t sleep last night—I hadn’t slept in nearly a month. The fear I felt for Linda and the guilt consuming me because of the way I’d been treating Lee made it impossible for me to close my eyes longer than a few minutes at a time. Linda was still hanging in there, still slipping in and out of consciousness, and the shock I’d felt was slowly starting to melt away. I was fucking heartbroken—devastated didn’t come close to describing the way I was feeling right now—but that didn’t give me the right to neglect my family the way I had. Jesus, I hadn’t had a proper conversation with Lee since before I found out about Linda’s cancer weeks ago. I’d been so immersed in my own pain and suffering that I’d completely ignored the three people who, along with Linda, meant the world to me.

	Yesterday, the hurt I’d seen on Lee’s face when I’d foolishly brought Cindy home with me had been my wakeup call—that asshole Danny in my kitchen had been another.

	What the fuck had I been thinking?

	I hadn’t been thinking.

	I’d been working on autopilot mode and I fucked up colossally.

	Last night was the worst dose of reality I’d ever been given. I’d gone up to our room to check on Lee and she’d been in the throes of a brutal nightmare. Jesus, I still shuddered thinking about it. She’d been screaming, tears pouring down her cheeks, and she wasn’t even awake. I’d stayed by the door, knowing I wasn’t welcome in our bed—she wouldn’t have wanted my comfort and I couldn’t blame her . . . 

	I’d brought Hope downstairs and settled her in the nursery—I’d had to. When I’d opened her bedroom door last night and saw the wide, fearful blue-eyes of my daughter, I swear something inside of me cracked open and woke me up. I had a hell of a lot of making up to do.

	Standing up slowly, I stretched my arms over my head and heard the satisfying cracking noise as another one of my misplaced joints slotted into place. The doorbell sounded and it took me a moment to move my feet. I glanced at the clock on the wall. 06.45. Who the fuck was calling at this time of the morning and, more importantly, how the hell did they get over the gate?

	Reporters . . . 

	Not bothering to throw on my clothes, I attached the parent unit of Hope’s monitor to my boxers and stormed down the hall. I was up to my limit with these assholes. It was one thing to approach us at the hotel, or out in the streets, but coming on my property was too much.

	Flicking off the alarm I unlocked the door. “Better have your running shoes on, dude,” I snarled as I grabbed the baseball bat from behind the door and swung the front-door inwards. “Unless you’re Usain Bolt, you’re not getting away from me without a . . .” My words trailed off when I saw who was standing in front me—and what was lying at his feet. “What the hell is that?” I asked in confusion. “Who in god’s name gave you a chainsaw?”

	“That, my former best-friend and current pain in my ass, is fire kindling, and you should have told me you wanted to play ball.” Derek grinned as he stepped past me. “I would have brought my glove.”

	“What the . . .” I scratched my head in confusion. “Why?”

	“FYI, dude, people with kidney disease need to stay warm,” he said as he strolled down the hallway to the kitchen. “No wait, I forgot you don’t care anymore, do you?” He shook his head, his tone laced with sarcasm. “You don’t . . . what’s the word you used? Oh yeah,” Derek sneered and I flinched. “You really don’t give a fuck.”

	“Yeah, well I’m an asshole,” I grumbled as I pushed past him and filled the kettle before switching it on. Hoisting myself onto the countertop, I sat and studied the smug face of my best friend. “Did you have fun cutting down my forestry?”

	“I did actually.” Derek grinned and he leaned against the island. “But I’m enjoying this conversation a little more,” he added with a smirk. “Tell me what you are again.”

	I threw my hands up and sighed. “I’m an asshole, Derek. I screwed up.”

	“Yes, Kyle,” he mused. “Yes, you are.”

	Stretching my back, I sighed deeply and let my legs dangle freely from where I sitting on the counter. “She won’t look at me,” I whispered. “I’ve fucked up so bad this time, dude.”

	“Yeah, Kyle, you have,” Derek replied evenly. “And if I was her I wouldn’t look at you for the rest of my life.”

	“Jesus,” I hissed. “Don’t say that.” Shuddering violently, I bowed my head in shame. “How do I fix this?”

	“I don’t know, Kyle,” he muttered. “She’s been through the wringer and you weren’t there for her, you didn’t listen, and you didn’t fucking care . . . ugh, Christ,” Derek moaned and clenched his eyes shut. “Would you mind closing your legs, dude? Your one eyed pal is staring at me and I just ate breakfast.”

	Rolling my eyes, I jumped down from the counter and readjusted myself. “You want a coffee?”

	“Yeah,” he said as he opened the refrigerator and handed me the milk. “You abandoned her, Kyle,” he said, continuing to make me feel like a piece of shit. I remained quiet because I deserved it. I was a piece of shit. “She depends on you to function,” he added. “You let her down. Again.”

	“I know,” I whispered as I spooned some instant coffee into two mugs then added water. “She’s having nightmares again.” I shook my head, my shoulders sagging, as I dropped the teaspoon on the counter and turned to face him. “Last night I went upstairs to check on her and she was thrashing around, clawing at the bed sheets, tearing at her skin and the screaming was so fucking . . .” I clenched my eyes shut, the feeling of being out of control caused my whole body to go into warning mode. “Heartbreaking,” I admitted as I passed him his mug. “It broke my goddamn heart.”

	“Hopefully when the trial is over the nightmares will ease up,” he muttered. He took a sip of his coffee before adding, “It’s probably playing on her mind when she’s sleeping. You know it’s only two weeks away?”

	I shook my head, thoroughly disgusted with myself. I’d forgotten about the trial.

	Placing his cup on the counter next to him, he looked at me thoughtfully. “Look, don’t panic,” he said with a sigh before adding, “You don’t deserve it, but she’ll forgive you.” He smirked and raised his brow. “She always does . . .”

	A high-pitched babble burst through the monitor attached to my hip and Derek leapt back, spilling half his coffee down his coat. “Jesus,” he muttered as he placed his mug on the counter. “For a moment there I thought your dick was screaming at me.”

	“You’re a freak,” I muttered as I made my way down the hall.

	Opening the door of the nursery, my heart fluttered when I saw Hope standing up in her crib. “Hey pretty girl,” I crooned. Her eyes found me and her whole face lit up as she bounced up and down. I didn’t deserve her smiles. I’d been a shitty father . . . 

	Hope’s wild movements caused her to lose her new-found balance and she fell backwards, landing on her butt. “Da-da,” she squealed, kicking her arms and legs out as I approached. “Da-da-da . . .”

	“Are you happy to see daddy?” I swept her up and tickled her chubby little belly. “Have you got a nosey-kiss for daddy?” I rubbed my nose against hers and Hope immediately grabbed my nose with her chubby fist and tried to stick it in her mouth. I wouldn’t have minded so much, but the seven teeth inside my daughter’s mouth were incredibly sharp and the reason I pulled back and blew a raspberry on her belly instead.

	“You okay, sweetheart?” I heard Derek ask and I swung around, stopping dead in my tracks when my eyes fell on Lee standing in the hallway behind Derek.

	Her eyes were bloodshot and her face was deathly pale. Her body was swamped in one of my shirts and a ratty old pair of shorts. She had her curls pinned to the top of her head. “Thanks for letting me sleep in,” she said in a flat tone, not making eye contact with me. “I’ll take her while you get ready for wherever you have to be.”

	“Are you okay, baby?” I asked nervously.

	“I didn’t sleep well again,” she replied as she took Hope out of my arms and hoisted her onto her hip. “Too many monsters.”

	“Wait,” I said, grabbing her arm when she turned to walk away from me. Lifting her chin with my hand, I traced my thumb over the faded yellowish bruising running from the corner of her mouth down to her chin and spreading across her jaw. “Jesus, Lee,” I whispered. “What the hell happened to your face, baby?”

	“Don’t worry about it, Kyle,” she snapped, jerking her chin free from my grasp. “You’re already sick of my reasons and excuses, so why bother telling you now?”

	Without a word, Derek stepped toward Lee and held his hands out for Hope. She squealed happily reaching out for him. “Get out of here, guys,” he said as he hoisted my daughter onto his hip. “Take a walk. Go shopping. Hell, go have some kinky, mind-blowing, make-up sex. Hope’s gonna hang with her Uncle Derek for the day.”

	“Thanks for the offer, Derek, but I’d rather not,” Lee said, her voice thick with emotion. “I don’t feel like being debased and treated like a dog today.” With that, she turned on her heels and stalked out of the room.

	“Go after her, douchebag,” Derek hissed as he bobbed around with Hope, who was starting to fuss.

	Kicking into action I sprinted down the hallway to the lounge and threw on my clothes and shoes before hunting down Lee, who was making her way towards the staircase.

	“Please Lee,” I coaxed and grabbed her hand. “Just come with me,” I said as I half dragged her towards the front door.

	“No, Kyle,” she growled as she tried to pull her hand out of mine. “Let go,” she panted as she dug her heels into the floor. “I’m not going with you.”

	“Don’t make me put you over my shoulder,” I shot back as I opened the front door and pushed her out. “You know I will.”
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	After manhandling me and forcing me into his car, Kyle cranked the engine and tore off like a bat out of hell, locking the car doors as he drove—as if I was a flight risk. “Talk to me, Lee,” Kyle begged as he pulled onto the road at the end of our driveway and headed for the hills.

	The sun was shining, thank god, and the weather was slowly heating up. The only snow visible now was on the mountain peaks above us. We were only in mid-February, but I’d seen enough snow to last me a lifetime.

	“Are you just gonna sit there like a mute?” he snapped and I edged further away from him, tucking my hands under my legs to keep warm. I couldn’t speak to him. I was too upset and didn’t trust what would come out of my mouth if I did.

	It had been a long time since I’d felt so . . . defeated. That was the problem with sadness. The longer it persisted the harder it was to defeat. I was in a rut and I knew it.

	“I’m sorry, baby,” he muttered. “I didn’t mean to snap at you.”

	Sighing heavily, Kyle reached his hand over and tried to capture my hand with his, but I wasn’t having any of it. I tucked my hands further under my legs and stared out my window. He had some freaking nerve . . . 

	Every time over the last few weeks that I’d pumped myself up to talk to Kyle about what had happened with my father, his cruel attitude and nasty remarks had knocked the fight out of me. Kyle had spent the few weeks ignoring me, lying to my face, hiding things from me and leaving the house at the strangest hours and now, just because he had decided we should talk, he expected me to sit down and talk to him like nothing had happened.

	Well, that was too bad for him because I couldn’t turn my emotions on and off like he so obviously could.

	No. I refused to be treated this way. I was not going back to the way things had been in the beginning, where Kyle would hide things from me, treat me like crap and then pick me back up and dust me off when he felt like it.

	I wasn’t strong enough to go through that twice.

	It would kill me.
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	Unable to stand the silence, I pulled the car over on a clear stretch of road and killed the engine. “Will you please talk to me?” I asked Lee—I fucking begged her. I was feeling agitated being away from Linda, but I needed to fix this. Jesus, I needed a miracle. “How can I fix this if you won’t talk to me?”

	“How can we make this relationship work if you won’t listen to me?” she murmured so softly, and in such a sad tone, I wasn’t sure I was supposed to hear.

	“I’m sorry for the way I’ve treated you, okay?” I said in a gruff tone. “I am sorry, but you need to talk to me so we can work this out.” If you want to work this out . . . 

	“What’s the point in talking to you, Kyle?” Lee replied in a flat tone as she sat in the passenger seat of my car with her hands tucked under her thighs. This was the first time in weeks she’d been this close to me. Granted I’d thrown her over my shoulder to get her in the car, and space was limited, but it was a start. “You only listen to what you want to hear,” she added. “I’m not going back to the way it used to be. I won’t live like that again.”

	“What are you talking about?” I shook my head. Jesus Christ. “I’m not the only one who fucked up, Lee.” I thought back to the fear I’d felt when I found her note and my anger ignited.

	“You shouldn’t . . .” I paused and inhaled a steadying breath. “You know how I feel about you going places without telling me,” I explained as calmly as I could without upsetting her further. “You know I worry. I’m an asshole, but I care. I fucking care about you so damn much and that makes me go a little crazy sometimes.”

	“You only care when it suits you, Kyle,” she shot back. “And I did not f . . .” she took a deep breath and said, “I did nothing wrong that night. I tried to explain, but you so kindly told me you were up to your eyeballs with my childish stunts.”

	“I have a lot going on, Lee,” I admitted quietly, the image of Linda’s frail body possessed my mind and I flinched. “I took my frustrations out on you,” I croaked. “I didn’t mean what I said.”

	“You have a habit of taking things out on me, Kyle,” she sniffled. “You once said I wasn’t my father’s personal punching bag. Well, I’m not yours either.”

	My lungs deflated.

	Jesus Christ, is that how she saw me?

	Is that the way she felt I treated her.

	Did I treat her like that?

	“Lee . . .” I began to say, but she continued speaking over me.

	“You contradict yourself all the time,” she whispered as she clenched her eyes shut and shook her head. “You say I’m not in danger, but your actions tell me otherwise . . .”

	“You are safe, dammit,” I hissed as I slammed my hand on the steering wheel. She whimpered and shimmied away from me. “Sorry,” I said in a gruff tone. “You are safe, Lee.”

	“You’re wrong, Kyle,” she whispered as she clenched her eyes shut. “You want nothing but the truth from me, but you fill me up with lies. You demand to know where I am at all times, but you disappear without so much as an explanation. You tell me you love me and then you turn around and say things that make me feel like you h-hate me.”

	Shaking her head, she raised her hands to her face and pressed her thumbs to her temples. “I can’t do this, Kyle,” she whispered. “I can’t ride this roller-coaster anymore.”

	“What are you saying, princess?” My heart was thundering so loudly in my chest that it was deafening me.

	“Did you know it was Valentine’s Day the day before yesterday?” she asked softly.

	“No,” I admitted, feeling like the biggest bastard who ever graced the earth. “Lee, I’m so damn sorry . . .”

	“Did you know I had a biopsy on Thursday?” She kept her eyes shut as she spoke. “Did you know that Hope took her first step on Tuesday?”

	“She did?” I whispered, appalled at myself for not being there.

	“Yes,” Lee sobbed. “She did. Your daughter took her first step to your best friend. I tried to call you, but you never answered your phone.”

	Straightening in her seat she turned to look at me. Her eyes were full of unshed tears and I didn’t realize until that moment that I’d broken the one bond I needed to protect more than any other bond. “Why won’t you talk to me, Kyle?” she cried, wiping her eyes with the back of her hands. “Why won’t you confide in me?”

	“I’m sorry,” I choked out.

	“But you won’t tell me what’s going on?” she said sadly.

	When I didn’t answer, she wiped her cheeks and turned her face towards the window. “Just take me home, Kyle.”
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	I was at a loss. A complete and total loss. I couldn’t look at her. It hurt too much. I’d done it again. I’d fucking broken her again.

	Keying in the password into the small handset on the wall, I started the engine and waited for the gates to swing inwards before driving up our narrow wooded driveway.

	The car crunched to a stop on the gravel in front of our house and I killed the engine. “We’re home.”

	She didn’t reply.

	“Lee,” I said a little louder. “I said we’re home.”

	Nothing.

	Turning to face her, my heart squeezed when I saw she was asleep. “I’m sorry, baby,” I whispered as I stroked her cheek.

	I took a few moments to just sit there and look at her. She looked exhausted. She had the darkest of circles under her eyes and her face was set in a worried frown. Jesus, even in sleep she was sad . . . 

	Had I fucked up that much?

	Had she finally taken enough of my bullshit?

	Had I pushed her too far?

	The bruising on her face made my stomach lurch violently. I was missing something. Something had happened to her . . . My whole body broke out in a cold sweat. My hands trembled. Every inch of my body was fucking shaking. “Lee?” I choked out in a desperate tone. “Wake up, baby. I need you to tell me what happened to you.”

	She muttered something incoherent before twisting sideways in her seat. “I’m tired, Kyle,” she mumbled, not opening her eyes. “The day keeps the dark away . . .”

	The day keeps the dark away?

	Unfastening my seatbelt, I climbed out of the car and ran up the steps to unlock the door before rushing back to the car. Opening Lee’s door I removed her belt before lifting her into my arms. She curled into me as I carried her into the house. There was no sign of Derek or Hope as I climbed the staircase with Lee in my arms.

	Heading straight to our room. I drew back the covers and placed her gently on the bed. “Please don’t leave me,” I heard her mumble and I flinched. I wasn’t leaving her. She never needed to say those words. She never needed to even think those words. There wasn’t a damn place I was going besides into that bed and laying right next to her. You did leave her, asshole . . . 

	“Shh,” I whispered as I drew the curtains and shrugged off my shirt and jeans. “I’m here.”

	Climbing into bed, I pulled her back into my front before covering our bodies with the duvet. “Sleep. We can talk later.”

	“It’s never going to be over . . .” she whispered drowsily.

	“What isn’t, princess?” I asked as I buried my face in the curve of her neck.

	She didn’t answer and I wasn’t sure if I was relieved to not know or terrified to think of what she meant.
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	I woke in our bed, to a very warm Kyle draped around me. Wiggling my body, I tried to free myself from the weight of him pressing down on me before stopping. I liked the feeling. I took a deep breath and soaked in the safeness I hadn’t felt in weeks.

	My hand was resting on the pillow next to my head and was grasped tightly in Kyle’s larger one. His leg was thrown over both of mine and his cheek was pressed against my chest. I didn’t have a clue of how we’d ended up in bed, but right now it wasn’t important. I’d slept better than I had in weeks and, for the first time in months, without a nightmare.

	“Oh my god,” I shouted suddenly as I shoved Kyle off my chest. “How long have we been asleep?” We’d left the house early in the morning. “Oh god, Hope . . .”

	“Is fine,” Kyle husked as he pulled me back down on the bed and resumed his snuggling. “She’s sleeping, baby.”

	“Sleeping?” I squealed. “How long have we been asleep?”

	Kyle chuckled softly as he nuzzled his cheek against my chest. “You have been asleep with the past fourteen hours. It’s after midnight,” he muttered before pulling himself off me and adjusting himself to rest his back against the headboard. “We need to talk, Lee.” He took my hand and knotted his fingers through mine. “I need to explain some things to you . . . but not here.”

	Throwing the covers off the both of us, Kyle climbed out of bed and slipped on his jeans. “Come outside with me,” he asked quietly as he held out his hand for mine, his eyes pleading with me.

	And I was a glutton for punishment because I climbed out of bed and took his hand without question.
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	The view from my perch on the slope of our garden was amazing. The glow from the moon illuminated the mountains. Each star in the blackened sky seemed to shine with more brilliance than the next.

	I watched as Kyle strolled over to where I was sitting on my blanket. He carried a blanket of his own in one hand, his phone in the other. I wanted to toss that stupid phone as far from him as I could. He was too young to carry the burden his eyes told me he carried. “Are you okay?”

	Lowering himself to the ground, he settled himself behind me and pulled me into his chest. “I am now,” he whispered kissing my bare shoulder as he covered our bodies with the blanket. The little hairs on the back of my neck shot up in anticipation.

	He wrapped his arms around my middle, swallowing me up with his strength as he pressed feather light kisses to my neck. His nose nuzzled my hair. “Your skin feels like silk baby.”

	“Are you going to tell me what’s going on with you?” I asked gently as my body practically purred in pleasure from his touch.

	I felt his big body tremble around me. “I never want to lose you, Lee.” His hold on my waist tightened. “I know my actions lately say otherwise, but you’re so fucking crucial to me.” His face ducked to the curve of my neck. “I fucking hate myself for the way I’ve treated you.”

	“So why did you do it?” I asked with my heart in my mouth, bracing myself for the worst.

	“Because I’m a fucking idiot, that’s why,” he choked out. “I lost myself for a while, Lee, and I could have lost you . . . I don’t understand why you’re still here,” he admitted gruffly. “I mean I’m thankful you are, Jesus, I’m thankful, but I’ve fucked up more than enough for you to run.”

	“Yeah, you have, Kyle,” I said softly, twisting my neck so I could see his face. “But unfortunately, I’m kind of in love with you.” Sighing heavily, I added, “It sucks because no matter what you say or do to me, I can’t seem to walk away . . .”

	“Linda’s dying,” he blurted out, shattering my thought process, blowing my mind to pieces.

	“What?” Twisting my body around, I knelt between his legs, shook my head, and tried to form a coherent sentence, but the only word that came out of my mouth was, “What?”

	“She has cancer, Lee,” Kyle hissed through clenched teeth, dropping his head to rest his forehead on my shoulder. “She’s had it for months and never told me. Cindy,” he muttered. “The girl you met yesterday, well, she’s Linda’s niece. She’s the one who told me.”

	“Where is it?” I whispered.

	“Everywhere,” he croaked. “She’s been battling this fucking disease for months and never said a word. She went through her radiotherapy alone and her chemo. That’s where I’ve been going.” His arms clutched my waist as he buried his face in my chest. I felt wetness seeping through my clothes, dampening my breasts and my heart ripped open for him. “She doesn’t have long left,” he sobbed. “I wanted to tell you, but she made us promise not to tell anyone. She says she’s not scared, but she’s got fucking cancer . . .”

	“Oh baby,” I murmured, wrapping my arms around him, stroking his hair with my hand in my poor attempt to console him when I knew full well there was no consoling him. Linda was as good as his mother. His heart was clearly breaking. Linda’s words came back to me and suddenly it all made sense . . . 

	Protect him, Lee, and stand by him. He’s going to need you . . . 

	“I don’t want her to die, Lee,” he confessed. “She’s gonna die any day now, and I’ve never felt so fucking angry in my life.”

	I wrapped my arms around my wounded man, holding him to my body, pouring every ounce of love and comfort into my touch. “Kyle, I don’t have the words to fix this for you,” I admitted, stroking his hair. “But I’m here for you. Whatever Linda needs, whatever you need, I will help you.”

	“Stay alive.” He lifted his face to mine. “Just keep yourself safe and healthy. No more risks. No more strain on that beautiful body. I’m gonna need you to stay safe.”

	Before I had a chance to reply, Kyle’s mouth descended on mine. The soft pressure of his lips roused every nerve in my body to life. His kisses were soft, a slow leisured onslaught on my lips that turned my legs to jelly and my heart to mush. His hand cradled my jaw as he took his fill. My body melted, pliant under his touch.

	He moved us slowly until I was lying on my back with this beautiful man hovering above me, sliding between my legs. My nightshirt rose to my hips as every hard-edged angle of his body slotted perfectly into each soft curve of mine. He was all man, all thick, hard muscle, all mine.

	I didn’t move or allow the frantic hunger burning through my veins to spoil this moment.

	Instead, I wrapped my arms around his neck and allowed Kyle to set the pace. He needed this and if the only way I could comfort him was with my body, then I would gladly give it to him.

	Kyle took his time, slowly grinding his erection against the throbbing ache of my core, his lips never leaving mine.

	Our bodies fused together. The sheer, dominating strength of his body was a contradiction to the gentleness of his lovemaking. His biceps bulged with strain as he held the brunt of his weight off the upper half of my body, angling his weight to press against my core. I gasped against his mouth, bit back a moan, when I felt his body shift as he slid a hand down my waist.

	Curling his fingers around the lace of my thong, he slid the fabric aside, stroking my folds once before moving to his hand to his sweatpants.

	And then he was inside me, filling me with aching slowness.

	I felt every hard inch of his erection stretching me. I lost myself to the pleasure. Tearing my mouth from his, a scream ripped from my throat when he ground his hips upwards, rubbing the ache of my clit with the exact amount of pressure I needed. “Oh god . . .”

	His lips captured mine, cutting me off, as his tongue stroked me with the same rhythm that his cock fucked me. My fingers were everywhere, fisting his hair, scrawling his back, digging into the tight cheeks of his ass. I rocked my pelvis up to meet his thrusts, silently begging him to go faster, but nothing I did seemed to faze Kyle, as he kept the same frustratingly slow tempo. Grind. Kiss. Lick. Grind. Kiss. Lick . . . 

	My clit throbbed like a pulse as every delicious nerve in my core knitted together, unifying in an urgent race for release. He used only his tongue and his erection and that was enough. Every thrust of his erection sent small shockwaves rippling through me, each plunge of his tongue intensified those shocks until I was clinging to him and arching away all at once. “Let go, princess,” he whispered. “Give it up to me.” Those words were all it took for me to fall over the edge. I came hard, a shuddering mess as Kyle followed, pressing inside me so deep, the veins in his neck straining from his orgasm.
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	Well, I’d broken a dying woman’s wish. I should have felt disgust, but all I felt was relief. Relief and sheer amazement at the forgiving nature of the woman in my arms. I didn’t deserve to hold her in my arms. I didn’t deserve her loving touches. Goddammit, I was such an asshole . . . 

	“I am sorry, Lee,” I whispered, pulling her closer to my body as we snuggled on the couch. We’d come inside and lit the fire to warm up when I’d realized the ground was cold as fuck and I could have cause the girl to catch pneumonia. “I know I promised Linda, but I should have said something sooner . . . given you some sort of explanation.”

	“Don’t,” she whispered as she lifted my hand to her lips. “I understand why you did what you did.” Nuzzling her cheek against my chest, she sighed heavily. “I’ve missed you so much these past few weeks,” she confessed. “Being without you feels like I’ve lost a crucial limb.”

	Catching her hand with mine, I lifted it to mouth, but my heart sank into my ass when I noticed she wasn’t wearing her ring. “Where’s your ring, Lee?” I croaked out. She snatched her hand away quickly. Too fucking quickly. “What’s wrong?” I asked.

	“Don’t get mad,” she begged as she twisted her body around and knelt beside me.

	“I’m not mad,” I told her calmly. But my heart is beating at a hundred miles an hour . . . 

	“Yeah, but don’t get mad,” she said nervously.

	I stiffened, my eyes locked on her wide gray eyes. “Tell me.”

	“Daddy took it.” Lee bit down on her lip and stared at me as if she’d done something terrible. “I’m sorry, Kyle. I said no. I did try to stop him, but . . . he was drunk.”

	“What?” I sat up and grabbed her hips. “When the hell did this happen?”

	“The day I left the hotel,” she said quietly. “I tried to tell you, but you . . . so I just . . .” Exhaling a ragged breath, she attempted to smile at me, obviously trying to appease me. “I’m fine though.”

	Biting down on her lip, she clasped her hands together and let the words spill from her lips in burst.

	“He’s in jail now?” I asked when Lee finished explaining what had happened. I couldn’t get my head around this. She’d been attacked, beaten up, and I’d told her I didn’t want to know. Jesus Christ. David had saved her. He’d been there for my family when I hadn’t and if he hadn’t arrived Jimmy could have hurt Hope.

	“Yes,” Lee mumbled. “It’s over.”

	She looked upset.

	“There’s more?” I asked slowly. “What else did he do to you?” Besides kick you in your goddamn kidneys and smash your face with his boot . . . 

	“He cut me,” she muttered and thrust her hand into my face. My eyes locked on the W marked into her skin.

	“W,” I said, much calmer than I thought possible, as I stared at her, stroking my thumb over the scar. “Is that code for something?”

	“You know what its code for, Kyle,” she blushed.

	I shook my head. “No Lee, actually I don’t.”

	“It means whore, Kyle,” she muttered. “It means I am a whore and he wants you to know it.”

	“You were a virgin,” I snarled. “A fucking virgin. I took your goddamn virginity.” I raked my hand through my hair in frustration. Frustration because Jimmy was locked up and I couldn’t get my hands on him and fucking hatred towards myself for breaking every promise I’d ever made her. “Christ, Lee, I’m fairly certain I was your first kiss?”

	She nodded and I groaned in shame.

	“It’s because of Hope,” she informed me—as if having a baby with me automatically made her a whore.

	Goddammit to hell . . .”I’m marrying you. You are mine,” I hissed. “Mine. How the hell does that make you a whore? You are pure. Fucking pure.”

	Jerking off the couch I grabbed my pants and searched the pockets for my keys. “I’m gonna kill him, Lee.” Pulling on my jeans, I reached for my shirt on the coffee table. “He won’t get away with this.”

	“Don’t you dare leave this house,” she warned me, as she jumped off the couch and grabbed the waistband of my jeans.

	Jerking me towards her, she stepped around me and shoved me down on the couch before straddling my lap.

	“I handled it,” she said calmly. “It is over, Kyle.”

	“He put his hands on you,” I spat, my fingers knotting in her shirt.

	“And he’ll never be able to do it again,” Lee replied firmly. “So calm down . . .”

	The buzzer for the front gate sounded and Lee automatically flinched and ducked, tucking her face into my neck. “Relax,” I coaxed. “It’s just the intercom. Someone’s at the gate.”

	With my hands on her back, I stood up and strolled into the hall with Lee wrapped around me like ivy “Yeah?” I said, holding my finger to the buzzer.

	“Mr. Carter,” a familiar female voice said and Lee stiffened in my arms. “I’m sorry to disturb you at this time of night, but could you buzz me in. I have something important to discuss with you. It’s about Jimmy Bennett.”

	“It’s open, come on up,” I told Kelsie while I kept my eyes locked on Lee’s.

	“What do you think’s happened?” she whispered. “Oh, Kyle, what if it’s bad . . .”

	“It can’t be bad,” I told her as I walked us into the kitchen. Hoisting Lee on top of the counter, I rested my hands on her hips. “Just relax. We’ll know soon enough.”

	The doorbell sounded and we both stared at each other nervously. “Do we want to know?” Lee asked anxiously.

	“We do,” I assured her before kissing the tip of her nose. “You need to let me go, princess. I have to get the door.”

	“Oh yeah.” Lee blushed as she unlocked her ankles and released me. “Sorry.” Jesus, she was sitting with her legs spread open chewing on her damn lip . . . 

	Shaking my head, I adjusted the tent in my jeans before going and opening the door. “Is it . . . ?”

	“Good news?” Kelsie finished for me before nodding. “It’s very good news,” she purred. “It’s fantastic news.”

	[image: Image]

	“I don’t understand,” Lee said as she placed two mugs of coffee on the dining table. “He was only arrested a few weeks ago.”

	“Your father had a list of convictions as long as his arm,” Kelsie replied and she lifted one of the mugs to her mouth. “And your father has friends in high places,” she said as she glanced at me.

	“I know my father,” Lee argued. “He would never plead guilty.” She shook her head and chewed on her nail. “This has to be a mistake.”

	“Jimmy knew it was the end of the road for him,” Kelsie said in a gentle tone. “This is good news, Lee,” she added. “Do you understand what this means?”

	“No trial,” Lee breathed. She shook her head as if she couldn’t get her head around it. I couldn’t either.

	“Is this on paper?” I asked as I pulled Lee onto my lap. Her body was shaking as she leaned her back against my chest. “Is this a done deal or more bullshit?” I didn’t believe for one second Jimmy would plead guilty. Something was up. This wasn’t right.

	“It already happened,” Kelsie said with a grin. “There was an emergency hearing this morning. I was there. He pled guilty. To every single charge. So, yes, Mr. Carter. It’s a done deal.” Kelsie said with a grin. “And you should thank your father for this one.” Kelsie sighed heavily before adding. “We could have used him with the Grayson trial.”

	“Oh Kyle,” Lee sobbed. Turning in my lap she wrapped her arms around my neck. “It’s really over. He’s really gone.”
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	“Do you need to go back to the hospital?” Lee asked me, after Kelsie had left, as we were lying on our bed. “I know I’m not supposed to know,” she continued. “But I could come with you—wait in the car or something . . .”

	“No,” I whispered, tightening my arms around her as I pressed a kiss to her hair. “Just lay here with me for a little while.”

	Closing my eyes, I yawned and shifted around to get comfortable. “I haven’t slept in so long, Lee,” I told her. “I’m so tired.”

	“Sleep, Kyle,” she whispered. “Just for a little while. All our troubles can wait until the morning.”
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	“Is she okay?” I demanded the moment I found Cindy sitting on the floor outside of Linda’s hospital room. I’d fallen out of bed and rushed straight to the hospital when I’d listened to Cindy’s hysterical voicemail. “Cindy,” I hissed. “What’s happened?”

	“I’m sorry for calling you in the middle of the night,” she sobbed, her tone thick with emotion. “But it’s nearly time. You need to say your goodbyes, Kyle.”

	It’s nearly time . . . 

	You need to say your goodbyes, Kyle . . . 

	“Are you sure?” I croaked out.

	Cindy nodded sadly. “The doctor has been in,” she sniffed. “H-he said s-she’s fighting it.” Covering her face with her hands she wailed. “You have to tell her it’s o-okay, Kyle,” Cindy begged. “Tell her it’s okay to go. We’ve all told her . . . but she’s holding on.” She sobbed harder. “You need to give her peace. It’s you she needs to hear it from.”

	Exhaling a ragged breath, I opened the door of Linda’s hospital room and forced myself to step inside before walking slowly towards her bed.

	Patty made to stand, but I shook my head, and chose to kneel instead. I figured it was safer this way. At least my body was closer to the ground, because I was fairly certain something inside of me of tethering dangerously close to the edge. And when she . . . and when it was time, it would snap.

	“It’s me, Linda,” I whispered, taking her cold veined hand in mine. “I’m right here, just like I promised.”

	The rattling sound coming from her chest was something that would haunt me for eternity. “K . . .”

	“Shh,” I coaxed, pressing a kiss to her hand, intertwining our fingers, as the tears trickled down my face. “Just relax,” I whispered. “You’re safe. I’m here. I love you so damn much.”

	Stroking my cheek against her hand, I finally told her what I should have told her years ago.” You were more than . . .” my voice broke and I had to take a few deep breaths before I could speak. “You were more than just a mother to me,” I sobbed. “You were better and I’m so . . . I’m so thankful to you.”

	Her throat rattled, fucking rattled. “Sc . . .”

	“You have nothing to be scared of,” I promised, kissing her hand repeatedly. “This is your new adventure. It’s okay . . .” I clenched my eyes shut and forced myself to speak the words I knew would set her free. “Everything is gonna be okay. Everyone . . . I’m gonna be okay.”

	“H . . .”

	Climbing onto the bed next to her, I tucked her into my arms and held her, whispered how much I loved her, as her body jerked briefly, her breath rattled, and her life slipped away.

	“Kyle,” I heard someone say. “She’s gone.”

	“Just . . . give me a minute,” I whispered, clutching the only mother I’d ever known in my arms, as I tried to come to terms with the fact that this was it.

	It was over.

	She was gone.
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	I was dressing our bed when the bedroom door flew open, slammed against the wall, and Kyle staggered into the room, shaking like a leaf and heaving.

	I didn’t have to ask him what was wrong, or why he’d rushed out of the house in the middle of the night without telling me where he was going.

	The paleness of his skin and his bloodshot eyes were enough of an answer. The answer was etched on his heartbroken face.

	Linda.

	“Kyle.” Dropping the pillow I’d been holding, I rushed towards him.

	He staggered past me and threw himself down on the bed. “She’s dead,” he cried, his chest heaving with huge gut-wrenching sobs. “She fucking died on me, Lee.”

	She’s dead . . . 

	Oh god . . . 

	Kyle had said Linda could die any day, but I just hadn’t expected it to be this day. And knowing Linda would die hadn’t prepared me for the swell of sadness in my heart. I didn’t know what to say to the broken man in front of me. My grief was nothing compared to what Kyle was undoubtedly feeling . . . 

	He covered his face with his hands, twisting his body at an irregular angle, writhing in emotional agony. “I can’t fucking breathe from the pain,” he hissed. “I feel like I’m dying with her.”

	“Oh Kyle,” I choked out, as I rushed over to where he was and covered his body with mine, desperate to comfort him. He cried harder and my heart split clean down the center. “I’m so sorry, baby.”

	“No,” he roared and it was a soul-shattered, heartbroken roar of pain. “FUCK.”

	Moving quickly, Kyle jerked to his feet, accidentally knocked me to the floor in his rush, and proceeded to trash the room, tearing every book shelf off the wall, knocking over every piece of furniture that could be moved. I remained silently on floor, barely breathing, eyes locked on him—on his rampage.

	He was completely out of control, lost in a violent haze of grief-stricken rage, but I wasn’t afraid of him. I was afraid for him . . . 

	He punched his fist through the dresser mirror, grabbed the drawers and flung them at the windows. The panes of glass shattered and Kyle punched his hand through the remaining pieces of glass. Shards of glass and the contents of the drawers scattered out of the window.

	He yanked on his hair so hard clumps of hair came away in his hands. He didn’t stop, he just kept annihilating everything that came in his way. The TV went next and then it was the bed’s turn.

	I scrambled out of his way, backing into the corner, as Kyle dragged the mattress off the base and pummeled it with his fists. Blood streamed from his hands, tears spilled from his eyes, and a continuous agonizing roar tore from his throat.

	The bedroom door swung inwards and I gasped in relief when I saw Derek come to the rescue. He glanced down at where I was huddled and he sagged in relief. “Linda died,” I told Derek, letting him know what had come over Kyle.

	“Died?” Derek croaked out, his face paled, clearly shocked. “Jesus, Kyle,” he whispered. “It’s okay, buddy.” Rushing over where Kyle was now kicking and beating his fists off the timber frame of our bed, Derek grabbed his shoulders and swung him around.

	Kyle’s head snapped up, his eyes locked on Derek, his whole body shook as he shoved Derek’s chest.

	Derek fell backwards, steadied himself, and stepped forward, arms out.

	Kyle pushed him again and Derek repeated the same ritual. “It’s gonna be okay,” Derek choked out, wrapping his arms around Kyle’s trembling body.

	“Walk away,” Kyle snarled as he shoved away from Derek’s hug. “I mean it, Derek, walk the fuck away from me or I will kill you.” He pushed Derek harder. “You too, Lee,” he choked out. “Leave me be.”

	“Then you might as well kill me,” Derek shot back, his voice thick with emotion. “Because I am not walking away from you. Not now. Not fucking ever. You’re my family. And she’s your family,” he said, jerking his thumb in my direction. “Don’t you dare tell us to walk away from you. We. Are. Family.”

	“Go,” Kyle roared. Punching Derek in the face, Kyle shoved him so hard he fell onto his ass and I couldn’t watch another second of his self-destruction.

	Climbing over the rubble that was our bedroom floor, I took Kyle by surprise when I jumped up, locked my arms around his neck and wrapped my legs around his waist tightly.

	He stiffened and for a moment I truly wasn’t sure what he would do, but then a deep shudder rolled through his body, his arms came around my waist, and his legs went from beneath him.

	We fell to the floor, but I didn’t budge an inch. I kept a death grip on the man who was crying so hard I thought he would pass out from the pain. “I’m breaking, Lee,” he choked out. “I feel . . . hollow.”

	“You are not breaking,” I told him, tightening my hold on his body. “I refuse to let that happen.”

	Kissing his forehead, I guided his face to my chest and stroked his hair. “I will fix you.”

	Smoothing my fingers over the parts of his scalp that were bleeding from where he’d ripped out his hair, I used my other hand to cup his tear soaked cheek. “I’m going to take care of you,” I vowed quietly. “I won’t let anything happen to you,” I whispered. “I promise.”

	“I won’t let that happen either, man,” I heard Derek say in a gruff tone moments before he sank to his knees behind Kyle, taking his bleeding hand and wrapped it in a towel. “I’m not going anywhere.”
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	“Where is he?” I asked Lee the second her feet hit the bottom step of the stairs.

	I’d left Kyle and Lee upstairs hours ago—brought Hope downstairs and took care of her for most of the day—to give them privacy, but I was going out of my mind with worry.

	Linda was dead.

	She was dead and I had no idea how she died, where she died or why. I’d known absolutely nothing until I’d heard all the banging in their bedroom this morning and had rushed up being nosey. Thank fucking god because I’d never seen Kyle so out of control in my life. Hell, I’d never seen anyone react the way he had. Watching Kyle’s meltdown had been one of the most terrifying things I’d ever witnessed in my life.

	“He’s asleep,” Lee said wearily. Walking into the kitchen, she opened the cupboard under the sink and removed a bottle of bleach. “I got him in the shower,” she mumbled as she reached into another press and withdrew some cleaning rags. “He’s in the spare room.”

	“I cleaned up the stuff in the yard,” I told her gently, feeling embarrassed that I’d spent an hour of my day running around scooping up Lee’s bras and panties—the shit Kyle had tossed out the window. “I put your clothes in the laundry,” I added, red-faced. “There was a lot of paperwork flying around loose, so I just gathered up what I could find and bunged it in a bag in the cupboard.”

	“Hmm . . . oh, thanks, Der,” she whispered as she grabbed a pair of rubber gloves.

	“Are you going cleaning, Lee?” I shook my head in confusion. “Sweetheart, I think the house will keep until tomorrow.”

	“It’s the blood.” Sighing heavily, Lee turned around and leaned against the counter. “I need to get rid of the blood, Derek.” She shuddered and rubbed her hand over face. “Cam,” she whispered and my heart sank.

	“I’ll clean the blood,” I told her gently. “You sit down and take a breather.”

	Taking her arm I led her out of the kitchen and into the lounge before pressing her down on the couch. Hope was playing happily in her playpen and I turned on a cartoon for her before taking a seat in the armchair by the fire. “What happened, Lee?”

	“She had cancer, Derek,” Lee whispered, wiping a tear from her cheek. “Kyle told me last night. That’s why he’s been behaving so erratically.”

	Cancer? “How did we not know this?” I demanded.

	“Because she didn’t want us to know,” Lee replied softly. “Kyle wasn’t even supposed to find out, but that girl Cindy told him–she’s related to Linda.” Shaking her head, Lee climbed to her feet and tucked her hair behind her ears. “I need to call my mother,” she announced quietly.

	“Why? She’s got nothing to do with this.” I didn’t like that woman—had a bad fucking feeling about her.

	“I’m going to need her help with Hope,” Lee replied. “Because I’m going to need your help with Kyle.”

	Wiping her face with the back of her hand, Lee glanced at the door before locking her eyes on my face. “Brace yourself, Derek,” she whispered. “He’s in denial and we still have a funeral and a murder trial to get him through.”
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	“I can’t go, Lee,” Kyle whispered as he sat on the edge of the bed in our spare room, and if I wasn’t kneeling in front of him I wouldn’t have heard him. “I can’t watch another one being lowered into the ground.”

	“She is not another one,” I said in a firm tone as I adjusted his tie and fixed the collar of his shirt.

	Linda’s burial was in an hour and I had only just coaxed Kyle into his suit. “She is the woman who gave up years of her life for you, and you are going to go. You will go, Kyle.”

	“I’m sorry, Lee,” he choked out. “For being the worst kind of bastard to you.”

	“Kyle,” I sighed. “You weren’t yourself. Do not judge our relationship on three weeks of heartache. I’m not.”

	“Lee?” Kyle said softly as he stared intently into my eyes, his blue ones full of pain.

	“Yes, Kyle?”

	“Please don’t die.” Clasping my chin, Kyle tugged my face up to his. Resting his forehead against mine, I could hear his harsh breathing, watched his chest rise rapidly, as he stroked my face with his thumb. “Please don’t ever leave me on my own.”

	“That’s never going to happen,” I promised, forcing down the tsunami of emotions thrashing around inside of me. I had to be the strong one this time. Kyle needed me and I would not let him down. Cupping his face between my hands, I pressed a kiss to his lips and smiled. “If we’re going out, then we go out together,” I told him. “Where you go I go.”

	Climbing to my feet, I held my hand out for his. “Come on, Sonic.”
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	The service was beautiful, heartfelt and sincere.

	Linda’s sister Patty, paid a wonderful tribute to Linda, mentioning Kyle’s name in many parts of her speech, as did Cindy, Linda’s niece, but Kyle had declined to speak and to be honest, I’d been relieved. I didn’t think he was physically able to stand, let alone speak—his whole body had shook violently for the duration of the service.

	I was stunned by how many familiar faces I recognized in the pews considering Linda had kept her illness a secret, but Cindy had told Derek that Linda had given her permission to inform her co-workers after her passing.

	Mike, David, and Anna Henderson sat at the back of the church and Marcus Whiteman and most of the staff of the hotel were scattered in the center aisle.

	Kyle barely made it to the graveyard, having to stop several times to regain his balance. His hand never left mine and, with Derek on his other side, Kyle managed to stay upright and pay his final respects to the woman who, for all intents and purposes, had been his mother.

	The only noise he made was when they lowered Linda’s casket into the ground and that small choked off cry would stay with me until my dying day.
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	Linda was gone.

	Three weeks today and it felt as fresh as if she’d died yesterday.

	Her funeral and the week that had followed were still a blur to me. I couldn’t remember anything and I was glad. I only hoped in time that I could forget the sounds I’d heard and images I’d seen that night.

	There was a song on my iPod that I kept finding myself going back to. Listening to the words and relating them to Linda. It’s called If You Could See Me Know from a band called The Script. 

	I replayed the song, fucking devoured the lyrics, over and over until my ears burned and my lungs restarted, inhaling huge bursts of air.

	I thought back to what Derek had said to me the day after Linda’s funeral—the one thing about the whole ordeal I did remember. He’d said; ‘you’re lucky, Kyle. At least you had time with her before she passed away—time to say goodbye, to get closure.’

	I hadn’t been able to answer him at the time, but I thought about his words every day since . . . and I couldn’t disagree more. Losing Cam the way we did, so quickly, and without warning was fucking brutal, but watching someone you love rot in a goddamn hospital bed was, in my opinion, a far worse form of torture—administrated in daily doses of agony and despair until you were nearly dead from the pain.

	Without Lee these past few weeks, I would have been fucked and I didn’t say that lightly. I would have lost my goddamn mind. Her presence was like a soothing balm, calming me, gluing me back together and I was finally coming to terms with the fact that the world was still spinning.

	I also had a newfound respect for Derek. The months following Cam’s murder, when I’d tried to help him, I hadn’t had a fucking clue of what he’d truly been going through. Jesus, I was so proud of him for pulling through, for surviving, because as heartbroken and cut up I was about Linda, I knew in my heart and soul that if it was Lee who had died then that would have been it for me.

	The memories of how I’d treated Lee plagued me and I didn’t think I would ever be able to do enough to make it up to the girl who had stuck by me, and when I’d fallen into the darkness she had waded in and pulled me back to her.

	I’d always kept a mental list of the people who mattered in my life. Because of the way I’d grown up very few made that list, but once they did, they stayed there and I coveted that list. I fucking worshipped that list. But my list was shrinking at an alarming rate. My mother was dead. My grandfather, too. My baby died. My best friend, and now Linda . . . Too many people I loved had died and I refused to mentally scratch another name off that list. I had enough of loss. I wasn’t losing again.

	I wasn’t losing her.

	Every move I made, every single action I took from this day forth would be for Lee and my daughter. I guess Derek was right in what he said. He once told me that love was a crazy evil bitch—that I’d take a bullet, take the pain, tear the skin from my body and give it to her. He was right. He was so fucking right . . . 

	“Good lord, it’s freezing out there today,” I heard Lee say, breaking me out of my trance, and my body shivered in relief.

	Twisting around on the couch, I came face to face with my own personal angel, wrapped up in a green khaki coat, wild brown curls splaying down her front, and a pair of gray eyes that could sink even the coldest of men.

	“What were you doing outside?” I asked her as I took in the muddy patches on her jeans and her wind burned cheeks.

	“I was just saving what’s left of our forestry from your best friend,” Lee puffed, walking to where I was slumped. “You know I would love to know who gave him that chainsaw,” she chuckled as she lowered herself onto my lap. Wrapping her arms around me, she buried her nose in my neck and sighed. “You okay?”

	“Not really,” I told her honestly, pulling her closer to my body to warm her up. “But I will be.”

	“Where’s Hope?” she asked softly.

	“In the kitchen with your mom,” I murmured, savoring the feel of her in my arms. “I’d guess they’re baking a cake by the smell of it.”

	“You okay with her being here, Kyle?” Lifting her face from my neck, she locked her eyes on mine. “She wants to help us,” she whispered with a smile. “And I kind of want to let her.”

	“Yeah,” I sighed, pressing my forehead to hers. “I kind of want her to as well, baby.”

	“Mike called earlier,” she told me. “He wanted to let you know that he re-opened the hotel this morning.”

	I stiffened and Lee cupped my cheek with her cold hand. “Relax, Kyle,” she whispered. “Let someone else do the worrying for a change.”

	“It’s hard to relax,” I admitted in a gruff tone. “It’s hard to not think.”

	“It will get easier to cope with,” she replied. “I promise.”
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	The early morning watery sun was shining through the lounge window, signaling to me another day of bullshit, and all I wanted to do was go back to bed, cover my head with my pillow, and forget the whole damn world.

	It had been two months since Perry Franklin went on national television, marring Lee’s name, and every day that passed since that disastrous night had been hell on earth for us. Aside from the attempts of numerous reporters who’d tried to get us to talk, the stress of Camryn’s murder trial was weighing heavily on all of our shoulders. Jimmy Bennett was in prison. My father, David, was still trying to build his little plastic bridge of bullshit, I had very nearly ruined my relationship with Lee, and Linda . . . Linda was gone.

	Eight weeks of pure hell and now the pressure was about to go up a notch. Today was day four of Rachel’s trial and first thing tomorrow morning my woman would be taking the stand.

	I had already been called, so had Derek and Mike, and as much as I hated the thought of Lee taking the stand, a tiny part of me was thrumming in anticipation.

	Lee’s evidence was going to be the nail in Rachel’s coffin. She was taking Rachel-the bitch troll-Grayson down. It was motherfucking on. Derek had been right when he’d told me Lee was going to get us some long overdue justice . . . 

	“I’ve been thinking, Kyle,” Derek mused, as he slapped a mug of coffee down on the coffee table in front of me, before taking a seat beside me . . . 

	“What have you been thinking, Derek?” I asked wryly before taking a sip of my coffee.

	“When all this shit with Rachel is over, I think you should take Lee away for a break.” Sighing deeply, Derek patted my knee. “God knows you both need a break–I’ll mind the kid.”

	My brow rose in surprise as a jolt of excitement spread through me at the thought of getting Lee to myself for a few days. “You would do that for us?” I asked. “You wouldn’t mind?”

	Derek raked a hand over his–freshly shaved–head and smirked. “Well, yeah,” he chuckled. “No need to look so surprised, dude. I know how to change a diaper and make a feed. I’m pretty sure I can keep her alive for a day or two.” Smirking, he blew into his cup and added. “Consider it your birthday gift.” I stared at him, my expression blank, and Derek sighed. “Dude, you’re twenty-four today.”

	“I forgot,” I murmured as I scratched my head confusion. Jesus, time was going by so fast I barely had a chance to catch my fucking breath . . . 

	“Well, mine’s July twenty-fourth,” Derek chuckled. “I’ll mark it on the calendar.”

	“Happy birthday, Kyle,” Lee called out as she bounced into the lounge with Hope in her arms. “Here,” she mumbled as she stepped towards me and thrust an envelope into my hand. “It’s not much.” Her cheeks reddened. “I’ll make it up to you.”

	“Thanks baby,” I chuckled, taking the birthday card from her hand.

	Hoisting Hope onto her hip, she smiled and said, “I’ll make you a birthday breakfast,” before rushing out of the room.

	“Shit,” Derek muttered, shifting around uncomfortably for a moment before pulling a stuffed animal out from under his ass. “She’s gonna poison us.”

	“And we’re going to eat every bite,” I warned him. “If it kills us, we will eat whatever she puts on our plates.”

	“True love,” Derek mused. “Eating potentially fatal meals and pretending to enjoy it.” He twisted the arms of the teddy bear around in his hands, his eyes on the bear but unfocused. “What time is Tracy coming?”

	I checked the time on my phone. “She should be here soon and I want you to be nice to her.”

	Since Linda’s funeral Tracy had visited our home every day and Lee was slowly bonding with her mother. It was obvious Lee was afraid of being hurt again and Tracy was afraid of pushing too hard and breaking the fragile relationship they were attempting to build, but they were both trying and slowly forming their own little mother/daughter relationship and I, for one, was proud as hell of Lee for handling the whole ordeal with such grace.

	Derek, however, was another story. He was cold to the point of being rude to the woman. Derek had a stable family life growing up, and I guessed that was the reason he was so unforgiving when it came to Tracy. He didn’t understand because he’d never walked a mile in the shoes of a stray. He couldn’t empathize because he couldn’t relate. Sighing deeply I added, “She’s trying, Derek. We all make mistakes dude. No one’s perfect.”

	“I don’t trust her, Kyle,” he said simply. “She’s hiding something.”

	“Hiding what, dude?” I asked, exasperated. We’d been having this same fucking conversation with weeks.

	“I don’t know,” he growled. “But something is off about her. I can feel it in my bones.”

	“Well, Lee likes having her around,” I warned. “And Hope loves her, so don’t even think about planting seeds of doubt in Lee’s head.”

	“I have no intention of it,” he retorted smoothly. “I’ll figure this one out by myself.”

	“Whatever, dude,” I muttered, bored with this stalemate of a conversation.

	“Kyle?” I heard Tracy call out from the hallway, the front door slamming seconds later.

	Derek glowered at me. “You’re a little overly trusting with the gate code, aren’t you?”

	I rolled my eyes at him and was about to reply to his snippy comment when Tracy called out, “Do you happen to own a pet?”

	I frowned. “No. Why?”

	“There was a dog sitting on the doorstep when I got home yesterday,” she replied. “And I hope you don’t mind, but I’ve brought her with me. I was afraid she would get cold.”

	“Oh my god, Oh my god,” I heard Lee squeal excitedly. “Look, Hope. A puppy.”

	Derek’s eyes bulged and he leapt out of his chair. “Holy shit,” he exclaimed. “He’s back.”

	“Great,” I muttered through clenched teeth as I stalked down the hallway to the kitchen, and, low and behold, there he was. The scruffy little fucker himself, with his bottom teeth jutting out, dressed in a . . .”Is he wearing a coat?” I shook my head and wandered into the kitchen to take a closer inspection of the dog’s makeover. “You bought him a pink coat, Tracy?”

	“Yes,” Tracy giggled as she snuggled the dog against her chest. “She’s so cute, aren’t you, Poppy?”

	“What the hell is that?” Derek demanded.

	Stalking over to where the girls were fretting, he took the dog out of her arms. “His name is Kevin, and he’s a dude,” he sneered. “You’re gonna fuck with his head putting ribbons and bows on him . . .” He paused and sniffed Kevin’s coat. “Did you spray him with perfume?”

	“I gave her a bath,” she replied hotly. I rose my brow in surprise. Tracy had claws. “My bath products are female orientated,” she added defensively. “And then I gave her a haircut.”

	“He is not a she,” Derek argued. Twisting the dog around in arms, he glared at Tracy. “Haven’t you ever seen a pair of b . . .”

	“Tone it down,” I warned him. “My daughter’s in the room.”

	“Can we keep him, Kyle?” Lee begged, jumping up and down in front of me like a curly-haired jack-in-the-box, looking more excited than I’d seen her in weeks. “Please?”

	“No way, Lee.” I shook my head. I was not having another damn dog. I knew full well that I’d be the one who would end up walking him, not to mention getting up in the middle of the night to let him out for a piss. “No goddamn way.”

	Lifting Hope out of her highchair, Lee stalked towards me and I backed away quickly. “No, no, no,” I warned. “Don’t even think about double-teaming me.”

	“Look into her eyes, Kyle,” she pressed. “Tell your baby she can’t have the puppy.”

	“It won’t work,” I groaned, covering my eyes with my hand. “Keep those eyes away from me.”

	“Da-da-da,” Hope babbled. “Dog-y.”

	“Goddammit,” I groaned, my heart squeezing in my heart.

	“Please, Kyle?” Lee begged and I swear she had a trick for making her eyes grow as wide as saucers. “Please, I promise I’ll do everything for him. You won’t have to lift a finger, I swear.”

	“Lee, we can’t keep him,” I argued half-heartedly, already knowing I was screwed.

	“Kyle,” Lee moaned. “Please. I’ll do anything.”

	Cooing at Kevin, who was now pottering around my goddamn kitchen like a boss, Lee sat Hope down on the floor before straightening her back. With her hands on her hips she locked eyes with me. “You’re a business man,” she said in a serious tone of voice. “Let’s negotiate this like adults.”

	“I’ll hear you out,” I told her, trying to hold in a laugh.

	“I want the dog, Kyle,” Lee told me. Stepping towards me, she placed her left hand on my chest and smiled up at me. “Name your terms and conditions.”

	“No Poppy,” Tracy exclaimed, distracting me from my stare down with Lee. I watched in dismay as Kevin cocked his leg and started pissing on the leg of my table. “Bad girl.”

	“I’ll get it,” Lee muttered sheepishly as she bent down, scooped up the dog and rushed through the hallway. “Don’t hold this against him, Kyle,” Lee chuckled as she opened the front door and stepped outside.

	“How badly do you want this dog, princess?” I chuckled as I followed her out on the front porch. “Enough to marry me?”

	“What?” Lee’s eyes widened and I made a mental note to buy Kevin a very juicy bone.

	“You want the dog.” Shrugging my shoulders, I tilted my head to one side and smirked at her innocent face. “I want a wife.”
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	“What are you saying, Kyle?” I whispered, not daring to speak any louder for fear of my voice cracking. When I woke up this morning, I’d been plagued with worry about the trial. That worry was quickly being replaced with elation. “I already said yes to you when you proposed.”

	“I’m saying tomorrow,” Kyle husked as he dropped down on one knee, in his boxer shorts, on our front porch. “After your testimony,” Kyle said softly, his blue eyes locked on mine. “Whatever the result, whatever the outcome,” he husked. “You and me, we get married.”

	“We can’t,” I squealed as I tried to pull him up off freezing cold ground. “We need a valid marriage license. We don’t have a church or a priest or a . . .” My voice trailed off as excitement bubbled in my chest. Why was I saying no? I had already said yes. Why the hell was I living in the past when my future looked like him? What was stopping us?

	“Fuck all that,” Kyle grumbled as he shook his head and frowned. “We have a license, princess.” Yeah, from when Kyle had tried to drag me off to Vegas, but I wasn’t sure that would work . . .”I’ll figure all of it out later,” he added.

	Looking up at me, he tilted his head to one side and smiled. “Come on, princess.” He grinned devilishly, his dimple puckering in his cheek. “You want the dog,” he chuckled. “This is my condition.”

	“And if I say no,” I teased.

	Kyle shrugged nonchalantly. “Then you keep the damn dog and I keep asking until I break you down.”

	“Do it, Lia,” Tracy cried out from somewhere behind me.

	“Yeah,” Derek piped up in agreement. “I’m getting bored of this will they, won’t they? Put the poor bastard out of his misery.”

	“You’re sure you want this?” I asked him quietly—the fear I had that Kyle was acting out of grief causing my question. “It’s so soon since Linda . . .”

	“Lee,” Kyle said firmly. “I have never been more sure of anything in my life, baby. I’ve been asking for years,” he chuckled. “I’m asking you out of love, not grief.”

	I looked down at Kyle, kneeling on the porch, smiling up at me with such love and honesty in his eyes, and I found myself agreeing to his . . . coaxing. “Okay,” I whispered. “Let’s do it.”

	Kyle’s mouth dropped open and he gaped at me, eyes wide and blinking rapidly. “Holy shit,” he whispered as he climbed to his feet and hopped from foot to foot as he cupped his . . . his nether regions. “You’re saying yes.”

	“Yeah,” I giggled as I pushed the front door inwards and gestured him inside. “Though I may refuse if you don’t come in home and put some clothes on—can’t have you freezing off your most valuable asset.”

	“Ha-ha,” Kyle snorted as he shooed Kevin inside before dragging me along after him.

	“You’re not teasing me, are you, princess?” Kyle asked me in a serious tone as he cupped my face between his hands. “You’ll marry me tomorrow?”

	“I will,” I whispered as I stretched up and kissed his lips. “I will marry you tomorrow, Kyle Carter.”

	“Aw . . .” Derek chimed from the kitchen doorway. “About damn time,” he added as he bounced around with Hope in his arms.

	“See, Hopey bear,” Derek crooned. “Mommy and daddy aren’t always drama-junkies.” He looked over at me and grinned. “Although, I had hoped you’d make him sweat it out for at least ten more minutes . . .”

	“Yeah, that’s enough, douchebag,” Kyle chuckled as he wrapped his arms around me from behind. “Let’s not give her any ideas.”

	“I won’t change my mind,” I said softly. “I’m marrying you tomorrow . . .”

	“Oh fuck, I need to make a call,” Kyle hissed as he jerked away from me and leapt into his usual run-around-like-a-mad-man role. “Put that dog in the back yard,” he called out as he rushed off towards the office, with his phone welded to his ear. “Yeah, hey. I’m gonna need a favor . . .” was the last thing I heard Kyle say before his office door slammed loudly.

	“Congratulations, sweetheart,” Tracy cried, throwing her arms around me. “I’m so happy for you.”

	“Thanks.” I beamed at her, feeling a deep swell of affection for the woman who’d come to my rescues these past few weeks.

	The best part of all this misery and pain had been spending more time with Tracy. I honestly didn’t know what I would have done without her during the days after Linda’s passing. I’d had to keep it together for Kyle and Tracy in return had been my rock. I’d leaned on her and she had held me up, silently supporting me, pouring strength into my veins. I hoped with time we would grow closer. I wanted to have what other girls my age had. I wanted my mom in my life . . .”Thank you so much for everything you’ve done for me since the funeral.”

	“Nonsense. I’m more than happy to help,” Tracy mumbled, red-faced, before rushing down the hallway after Kevin.

	“You happy, ice?” Derek asked in a soft tone as he smiled fondly at me.

	“Yes, Derek,” I said as I bit down on my lip and squealed. “Kyle Carter’s going to marry me.”

	Derek chuckled and shook his head in amusement. “I called it the second he laid eyes on you, ice-queen.”
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	The night air was cool in the woods at the bottom of our garden and I wasn’t sure if Lee was shivering because of the fact that we were getting married tomorrow, or because of the trial. “You’re sure this is what you want, Kyle?” Lee asked quietly, dropping her gaze to the ground as we maneuvered through the trees. “I don’t want you to marry me because you’re worried about your mortality . . . or mine.”

	Sighing heavily, Lee stuffed her hands into her coat pockets and sagged against the bark of a tree. “I just want to make sure you’re in the right frame of mind before you do this.”

	My heart cracked.

	“Hey, look at me.” I tugged on her chin. “Princess, look at me.” Her eyes lifted, locked on mine, and my whole body ignited in excitement.

	This time tomorrow she would be mine.

	Jesus, her fragility was one of her most pungent weapons and she didn’t even know it. “I can’t fucking wait for tomorrow to come,” I told her, stroking her chin with my thumb. “If I’ve made you feel like anything less than the most important person in my life these past few months then I’m so sorry, baby.” Stepping closer, I pressed my body against her and cupped her small face in my hands, forcing her to keep her eyes on mine and hear my words. “Because you are the most important person to me Lee.”

	“I love you,” she whispered, catching me unaware when she threw her arms around my neck. “Oh god, I hope I’m not dreaming.”

	I laughed at her random statement and folded her into me. Stroking her hair with my hand, I slipped my arm around her back and held her to me. “Well, if you are then it must be a pretty fucking amazing dream to last two years, baby.”

	“I pinch myself most mornings,” she confessed in a hushed voice. “I wake up every morning and look at you lying next to me.” She shook her head and stretched a small hand up to cup my cheek. “I don’t know how we got here or why we were given this path we’re on, but I want you.”

	“I want you, too, princess,” I choked out, my voice hoarse and thick with emotion. “Just you.” Always fucking you . . . 

	“There’s a fire,” she whispered as she stepped back from me and pressed her hand to her stomach. “It burns inside of me. You ignite it and it spreads wildly, taking me over.” Reaching out with her hand, she grabbed my coat and pulled me back against her. “And when it all becomes too much,” she murmured. “And I don’t think I can take any more, you quench it all with your words, or your touch or one single look. The power you have over me, the depth I’m after falling . . .” Shaking her head, Lee sighed softly and wrapped her arms around my waist. “You’re fuel to my fire, and when I’m close to exploding you quench my flames. You are a very dangerous man.”

	If I was dangerous then Lee was lethal. Her words . . . 

	Holy fuck.

	“Uh . . .” I tried to come up with something fucking epic to say in return, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t think of damn thing to say.

	So instead, I lowered my head, claimed her lips with mine, and showed her.
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	Darkness is a strange thing. It comes in many different forms. Most people believe darkness is created when the day meets the night, but I know better. Darkness also exists in humanity. In human beings. I know this because I have felt it, touched it, tasted it, been attacked by it and possessed by it . . . and now my darkness awaits me once more . . . 

	“Open the door, Lee.” The achingly familiar voice broke into my thoughts, disturbing me from where I’d been furiously scribbling down my thoughts in a notebook in a bid to keep calm. Taking a few deep breaths, I fanned my face with my hands, blinked away my tears, and shoved my pen and notebook into my purse.

	Standing up slowly, I unlocked the toilet cubicle door and tried to suppress the smile that was stretching across my face at the sight of him in the ladies bathroom, lounging against the communal sinks, with his hands tucked in the pockets of his gray suit pants. “You know you’re breaking the law, right?” I mused. “You could be risking your freedom as we speak.”

	“You know I never play by the rules, princess,” Kyle drawled, his lips curling into a lazy smirk. Even though we were having the day from hell, and the weight of the world was on our shoulders, I couldn’t help but admire his beauty.

	He looked so handsome with his dark hair tousled, his black tie loosened and looking worse for wear, the sleeves of his crisp white shirt bunched up to his elbows, revealing his muscular forearms and the light sprinkling of dark hair coating them. He’s why I’m here, I thought to myself. Is he worth it? Yes. My answer was immediate and irrevocable. He was worth it all and more.

	“Well, you’re certainly in the right place,” I replied, trying to keep my tone light, and bury the huge swell of anxiety threatening to burst out of me. “Boys who break the rules in this place get punished.”

	Shrugging nonchalantly, Kyle pushed away from the sink and prowled towards me with a predatory gleam in his blue eyes. He’d lost his jacket somewhere between our home and the courthouse, but I was just glad it was his jacket he’d lost and not his temper. “You’re so fucking worth it,” he purred. Grabbing my hips, he hauled me into his arms. “I want you to remember something for me,” he murmured against me ear. “Can you do that for me, baby?”

	I nodded my head as I wrapped my arms around his taut waist. “I’m scared, Kyle,” I confessed.

	It was a closed courtroom and all I wanted to do was get in and get out as fast as possible, with as much of my sanity intact as I could. This wasn’t a day of retribution in my eyes. This had nothing to do with Cam. This was a dark, black day, laced with corruption and very little to do with justice and I was still upset with the prosecution team who had bullied me into doing this. I’d appealed to do this via video-link, but they’d manipulated me by using Cam against me. They felt my evidence would have more of an impact on the jury when they could see me and if I truly wanted to see my friend’s murderer put behind bars I would do it . . . 

	“Don’t be,” Kyle said in a gruff tone, tightening his hold on me. “I’m not gonna let anything bad happen to you, but I want you to remember that no matter what happens in there . . .” He paused to kiss me softly. “Nothing changes between us.”

	Cupping my face with his hands, he pressed his forehead to mine and stared into my eyes. “My past is my past, baby. I can’t change it,” he husked as one of his hands trailed around to the back of my neck. “They’re gonna lay it all bare today to upset you—to rattle you. They know they’re screwed. You’re the golden ticket. They’re going to strike at your weakness. They think that’s me. Prove them wrong, princess.” He rubbed my nose with his. “Today is just one day, baby. One day in our lives, that’s all this is . . . and when we walk out of this courtroom today, we’re stepping into our future. We’re leaving all the past behind us.”

	“I know,” I whispered, clutching him tightly. We’d been forewarned by the prosecution that Rachel’s defense team were going to attack our relationship. We were also praying that this was the only day we would be called to the stand. Kyle had already given his evidence, but for some reason—a calculating move by the defense in a bid to unnerve me—he had been called back today. This was my first time in court, and according to Lorrie Manson, the prosecuting attorney, I would be either their ace or the joker. I wasn’t sure what that meant, but it didn’t warm my heart.

	The only thing that was keeping me sane was the fact that by the end of today, I would be Mrs. Lee Carter.

	My stomach did somersaults at the thought. This was right. He was right for me, and if I could just get through this, if they got all they wanted from me, Kyle and I could walk away from this mess and never look back . . . 

	“Keep calm out there,” I whispered. Reaching my hand up, I stroked his hair gently. “They’re going to use me against you, too. Don’t rise to their bait.”

	“No regrets?” he asked, his chest rising and falling harshly. “Any second thoughts about later?”

	I shook my head. “Never about you.”

	“Are you sure you want to get married today?” Frowning he added, “I don’t want to deprive you of anything, Lee. You know, the whole white dress, huge cake and party full of friends.” He kissed my lips softly. “We’re only doing this once, princess,” he told me. “And I want it to be everything you’ve wanted.”

	“We’ll do this on our own, Kyle,” I whispered. “We’ve done everything else that way. We don’t need a party. Or a cake.” I smiled up at him. “I just want to marry you. You and me. Oh, and maybe Derek.

	“You sure?” he croaked out. “You won’t change your mind when we get there?” He shook his head and sighed deeply. “I thought girls loved all the wedding things . . . You confuse the fuck out of me, princess.”

	“Well,” I mused in teasing tone of voice. “Didn’t you once say I’m not like most girls?”

	A huge grin spread across his face. “Well,” he purred. “Maybe tonight, when you’re my wife, I’ll persuade you to take a shot with me, sweetheart . . .”

	Curling his fingers into my hair, Kyle crushed his lips against mine, searing me with his passion, tormenting my senses with each thrust of his tongue. I kissed him back hungrily, desperately, as I wrapped my arms around his neck and held on for dear life to my anchor.

	Hoisting me into his arms, he wrapped a possessive arm around my back, leaving his other hand wound in my hair. “I’m in love with you, Lee Bennett,” he whispered between kisses. “Only you and don’t you forget it.”

	“I don’t want your past, Kyle,” I mumbled against his lips as I clung to his big body. “I want your future.”

	“It’s yours,” he promised.

	We were still clinging to one another when there was a knock and Kelsie slipped her head around the bathroom door. She cleared her throat and said, “You’re up, Mr. Carter.”

	[image: Image]

	[image: Image]

	“Define your relationship with the defendant, Mr. Carter?”

	“A mistake,” I spat as I glared across the courtroom at Rachel. Her hair was tied back off her face in a severe looking pony-tail, her face void of the layers of make-up she used to plaster herself with.

	She wasn’t shaking.

	She wasn’t even frowning.

	The woman just sat there like a zombie, with her green eyes locked on mine and I refused to look away. “She was the biggest mistake of my life,” I repeated, directing every word at her. She flinched and I was glad. I wanted her to hear the hatred I felt for her, feel it in my stare. I wanted her to hear my goddamn pain.

	“Could you please answer the question again, Mr. Carter?” her defense lawyer, who I had mentally nicknamed Sharky—asked sardonically. “This time with facts and less feeling.”

	“Where do you want me to start?” I snarled, breaking eye contact with Rachel to glare at the shark in a gray suit smirking at me. I’d done my research on this douchebag. Marshal Bale, with his strong jaw, beady blue eyes and rapidly receding head of gray hair, had graduated top of his class from Harvard law school—when I was just a twinkle in my dear old daddy’s eye—and in the last nine years he hadn’t lost a single case. He handpicked his clients and tended to take the high-profiled cases.

	Well good for him, I couldn’t wait to smash his bloody record. I’d bet my left nut that his designer suit was paid for with money from people just like Rachel. Murderers. Murderers who were walking the streets because of him. I wondered how the hell Rachel could afford someone of his prestigious caliber. Rachel came from a middle-class family and I was surprised her parents could afford the services of the notorious Marshal Bale.

	“Perhaps at the beginning,” he responded in a condescending tone. “And remember you took an oath to tell the whole truth, Mr. Carter.”

	Taking a deep breath, I clenched my fists and bit back the retort that was halfway out of my mouth. I fucking hated that Lee was here and had to listen to this, but I was compelled to tell the truth. Think of later. Think of later . . .”I met Rachel during my first semester of sophomore year.”

	“Details, Mr. Carter,” he prompted impatiently.

	“I was having lunch on the quad with my friend, Derek Porter,” I ground out through clenched teeth. “And she happened to cross my path. We got to talking and I took her out on a date.”

	“Did Miss Grayson seek you out, Mr. Carter?” he asked. “Or was it you who did the chasing?”

	“I had just turned twenty, Mr. Bale,” I snarled, my feet tapping rapidly against the timber floor of the dock. “I didn’t know what I was walking myself into when I asked her out.”

	“Would it be a fair statement to say you were sexually attracted to Miss Grayson?” he asked steadily.

	“Yes,” I grudgingly admitted, my eyes seeking Lee out in the crowd. “But that quickly changed.” When I found Lee, the pain in her gray eyes took the air out of my lungs as I watched her cling to Derek.

	“Were you physically intimate with Miss Grayson?” Sharky asked.

	“What the hell does that have to do with anything?” I demanded. Jesus Christ, this was so wrong. All I’d done to Lee, all Rachel had done to her, and she had to sit here and hear the gory details. I felt sick with guilt.

	“Just answer the question, Mr. Carter,” he sneered.

	“Yeah, I was physically intimate with her,” I snapped. “Happy?”

	“How many times?”

	I shook my head and gaped at him. “What?”

	“How many times did you have sexual intercourse with my client, Mr. Carter?” He smirked and strolled over to his colleague sitting at their desk. Glancing briefly at the paperwork on his desk, Mr. Bale turned his attention back to me, smirking cruelly. “Once? Twice? More than fifty?”

	“I don’t remember,” I sighed as I rubbed my brow in frustration. “I have a habit of repressing life-scarring memories.”

	“A rough estimate then?” he tossed out airily.

	“Jesus Christ, are you serious?” I demanded. My eyes landed on Kelsie, who nodded her head slightly, warning me to answer. I exhaled roughly. “Four or five times a week for two years. You do the math.” Bale’s brow rose in surprise, his eyes gleamed in victory and my stomach sank with the realization that I’d just walked myself into his trap.

	“Two years,” he repeated in feigned surprise. “Did your sexual relations with my client overlap with your sexual activities with your roommate, Delia Bennett, in those two years?” Shrugging with indifference he added, “I’m merely asking because the dates don’t quite add up, Mr. Carter. There seems to be a significant period of time, five months to be exact, where both Miss Grayson and Miss Bennett claim to have been your lover . . .”

	“Yes,” I hissed in defeat, bowing my head in shame. I couldn’t look at Lee. “Yes, they overlapped.”

	“Two women,” he gasped in an astonished tone. “Were you also involved with the deceased, Camryn Frey, during this time?”

	“No,” I choked out in barely contained fury. “How the hell can you ask me that?” My eyes flickered to Derek and thankfully his glare was directed at Marshall Bale and not at me. “She was like my sister,” I snarled.

	“Forgive me for my misjudgment Mr. Carter,” he apologized. Walking back to his desk, he picked up a sheet of paper and cleared his throat. “I simply asked because I have sworn affidavits from five other women who claim to have had sexual intercourse with you during the same period of time.”

	Clearing his throat, Bale read from the page in his hand with relish. “Gemma Perkins. Candice Herron. Hannah King. Bianca Johnson and Lauren Parker.” Smirking he asked, “Ring any bells, Mr. Carter?”

	“Objection,” Lorrie Manson, attorney for the prosecution roared. “Your honor, I fail to see how Mr. Carter’s sexual history has anything to do with the case in hand.”

	“On the contrary, your honor, my client was involved in a relationship with Mr. Carter for two years and his sexual indiscretions have been found, as you already know, to have triggered her anomalous behavior on the night of June twenty-eighth,” Marshall Bale countered with ease.

	“Overruled, Counselor Manson,” the judge said calmly. “Answer the question, Mr. Carter.”

	“No,” I mumbled.

	“Are you saying that all five of these women are lying?” he asked sharply.

	“No, I’m not saying they’re lying,” I said in weary tone of voice. I was so fucking disgusted with myself for my pre-Lee behavior that I felt like I was going to puke. “I’m saying I don’t remember their names.”

	“That many, huh?” Bale sneered. “So many you couldn’t bother to take note of their names?”

	“Yes, that fucking many,” I shot back angrily.

	“How many of these women did you impregnate, Mr. Carter?” he demanded. “How many of these women did you promise fidelity and marriage to?”

	“One,” I snarled, chest heaving, as I tried to keep my ass on my seat. “Just one.”

	“Are you sure about that?” Bale asked scornfully.

	“Positive,” I shot back.

	“Then you’re a liar,” he hissed.
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	I’d had many moments in my life when I’d felt like I was dreaming. This was definitely one of them. Sitting in a crowded courtroom, listening to my best friend’s sex life being picked apart and laid bare, had to be one of the most surreal moments of my life.

	I felt numb.

	I felt like I was watching a goddamn circus, where Rachel’s attorney was the ringmaster and Kyle was the caged lion, being whipped and lashed mercilessly. Only once, in the last two hours, had I heard Cam’s name mentioned. I thought that was a pretty big fucking joke in itself considering it was her murder trial.

	Cam’s parents, Ted and Mora, were sitting a couple of rows behind me and I couldn’t look at them. I knew full well the grief-stricken expression on their faces would be enough to make me crack. One look at Cam’s mom and my heart would rip in two. I was still hurt as hell over the way they’d treated me during her funeral. They’d had Mike sit with them—fucking Mike Henderson—when I’d been the one who’d taken care of their daughter for the best part of nearly three goddamn years. No, I would never get over the sense of betrayal I’d felt when I’d seen him sitting with Cam’s parents the day of her funeral. Where the hell was Mike now? Moving the hell on, and me? I was still stuck in goddamn limbo. Yeah, it was getting easier, more bearable, but my feelings were the same. I was still in love with their daughter–still in love with a dead girl . . . 

	Like me, the Frey’s had been to every day of the trial, but this was different. Even the air seemed to be thick with tension, thrumming with nervous anticipation. The gloves were off and the nails were out. It was dirty . . . 

	“Did you, or did you not, offer marriage to my client, Mr. Carter,” Rachel’s defense attorney demanded, glaring at Kyle. “The truth this time.”

	“I’ve already told you,” Kyle snarled, nostrils flaring, as he leaned forward menacingly. “She tricked me.”

	“Did Delia Bennett trick you, too, Mr. Carter?” the lawyer sneered. “Were you tricked by two girls?”

	“No, Lee didn’t trick me,” Kyle spat. “I asked her to marry me.”

	“Was that before or after you broke off your engagement to my client?” the lawyer shot back. “Did you propose to Miss Bennett before or after she tricked . . . fell pregnant with your children? Twins, isn’t that correct?” he taunted. “Terrible turn of events for you both.”

	I immediately clamped my hand down on Lee’s bobbing knee, steadying the tremors that were ripping through her body. “It’s gonna be okay, sweetheart.”

	“I can barely breathe,” Lee whispered as she clasped her hands together tightly and exhaled a choking breath. “She’s looking at me.” She rubbed my cheek frantically and my heart broke for her. “I can feel her eyes on my face, Derek.”

	“She’s not looking at you, Lee,” I coaxed. She’s looking at Kyle . . .”Just relax, sweetheart. Deep breaths.”

	Shifting around on the cold wooden bench Lee clutched her stomach. “I need to go,” she hissed and jerked out of seat, swaying on her feet. Kyle turned his head in our direction and the pain I saw in his eyes was brutal. “I need to get out of here Derek,” she cried. “Now.”

	Clamping my arm around her waist I pulled her onto my lap, hoping like hell I wouldn’t be taking an ass-kicking from Kyle for this. “Lee,” I whispered in her ear. Covering her small cold hands with one of mine, I wrapped my other arm around her waiflike body, and glowered at the couple of assholes that had turned in their seats to gawk at us. “You’re safe,” I promised. “No one’s gonna hurt you here, ice.”

	“I can’t,” she cried, clenching her eyes shut. “I can’t do this.” Digging her fingers into the fabric of my shirt, she let out a slow choking breath and gasped for air. “I can’t hear this.”

	“Listen to me,” I murmured softly. “If you leave now it will kill him.” That was true. As hard as all of this was for Lee to hear, it had to be killing Kyle to know she was hearing it. They were supposed to be getting married later. If he saw her run out of here . . . well, let’s just say I wouldn’t like to be the one standing in his way. “He’ll lose it, Lee,” I told her. “He’ll run off the stand and chase you, sweetheart.” I had no doubt that’s exactly what Kyle would do if Lee ran out of here. “Do you want that to happen?”

	“You’re right.” She released a ragged breath. “I’ve done enough running.” Straightening her back, she shimmied off my lap and stared up at Kyle. “I’m going to stand my ground this time.”
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	My palms were sweating. My heart was hammering inside of my chest. Every inch of my body trembled violently as I strived to keep my emotions in check and breathe slowly. I kept my eyes focused straight ahead, unmoving. I knew whose eyes I would meet if I even so much as twitched my chin sideways. I could feel her gaze on me. My face was burning from the heat of her stare.

	Oh god . . . 

	“Tell us about the first time you met the defendant, Miss Bennett,” Rachel’s defense lawyer, Mr. Bale asked, his beady blue eyes narrowed and focused on me.

	I’d been on the stand for over an hour, had answered all of the prosecution’s questions, but there was something about Rachel’s defense lawyer that frightened me . . . I opened my mouth to answer his question, but nothing came out. I opened my mouth again and this time a small whimpering noise tore from my throat.

	“Anytime today would be good, Miss Bennett,” he drawled in a condescending tone and for an instant David Henderson’s face popped into my mind.

	Guiltily, I shook the image of Kyle’s dad from my mind and focused on the question I’d been asked. “It was at a house party,” I said finally, my voice barely audible. “I met her at a house party two summers ago.”

	“In her boyfriend’s house?” he asked me, his eyes gleaming with superiority. “Her fiancés house?”

	“In my fiancés house,” I countered and immediately got the feeling I had walked myself into a trap with that statement. “My fiancé,” I affirmed quietly. My husband in a few short hours . . . 

	I could feel Kyle’s eyes on me. Boring into my skull. I longed to look at him—to feel his hand in mine—but I couldn’t. If I saw him I would lose it. And If I lost it he would snap. Our future depended on this moment. I needed to keep it together. Too much was riding on me staying calm and telling the truth to fall apart on the final hurdle . . . 

	“Ah yes, that’s right,” Mr. Bale mused. “Your fiancé. Kyle Carter.” I nodded and the lawyer’s eyes gleamed. “Tell me a little about your relationship with your fiancé.” He smiled darkly, glanced back at the jury and said, “Let’s start at the beginning, shall we? Tell us how you came to be Mr. Carter’s fiancée.”

	I was prepared for this question. I’d known for months what Rachel’s defense team were going to try to do, try to make me look like. From the glares of the jury I guessed their tactics were working. He was condemning me. I was being judged.

	“I met Kyle . . . Mr. Carter,” I quickly amended. “When I moved to Boulder two years ago.” I folded and unfolded my arms in a bid to distract myself from the weighty stares. “I needed somewhere to live and Mr. Carter rented me a room in his house.”

	“For how much?”

	“Excuse me?” I blinked rapidly, unprepared for the change of course in his questioning. “I don’t understand your question.”

	“For. How. Much. Money. Did. Mr. Carter. Allow. You. To. Live. In. His. Home?” he asked slowly, enunciating each word clearly.

	“Fifty dollars every paycheck,” I mumbled, thoroughly mortified. I wondered why I was being asked this of all things when a woman had been murdered. What the hell did my rent have to do with guns, bullets and criminal agendas?

	“Was that fifty dollars all inclusive?” Mr. Bale asked. I nodded immediately. “Fifty dollars,” he whistled, rudely interrupting me from answering his freaking question. “That was a very modest amount of money, wouldn’t you agree, Miss Bennett?”

	I opened my mouth to answer him, but he spoke over me. “Very modest indeed,” he mused. “Especially when you take into account your portion of light, water, cable and heating bills . . . not to mention the fact that every house on that street and in the local vicinity has a letting value of between three and four and half thousand dollars per calendar month.”

	I wasn’t sure if he wanted me to answer him, or if he was just trying to belittle me and make me out to be a whore. I suspected the latter so I kept my mouth shut and waited for him to speak. I didn’t have to wait long . . . 

	“Could you please clarify to the members of the jury the name of your employer during this period, and how many shared Mr. Carter’s home with you?”

	“I worked at the Henderson Hotel in Boulder and Mr. Carter was my employer.” I knew where he was going with his question. I was being stoned. Hung, dried and quartered. Branded a prostitute. “And I lived with Derek Porter, Camryn Frey and my . . . Kyle Carter.”

	“Mr. Carter was your employer as well as your landlord?” His brow rose in feigned surprise and I wanted to cry. “How . . . convenient for you.” Shrugging slightly, he looked around the courtroom. “Forgive me for being candid, Miss Bennett, but you made quite the catch—with the property that is.”

	“It wasn’t anything like you’re implying.” I could feel my cheeks burning and I willed myself to remain calm and stay focused.

	“And what exactly do you think I’m implying, Miss Bennett?” he asked innocently.

	“You’re insinuating I went with Kyle for the money,” I said stiffly. “I used him for his money.”

	“And did you?” he asked dryly.

	“No,” I spat. “Of course I didn’t.”

	“Where, may I ask, do you work now?” Mr. Bale asked me, catching me unaware.

	“I . . .” I froze, knowing what I said next made me look exactly as he intended to make me look.

	“Answer the question, Miss Bennett,” Mr. Bale scorned.

	“I don’t work anymore.” Raising my chin in subtle defiance I added, “My health hasn’t allowed for it, Mr. Bale. Being shot twice has a tendency to immobilize a person. I’ve had surgery twice on my organs, and my kidney transplant was a delicate procedure that I have yet to fully recover from. Of course, the fact that I was also shot in the stomach has caused other physical ailments for me.”

	Exhaling heavily I added, “However I am very grateful to be able to walk again. Three months confined to a bed was an unpleasant experience, especially when I was away from and unable to nurse my newborn baby. It does sadden me that I lost my right as a mother to breastfeed my only child. I won’t have another chance to,” I added. “Considering I’ve been left infertile from the whole ordeal.” Take that, creepy shark man . . . 

	There was a rush of gasps and quiet murmurs from the crowd, but I didn’t dare look. My eyes flickered briefly to Ms. Manson, who was beaming with pride. She nodded ever so subtly, letting me know I’d done well.

	Red-faced Mr. Bale asked, “Who supports your financial needs?” Seeing me blanch, he smirked in triumph and added, “Without an income how do you pay for your medical expenses? Your day to day living costs?”

	Ducking my face, I clenched my eyes shut and steadied my breathing before I dared to speak. “Kyle does,” I mumbled as shame engulfed me

	“I’m sorry? I’m a little hard of hearing . . .”

	“I said Mr. Carter does.” I snapped my head up and met the defense lawyer’s sneer head on. “Kyle pays for everything.” Sighing wearily I added, “Every stitch of clothes on my body has been paid for by Mr. Carter. Is that clear enough for you?”

	“He sounds like a very generous man,” Mr. Bale mused. “Quite a catch.”

	“Objection,” Lorrie Manson, lawyer for the prosecution, objected. “Your honor, I fail to see how the witness’s personal finance has any relevance to the case in hand. And may I also remind Mr. Bale that Miss Bennett is an innocent witness in this case and not the defendant.”

	“Sustained, Ms. Manson,” Judge Alissa Panterra, a middle-aged woman with a no-nonsense attitude and severe looking features, agreed. “Mr. Bale, is there a point to this interrogation and if so then please make it quickly.”

	“Miss Bennett,” he drawled. “Tell us about your relationship with Mr. Carter.”

	I inhaled a shaky breath before speaking. “At first we were just roommates . . .”

	“Let me just stop you there,” Mr. Bale said with a smirk. “You two were never just roommates, Miss Bennett, were you?” He leaned closer to me. “Your very first encounter with Mr. Carter was of a sexual nature, am I wrong?”

	“Objection.”

	“Overruled.”

	“Yes,” I forced myself to admit. “But I didn’t know . . .”

	“You didn’t know Mr. Carter was in a long term relationship with the defendant,” Mr. Bale filled in, his tone arrogant–aggressive. “You didn’t know that you were indeed stepping over a line when you conducted a sexual affair with Mr. Carter? Is that what you were going to say?” He shook his head and pointed his finger at me. “You did know my client was involved with Mr. Carter.”

	“Yes, but . . .”

	“But you continued without a regard in the world for the feelings of my client. You purposefully pursued a man who was engaged to be married.”

	“I wasn’t fucking engaged to her,” I heard Kyle shout out and I sighed. “You’re twisting this whole thing up to suit you,” he snarled. “Rachel, you need to tell the goddamn truth.” He exhaled sharply. “Please, Rachel, please, for once in your life, do the right thing,” Kyle pleaded in a gruff tone. “Lee didn’t hurt you. You know this. Don’t make her suffer because of me . . .”

	“Order in my courtroom,” Judge Panterra demanded. “This is your final warning, Mr. Carter.”

	Inhaling a deep steadying breath, I turned my head towards the crowd and my eyes locked on his intense blue stare. “Don’t,” I mouthed, feeling terrified for him. “I’m okay.” The pain in his eyes cut through my heart. He had no control in here and it was killing him. He looked so helpless . . . so torn. Flashbacks of how Kyle had been when Linda died penetrated my mind and I flinched, reminding me that he wasn’t impenetrable. Kyle was very much human . . . 

	Mr. Bale smirked at me and it was clear this was what he was hoping for. He wanted to rile Kyle up. And now he knew exactly how to do it. Through me.

	“And then you fell pregnant with Mr. Carter’s baby,” he sneered. “Ending all hopes of reconciliation between the defendant and her fiancé. Was that your intention?” he demanded in an aggressive tone. “Did you plan to entrap your fiancé with a child? Did you feel any remorse for the broken hearted woman who had, before you embarked on your sordid affair, been in love with Mr. Carter?”

	“I . . .” I blinked away the tears that were pooling in my eyes and pressed my hand to my chest, willing my heart to keep beating. “I love him.” I inhaled a deep breath and focused my gaze on the defense lawyer.

	“People have affairs every day, Mr. Bale,” I said softly, amazed that my voice didn’t break. “That is not what happened in this instance, but even if it was . . .” I paused to wipe my eyes. “If an affair was how Kyle and I came together, did that give Rachel the right to aim a gun at my chest and pull the trigger?” I closed my eyes, felt the tears trickling down my cheeks. “Did her anger, her feelings of rejection, give her the right to take the life of Camryn Frey?”

	“I’ll ask the questions in this instance, Miss Bennett,” Mr. Bale warned, the vein in his temple bulging.

	“Only because you don’t have an answer to my question,” I replied steadily. “Or maybe you do, but can’t answer because you would reveal the truth behind the title of your job as a criminal defender.”

	“Are you proud of yourself?” Mr. Bale demanded. “Are you proud that your actions led a young woman—who had her whole life ahead of herself—deep into a downward spiral of depression, paranoia and drug use?” His voice rose with every word he spoke. “Do you feel any responsibility at all for your heartless actions?” He shook his head in disgust. “A young girl is dead, Miss Bennett,” he scorned, before pointing a finger to where Rachel was sitting. “And this young woman faces a lifetime of despondency because you and Mr. Carter couldn’t keep a handle of your fickle teenage hormones.

	“You can’t blame us for her actions,” I shot back, trembling. “I had no part in her thought process.” I steeled myself and pointed at Rachel. Exhaling a ragged breath, I blinked back the tears that were pooling in my eyes. “Rachel Grayson threatened me for months, made threats about my baby, poisoned my dog, and murdered my best friend.”

	“Miss Bennett, you are responsible for all of this,” Mr. Bale roared, clearly having lost his temper. “Maybe not directly,” he sneered. “But you played an enormous role in this unfortunate series of events.” Pointing his finger at me, he snarled, “You are, without doubt, the equation of this blood-soaked sum, and you most certainly are not without fault . . .”

	“She is not responsible,” Kyle roared, jerking out of his seat. “All she did was fall in love with me—fall into a world full of bullshit and pain.”

	“Sit down, Mr. Carter, or I will have you removed from my courtroom,” I heard the judge admonish.

	“Sit back and watch this fucking injustice?” Kyle shook his head in outrage. “This is a joke. A goddamn joke.”

	“I’m guilty,” a voice shouted out, stunning the courtroom into silence. Everyone turned in the direction of the defendant’s box, expressions of shock clear on their faces.

	I didn’t look at her—didn’t acknowledge her words.

	I kept my eyes locked on Kyle’s.

	His eyes burned into mine.

	“I shot her,” Rachel’s voice rang out, shrill and clear. “I shot both of them. I intended to do it. I meant to kill her.”

	All faces rested on mine and I squirmed under their scrutiny.

	“And I knew exactly what I was doing,” Rachel screamed. “I planned to do it . . . I’m sorry, Kyle . . . I love you, Kyle,” she wailed. “I love you so much. Please forgive me . . . Kyle . . . Wait, wait, Kyle . . . I need to talk to you. Please . . . it’s so vital . . . he has a plan . . . You need to listen to me . . .”

	All hell broke loose after that, some people were shouting, more were crying. The room was bustling with noise and activity, but I couldn’t see any of that—not even if I wanted to—because my whole attention was riveted on Kyle Carter and the raw feeling of bittersweet victory that was coursing through my veins.

	Kyle placed his palm against his rapidly rising chest. “I love you,” he mouthed, chest heaving, his attention focused solely on me, his eyes wide with disbelief.

	I raised my own palm to my chest, allowing my tears to flow freely down my cheeks. “I love you, too.”
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	“She’s taking a long fucking time, dude,” Kyle muttered nervously as he paced the room like a wild animal, with his daughter in his arms.

	He’d come straight to the registry office from court and he was obviously growing agitated. Lee had ducked into the ladies room twenty minutes ago and I was beginning to think she’d fallen down the toilet bowl. I had no clue how Kyle had arranged all of this so quickly, but I guessed that fat wallet of his had come in handy.

	Kyle raked his hand through his hair and I had to force myself not to flinch. I remembered exactly what he’d done to his hair when Linda died and I was still worried to death about him.

	My heart had been in my mouth for the best part of the day and when Rachel had shouted out in court, I swear my heart had stopped fucking beating altogether. “I’m guilty . . .” Those two words had been music to my ears and glue to my soul. We were drawing to a close. Cam would finally rest in peace. And maybe I could, too . . . 

	All that stood between my future and me was a sentencing hearing and this wedding. Something had clicked inside of me in the court today, and now that I was standing here about to witness Kyle and Lee get married, it felt like everything was coming full circle. Closure . . . The word drifted into my mind and for the first time in a year I dared to believe it was a possibility.

	“Is she gonna take much longer?” Bob asked, and I swear I smelt the fucker before I heard him.

	Kyle, in all his cleverness, had forgotten that he needed two witnesses—hence the homeless guy we’d found lurking around the dumpster outside.

	Tracy had met us here with Hope, and was sitting quietly in her seat, but since she didn’t have a fucking clue of who she was and was using a false name and identification, she wasn’t legal enough for Kyle—the fact that he’d bribed the homeless was proof that he was determined to make sure every i was dotted and every t was crossed on their marriage certificate.

	“Why?” Kyle growled, swinging around the glare at him. “You feeling cold or something, Bob? Oh no, that’s right, you’ve got my jacket to keep you warm.” Kyle hissed out a sharp breath and muttered, “She’ll take as long as she takes, so just sit your ass down.”

	“Sure hope there’s no window in that bathroom,” the toothless homeless man said with a grin before taking a seat on one of the plastic fold-up chairs.

	“You know what the wise men say, Kyle,” I chuckled, trying to lighten the mood and distract myself from the fact that there should be a stunning blonde inside that bathroom with Lee, helping her get ready and then taking her seat beside me. “Only fools rush in.”

	“What the fuck?” Kyle glared at me. “Did you just quote UB40?”

	“What the fuck right back,” I snorted, my tone laced with disgust. “I quoted Elvis, you ignorant teenybopper.”

	“I’m older than you,” he shot back in irritation.

	“Perhaps in the body,” I taunted. “But in the mind I trump you by a decade.”

	“On my wedding day?” Kyle asked, his tone incredulous. “Really dude? You’re gonna start this shit on my goddamn wedding day.”

	“Oh, calm your shit,” I grumbled. “I’ll go bring her out.”

	[image: Image]

	[image: Image]

	Twenty-four hours.

	I never truly believed that one day could alter the course of a person’s future.

	Until now.

	Rachel had admitted to the whole world what I’d always known. I’d done it. I’d broken her down. I’d taken down my best-friend’s killer. Camryn Frey had spent her entire life taking care of me, she’d given up her life for me, and I could only hope that a part of her had been in that courtroom today because I’d done it for her. Rachel was going to prison. Daddy was in prison. I’d found my mother again. And Kyle . . . he was on the other side of that door—waiting for me.

	This was happening. This was really happening to me.

	Kyle Carter was going to marry me.

	I was marrying Kyle Carter and I was going to do it today.

	Oh god, I couldn’t feel my legs or my lips. My heart was pounding so hard against my chest that I felt faint. My heart . . . oh god, my heart . . . The door opened inwards and I quickly stepped out of the way.

	“You look gorgeous.” Derek smiled broadly at me, and all I could think was, ‘my brother.’ “Who’d have thought,” he added with a smirk. “The first time we met I’d be giving you away.”

	“I love you, Derek,” I whispered, grinning from ear to ear. I had no doubt that without Derek Porter, Kyle and I wouldn’t be where we were. That man had been the glue that held us together and he didn’t even realize how important to us he was.

	“Okay, enough of confessing your undying love for me,” Derek chuckled, red-faced, as he took my arm and looped it through his. “We need to do it at the right moment during the ceremony,” he told me as we stepped through the door way. “For the best effect.”

	The minute I saw Kyle, I pressed my hand to my chest, praying to god this was real. He swung around, his eyes locked on my face and the nervous butterflies that were fluttering around in my belly exploded.

	My eyes drank in the sight of him. He was wearing a white shirt, no tie, and gray slacks–the same clothes he had on the night we first met, and he was holding our daughter in his arms.

	My breath hitched in my throat as the excitement bubbling inside me threatened to spill out of me. His lips tipped up in a half smile.

	“You ready, ice?” Derek whispered in my ear. I had never been surer of anything in my life . . . 

	Taking a deep breath, I smiled and took my first step forward. “I’m ready.”
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	She was wearing that white gypsy dress she’d worn years ago—the one with the straps that fell from her shoulders and the floating skirt. Her hair was half up, with a bunch of curls flowing down her back. Her face was clear of make up with the exception of some pink glossy shit on her lips and I swear I’d never been so ruined in my life.

	My eyes flickered to Derek who released Lee’s arm before placing a kiss on her cheek. He winked at me before taking a seat. He’d be boasting about this forever . . . My gaze wandered over to Tracy, who was sitting on a fold up chair with my daughter in her arms, and then to Bob, the homeless guy we’d found behind the dumpster. Fucker looked nice in my jacket . . . 

	“Are you ready, Delia?” Tobias Greene, the gray-haired registrar in his late sixties—with five thousand dollars of my money in his pocket—asked Lee.

	I held my breath, the noise of my heart beat deafening me, while I waited for her answer. Lee inhaled deeply, stepped forward, took my outstretched hand and smiled. “I’m ready.” Thank god . . . 

	I stood beside Lee with her small hand in mine, listening to the registrar, but I couldn’t hear a fucking word.

	I was so nervous. It took all of my self-control to keep my feet on the floor. My whole body was thrumming with excitement and the only thing keeping me grounded was the way Lee was stroking my hand with her thumb.

	It was happening. Finally. She was marrying me.

	From the moment she’d stepped through my front door in the back of my mind I’d known this was where we would end up and there was nothing I wouldn’t have done to make it happen. My actions were shit, my choices were worse, but Lee was standing beside me, promising to be mine forever, so I guessed I’d done something right along the way . . . 

	“Do you have rings and vows prepared?” Tobias asked me, breaking me from my reverie. “Or would you like to skip those.”

	“No, I have,” I mumbled. Clearing my throat, I turned to face her and held her small hands in mine. Placing a simple gold band on her finger, I looked into Lee’s beautiful gray eyes and repeated the words that had been churning around in my mind for two years . . . 

	“I, Kyle Anthony Carter, take you, Delia Rose Bennett, as my lawfully wedded wife. In your arms I will take sanctuary from the storms of life. In your heart I will build my home. With you, I will build our family and protect it from malice. From you, I will never wander. From you, I will seek comfort. For you, I will never lose hope. With you, I will stand strong, and unified . . .” I paused to wipe a tear from Lee’s cheek.

	“Don’t stop,” she half-sobbed, half-laughed. “Please keep going.”

	I grinned down at her, inhaled a steadying breath, and tried to remember where I’d left off . . . 

	“Together we will raise our children, and our souls will never separate. Without you, I cease to exist, and because of you, I am reborn. Entwined with you, our lives will never separate. To you, I surrender my heart. From you, I take yours. To you, I give my body, my heart, my love and my offering is eternal.”

	I cupped her cheeks as I pressed my forehead to hers. “It will be yours for every second your heart beats on this earth,” I vowed, my voice breaking slightly as the truth of my words squeezed at my heart. “And when we grow old, and our souls depart from this world, we will not be parted because we have unified ourselves.”

	I stroked her cheeks and looked nowhere but her eyes. She needed to hear this. This was my truth. She was my world.

	“In front of our friends and daughter, I declare myself yours, Lee Carter . . .” My voice did break and I had to pause to get my shit together. “I am eternally yours,” I whispered. “And you are forever mine. No human disease, ploy or illness will keep us apart. When you are too tired, I will carry you. When your body is weak, I will protect it with mine. I will protect you every moment of everyday, for every day I am privileged to walk by your side. And even in death, I will be there because, princess, there isn’t a force strong enough to tear us apart . . . though many have tried.” I stepped back and smiled down at her. “I love you, princess. Now and always.”

	“Do you have a tissue?”

	“Oh god . . .”

	“Goddammit, give me a tissue . . .”

	“He killed me on the last line . . .”

	Lee was gazing up at me with tears trickling down her checks, but the loud wailing noises that were ruining this moment were coming from my dumb-as-fuck best friend.

	Sighing heavily, I turned to glare at Derek. “Dude, you’re at a goddamn wedding. Show some restraint.”

	“Kyle,” Lee said softly and my attention was completely refocused on her. Taking my hand, she placed a gold band, identical to hers, on my ring finger. I watched as she closed her eyes, took a deep breath, before opening them and smiling up at me . . . 

	“I, Delia Rose Bennett, take you, Kyle Anthony Carter, to be my lawfully wedded husband,” she said in her soft, gentle voice. “I vow before god, our family, and Bob, to stand beside you as your wife, as your lover and as your best friend.”

	Jesus, I was ruined.

	Ruined.

	My legs shook as I listened to her words—as I drank in her love.

	“I will cherish your kindness, protect our friendship and steer our love through the darkest hours,” she whispered. “I promise to love you for always and to never give up hope.”

	We both smiled knowingly at each other.

	“I vow to never give up on you,” she continued. “I take you as my husband with the knowledge that while our pasts are unchangeable, our future together is an unwritten story.”

	She stepped closer to me. “I declare myself yours. I give myself freely to you, without doubt or prerequisite. I promise you, that for as long as I live, I will never run from you . . .”

	She paused to wipe a tear from my cheek. “I will trust you, have faith in your love and always listen to you. I will learn from you, I will teach you. I am now, and forever will be, yours. Heart and soul.”

	Clearing his throat to get our attention, the registrar smiled at us. “By the power invested in me by the state of Colorado . . .” he paused to wink at me and tap his pants pocket. Smooth. I glared at him and quickly continued. “I now pronounce you man and wife. You may kiss your bride.”

	“Finally,” I sighed and I grabbed her hips, pulled her into my arms, and covered her mouth with mine.

	I poured everything into kissing her. Her arms came around my neck as she kissed me deeply. All I could think about, as I held Lee in my arms, with her lips on mine and heart thundering in my chest, was this is my wife . . . 

	Lee was my wife.

	If I never accomplished another thing for the rest of my life, I’d find peace in the knowledge that I’d made two fucking perfect decisions. The first being the night I pushed that shot glass into Lee’s hand, and the second being the night I came inside of her. They say every action has a corollary—a consequence. Well, I wasn’t proud of a lot of my actions, but I would never regret, never alter a single moment spent with Lee. The consequences of my actions led me to fatherhood—gave me a daughter who stole my heart, and a wife who purged my soul . . . 

	My wife.

	My wife.

	My wife.

	“I’m ruined,” I heard Derek wail from his chair. “So f-f-fucking b-b-beautiful . . .”

	“Calm down, you big girl’s blouse,” Bob snapped and both Lee and I laughed.

	Mrs. Carter,” I mused, grinning down at her. “About fucking time, don’t you think?”

	Lee laughed softly and the sound curled around my heart like a blanket of comfort. “Do you have to swear in every single sentence?”

	“Jesus,” I muttered, feigning weariness. “The inks not even dry and you’re ordering me around.”

	“I love you, Kyle Carter,” she whispered.

	I closed my eyes and smiled. “I love you, too, Lee Carter.”
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	“Well, my little wife,” Kyle teased as he carried me through the doorway of our bedroom.

	Our bed had been replaced with a new one, and to anyone who didn’t know better, they would never have guessed the sadness and destruction this room had borne a little over a month ago.

	Dropping me down on our cream covered bed, Kyle placed his hands on either side of me and smirked. “What am I going to do with you now?”

	“I’m so sleepy,” I mumbled. “It’s been a very long day.” The trial entered my mind and I batted it away quickly. No way in hell was I going to think about Rachel Grayson on my wedding night. “I’m pooped,” I half said-half yawned, smiling sleepily up at Kyle’s face.

	“Well, wake the hell up,” Kyle growled in feigned outrage. “I only plan on doing this once. No fucking way am I not making love to my wife on our wedding night.”

	“You said it,” I teased, a huge smile spreading across my lips. “You said make love.”

	“Yep.” Kyle laughed before sitting down on the bed next to me. “I figured I’m a big boy now. Gotta use the correct vocabulary.”

	“Can you believe Derek cried that much?” The memory of Derek weeping uncontrollably on Bob’s shoulder entered my mind and I burst out laughing. I only wished I had a camera for evidence.

	“I can,” Kyle snorted. “It’s the reason I refuse to watch anything remotely romantic with him. The guy is as tough as a marshmallow.”

	“We’re married, Kyle,” I giggled, biting down on my lip, as I laid back on the bed. Sighing happily I reached for Kyle’s hand and tugged him down to lay with me. “Can you believe it, Kyle?” I whispered. “We did it.” I paused for a moment, debating whether to say it or not, before letting the words fall from my lips. “She’s gone, Kyle. She’s out of our lives. Forever.”

	“You were amazing today, Lee,” Kyle murmured. “I’m so fucking proud of you for standing your ground.”

	“What about you?” I asked softly. “It must have been hard for you, too.” Shrugging, I smiled sadly. “Having to face Rachel, and getting married without Linda . . .”

	“I had you,” he replied quietly before turning his face to look at me. “Thank you, princess,”

	“For what?” I asked, confused.

	“For not giving up on me.” Twisting onto his side, Kyle rested the palm of his hand on my cheek. “For believing in me and trusting I’d make good on my word. For not letting all the shitty things I’ve done push you away.”

	“I love you,” I told him, covering his hand with mine, as I stared into his beautiful eyes. “I mean it, Kyle. And I trust you so freaking much. I’d follow you to the ends of the earth on blind faith.”

	“You’re my home, Lee,” he admitted, his voice hoarse, his eyes unblinking and locked on mine. “I will never fuck this up again. I promise.”

	Rolling over, I straddled Kyle’s lap and pressed my lips to his. “You have me,” I breathed, sliding my hands under his shirt to trace the grooved muscles that seemed to ripple every time I touched him. “You made good on everything.”

	Closing his eyes, Kyle let out a shaky breath as I freed the buttons on his shirt, desperate to see the taut muscles I was feeling.

	The sight of his tanned chest and that single line of hair trailing from his navel under the waistband of his pants was enough to make every muscle in my pelvis tighten and throb. “You’re so beautiful,” I told him as I bent my head and pressed a kiss to his toned chest. “So sexy.”

	Jerking off his lap, I lowered myself to the floor and grabbed the waistband of his pants, undoing his fly, tugging his pants down his narrow hips. “No, Lee,” Kyle croaked out, sitting up quickly. “Not like this,” he whispered, cupping my face in his hands. “Not tonight.”

	Leaning forward, Kyle gripped me under my arms before standing up and lifting me to my feet.

	“I’ve dreamt of this night at least a hundred times,” he whispered, his hands wandering around to my back. “And not once,” he purred as he lowered the zipper of my dress. “Did any of those dreams . . .” His hands trailed up my arms, pausing to fist the fabric of my dress. “Involve my wife on her knees on our wedding night.”

	Pushing my dress down to my hips, he stepped forward and unclasped the front clasp of my bra before sliding the straps down my arms, his eyes never once leaving mine. “I fucked up your first time,” he husked as he shrugged his opened shirt from his broad shoulders. “I’ll be damned if your wedding night is anything less than perfect.”

	“There’s no such thing as perfect, Kyle,” I breathed, stepping out of my dress, standing naked before him with the exception of the small, triangular scrap of ivory lace between my legs.

	“You think so?” he mused. Shrugging out of his pants, I swallowed deeply when Kyle’s erection sprung free, thick and heavy and long. The glistening head sparkling with heady arousal. “Watch me prove you wrong, baby,” he growled as he grabbed my hips and pulled me towards him. “Better yet,” he whispered in my ear as he lowered me onto our bed beneath him and tugged the sides of my panties, ripping them away easily. “Feel me prove you wrong.”

	Kyle’s weight on me was ecstasy as he trailed hot, lush kisses over my breasts, taking one puckered bud into his mouth, swirling his tongue with tortured precision.

	I bucked beneath him spreading my legs, rocking my pelvis against the erotic friction of his grinding. My fingernails dug into the tight skin of his hips, the light dusting of hair on his lower stomach brushed against my smooth skin. His large, skillful hands roamed over every inch of my skin possessively, commanding my body to submit to each searing touch.

	“So beautiful,” he said in gruff tone as he placed sweet kisses on my stomach. “I can’t wait to put another baby of mine in there.”

	I didn’t correct him.

	I didn’t care.

	In that moment, I would have given him whatever he wanted or died trying . . . 

	“Kyle,” I hissed, when his fingers brushed against my slit, spreading me open before his mouth descended and his tongue found my clit. “God . . .” My back arched as he slid two fingers inside me, his lips never leaving my clit, suckling, nibbling, and sending sparks of red-hot desire through every nerve in my body until I was a quivering mess beneath him, shuddering and jerking from the intensity of my sudden orgasm.

	“Don’t even think about going to sleep,” Kyle chuckled and I opened my eyes and grinned sheepishly up at him. Hovering above me, he rested his weight on his elbows on either side of my face before lowering his mouth, capturing my lips with his.

	“You touch my skin and I feel like I’m about to explode,” I moaned, my voice thick with desire, as I wrapped my arms around his neck and my legs around his waist.

	“I’m that good, huh?” he purred, his erection sliding into me, filling to the point of pain.

	I gasped in pleasure and threw my head back, writhing underneath his hard, hot body. “You’re that dangerous.”

	“Well, get used to it,” he hissed, his jaw straining from the force of his desire. “Because I’m gonna be this fucking dangerous for you for the rest of our lives.”

	“I can’t wait . . .” I breathed, closing my eyes, giving myself up to the beautiful man who was dominating my body and possessing my soul . . . 
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	My chest ached as I dusted the photo frames on our mantelpiece in the lounge. Hope played happily with her toys on the soft, woolen blanket I had splayed out over the wooden floor to protect the soft skin of her knees.

	I debated turning the frame face down—the sadness too much to bear—before catching myself on those thoughts.

	Cam didn’t deserve to be hidden.

	She deserved to be center stage.

	Wiping a silent tear from my eye, I rubbed my thumb over the glass that covered her smiling face. Some days were harder than others, today was one of the hardest.

	It was the day.

	And I couldn’t go. I couldn’t face her again.

	Kyle was there, right at this moment, and so was Derek. Like two wounded, kindred spirits they had driven to the court house looking for something I knew none of us would ever find. Retribution. We would never have retribution because we could never have her back. She’d been taken from us, too young, too unfairly.

	Derek and Kyle had gone to court in search of justice for Camryn Frey, but to me that was a pointless trip. They would never find what they sought. Maybe I should have gone as a tribute to Cam’s memory, or maybe I was doing the right thing by staying away. I wasn’t sure.

	All I knew was I had looked into that woman’s merciless eyes as she’d aimed a gun at my chest. I’d seen the lack of remorse, the absence of humanity inside of her. I never wanted to be looked at by those green, calculating eyes again.

	Sentencing her to any period of time in prison was fruitless. The therapists and psychiatrists that had hovered over her as she appealed to the courts on the diminished capacity had wasted their time. She’d given herself up and not once had she apologized for Cam’s death. Not one single time. In my opinion the woman was irredeemable because she felt no remorse.

	But at least she was going down for her crimes and I was letting go.

	I took comfort in the fact that I would sleep a little better at night. Kyle’s arms around my body eased the tremors, but they never truly went away.

	I was taking my life back, starting today.

	My eyes locked on the silver frame, focusing on the two smiling girls in the photograph it encased. It was a photograph that had been taken of us as children. I remembered the day, the weather, the smell of the freshly cut grass in the air, and the comfort of my best friend’s arm around my shoulder.

	That was the summer Cam had started to shoot up. I, on the other hand, didn’t seem much taller now than I did when I was nine. I would never feel that comfort again.

	“Momma,” Hope cooed and my heart constricted inside of my chest.

	I turned around and gazed lovingly at the child who had imbedded the deepest seed of love and adoration inside of me. Her bulging blue eyes–identical to her father’s–danced with mischief as she clapped her hands together.

	“Momma, Momma,” she repeated, crawling towards me on chubby hands and knees. The legs of her pink tracksuit pants had rolled up, exposed her plump little legs, and her brown curls were wild and disarrayed.

	She was perfect.

	“Hello, sweetie,” I crooned as I bent down to sweep her into my arms. Hope curled around me like ivy, her little fingers locked in my hair as she nuzzled her face into my neck. It was one of the most comforting feelings in the world. Unconditional love.

	The sunlight poured through the paneled windows on either side of the room, reflecting on the one piece of jewelry I wore on my body. A gold band I wore on my left hand.

	The sound of the front door slamming made my heart beat wildly for the briefest of moments, before I shook off the fear. Our home had more security than fort knocks.

	There was nobody getting in here uninvited, which meant . . . 

	“Princess?” Kyle’s husky voice boomed through the house, breaking the silence, followed by a ‘fuck yeah’ from Derek.

	My legs felt like noodles as I rushed through the house with Hope in my arms. My heart was beating at a frightening pace, only to stop completely when I reached the kitchen and met their triumphant smiles.

	“Well,” I whispered, forcing the words out. My mouth felt like saw dust my throat was so dry.

	This was it. This was it. Oh my god please let this be it . . . 

	I clutched Hope so tightly I feared I would break her.

	Kyle strode towards me, his eyes alight with relief, his smile a telltale sign of good news.

	I needed the words.

	I needed the confirmation.

	Prying Hope out of my arms, he pressed his lips to her head before setting her down on the floor. I watched him like a hawk, my body frozen, coiled like a tight rope. Standing slowly, he stepped towards me and grabbed my shoulders. “Life.”

	Life . . . 

	I never knew how life altering one word could be until I heard it come from Kyle’s mouth.

	My hand flew to my mouth as a noise I could only describe as an agonized wail tore from my throat. I squeezed my eyes shut, allowing every emotion and feeling in my body to rip through me, piercing me, cleansing me.

	“It’s over,” Kyle murmured. “Shh, it’s all over. You’re safe. You’re safe, baby.” Kyle’s hands were shaking violently, but it wasn’t until I opened my eyes that I realized it was me. I was shaking.

	My whole body caved as I sagged into his embrace. His kisses on my hair, my forehead, and my cheeks were welcoming.

	I needed his touch.

	“You’re free, Lee,” I heard Derek say. “We’re all free.”

	“Derek,” I gasped, pulling back from Kyle. “Derek,” I repeated, smiling through my tears as I knotted my fingers in the front of his shirt and dragged him towards us.

	The three of us stood in the middle of our kitchen, with our arms wrapped around one another, each of us silently acknowledging the girl who, in her own way, had changed each of our lives.

	For Derek, Cam had been his focal point for most of his adult life. His love. Lost as it had become, Cam had loved Derek, and he in turn had spent two and half years of his life savoring that love.

	For Kyle, Cam had been a loyal ally. His sister, unrelated by blood, but by sheer indestructible friendship.

	For me, she had been my savoir. My living and breathing angel, who had stepped into my life when I needed a friend most, and stepped out in the most selfless act a human being is capable of.

	Camryn Frey had offered me a friendship before I was old enough to talk, and after nineteen years of sisterhood, she had sacrificed her life to save mine.
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	Sitting around our coffee table, eating bowls of mac and cheese with Lee, Kyle and Hope, considering what had happened this morning, felt surprisingly normal. I wasn’t sure if the Carter’s were feeling the absent of Cam’s presence, but I most certainly was.

	Life . . . 

	Rachel had paid. Life in prison. I didn’t know what to feel. Happy? Empty? I didn’t know . . . But this was it, the start of our lives. We’d done it. We’d fucking nailed her ass to the cross and we could finally move forward.

	There was some tension in the room, but mostly we were just enjoying one another’s company. It had been a long time since any of us had done something normal.

	“Let’s go out,” Kyle suggested as he stretched his legs out in front of himself and yawned. “I feel ancient and I’m too damn pretty to waste my youth lounging around eating comfort food.” Shrugging he turned to Lee and said, “We’ve been married a month, princess. It’s about time we did something fun.”

	“I don’t know, Kyle,” Lee said with a sigh. “I think I’ll just stay here with Hope. You guys go.”

	“No,” I moaned. “You have to come. This is a big day for us. We need to celebrate . . .” Shrugging my shoulders, I looked at Kyle. “What’s the plan, dude?”

	“We’re going swimming,” Kyle announced with a smirk.

	“I don’t have a bathing suit,” Lee muttered.

	Kyle’s grinned. “We’re definitely going swimming.”
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	“Don’t take her too far.” Lee worried her lip with her teeth as she waded deeper into the hotel swimming pool. Her eyes were wild with maternal protectiveness. “I mean it, Kyle. I don’t want her in the deep end.”

	“Hope, look at mommy, she’s turning into a lion.” I splashed Lee and moved deeper into the water. “Roar, baby, you know how I like it.”

	“You’re a jerk,” she growled as she slowed and then waded in deeper. “I mean it, Kyle,” she spluttered as water lapped against her face. “Bring her back.”

	“Come and get us,” I teased, thoroughly amused with Lee’s protectiveness.

	This was the first time we’d taken Hope to the swimming pool and I couldn’t think of a better day to start new things. Bitch troll got life and we were starting our new lives. Nothing would ever compare to the swell of satisfaction that had flooded me the moment I’d heard that word. Derek had cried. I’d just sat there, soaking in the word, digesting what it meant for us. We were free. Finally, after two fucking years of torture and agony, we were free to live our lives again without worry. It seemed too good to be true, but I wasn’t going to knock it. I’d waited a very long time for peace. Now that I had it, I had no intentions of letting it go . . . 

	Peace . . . 

	“Don’t be a dick, Kyle,” Derek growled, stirring me from my reverie, as he swam over to me and took Hope out of my arms. “It’s obvious she can’t swim,” he hissed. “Look how frightened she is.”

	My head snapped in the direction of Lee and my heart fucking sank. Shit, her face bobbed in and out of the water.

	Jesus . . . I dove into the water and swam as fast as I could with my heart in my mouth.

	“Shh, baby. I got you,” I whispered when I reached her, hoisting her out of the water and into my arms. Her arms locked around my neck as she scrambled to wrap her legs around my waist. “I’m so fucking sorry.”

	“D-don’t you ev-ever do that to m-me again,” she spluttered, coughing up water. The redness of her eyes almost stopped my heart from beating.

	“You can’t swim,” I said quietly. “Why can’t you swim, baby?”

	“How could I?” she cried, bursting into tears, and I knew that the only reason she wasn’t walking away from me right now was her fear of the water.

	“You know my life,” she hissed. “You know what it was like for me before we met. I didn’t have an education, or a driving license. I never celebrated Christmas or went trick or treating.” She exhaled a ragged breath. “How could you possibly think I could swim? I have none of the skills everyone else take for granted, Kyle. Life was hard for me . . .” Lee’s voice cracked and she buried her face in the curve of my neck.

	“I won’t ever do it again,” I promised, kissing her head, forcing the lump in my throat back down. “I won’t. Jesus, I am so sorry.”

	I waded slowly back to the shallow end and carried her up the steps. No fucking way was I letting her out of my arms. I was lucky as hell that she was still in them.

	“Hope,” she sobbed.

	“Shh, she’s fine,” I crooned. “Derek has her. She’s safe with him.” Because Derek’s not a fucking asshole like me . . . 

	I would never look a pool again without the image of Lee’s terrified eyes as her face slipped under the water burning in my brain.

	My fault.

	All my fucking fault.

	Turning on my heel, I strode off in the direction of the dressing rooms, with Lee curled around my waist. “I can walk now,” she whispered. “I’m not angry with you. I was just really scared.”

	“Not letting you go,” I managed to say. I could barely form a sentence. Lee mightn’t be angry, but I was furious with myself enough for the both of us.

	When we reached the dressing room, I sank onto the wooden bench and locked my arms around her. “I could have drowned you,” I confessed disgusted with my fucking stupidity. “I could have killed you.”

	“It’s okay,” she whispered and suddenly she was the one comforting me.
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	“Kyle, I’m fine. I’m alright, see?” I pulled on his chin, forcing him to look at me. “Not a scratch.”

	“You’re not fine,” he growled, clutching me tighter. “I almost drowned you. You should be furious with me.”

	I had to admit that I expected myself to be furious with Kyle. I certainly had been in the pool when he had taken my baby daughter deeper into that death trap. But now that I was safely back on solid ground and feeling incredibly stupid for going in so deep, I wasn’t thinking clearly.

	“You can’t swim,” he muttered. “You can’t fucking swim and I should have known that. You’re my wife, I should know this stuff.”

	“Don’t Kyle,” I chuckled, clasping his face with my hands. “Don’t make a bigger deal out of this then there needs to be.” Pressing a kiss to his lips, I pulled back and smiled. “This is our fresh start. Let’s not go down the blame route again.”

	“You’re okay though?” he asked, his tone laced with concern. “You’re not hurt?”

	“I’m better than I’ve been in years,” I told him honestly as I readjusted the strap of my bathing suit. I knew I probably looked ridiculous wearing shorts over my swimsuit, but I wasn’t ready to show the whole world my scars.

	“You’re just so fragile,” he said, his tone gruff. “I don’t want anything more happening to you. You’re getting better. You don’t need my stupid ass nearly drowning you and setting you back.” He squeezed me tightly. “I’ve got plans for us. Plans that don’t involve you drowning in my swimming pool,” he added with a small chuckle.

	“I’m sorry,” I whispered, feeling terribly guilty all of a sudden.

	Kyle shook his head in surprise—or confusion, I couldn’t be sure which, but I guessed both. “For what?” he asked.

	I sighed wearily. “I know you’ve been hoping that I’ll get pregnant.” Shaking my head, I smiled down at him. “Drowning me won’t break what’s already broken in me, Kyle.”

	Climbing to his feet, he lifted me into his arms and I wrapped my legs around his waist instinctively. “It doesn’t matter, Lee,” he ground out through clenched teeth “I just want you. I’ve only ever just wanted you.”

	I gaped at him. “But you said . . .”

	“Forget what I said,” he interrupted. Kissing my lips, he fisted my curls and pushed them behind my shoulders.

	His lips touched my neck, sliding up towards my ear. “I love you,” he whispered. “You’ve always been more than enough.”

	“We’re free, Kyle,” I whispered. “She’s really gone—daddy, too. We’re finally safe.”

	“I know,” he chuckled. “It’s over, princess.”
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	“I’m not their favorite person, princess,” I muttered as I buckled my belt. “I’ll let you decide if you want to invite them. Whatever you want is fine by me.”

	“Oh, okay,” Lee said quietly. “Well, I kind of feel I should. They were so good to me when I was small—and they’re probably feeling lonely with Cam’s anniversary coming up.”

	I glanced down at Lee curled up in our bed, with a white sheet wrapped around her, and shivered. Every time that I saw her . . . Jesus, there were no words to describe the way she fucked with my internal system. She was the one. She is the one . . . 

	Since Rachel’s sentencing last month, Lee had been talking about inviting Cam’s parents to Hope’s birthday next week. I had no idea why she wanted to do this all of a sudden, but I was up for pretty much anything these days. Anything that would keep her smiling and our good luck rolling in . . . 

	“Can we talk about this when I get home? I need to stop by the hotel.” I walked over to where she was hovering and kissed the top of her head. The smell of strawberry shampoo flowed through my senses. My cock twitched. Fuck, I was going to have to work on that. It was pretty pathetic that I couldn’t kiss my girl’s head with getting hard. “I really need to go, baby.”

	“Do you have to?” she whispered. Climbing off our bed, Lee started unbuttoning my shirt, running her fingers over my chest. “You could call in sick?” She pinched my nipple hard causing me to grunt and lose my fucking inner train of thought.

	“You know I have to,” I muttered, fighting the urge to toss her sexy ass back down on our bed. Fuck . . . I watched through hooded eyes as Lee lowered herself to her knees. “I have a meeting in a half hour.”

	“Are you sure?” she husked, fluttering her goddamn eyelashes at me while she ran her hands up the back of my calves, moving higher until she had the cheeks of my ass in her hands. “You have the best ass, Kyle.” Her cheeks were red, her lips parted. “Seriously,” she purred. “It feels so tight in my hands . . .”

	“You got to stop now, princess,” I groaned, not wanting her to stop one fucking bit. Jesus, I’d never heard Lee talk dirty before. My body was riled up, my mind slipping into animal mode. My restraint was faltering.

	I knew I had somewhere important to be, but my brain had decided to stop functioning, which wasn’t surprising since every ounce of blood in my body was rushing to my groin.

	“You don’t want me?” she teased as her hands slid around to my front, undoing my fly. She lowered the zipper on my slacks and I groaned in relief when she freed my dick, wrapping her small hand around my shaft.

	“You know I do.” My legs weakened when the tip her tongue swiped the tip of my now painfully hard erection. “Christ,” I managed to hiss through clenched teeth, when Lee closed her lips around my dick and pulled me deep into her mouth.

	My hands dropped to her head, my fingers tangled in her hair as I rocked my pelvis gently into her fucking fantastic mouth. Her teeth grazed my shaft as she took my deeper.

	Holy shit . . . 

	“Mmm.” The little vibrating noises she made with her throat had my balls tightening like a vice. I closed my eyes and rocked my dick into her mouth a little faster.

	Each thrust harder, rougher until the sound of her gagging had me close to blowing my load in her mouth. “Lee, baby, I’m going to come,” I warned her.

	Clasping her face in my hands, I stroked her cheeks with my thumbs as I pushed her head away from me. “Baby, I’m gonna come in your mouth if you don’t stop.”

	Her small fingers curled around my cock and pulled hard. Sweet Jesus . . .”I want you in my mouth,” she growled. “You’ve had me, it’s my turn.”

	Fuck me . . . 

	I hissed sharply, staggering forward from the force Lee used, as she dragged my dick back into the warmth of her mouth. Her tongue was everywhere, her hands . . . My vision blurred, every nerve in my groin was shot to shit as Lee took me to the back of her throat. I hissed sharply when her teeth grazed roughly over the sensitive head. “Slow down, princess.”

	Pulling her lips back, she sucked on the head of my dick, purring in pure feminine triumph when the first flood of pre cum spilled from me onto her lips. Her tongue swiped out, licking my juices. Her eyes met mine and the sensual challenge was too much. “I want to make you come, Kyle,” she taunted. “Hard.”

	I lost it.

	The frail tether of control holding me back evaporated into thin air the moment those dirty words came out of my wife’s mouth. “You want it rough?” I demanded, fucking her mouth, holding nothing back. “You want my cock in that sexy mouth princess?”

	Her moans increased, her tongue lapped over every inch of my erection, sucking, pulling me deeper. Her hands were all over me, one working the base of my dick, the other squeezing my balls. “You sure about this?”

	She nodded furiously, taking me deeper.

	Fisting her hair, I pulled her mouth off me, pulling on her hair enough to jerk her face upwards. “Tell me where to put it, baby,” I growled, stroking my shaft, wanting inside every opening in her body.

	I’d never seen anything so fucking perfect as Lee on her knees, with my dick in her face. “You wanted me. You have me. Where?” As aroused as Lee was, I knew she was too shy to say the words out loud.

	Her face flamed, her eyes wild with desire. “Wherever you want.”

	I smiled.

	Releasing her hair, I stepped back from her. Tearing my shirt off, I tossed it on the floor, and stepped out of my pants before continuing to palm myself. “Come here,” I ordered. Lee’s eyes widened as they roamed over my naked body. “Come here, Lee.”

	Climbing to her feet, she made her way over to me. Her silence was empowering. I was in control; she had given it over to me. The caveman inside me roared in triumph. “Strip. Now.”

	Her hands reached for the hem of her nightdress and she pulled it over her head without hesitation before sliding her panties down her hips, leaving them to pool at her feet.

	Fuck, she was a vision. Every inch of her body was mind-blowing . . . Her breasts bounced with every harsh breath she took. Her nipples were tight and puckered.

	Reaching out with one hand, I trailed my fingers around the curve of her breast, down her spine until I reached the globe of her ass. Squeezing her ass, I dragged her towards me before ducking my head and capturing her lips with mine. The love I felt from her touch was almost my undoing as her hands cradled the back of my head with a tenderness I had never felt from anyone but Lee.

	My tongue controlled our kiss, the size of my body dominated hers—every inch and muscle stronger than her soft curves—yet she held the trump card, because she held my heart in those small frail hands of hers.

	Breaking our kiss, I dropped my lips to her neck and let my hands roam over her skin.

	“You want me here, princess?” I asked, grazing my thumb across her lips. “Or is it here you want me?” I slid my hand between her legs to play with her wet folds. She whimpered—the sexiest fucking female sound I’d ever heard.

	Sliding my hand around her hip, I slid my finger into the crevice of her ass. “Or here?” I whispered.

	Her body stilled and I chuckled. “You have nothing to be ashamed of, princess.” I pulled back and gestured at my own body. “You own mine,” I told her before grabbing her hips. “And I sure as hell own yours.”

	Moving her over to the window, I hoisted her onto the sill before dropping to my knees.

	“Kyle,” Lee moaned as I spread her legs apart and pulled her clit into my mouth, sucking hard as I teased her with the steady rhythm of my tongue, adding pressure, quickening my speed when she cried out and tugged on my hair. The sweet taste of her fucking thrilled me. I couldn’t get enough. I could lick this woman for the rest of my life and still crave her taste.

	Slipping one finger inside her drenched pussy, I crooked my finger until I found my destination.

	Lee screamed and I stroked her quicker, sucked tighter, and pressed harder until the taste of her orgasm filled my mouth. “You taste so fucking good, baby,” I crooned as I ran my tongue over her slick slit. “I need in. Right now.”

	I was going to explode if I didn’t get inside this woman. Lee moaned in pleasure, her body jerking as she came down from her high. The lazy satisfied smile on her face clawed through me, driving me insane with need.

	“I want to be buried inside you.” I climbed to my feet and with one hard thrust I was inside her. The only place I ever wanted to be.

	She took me to the hilt, spreading her thighs wide enough for my hips to nestle against her pussy, grinding on her swollen clit as I pounding her without mercy.

	She rested her back against the newly replaced glass panel of the window, and closed her eyes as she sank her teeth into her lower lip. Jesus, I couldn’t cope. I gripped her hips tightly as I fucked her furiously.

	The more I pushed the more she sucked me in deeper, swallowing my cock inside her tight heat. I seemed to slide deeper with every thrust. Nothing had ever felt like this. She was made for me. Our bodies were in sync with each other’s, molding together, every piece of her fit me . . . took me.

	“Hold on,” I panted, wrapping an arm around her lower back, as I staggered on shaken legs to the bed, my dick still buried inside her.

	Sitting down at the foot of the bed, I leaned my forehead against hers, kissing her nose. “Ride me.”

	Her movements were small and quick as she was grinding back and forth, my cock filling her. Yeah, Lee was a grinder . . .”I love you,” she swore as she rubbed her hot little pussy all over me. “I . . . oh god . . . you’re so deep.”

	“That’s it, baby. Make it feel real good,” I murmured, trying to hold the hell on and not come. I loved the way she moved. The roll of hips as she pressed down on her clit gaining the pressure she needed.

	Her pace quickened, her tits bounced in a blur in front of my face, and my thighs trembled violently. Her moans grew louder as she clenched me, squeezing me, demanding my orgasm. “Kyle,” I heard her cry, and I couldn’t hold back.

	I started to come, spilling into her as she milked me until my bones felt like jelly and my brain clouded over.
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	“Kyle . . .” I knew I was screaming my head off but I didn’t care. “Kyle.”

	I couldn’t breathe.

	Oh god, my whole body spasmed as every nerve in the lower half of my body sizzled, zapped and electrocuted me. The feeling only intensified, lengthened, when I felt the heat of Kyle’s release spurting into me.

	Burning heat flooded through me, tickling and tormenting my sensitive flesh and I was grinding my hips until I was so overtaken by my release that I collapsed on his chest, a trembling bundle of satisfaction and utterly spent.

	Neither of us spoke for an age while we caught our breath. I snuggled against Kyle’s chest, his cock still inside of me, pulsing and rising. He stroked my back gently.

	“You still with me?” I heard him whisper as he placed a kiss on the top of my head. I smiled against his chest and nodded. “You know I’m late as hell, princess.”

	I laughed softly. “Good. I didn’t want you to go anyway.”

	Kyle sighed heavily. The arm he had wrapped around my back tightened, squeezing me to him. “Lee, you know I hate leaving you as much as you hate me leaving . . .”

	“I know,” I conceded. It wasn’t Kyle’s fault he was so busy. It just was. “I guess this is what I get for marrying a hotel tycoon,” I muttered, smiling to myself.

	“Don’t,” he replied in a gruff tone. “I’m not a tycoon, baby. I’m an accidental entrepreneur.”

	“Thank god for sleeping babies,” I said in a light tone trying to change the subject and keep Kyle with me for as long as I could. I knew he’d leave soon and maybe it was selfish, but I wanted to keep him with me all the time. Every hour of the day.

	“Thank god for these babies,” Kyle teased, rolling us so that I was on my back underneath him. He cupped my breasts with both hands, touching me almost reverently. “The best fucking creation since the donut.”

	“Oh, so that’s what your heart desires, is it?” I teased, patting his messy hair back into place. “Donuts and women’s breasts.”

	“One woman’s breasts,” he corrected with a grin as he tweaked my nipple gently. “And if we’re talking about sweet tasting desserts, with a mouth-watering center, then absolutely.”

	“Gross, Kyle.” I squirmed, shoving at his chest. “Uh, you do realize you’ve just ruined donuts for me?”

	He chuckled against my neck and it was a deep, gravelly sound. He nuzzled my neck with his nose as he stroked my shoulder and hip with his hands. “You know I hate to do this . . .”

	“But you have to go,” I finished for him. I didn’t even try to make my tone sound light or carefree. We’d barely had a moment to ourselves since we’d got married and I was growing agitated. I knew it sounded selfish, but right now, the only two people in the world I was willing to share him with were Hope and Derek. I was sick to death of faking smiles whenever Kelsie called to ‘talk business’ or Cindy stopped by to ‘reminisce,’ and all the other people in our lives who demanded my husband’s attention. “I want time with you, Kyle Carter.”

	“We have time,” he joked as he slid out of bed. I instantly missed the heat of his body on mine and curled into a ball. “You have another sixty or so years of looking at my tight ass.”

	I tossed my pillow at him as I watched him dress. “You know what I mean.”

	“Just bear with me, Lee,” he said in a serious tone as he re-did the buttons on his shirt and zipped up his fly.

	Leaning over the bed, he pressed a quick kiss to my cheek. “Everything I’m doing, baby, is for the three of us.” He strode over to the bedroom door. “I’ll call you later, Mrs. Carter.”

	I watched as Kyle closed our bedroom door and swallowed the word I’d been about to say.
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	“Does that guy ever stop moving?” Derek asked as soon as I entered the kitchen. “He’s turning into one of those workaholics.”

	“Tell me about it,” I muttered, setting Hope down on the floor, where she immediately starting crawling around like a baby crab, before rounding the counter and grabbing the much appreciated breakfast Derek had prepared. “He’s late for a meeting at the hotel.”

	I took a bite of one of Derek’s homemade blueberry muffins and practically melted on the spot as the sweet taste soaked onto my tongue. “Mmm, Derek, this is amazing.”

	“Yeah,” he agreed as he swallowed some cereal. “I added the slightest pinch of cinnamon. Taste the way it falls apart in your mouth. It’s like an orgasm on your tongue.”

	I discretely lowered the muffin. “Yeah,” I spluttered. “Orgasmic muffins and sex donuts.”

	“What?” Derek asked, laughing loudly.

	My cheeks reddened. “Nothing.”

	“Okay,” he scoffed as he rose from his stool. “Whatever you say, Mrs. Carter.” I grinned like a cat.

	Mrs. Carter . . . 

	Two months later and I still couldn’t believe it.

	“Just so you know, Lee, you really have nothing to worry about with Kyle,” Derek said from the doorway. I looked up in confusion, causing him to smirk. “The walls are thin and you two are loud as fuck. He’s not sticking his hands in any other cookie jars,” he chuckled before adding, “or donuts.”

	Oh my god . . .”So you heard everything?”

	Derek grinned. “I want to make you come, Kyle.” He fluttered his eyelashes. “Hard.”

	“Ugh.” I flinched and covered my burning face with my hands. “Can we just pretend this conversation never happened?”

	“Sure thing, ice,” he chuckled. “Oh yeah, I left the mail by the toaster,” he added before strolling off.

	“Let this be a lesson to you, Hope,” I muttered, as I popped two slices of bread in the toaster then grabbed the mail. She crawled along happily, following my every move with wide, curious eyes. “Never move in with men–any men,” I grumbled, moving over to the table to sit down. “They pretend to be all laid back and dozy, but nothing passes them.”

	“Doggy,” Hope squealed, alerting me to the fact that Kevin had cruised into the kitchen with his cute little tail curled up.

	“Hey Kev,” I crooned, tapping my lap. Kevin automatically jumped up and curled up in a ball, his wet nose nudging my hand. Giving in to his not so subtle demands, I scratched Kevin’s favorite place to be scratched, behind his left ear. I was rewarded with a pleased, yodeling moan.

	“Doggy,” Hope cried as she pulled herself unsteadily to her feet, scaling my chair in a bid to get her hands on Kevin. “Mama.”

	“Okay, okay,” I chuckled and placed Kevin on the floor. “Here you go, sweetie.”

	Hope let go of her grip on my chair to clap her hands and wobbled slightly. She quickly steadied herself, took two adorable waddling steps in the direction Kevin had gone, before losing her balance once more. Leaning forward, she placed her two chubby hands on the floor and then lowered herself onto her knees before crawling after him.

	“Clever girl, Hope,” I praised, watching my eleven-month-old as she quickly gained on the tanned colored shiatsu bounding around our kitchen. Eleven months . . . It seemed so surreal. It felt like yesterday when she was a tiny newborn baby, curled up on my chest . . . 

	The doorbell rang seconds before the front door opened and my mother’s voice called out, “Good morning, girls.” My mom stopped by most mornings now, so I wasn’t in the least bit surprised to hear her voice. I welcomed it . . . 

	“Maw-maw,” Hope giggled in delight, quickly changing her course, as she crawled in the direction of the kitchen door.

	My heart squeezed when my mother walked through the doorway and stooped down to scoop Hope up. “Hello, Hopey-bear,” Tracy crooned and I smirked to myself—Derek’s nickname for my daughter was beginning to catch on. “Hello, Lia.”

	“Hey mo . . . Tracy.” I blushed and went beetroot red. “How was the traffic . . .”My words trailed off when I noticed the envelope sticking out amongst our other mail.

	“Lia,” Tracy asked, gently placing her hand on my shoulder. “What’s the matter?”

	“She’s doing it again.” My fingers gripped the envelope so tightly I was in fear of tearing it.

	“Who? Tracy asked as she sat down next to me, setting Hope back down to crawl around after Kevin.

	Inhaling a deep steadying breath, I placed the envelope on the table and smoothed my hand over the words written on it. “Rachel,” I whispered. “She used to send these weird letters to Kyle, but he hasn’t received one since before Christmas.”

	Turning my head, I gazed at my mother’s concerned expression as anxiety ate through my heart. “Why now?” I choked out. “Why is she doing this again?”

	“I don’t know,” Tracy mumbled. Picking up the envelope, she handed it to me. “You need to talk to Kyle about this.”

	“Yeah,” I sighed, pushing my chair back. “I do.”
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	“Marcus, this is a really bad time for me,” I muttered, feeling like a dick for blowing him off, but I was running nearly an hour late for a meeting. “Can we catch up later?” I offered as I hurried down the corridor towards my office.

	“You know, I don’t know why I bother,” he snapped before turning around and storming off in the opposite direction.

	Shaking my head, I inhaled a calming breath before opening the door of my office and stepping inside.

	“So good of you to join us, Kyle,” David immediately commented dryly and I had to force myself not to react. He saved your wife. He saved your wife . . .”Busy morning?”

	“You could say that,” I muttered, walking around my desk to sit.

	“Give him a break,” Mike chuckled, winking at me, as he lounged in one of the chairs on the other side of my desk. “He’s a newlywed.”

	“Ah yes,” David mused. “You’ve accumulated a wife.” Shifting in his chair, he crossed his leg at the knee and clasped his hands together. “Should I offer my felicitations, or would I be overstepping the line you so obviously keep me behind?”

	“Felicitations?” I shook my head and muttered, “Why the fuck do you always have to talk like you’ve swallowed a dictionary.” Tilting my head to one side, I studied the blank expression on David’s face. Fucker would make a great poker player . . . 

	“Is that a crime?” he asked wryly.

	“More like a nuisance,” I shot back, fighting down the urge to go head to head with the douchebag. Jesus, I hated these quarterly meetings. “I’ve been to college, too, David,” I added, my jaw straining from the effort it was taking to keep my voice low and calm. “Graduated with honors, top of my class, and I don’t talk like I’m a fucking robot.”

	“Should I take the credit for those brains of yours?” David asked, smirking.

	“You really shouldn’t,” I managed to choke out through clenched teeth.

	“Breeding beats feeding, Kyle,” David mused. “You know, blood is thicker than water. I would like to think you inherited at least some of my attributes.”

	“I don’t think so, David,” I spat. “Blood is overrated. In my experience water is given freely. Blood has a price tag.”

	“Can we get this over with please?” Mike muttered, red-faced. “I’m not in the mood to play referee.”

	“Sorry man,” I told Mike. It wasn’t fair on him to start shit up with his daddy. He’d been a fucking savior these past few months. “Have you got the financial reports for Denver?” I asked, focusing on our father.

	“Of course,” David mused, leaning forward to push a neat folder towards me.

	“Thanks,” I growled. “Did you bring the report on the . . .”

	The office door burst open, halting me mid-sentence, and Lee came thundering in, pushing Hope in her stroller. “Kyle,” she puffed, clasping her side.” I need to talk to . . . oh.” Her cheeks reddened when she realized I had company. “Sorry,” she mumbled, mortified. “I’ll wait for you . . . in the restaurant.”

	“You can stay, baby,” I chuckled, taking in how cute she looked all flustered.

	“No, no,” she conceded as she backed out of my office with Hope. “You guys just . . . do your thing. I’m starving anyways.”

	“I misjudged that girl,” David said quietly as soon as she had closed the door behind her. My head snapped up in confusion. “She’s not who I thought she was,” he added. “She’s a good girl.”

	“Yeah,” I said stiffly. “She is.”

	“Kyle,” David groaned. “Can you please, for one conversation, remove that chip on your shoulder? I am not trying to argue with you,” he added in the most honest tone I’d ever heard him speak. “I’m merely admitting I made an error in judgment. Your wife is special.”

	“Yeah,” I agreed. “Because she’s got a heart that’s too fucking pure.” Shrugging I added, “She sees the good in the most despicable of people.”

	“Meaning me,” David said flatly.

	I shrugged. “If the shoe fits.”

	“God,” Mike hissed, standing abruptly. “I don’t know which one of you is worse,” he muttered as he stalked over to the door and threw it open. “You’re both as pig-headed as the other.”

	“I helped you, Kyle,” David said in an even tone when Mike had left. “I don’t make a habit of helping many people.”

	“I don’t owe you anything, David,” I retorted. “Consider it child-support for the eighteen years you forgot to pay, and the twelve I spent fucking homeless.”

	“I regret not claiming you,” he admitted. “I made a poor decision.”

	“Ah well,” I sneered. “You never lost sleep over it when I was a kid, so why start now?”

	“Perhaps I’ve grown a conscience?”

	I shrugged. “Look, thank you for what you did for Lee. I appreciate it,” I muttered begrudgingly. It fucking pained me to thank him for anything, but I was grateful he’d been there for Lee when I hadn’t. “I also know you pulled some strings with the DA to get Jimmy put away, so thanks for that, too, but that changes nothing between us.” I exhaled a sharp breath. “I’m not Mike,” I told him. “I’m not the squeaky clean son whose gonna roll over when you want to pat his belly. I’m the fucked up one, with more issues than you could even begin to imagine.”

	“Issues with me?”

	“With the whole damn world,” I chuckled humorlessly. “Don’t try to understand me because you never will.”

	“Fine,” David said softly. “But give me a chance to get to know my granddaughter.”

	“No,” I replied immediately.

	“Come on, Kyle,” he argued with a hit of passion in his voice. “If you won’t give me the chance, then give her the chance. She deserves to know me.”
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	“Hey stranger,” Karen’s voice chirped in my ear, startling me from where I’d been day-dreaming over a cup of coffee. “I haven’t seen or heard from you in a while,” she added, sliding into the seat opposite mine. “A little birdie told me you got married in March. Thanks for the invite.”

	“It wasn’t planned,” I blurted out quickly, feeling terrible. “I swear I would have invited you otherwise.”

	“Relax Lee,” she chuckled. “I was joking.” Stroking Hope’s head softly, she grinned at me. “I heard about the trial. How are you holding up?”

	“It’s still all a blur,” I admitted with a small smile. “It’s a pinch-me moment. I guess I’m still getting used to it.” Shrugging, I added, “It will take some time to forget about her.” Impossible now she’s sending more damn letters . . . 

	“Yeah,” Karen sighed. “I can’t imagine what you’ve gone through,” she added in a quiet tone before smiling. “So . . . how did the wedding go?”

	“Great,” I breathed, grinning like an idiot. “I still can’t believe it, Karen. We’re married.” I waved my hand in front of her face like an idiot, showing her my plain gold wedding band. “I’ve never felt so . . .” I paused to think of the right word. “So content—so secure in our relationship.”

	“I’m happy for you, Lee,” she said softly, her brown eyes warm and smiling. “You deserve your happy ever after.”

	“So, what about you?” I asked brightly. “How’s Jordan?”

	“Big and bold,” she chuckled before checking her watch. “I’m actually collecting him in a few minutes from daycare. We’re going to the park if you girl’s would like to join us?”

	“I was supposed to wait here for Kyle,” I mumbled, the weight of Rachel’s folded letter in the back pocket of my jeans weighing heavily on my mind.

	Karen’s face dropped and I felt bad immediately. “I’m in,” I blurted out impulsively. “The fresh air will do us the world of good.”
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	“It’s so beautiful out here,” Karen mused as we strolled through Chautauqua Park. “The views are something out of this world.”

	“I know,” I replied softly. “I remember when I first moved here I was in awe of this place.” We’d left Hope’s stroller in Karen’s car, and my arms were starting to ache from carrying her.

	“Here,” Karen chuckled, holding her hands out for Hope. “Give your arms a rest.”

	“Thanks,” I sighed as I passed Hope to Karen. “I can’t wait until she’s steadier on her feet. She’s already a third of my size.”

	“That wouldn’t be hard, Lee,” Karen teased as she walked beside me, making faces at Hope. “Kyle’s huge.”

	“Can I hold her?” Jordan asked, tugging on my jeans. “I promise I won’t hurt her, Mrs. Carter.” His green eyes were wide as saucers. “Please?”

	“Why don’t we sit on the grass,” I coaxed, my heart squeezing for the adorable little boy staring up at me. “And you and Hope can play together then.”

	He nodded eagerly and I bit back a chuckle. Hope definitely had a fan in Jordan Valentine. Plopping down on the grass next to Karen, I sighed in contentment as I watched Hope and Jordan play happily.

	“He’s crazy about her.” Karen smiled, pointing to where Jordan was picking daisies out of the grass and handing them to my daughter. “He hasn’t stopped talking about her since they met.”

	“He’s so freaking cute, Karen,” I gushed. “I would’ve loved a little boy.”

	“Why don’t you?” she asked. “You’re a married woman now.” Poking me playfully in the ribs, she leaned back and rested on her elbows. “Now’s a good a time as ever.”

	“I’m infertile,” I said quietly. “I can’t have more children.” Leaning on my elbows, I rested on the grass beside her. “Kyle’s crazy for another baby, but it’s not going to happen for us. The odds are completely stacked against us in that area. Nothing works right since the shooting.”

	“You never know, Lee,” she replied, craning her neck to watch the kids. “You’re so young. Things could change.”

	I chuckled. “That’s what Kyle says.” I twisted on my side to face her, enjoying the heat of the early May sunshine. “But we’ve been trying for over eight months.” Shaking my hair out I sighed and said, “With Hope it happened the first time, so I wouldn’t hold my breath.”

	“I saw you at Linda’s funeral,” Karen whispered, turning to face me. “I wanted to say hi, but . . .” She exhaled heavily. “I didn’t want to intrude. Kyle looked in a bad way.”

	“Yeah.” I nodded sadly and forced the memory of those dark days from my mind. “He’s much better now.”

	“That’s good,” she replied. “I felt awful for him. I remember when I first started working at the hotel, those two were glued to each other’s sides.”

	“Linda was his surrogate mother,” I told her. “Kyle had a tough upbringing . . . She was the first solid relationship he ever formed. She was his rock for half of his life. He was never going to accept her death easily.” I rubbed the skin over my chest and sighed. “I was so afraid for him,” I confessed. “I thought he’d fall into the same depression Derek fell into after Cam’s death.”

	“Derek your housemate,” Karen whispered.

	“Yeah,” I nodded. “He was so sick for such a long time.” I wiped away the tears I felt on my eyelashes. “I was terrified the same thing would happen to Kyle. Thankfully, he seems to be dealing with his pain.”

	“What about you, Lee?” she asked. “How did you deal with your friend dying?”

	I smiled to myself. “I was wrapped in cotton wool by the two men in my life.” Chuckling I added, “They’re a little protective of us.” I pointed to Hope. “But I watched her die, Karen,” I told her. “I held her in my arms, so I was under no illusions of where she was and why.” My whole body shuddered. “I’m still sad, it still hurts like nothing else, but at least I have my memories of Cam. I cherish my memories and in my heart she lives on. She’s never gone from my mind.”

	“I don’t know what to say, Lee,” Karen confessed, red-faced. “She sounds like she was an amazing person.”

	“She was.” I smiled at Karen and sat forward. “I’m starving. Would you like to come over for dinner?”

	“I’m not sure,” she mumbled, brushing her hair back from her face. “I probably shouldn’t.”

	“Come on,” I coaxed. “We’re friends now, right?”

	“Yeah,” she smiled. “We are.”
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	“You need to calm down, Kyle.” I didn’t know why Derek was even bothering trying to talk me down. The only thing that was going to calm me was finding my girls. “Everything is gonna be fine.”

	“Derek, it’s getting late. She’s on her own with my baby and she’s not answering her fucking phone,” I roared, clutching the wheel as I took the bend on the road too tightly. After my meeting with David, I’d collected Derek from therapy, completely forgetting to take Hope and Lee with me. When I’d—belatedly—remembered the girls and got back to the hotel, they were already gone.

	“Slow down, asshole,” Derek hissed clutching the door. “She probably called a cab from the hotel and went home. You said Theresa saw her with one of the cleaners?”

	“Yeah, but that was hours ago. Goddammit, this is all your fault. You and your fucked up therapist.” It wasn’t their fault. It was all my fault and I knew it. But it was easier to put the blame on Derek, because he wasn’t the one who’d forgotten about his wife and child.

	What the hell was wrong with me?

	“My fault?” Derek shouted in outrage. “Oh, so I’m the one who spent the bones of three hours droning on about carnal urges and going through the twelve steps to a successful marriage? Step. By. Step.” Shaking his head, he hissed in disgust. “Apart from the fact that you have no goddamn shame when it comes to talking about anything sexual, you’ve put me off relationships for life. Good job. Thanks for that, asshole.”

	“She should have stayed where she was supposed to be,” I grumbled, ignoring Derek’s rant. Fuck him, he was a big boy and he was the one who’d asked me to pick him up. If he didn’t want to hear what I had to say, he shouldn’t have invited me in. He knew by now I had a problem with my mouth.

	“Why can’t she just do what she’s told?” I moaned. This wasn’t Lee’s fault either, but I needed to distract myself while I made a plan of what to say when I found her and Hope. Find her. Grovel. Make up. Yep, my plan sucked.

	“Ah, let’s see, because she’s a woman and not a dog, Kyle,” Derek countered. “You can’t say ‘stay Lee’ and expect her to.”

	“I swear to god, Derek,” I snarled, ignoring his sarcastic retort. “I am going to find her and when I do, I’m going to handcuff her to my fucking arm.”

	“I don’t know why you’re getting all mad at Lee,” he muttered when I pulled up outside the gate of our house and keyed in the code. “You’re the one who forgot her at the hotel.” I flinched and Derek continued to torture me as the gates opened and I sped up the lane. “Yep, suck on that, control freak. You screwed up. Colossally. Imagine that.”

	“It’s not funny,” I whispered as fear gnawed at my gut.

	“Hey, now see.” He nudged me in the arm as we pulled up outside the house. “She’s home. Safe and sound.”

	“Yeah,” I whispered, sagging in relief. I could see Hope’s bedroom light was on, but who the hell owned the piece of shit Honda parked in front of my house?

	Practically falling out of the car, I rushed up the steps and opened the door. “Princess?” I called out as I stalked into lounge. “Baby, I’m so sorry . . .” my voice trailed off as my eyes took in the dark-haired kid, kneeling in front of the TV with an Xbox controller in his hands.

	“Who are you?” he asked with curious green eyes.

	“Kyle Carter.” I stepped towards him, finding myself drawn to the kid for some weird reason. “Who are you?”

	“Jordan Valentine.”

	“Cool name, kid,” I muttered as I scratched my head in confusion. I’d heard that name before. I’d seen this kid before . . . 

	“Thanks dude,” he said, before turning his attention back to the TV.

	I gaped at him. Dude? What toddler said dude? “So . . .” I coaxed, shifting around in discomfort. “You here with anyone?”

	“Yep,” he said with a smirk. “Hope. She’s my friend. I’m gonna marry her when I’m big like you.”

	“What the fuck?” I gaped at the kid who was what, two at the most? Jesus Christ, keep the head Carter. He’s only a baby . . .”No, you’re not,” I added quickly. “She’s . . . not on the market.”

	“That’s not fair,” he yelled. “You can’t tell me what to do. You’re not my daddy.”

	“Who’s your daddy?” I demanded. “Who’s your mommy? Where the hell did you come from, kid?”

	“I don’t have a daddy,” the kid shouted angrily and I felt like a piece of shit.

	“Neither do I, pal,” I said in a softer tone. “And I turned out just fine.” Not even close to fine, but he didn’t need to be infected with my bullshit . . . 

	He studied my face for a moment before turning back to face the TV. “Are you Hope’s daddy?” he asked as he tapped on the controller in his hand. “‘Cause my Uncle DJ says that boys are ‘posed to ask the girl’s daddy first, right?” Frowning, he turned around and narrowed his green eyes at me. “My uncle Danny says I’ll have my pick of the bunch.” Shaking his head, he grinned up at me. “That’s silly, right? Who wants to marry a banana?”

	“A banana? Uncle DJ? Uncle Danny?” I raked my hand through my hair in frustration. “Who the . . . what the hell is going on here?”

	Turning around, I went to go search for Lee, but froze to the spot when my eyes fell on . . .”Karen Valentine?” I shook my head in confusion. “What the hell are you doing here?”

	“Hi,” Karen said sheepishly. “Lee’s upstairs with Hope. Poor thing was exhausted after dinner.”

	“Mom, that man is weird,” the kid piped up.

	“Mom?” My mouth dropped open in shock as awareness dawned on me. . . . 

	“Jordan Valentine.”

	“Thanks dude.”

	“My Uncle Danny says . . .”

	“This is Danny, my friend from Addyston I was telling you about . . .”

	Green eyes. Familiar green fucking eyes . . . 

	“I fucked his sister, dude . . .”

	“I took off afterwards and haven’t seen him in over four years . . .”

	Karen looked up at me with a desperate expression. “Please,” she whispered, shaking her head. “He doesn’t know.”

	Oh. My. God.

	Holy fucking shitballs.

	“Which one?” I asked completely stupefied. “Which one doesn’t know?”

	“Both of them,” she mumbled, red-faced. “Neither of them.”

	“Is it safe to come in?” I heard Derek call out and Karen’s eyes bulged. “You guys aren’t fighting, are you? There’s no flying fruit? I’m pretty sure I’m infertile since your last drama session.”

	“I’m pretty sure you’re not,” I muttered, covering my mouth with my hand to hide my shit-eating grin.

	Derek sauntered into the lounge, his step faltering when his eyes landed on Karen’s face.

	I watched as a multitude of different emotions flittered across his face. Surprise, worry, fear, hunger? What the hell . . .”Karen,” he said in a gruff tone, his cheeks coloring red. “What are you doing here?”

	“I . . . oh god . . .” Clasping her hands together, I watched as my housekeeper swayed on her feet.

	I moved to help her, but Derek lunged forward. “You okay?” he demanded as he rushed towards her, grabbing her elbow to keep her from falling. “Jesus, you’re as pale as a ghost.”

	“I’m so sorry, Derek,” she sobbed, tears trickling down her cheeks. “I should have told you sooner, but I was so afraid . . .”

	“Shh don’t cry, sweetheart,” he said soothingly as he wrapped his arms around her.

	Sweetheart?

	I gaped–fucking jaw-dropping-and-hitting-the-floor-gaped—at the scene rolling out in front of my eyes.

	“Who’s he, mom?” the kid asked, pointing at Derek.

	“Mom?” Derek froze, all the blood drained from his face, as awareness kicked him straight in the teeth.

	Stepping back from Karen, he pointed his finger at the spitting image of himself and whispered, “Whose is he?”

	[image: Image]

	 

	
[image: Image]

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	I was closing Hope’s bedroom door when I felt something tap me on my shoulder. “God,” I hissed when I saw it was Kyle. He was bouncing from foot to foot in like some wound up jack in the box. “Don’t do that. You nearly gave me a heart attack.”

	“I need to talk to you,” he whispered, eyes wide in excitement as he dragged me down the hall towards our bedroom.

	“I know, I know,” I mumbled as I allowed Kyle to shuffle me into our room. “I’m sorry for leaving without telling you. I would have called you, but I forgot my phone. I told Theresa to tell you where I was going. I was just about to call you actually. Please don’t be mad. I promise I’ll never . . .”

	“Baby, stop talking for a minute and listen to me,” he said, closing our bedroom door. “I’m not mad at you . . . shit,” he whispered as he paced around like someone on crack. “I knew it. The minute I saw him. Holy fucking shit. I knew it.”

	“What did you know?” I asked as I followed him like a sheep around our room. “Kyle, what did you know?”

	“That kid downstairs?” Kyle swung around to face me. “Look familiar, princess?”

	“Yes,” I said, relieved that he too had recognized Jordan from somewhere. “I know I’ve seen him somewhere before, but I can’t put my finger on it.”

	Kyle grinned, his eyes wild with excitement. “Think, Lee, think. Where have we seen someone just like him?”

	“I don’t know, Kyle,” I mumbled, frowning as I tried to place the child. “I can’t figure it out.”

	Kyle grabbed my shoulders. “Did you notice the way he speaks?” he asked excitedly. “His hair color? His green eyes?” Nodding his head encouragingly, he added, “You’ve seen eyes just like that before, right?”

	“Well, when you say it like that he looks awfully like . . .”

	My eyes bulged.

	Kyle’s grin widened.

	“No,” I exclaimed, covering my mouth with my hand as reality came crashing down on me.

	“Yes,” he grinned nodding his head.

	“No,” I gasped, shaking my head.

	“Yes.” Kyle nodded his head like a demented lunatic. “Oh yeah.”

	“Derek?” I shook my head. “And Karen?” Derek was her big love. Derek was the best friend, and the girl . . . the girl Karen had seen him with must have been Cam. Jordan Derek Valentine . . .”Oh my god,” I whispered, feeling like someone had just stepped on my windpipe. “Are you sure?”

	“Yeah, I’d bank our fucking life savings on it,” Kyle laughed. “This is the funniest shit I’ve heard in months.”

	“He’s a father,” I whispered. “He has a child?”

	“Yep,” Kyle replied as he laid on our bed and folded his arms behind his head. He looked entirely too smug about this. “Not so fucking careful now, is he?” he snorted. “All the crap he gave me for knocking you up, and it turns out he did it years before me. Ha-fucking-ha.”

	“Does he know?” I asked as I climbed onto the bed next to him, choosing to ignore the term knocked up.

	“Considering the fact that he’s downstairs in catatonic mode, I doubt it,” Kyle mused.

	“What do we do?” I asked nervously. “Should we go downstairs?”

	“Hell no,” he piped up before sighing contently. “This is so weird,” he added. “The best day.”

	“Kyle, this is serious,” I growled. “It’s not a laughing matter. There’s a child involved here.”

	“Yeah,” he retorted. “A kid who informed me he’s marrying my daughter.”

	“He’s so cute,” I gushed, thinking about the lovable little boy downstairs with lush black curls and the most adorable smile. “I love him already.”

	“No, he’s not cute,” Kyle snarled. “He’s a liability. One I intend to keep a very close eye on.”

	“Kyle, he’s an innocent little boy.” Clapping my hands with excitement, I bounced up and down on our bed. “Oh my god, what if, in thirty years’ time, they get married?”

	“No,” Kyle all but roared, his good mood fading fast. “That kid’s got Derek’s DNA in him. He’s got that asswipe Danny’s genes.”

	Sitting up, he dragged me onto his lap to face him. “There is no way that will happen, Lee,” he warned. “Get it out of your head. No child of mine will date a Valentine—or a Porter. Over my dead fucking body.”

	“Danny?” I yelped. “Danny is Karen’s brother? He’s DJ?” Oh my freaking god. Of course, now it all made perfect sense. Danny and Karen looked so alike, blonde hair, brown eyes, suntanned skin . . .”He’s such a dark horse,” I whispered. “I would have never guessed he was Jordan’s lovable uncle.”

	Kyle’s eyes narrowed and focused on my face. “Lovable?” he hissed.

	“Karen told me all about how good he is with Jordan,” I replied with a smile. “I’ve only met him once, but he’s obviously a very nice person.”

	“He’s a very bad person,” Kyle countered. “Don’t talk to him. Better still, forget you ever met him.”

	“Why, is he dangerous?” I asked nervously.

	“Only to my freedom,” he muttered.

	The sound of raised voices halted our conversation and I stared at Kyle anxiously. “We can’t just sit here,” I urged him. “Jordan’s down there. This is hardly the appropriate way for him for find out who his father is.”

	“Aw shit,” Kyle hissed as he lifted me off his lap and stood up. “Come on, baby,” he grumbled as he pulled me to my feet. “Let’s go intervene in some shit that for once has nothing to do with us.”
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	What. The. Fuck.

	The last time I’d seen Karen Valentine had been the morning after Danny’s epic graduation party when I had crept out of her bedroom window while she was sleeping.

	The images of that night invaded my mind and I groaned loudly.

	Jesus, one drunken night and from the looks of things I’d ruined her life. I was fairly certain I’d taken her virginity that night as well as losing mine. I’d been so ashamed of myself when I woke up that I’d slipped away rather than facing her like I should have.

	Her wavy, caramel-blonde hair was cut short now, but I remembered just how it had looked splayed out on her pillow. She’d been scrawny as a teenager.

	Not anymore.

	She looked damn fine in the jeans she was wearing, the extra few pounds she was carrying did wonders for her and sure as hell hadn’t been there when I’d known her . . . 

	But the surprise I felt at seeing my best-friend’s baby sister in our lounge was outweighed by the feeling of pure bewilderment that was burning my lungs. Every time I dared to glance at the small child clung to her leg the feeling of disbelief intensified.

	“Is he mine?” I managed to croak out though my throat felt like sandpaper. Jesus, he couldn’t be. I would know. Someone would have told me. One night. And we’d been protected . . . hadn’t we? “Karen,” I choked out. “I need to know.”

	Closing her eyes, Karen inhaled slowly and pinched the bridge of her small nose. “I can’t talk about this now,” she whispered. Grabbing her jacket off the couch, she shrugged it on and grabbed the boy’s hand. “Let’s go home, Jordy.”

	Jordy . . . 

	“Don’t you dare walk out the door without explaining,” I warned, as I grabbed her arm and pulled her roughly to a halt. “How . . .” Releasing her arm, I ran my hand over my head and sighed. “How the hell did this happen?”

	I glanced down at the kid who was looking up at me with fear in his eyes. Fear. Like I was a goddamn monster.

	“Is he mine?” I demanded. I didn’t need to ask that question though. The answer was looking up at me—the spitting fucking image of me.

	“What’s he talking about, mom?” the boy asked and my heart squeezed in my chest so tightly I had to gasp for air. I felt winded. I felt like I was in the middle a twisted nightmare . . . 

	“And I told you I’m not having this conversation in front of my son,” Karen said sharply, her eyes narrowing in warning. “So back off.”

	“Answer my question and I’ll back off,” I shot back, my tone laced with disgust. “Or can’t you answer me . . .”

	“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” she cried out in outrage. “How dare you even suggest that I don’t know . . .” she snapped her mouth shut and glared at me, eyes filling with tears. “You know what? Screw you, Derek.”

	“Screw me?” I shook my head in disgust. “Sure looks like you’ve already done that, sweetheart—for about four years.”

	“Okay guys,” I heard Kyle say in a coaxing tone as he sauntered into the room. “We have little ears listening.”

	He glared at Karen and me before turning to the boy. “Hey Jordan,” Kyle crooned. “You want to come with me for a while?”

	“Not really,” Jordan shot back quickly, not taking his eyes off my face. “I don’t like that bald man,” he continued, his voice angry. “He’s making my mommy cry.”

	“Yeah, he’s a douchebag,” Kyle said dryly as he looked over at me and mouthed the word ‘asshole.’

	“Kyle,” Lee growled as she rushed into the room and slapped Kyle’s shoulder. “Jordan,” she asked in a soft tone of voice. “Would you like to come help me with something really important?”

	Kneeling down to his size, she smiled gently and outstretched her hand to him. “I need some help, you see,” she continued, her voice soft and reassuring. “I can’t seem to tell the difference between Hope’s trains. I was hoping you could help me?”

	That did the trick.

	Jordan’s eyes lit up and he stepped away from Karen’s leg. Taking Lee’s hand, he glanced up at me. “Promise you won’t shout at my mommy?” he demanded.

	“I’m sorry,” I whispered, eyes locked on his. “I promise I won’t shout at your mom.”

	“And you won’t make her cry?” he argued, his gaze flickering to Karen, his eyes troubled.

	“I promise,” I told him.

	“I don’t like you,” he told me. “Or you,” he said pointing at Kyle. “I heard you shouting at Mrs. Carter the last time,” he added, before walking out of the room with Lee’s hand securely in his.

	“I need another baby,” Kyle mused, breaking me from my thoughts.

	I turned to gape at him. “What?”

	“Did you see how good she is with kids?” he asked, smiling indulgently at the now closed door. “We need another one for sure . . . maybe two.”

	“No Kyle,” I hissed, agitated. “I can’t say I did notice. I’m having a little crisis of my own here. So go cluck in another room, you broody bastard.”

	“Derek, I’m sorry,” Karen choked out through tears. “I should have told you. I know that.”

	“So he is mine?” I asked in a level tone as I balled my hands into fists to stop them from shaking.

	“Of course he’s yours,” she admitted angrily.

	My chest heaved and I struggled to drag air into my lungs.

	“I was only with you,” she added quietly. “You know that.”

	“I don’t know anything anymore,” I snapped, feeling so fucking confused. “I just walked in this room and found out I have a kid. A son.” Exhaling a shaky breath, I tried to stay calm and not lose my mind. “Everything in my life has just gone to shit.”

	“Yeah,” she muttered petulantly. “Well everything went to shit for me years ago, Derek.”

	“Are you still here?” I spat when I noticed Kyle out of the corner of my eye. Spinning around, I glared at his smirking face. “Having fun, are you?” I hissed. “Enjoying this?”

	“Listen,” Kyle growled as he started to pace the floor. “Believe me, I don’t want to be in here anymore than either of you, but if I walk out of this room and leave you two on your own, Lee will have my balls.”

	Sighing heavily, Kyle raked his hand through his disheveled hair and chuckled. “So, I guess a congratulations is in order, daddy.”

	“I don’t know,” I ground out through clenched teeth as I glared at Karen. “Is a congratulations in order?”

	“You were never supposed to find out like this,” she sobbed, sinking onto the couch. “I can’t believe this is happening.”

	“No,” I sneered. Standing in front of her, I folded my hands across my chest and glowered. “I’d say I was never supposed to find out, period.”

	My mind furiously added up the dates from the one night we’d been together. “He’s nearly four?”

	“He was four last month,” she whispered. “March tenth.”

	“Hey, that’s my birthday, too,” Kyle piped up in an amused tone.

	“Four years.” I sank onto to coffee table and sighed. “You had four years to tell me, Karen,” I croaked out. “Why didn’t you? Why wait until now?”

	“For many reasons,” she confessed, tears streaming down her cheeks.

	“Who knows he’s mine?” I asked. Our parents were friends. How had they not known? I knew the minute I’d laid eyes on him. The ground sure as hell felt as if it had split open and my stupid ass was about to launch itself through the cracks. “Why didn’t anyone tell me?”

	“Our families don’t know,” she blurted out, intercepting my thoughts. “I told my parents I didn’t remember and no one ever mentioned your name—why would they?” she whispered. “You never looked twice at me growing up. We weren’t dating,” she added bitterly. “No one ever guessed you and me . . .”

	“How?” I demanded, furious. “How the hell did my mother not guess he was mine?”

	Resting my elbows on my knees, I dropped my head in my hands and sighed. “Karen, this is so messed up.”

	“Is that why you moved here?” Kyle, being the nosey bastard he was, asked.

	Well, no one could ever accuse him of being indirect.

	“You took the housekeeping vacancy when Lee was pregnant with Hope,” he stated as if he was listing evidence. “Was it to get closer to Derek?”

	“You’ve been in Colorado over a year?” I asked in shock.

	“Yes to both of your questions,” she admitted. “Jordan wanted to meet his father.”

	“Then why didn’t he?” I demanded. “Why didn’t I meet my son the second you stepped off the plane?”

	“You had a girlfriend,” Karen admitted quietly. “And she . . .”

	Shaking her head, she sniffled and wiped her nose with her sleeve. “Then the shooting happened . . . and after that the time never seemed right.”

	“That’s because the time was years ago,” I sneered. “Not fucking now.”

	Standing abruptly, I walked over to the mantelpiece and leaned against it, clenching my eyes shut to block the image of Cam’s face from my mind. She was no doubt the girlfriend Karen was talking about. “How did you know I had a girlfriend?” I asked. Opening my eyes, I glowered down at the woman on the couch.

	“I stopped by the house once,” she whispered. “I saw you with her.”

	“So, because I had a girlfriend you automatically assumed I wouldn’t want to know I have a child?” I demanded, barely containing my outrage. “Goddammit, Karen, I’m not that kind of man. You know me.”

	“I know you,” she repeated slowly, her tone laced with sarcasm. “Oh, I know you all right,” she hissed. “I know how you deal with uncomfortable situations.”

	“How does he deal with uncomfortable situations?” Kyle asked.

	“Shut up, Kyle,” I snarled.

	“By climbing out of bedroom windows,” she replied, her brown eyes locked on mine. “By never calling and never even thinking about the consequences of his actions.”

	Sighing heavily, she whispered. “By not caring to check if I was okay. We didn’t use anything. And I wasn’t on anything because I was only sixteen-years-old and you were my first.”

	My heart sank.

	Jesus, I was blaming her for all of this and she’d dealt with it on her own while I was living it up in The Hill with Cam and Kyle.

	Sixteen years old. Jesus, she was only a baby.

	Shame filled me.

	“You knocked up a sixteen-year-old,” Kyle said flatly before stalking over to the door and throwing it open. “You’re a bigger fucking hypocrite than I originally thought,” he hissed. “I’m so disgusted with you right now that I can’t even look at you, dude. I’ll take my chances with Lee.” With that, Kyle stalked out of the room, slamming the door behind him.

	“Karen,” I whispered.

	She didn’t look at me. She kept her hands on her face.

	Sighing heavily I pushed away from the mantelpiece and went to her. I was so confused I didn’t know if I wanted to roar at her or grovel at her feet. “I was eighteen, Karen.”

	Crouching down in front of her, I reached for her hand, but she pulled it away quickly. “Eighteen year old boys are renowned for their assholeness and shitty decision making skills.”

	Dropping her hand from her face, she sniffed. “I was sixteen, Derek,” she sobbed. “Sixteen year old girls shouldn’t have to do what I had to do alone.”

	“You didn’t have to do it alone,” I said, straining to keep my voice from rising as my temper flared. “That was your choice.”

	“My choice,” she laughed humorlessly. “I had no choices, Derek. None.”

	“Yes, you did.” I shook my head in disgust. “I had a right to know, Karen,” I snarled. “I had a goddamn right to know I have a son and Jordan had a right to know me.”

	“Fine,” she said waspishly. “Blame me. Put the whole damn mess on my shoulders.” She stood up quickly and stepped around me. “It’s all my fault,” she hissed as she moved to the door. “I climbed on top of myself and got pregnant.”

	Opening the door she glanced back at me. “Believe it not, Derek, everything I did, I did for you. To save you from a life I knew you’d resent me for.”

	Shaking her head, she wiped her eyes with her sleeve and inhaled a deep breath. “I’m leaving. I should have never come. This was a mistake.”

	“Jesus Christ, don’t say that,” I whispered, as I ran my hand over his head. “Just give me a chance to take this in . . .”

	I stood up slowly, every muscle in my body ached from tension. “I’m sorry,” I told her, figuring it was something she needed to hear me say. “I’m sorry I didn’t call you.”

	“Don’t be,” she said tersely. “There’s no need. As you saw he’s fine.”

	“You have to know that if I’d known I would have come home,” I groaned, feeling short for breath as the pressure around my lungs tightened.

	She shrugged, not meeting my eyes, and I knew I’d wounded her with my stupid fucking accusations. “We have to sort this out, Karen.”

	Withdrawing a piece of paper from her purse, Karen proceeded to scribble something down before folding the paper and placing it on the back of the couch.

	“That’s my number,” she mumbled, red-faced, before she opened the door and slipped out of the room.

	“Wait,” I whispered, but it was too late.

	She was gone.

	Just like Cam.
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	“Well, that was a turn out for the books,” I muttered, unsure of what the hell to say to my best friend. Kyle smirked as he glanced over at me.

	He’d returned to the lounge as soon as Karen and Jordan left. “Yeah, I’d say double shit with a big dose of irresponsibility,” he growled. “What the hell, dude?”

	“You’re one to talk,” I grumbled defensively. Of all people, Kyle should understand what it felt like to have the rug pulled out from under your feet. “You messed Lee up, too.” Bringing up Kyle’s past mistakes was my pathetic attempt at taking the heat off myself.

	“Don’t give me that crap,” Kyle said firmly. “You knocked up a fucking kid, Derek. A kid.” He shook his head and glared at me. “What the hell?”

	“I didn’t know,” I mumbled pathetically. It was a crummy defense. Even I knew that.

	I was furious and terrified.

	Furious with Karen for not telling me, but mostly at myself for the small part of me that wished I’d never found out, and terrified of fatherhood. “She never said a word. Not a word, Kyle.”

	Kyle sank onto the couch beside me, rested his feet on the coffee table, and shoved his hands into his hoodie pockets. “I should have recognized her,” he admitted. “I remember her coming here.”

	“What?” I turned to gape at him. “She never came here.”

	“Well no, obviously not here,” he said in an irritated tone. “But she came to Thirteenth Street.”

	Laying his head back against the back of the couch, he closed his eyes and exhaled heavily. “Once in freshman year. She was parked out front for hours. She got out of the car and hovered around for a bit before getting back in and driving away.” Kyle opened his eyes and frowned deeply. Dropping his feet to the floor, he sat forward and rubbed his face. “And you really didn’t know?”

	I rolled my eyes in disgust. “I’m not a fucking whore, Kyle, and I’m not a child abandoner either,” I snapped. “If I had known I would have been on the first flight home.”

	Kyle seemed to ponder that for a moment. “And you never guessed? You’ve been home in the last few years. You’re tight with her asshole brother. How the hell did you not know she had a baby?”

	“I was tight with him,” I corrected. “And Danny has five sisters. One of them pops kids out like it’s going out of fashion. I just assumed that it was the oldest one whenever he mention a new addition.”

	“Well, you assumed wrong, didn’t you?” he muttered.

	“Kyle, he’s gonna kill me when he finds out,” I moaned.

	Kyle laughed and I punched him on the shoulder.

	“I mean it,” I hissed. “Danny’s gonna cut off my balls.”

	Kyle chuckled and nudged my shoulder. “Better start hitting the gym again because this is it, Derek. You have to claim the kid.” He looked me square in the eye. “You need to make this right . . . and you need to apologize,” he added smugly. “For being a dead-beat douche.”

	“I doubt there is anything I have to say that she’ll wanna hear,” I told him, cringing when I remembered the hurt in Karen’s eyes when I’d questioned Jordan’s paternity.

	“Then make her listen,” Kyle shot back. “You’re good at making women laugh and shit. Make this speech the speech of your lifetime. Fucking woo her.”

	I gaped at him. “Woo?”

	He nodded slowly. “Woo.”

	“So, would you happen to have any tips on how I woo the mother of my child” I flinched and forced the bile in my throat back down. “You seem to have done a pretty good job at wooing Lee.”

	“I’m just that good, dude,” he said cockily.

	“You’re just that fucking lucky,” I snorted. “Lee rolled over like a curly little pregnant vulnerable puppy for you. I’m dealing with a tiger, Kyle. An angry, pissed off, grudge-holding, mother tiger.”

	“Derek,” Kyle growled, nostrils flaring. “If you ever compare my wife to a dog again you won’t need to worry about Danny Valentine beating your stupid ass.”

	“What about a shiatsu or a pug?” I tossed back, not really knowing why I was winding up such a temperamental fucker, only that it was hilarious to watch his face redden. “You know the little cute ones, with the big glassy eyes.” I edged slowly away from his tense frame. “Pretty smart dogs,” I taunted. “Remember in Men in Black, the pug could talk.”

	I didn’t have time to protect myself before Kyle dragged me off the couch, grabbing me in a headlock. “Say it again, asshole,” he growled, rubbing his fist into my scalp. I knew he wasn’t putting his full strength into it, so at least he wasn’t too pissed.

	“Oh Kyle,” I choked out between fits of laughter. “I know you like it ruff, but I’m not that kind of guy.”

	“Who’s the bitch?” he demanded, when he got me down on my hands and knees. “Who’s the bitch now, mother fucker?”

	“Low blow,” I growled as Kyle laughed and climbed off me.

	“I have a kid,” I whispered as I lay on my back on the floor, staring up at Kyle’s gloating face. I have a kid . . . I churned the words around in my head until I felt I would puke.

	“Oh my fucking god, dude,” I whimpered. “Did you not hear what I just said?”

	“You got away with so much,” Kyle grumbled as he offered me a hand and pulled me to my feet. “You never had to do the night feeds, change diapers—handle a hormonal woman who confused you so much that you weren’t sure if she was gonna fuck you or flip you off.”

	“This isn’t a joke, Kyle,” I warned. “This is my goddamn life.”

	“Welcome to the club, my friend,” Kyle chuckled as he patted me on the back. “You might wanna hang up your free will, testicles and pride at the door.” Grinning, he added, “Your woman and kid are gonna strip you bare. Enjoy.”

	“She’s not my woman,” I shot back defensively. “I don’t have to get with the girl in order to parent her son—our son.” Son . . . God, I was so fucking terrified. “I can have a relationship with Jordan and not be involved with Karen. Loads of people do it.”

	“Good luck trying to separate those feelings,” Kyle taunted.

	“Separating what feelings?” I asked, wondering what emotions he thought I’d have trouble separating.

	“Your heart and logic.” He grinned. “She’ll never be just your friend, Derek. She’ll never be just a woman to you.” Sighing heavily, Kyle dragged a hand through his hair and smiled to himself. “She grew your child in her body, Derek, and that knowledge will eventually hit you like a hammer to the heart. And when it finally dawns on you, my friend, you’ll truly understand what it means to be fucked.”
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	“This is fucked up, baby.” I stared at Lee who was sitting across the breakfast table from me, stirring her porridge aimlessly. “Seriously, this shit makes no sense. . . . goddammit Kevin,” I muttered, shuffling my bare feet away from where the little fucker was chewing on my toe. “Out,” I ordered.

	Kevin scampered out from under the kitchen table and sauntered out of the kitchen with his nose cocked in the air . . . 

	“Dada,” Hope screeched as she banged her chubby little fists on the table, demanding my attention—and the spoon of porridge I was wielding in my hand. “Mo-Mo,” she babbled, opening her mouth wide.

	I smirked at the sight of her and a pang of pain for Derek hit me square in the gut.

	He’d missed this.

	He’d missed so much of his son’s short life.

	I couldn’t imagine not being there when Hope was born or seeing her grow every day. Fuck, no wonder he was flipping out. My daughter was my greatest accomplishment—my pride and joy. If I’d been deprived of what Derek had I would be a wreck . . . 

	“I know,” Lee said softly, breaking through my thoughts, as she tucked a loose curl behind her ear. “I don’t even know what to think about this.”

	“Thank you,” I blurted out suddenly, feeling very grateful for the beautiful woman sitting opposite me. “Thank you, princess.”

	“For what?” Lee asked with a smile. So fucking beautiful. Looking at her made my heart hurt and my palms sweat. Jesus, it didn’t seem to matter how much time passed. That girl would always tie me up in knots.

	“For forgiving me,” I told her honestly. “For including me in your pregnancy. For my daughter.”

	“Kyle, wait,” Lee said as she leaned over and grabbed my hand. “I was terrible to you back then,” she said with a blush.

	“No, just listen to me.” I shook my head and sighed. “I’m thankful that you stuck by me. You didn’t walk when I pushed you away. You stayed with me even when I was impossible and you loved me when I was un-lovable.” I squeezed her hand. “That makes you pretty damn perfect in my book.”

	“You know this changes everything for him,” she whispered.

	“He’s a father,” I agreed. “His whole world is gonna change and he hasn’t had nine months to get ready for it.”

	“It’s so surreal,” she whispered. “He shouldn’t have let them leave last night.” Lee rubbed her forehead with her small hand and sighed. “Kyle, she’s in love with him.”

	“I doubt it,” I muttered, finding it really hard to believe there was anything but resentment between Derek and Karen. Jesus, it sounded weird teaming Derek’s name up with any other name than Camryn . . . 

	“No, she does,” Lee insisted. “She told me about Jordan’s father before.” Shaking her head she smiled almost ruefully. “She’s still in love with him by the sounds of it. If you’d heard the way she spoke about him . . . Oh god.”

	Pushing her chair back, Lee climbed to her feet and brought her bowl to the sink. “I should have guessed,” she whispered as she stared out the window. Spinning around to face me, she tugged on the hem of her shirt nervously. “She named him Jordan Derek.”

	“He should have guessed,” I countered as I wiped Hope’s face with a wet wipe. “He’s the douche who went bareback.”

	“Pot, kettle, black,” she shot back with a chuckle. “Do you think he’ll be okay?” Her tone grew agitated. “Will this set his recovery back?”

	“I hope not,” I muttered. “But I guess finding out you’re a father to a four year old is one hell of a pill to swallow.”

	“Oh, I meant to give you this yesterday,” Lee mumbled. Taking the seat next to me, she place a tattered brown envelope on the table. “It’s from her.”

	“Did you read it?” I asked as I shifted uncomfortably. I hadn’t seen one of these letters in months. Why the fuck was she doing this now? She’d confessed. It was over. Goddammit . . . 

	“No,” Lee whispered, covering my hand with hers. “We’ll read it together.”

	“Here we go,” I mumbled as I ripped the envelope open and unfolded the letter . . . 

	 

	Kyle,

	You need to hurry. Time is almost up. Come now. Do not waste another second being angry with me. It won’t help you. If you don’t come she will die. It’s your choice now. I’ve done all I can to warn you. This is my final warning. The next time you receive a letter from me it will be too late.

	Rachel.

	 

	“Well,” Lee sighed. “At least it’s not as bad as the last one.”

	“Yeah,” I muttered, folding the letter up and tucking it into my jeans pocket. “What do you think though?” Staring at Lee’s calm expression, I asked, “Do you think I should go?”

	“I don’t know, Kyle,” she replied softly, stroking my hand with her fingers. “A part of me thinks you should.”

	I gaped at her. “For real?”

	“At least we’d know for sure,” she whispered. “I’m getting pretty tired of being threatened and living in fear.” Smiling she added, “I think you should do this.”

	I nodded slowly, letting Lee’s words settle in my mind. “But I’ll call Kelsie first.” Lee scrunched up her nose and I chuckled. “I’m yours, remember?” Holding up my left hand I grinned when two red dots appeared on Lee’s cheeks. “She’ll know how I go about getting an appointment . . . or whatever the hell I need. . . .”

	The kitchen door swung open and Derek sauntered in dressed in black slacks and a crisp white shirt.

	“I need a job,” he announced as he stalked over to the kettle and poured himself a cup of coffee. Turning slowly with his cup in his hand, Derek locked eyes with me. “Today.”

	“Okay,” Lee said in a coaxing tone as she scurried over to him and adjusted his crooked tie. “Do you have an interview somewhere?” she asked softly.

	Derek stared at me and smirked. “You hiring, Mr. Carter?”

	“What about Mike?” I asked in a serious tone. “He’s still managing the place for me.”

	“I’ll cope,” Derek said in a gruff tone. “I’ve got bigger problems than him.”

	My face broke out in a wide grin. “Then hell yeah,” I chuckled. “You’re hired.”

	Derek sagged in relief. “So,” he mused. “Bar or housekeeping?”

	“Neither,” I shot back. “Get your apron out, dude, I’m putting you in the kitchen.”

	His brow rose in surprise. “Kyle, I’m not qualified.”

	“Not yet.” I smirked. “But you will be.”
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	My whole body shook as I stepped onto the landing and made my way towards apartment 4B. I took a deep steadying breath as I strived to keep calm and not run back down the stairwell and out of this building.

	Be a grown up . . . 

	My nerves were in tatters all day. After I’d asked him for a job, Kyle had taken me straight to the hotel—probably because he’d been afraid I’d change my mind—and introduced me to his head-chef Jonas, who I would be working under from now on.

	Jonas was cool and I’d welcomed the challenge. I’d always worked well under pressure and I was finally going to be doing what I was actually decent at. I’d been shocked that I hadn’t been put on pot-wash, instead I’d been given full rein on the desserts.

	I wasn’t too sure how Kyle would swing it with health and safety, but I was more than prepared to do whatever course I needed to ensure an apprenticeship with Jonas. The guy was a master of food. I’d been in awe of him for most of the day, and barely had time to think about the blonde bastard running the hotel in Kyle’s absence.

	I guessed Kyle had warned Mike to keep a wide berth of me because not once during my eight-hour shift had I seen him in the restaurant. Thank god. I needed to get my ass in gear and the last thing I needed to do was beat the shit out of the manager—even if he deserved it.

	Kyle had given me a huge break and I wasn’t going to let him down. I wasn’t going to let my kid down. Yeah, I’d spent all last night and most of today with my mind focused on the black haired, green-eyed child who I’d been told less than twenty four hours ago was mine.

	Texting Karen on my lunch break had been one of the most awkward things I’d ever done, but I had a burning curiosity inside of me urging me on.

	I needed to know him.

	I had to.

	I’d been shocked when she agreed to letting me stop by after work. I’d been expecting a battle. Her cooperative behavior threw me.

	Raising my trembling hand, I knocked on her apartment door and waited. Loud scuffling noises sounded from the other side of the door moments before it flew open. I scrunched my face up, preparing for the punch I was sure to receive from Danny. When it didn’t come, I opened my eyes and let out a relieved sigh.

	“Hi.” Jordan stood in front of me, his eyes wide and full of excitement. “Mom says you’re my daddy.”

	“I . . .” I thrust the small parcel I’d brought with me into his hands. “Yes,” I choked out. “I’m your daddy.”

	I’m your daddy . . . 

	“I’m so happy to meet you properly,” I added, crouching down to his size. “I’m so sorry I didn’t come sooner, and for upsetting you yesterday . . .”

	“That’s okay,” Jordan replied, hugging the parcel to his chest. “Mom told me you lived far away in the mountains, but I knew you’d come find me someday. I know all about you,” he giggled. “Mom and Uncle DJ told me this morning.”

	God . . .”Yeah,” I whispered, staring reverently at the child in front of me. “You’re beautiful,” I told him and immediately regretted those words when he scrunched his nose up in distaste. “You’re cool,” I amended. “Very cool.”

	He beamed at me and my heart squeezed in my chest when I noticed his front baby tooth had already fallen out. What else had I missed? Four fucking years’ worth of memories . . . 

	“Mom?” he called out, opening the door for me to come in. “My dad’s here. He came. I told you he would.”

	His words stunned me. What I’d give to be four years old again–to be so accepting of change. Jordan was calling me dad . . . just like that—as if I’d been around him all his life. Jesus . . . 

	“Hello Derek,” Karen said when I took a step inside her neat apartment.

	My eyes immediately locked on hers and I felt an immediate pang of worry for her. Her eyes were bloodshot. Her skin was pale. She was dressed in an old football shirt, which I knew was Danny’s, and her plain black yoga pants looked like they’d seen better days.

	“Jordan’s been waiting all day for you,” she said nervously. “He’s been counting down the hours since I told him you were stopping by.”

	“Are you hungry?” Jordan asked, tugging on my hand. Jesus, his skin was so soft. “I helped my mom bake you a cake.”

	“You can bake?” I asked, gazing down at my son in wonder.

	“Yep,” he said proudly. “My mom says I’m the best.”

	“Your mom is a very smart lady,” I told him, allowing him to tug me further into the kitchen/sitting room.

	“This is my room,” Jordan announced as he opened the first of three doors in the small hallway. “Where’s your bag?”

	“My bag?” I shook my head in confusion. “What bag, buddy?”

	“With your stuff, silly,” Jordan chuckled.

	Letting go of my hand, he rushed into his blue painted room and bounced onto his small Thomas the Tank Engine shaped bed. “You’re going to live with us, right?” Jumping up and down on his bed, he smiled. “Like Hope’s mom and dad?”

	You’re going to live with us, right?

	“I . . .” Jesus, my face broke out in a cold sweat. How the hell was I supposed to answer that?

	“No, Jordan,” I heard Karen say as she came to stand beside me. “I’ve explained this to you already.” She turned to face me, blushing furiously. “I’ve explained this to him,” she said nervously. “He just . . . I didn’t . . .”

	“Hey, it’s okay,” I said gently, not wanting her to feel upset or embarrassed. This was all on me . . . 

	She’d been a teenager and I’d messed her life up. She’d given me my freedom these past four years. She’d told me as much, and I felt like a creep for throwing so much crap at her last night . . . 

	Well, I wasn’t about to walk away again. No fucking way was my child growing up poor. No way in hell was the mother of my child going to scrape by. I was stepping in and I was doing it today. Cam’s face entered my mind and I forced it away. I had to . . . 

	“You’ve done an amazing job with him, Karen,” I told her, my tone gruff and thick.

	“Yeah, well . . .” She shrugged and turned her face away, focusing on Jordan once more. “Your daddy will come to see you, Jordan,” she told our son in a gentle but firm tone of voice. “But Derek has his own home. He won’t be living with us, but you can see him as much as like

	“That’s not fair,” he mumbled and my heart fucking cracked clean open when I noticed the tears in his eyes. “Hope’s got a daddy,” he sobbed. “Why does she need mine?”

	“We’ll see, buddy,” I choked out, earning myself a cold stare from Karen. Shaking off her intense stare, I walked over to him and sat down on his little bed.

	“Jordan,” I said quietly, patting the mattress next to me. He immediately flopped onto his knees and shuffled over to me. “I’m gonna be here for you,” I told him, feeling more love than I’d ever felt burst through my body and shoot into this child. My child. “No matter where I live. I promise you, and I don’t break my promises. Ever.”

	“But I want you to live with me,” he whispered, dropping his head to stare at the floor. “My mom loves you, don’t you, mom?” He turned to stare at Karen. “Mom, tell him you love him so he’ll come live with us.”

	“Jordan, please stop,” Karen whimpered, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand.

	“It’s not that simple, Jordan,” I managed to say in an even tone, turning back to face him, ignoring the searing pain inside of me that bubbled up the moment I saw the tears in her eyes “Sometimes mommies and daddies don’t live together.”

	“I know that,” he grumbled. “But I want you and mom to be with me.”

	Sweet Jesus . . .”What do you want me to do, Jordan?” I asked in a pained voice.

	“Take my mom on a date like all the other mommies and daddies,” he replied, staring up at me with such innocence in his eyes. “Maybe if you liked my mom you would come live with us.”

	“Jordan, stop this,” I heard Karen hiss, but I couldn’t look at her again. I felt too fucking ashamed of myself.

	“I do like your mommy,” I whispered, feeling like the worst kind of human being. “She’s a great person.”

	“So you’ll take her out a date?” he asked excitedly.

	“Sure,” I choked out, swallowing deeply. “I can do that.”

	“Ask her,” he encouraged, poking me in the side.

	Karen stared at me in pure horror. “Don’t ask me to do this,” she begged. “It’s not fair.”

	“Would you like to go on a date with me, Karen?” I asked, ignoring her protests, feeling completely fucking manipulated by the little guy sitting next to me who already had a firm grip on my heart strings.

	“She never goes on dates,” Jordan piped up. “She never goes anywhere. Mrs. Carter is her first friend.”

	“Her first friend?” Jesus Christ . . . 

	“Yep,” Jordan chirped. “She’s always on her own.”

	Something hit me then, something as powerful as a bulldozer, hard and forceful, knocking the air out of my lungs and the ground from beneath me. “Go out with me?” I husked, meaning every word, as I stared at the delicate little woman trembling in the doorway “Let me take you out.” Let me make this up to you . . . 

	“When?” she asked warily.

	When . . .”Tonight?” I rubbed the palms of my hands against my jeans and tried to stay calm as I forced away the fucked up feeling that I was doing something wrong. That I was betraying Camryn . . .”I’ll call Kyle and Lee,” I added. “We could make a night of it?”

	“I don’t have a babysitter,” she muttered. “And DJ has a gig tonight.”

	“You still calling him that?” I asked in amusement. Karen had nicknamed Danny DJ when we were kids and she’d caught us pretending to spin decks with two saucepans. “He could come stay at my house?” I suggested. “Lee’s mother usually babysits Hope. I could ask if she’d watch Jordan.”

	“Yes,” Jordan yelled, pumping his fist in the air. “You’re the coolest,” he added before throwing his arms around me. “Thanks dad.”

	“No problem,” I mumbled, wrapping my arms around him, holding him tightly to me. “I’ll do anything for you,” I whispered, my eyes locked on Karen. “Remember that.”
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	She hated me.

	Yep, the mother of my—recently discovered—child hated me.

	Karen couldn’t have sat further away from me if she tried in the corner booth of Bobby’s bar, while we waited for Kyle and Lee to hurry the fuck up and break this uncomfortable silence. Lee had convinced Kyle to let her drive us here tonight, so I guessed she was on her eighth attempt at parallel parking.

	Thankfully Tracy had agreed to watch the kids, because there was no way in hell I was going to break a promise to Jordan on my first day of parenthood. Karen, however, looked pissed as hell at me and I really didn’t know what to say to her. A few shots of Dutch courage would be useful right about now . . . 

	The fact that she was looking smoking hot wasn’t helping matters either. Jesus, she looked amazing tonight dressed in a pair of high-waist denim shorts, matched with a yellow shirt she had tied around her belly, revealing the tiniest sliver of skin of her stomach.

	“It’s busy tonight, huh?” I muttered, breaking the awkward silence.

	“Shit,” she hissed and grabbed my hand, squeezing tightly. “Danny’s on the way over here with that nasty bitch,” Karen growled. “He’s been out of town and I haven’t told him about you yet, so just . . . be cool, okay?”

	“Sweetheart, you’re breaking my fingers here,” I chuckled and Karen immediately released my hand and jerked away from me.

	“Sorry,” she apologized. “I don’t know my own strength sometimes.”

	“I was joking,” I smirked, trying not to laugh at the tiny woman who didn’t know her own strength.

	“I wasn’t,” she shot back, glaring at me in warning.

	“Porter,” Danny said, smiling dangerously when he reached our table. “With my baby sister.” He looked at Karen and then me. “What. The. Fuck.”

	“Chill out, you dick-douche,” Karen grumbled as she glared back at her brother. “Derek’s waiting for his friend and I’m waiting for mine. No need to get your panties in a twist.”

	Danny rolled his eyes in dramatic fashion before ushering his date into the booth. His date who looked the spitting image of . . .”Hi, I’m Cindy,” she purred. Of course you are . . . 

	I smiled and gave her a polite nod before turning my attention on Karen. “Dick-douche?” I shook my head and grinned at Karen. “Care to explain?”

	She smiled shyly up at me. “It’s a combination of dickhead and douchebag.” Karen chuckled and leaned towards my ear. “Danny tests positive for both, therefore he’s a dick-douche.”

	“You’re as witty as ever,” I teased and, without thinking twice about it, I wrapped my arm around her shoulder, pulling her closer to me. She stiffened for a moment before melting into my side. “You look gorgeous tonight,” I whispered, stroking the bare skin of her arm with my thumb. “Really, really gorgeous.”

	“Why are you doing this, Derek?” She asked quietly. “Don’t say things like that to me unless you mean it.”

	“I mean it,” I told her, feeling drunk with desire. I realized I wanted her. I wanted her badly, just as badly as I had when we were kids and she was off-limits to me.

	The kick I received to the shin reminded me that as far as her brother was concerned she was still off-limits—the reason I’d crept out her bedroom window all those years ago . . . 

	“Drink up, buddy,” Danny said through clenched teeth, pushing a shot-glass of Jack over to me.

	“No thanks, buddy,” I said evenly, pushing it back towards him, not daring to look at it for fear of giving in to temptation. And I was tempted. I was so fucking tempted. . . .”I don’t drink.”

	Danny threw his head back and laughed. “Since when?” Danny stared at me like I had four heads. “You turning into a saint, Porter? When have you ever refused whiskey?”

	I stared at the glass and had to ball my hands into fists. No. No, I wouldn’t. I wasn’t going to . . . 

	“Leave him alone, Danny,” Karen hissed defensively, placing her hand on my shaking knee. “He said he doesn’t want it, so just get rid of it.”

	“Oh my god,” Cindy grumbled as she picked up the glass and swallowed the shot in one gulp. “There,” she gasped, covering her mouth with the back of her hand. “All gone. Calm your shit, sweetie.” She smirked at me. “Aren’t you a little young to be an alcoholic, handsome?”

	“He’s not an alcoholic,” Karen snarled, answering for me. “It’s not a crime to refuse alcohol and if you refused half the men who offered you, well, let’s just say you wouldn’t be walking around with that five inch gap between your legs.”

	Whoa . . . 

	“That’s enough, Karen,” Danny warned, eyes locked on his sister. “Apologize to Cindy. Now.”

	“I’m sorry, Cindy,” Karen said sweetly. “I’m sorry you’re so inanely blind you can’t see that all my brother wants to do with you is widen that gap.”

	Standing quickly, she grabbed my hand and dragged me to my feet.

	Holy shit, she really didn’t know her own strength . . . 

	“But have a great evening,” Karen added with a smirk. “I think we’ll go wait at the bar for our friends.”
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	The minute Kyle and I stepped through the doors of Bobby’s bar, my heart started thumping in anticipation. I hadn’t been to many bars in my life and the thought of having some fun with my husband was making me dizzy with excitement—the fact that we were here as a favor to Derek was irrelevant. I was ready to have some fun with Kyle.

	The sound of the live band crooning out their rendition of Kings of Leon’s Use Somebody drummed through my ears and my body seemed to sway to the music without my brain’s permission.

	“I called Kelsie earlier,” Kyle whispered in my ear as we made our way over to the bar. “She arranged for me to see Rachel tomorrow at noon.” His hand was pressed against my lower back possessively. “Is that okay?”

	“Yeah,” I said, stepping sideways to avoid a group of rowdy college kids. I’d never been to this bar, but according to Kyle, Bobby’s was the place to be when he’d been in college. “I have an appointment with Dr. Michaels at eleven, but I can take the truck.”

	“Shit,” he hissed, pulling me out of the way of a drunk man who was sloshing his beer. “I forgot you get your results tomorrow,” he told me, guiding me towards the bar. “I’ll cancel.”

	“No, you won’t.” Grabbing his hand, I pressed myself to his chest and leaned up on my tippy-toes. “You need to do this,” I said, cupping his cheek. “I’ll be fine.”

	“You sure?” His blue eyes studied every inch of my face and I nodded. I was sure.

	“Fine,” he conceded, wrapping both of his arms around me. “But I’ll take the truck and you take the car.” Chuckling he added, “Otherwise you’ll need a footstep.”

	“Smart-ass,” I teased, pressing my lips to his.

	“Short-ass,” he shot back with a grin, his hands roaming dangerously close to the hem of my dress.

	“You look fucking beautiful tonight,” he husked. “But this . . .” He pulled on the fabric of my dress that was just about covering my thighs. “Is too short,” he purred, stroking my bare skin.

	The dress wasn’t something I’d normally wear—ever wear—but I’d bought it this afternoon as soon as Kyle had told me we were going clubbing. I knew I’d never win a beauty pageant, but I’d wanted to look sexy tonight, and the way Kyle’s eyes had bulged when I shuffled into the kitchen in my neck-breaking heels and glued-to-every-inch-of-my-skin, royal blue, boobtube-style dress, assured me I did . . . 

	“Thank god you’re here,” I heard Karen say seconds before I was pulled out of Kyle’s arms. “I need to talk to you,” she muttered as she dragged me off in the opposite direction of the bar.
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	“How’s the date going?” I asked Derek as I watched Lee strut out onto the dance-floor with Karen. Jesus Christ, she was fucking beautiful. I wasn’t happy about that dress though. Not one fucking bit. The way every guy turned to leer at her as she danced caused my blood to boil in my veins.

	“ . . . at least I hope so,” Derek muttered. “Dude,” he snapped, clicking his fingers in front of my face. “I know you’re all loved up and that’s great, but could you give me a few fucking seconds of your time.”

	“You got it, precious,” I chuckled, tearing my eyes away from Lee and focusing on Derek’s face. “What’s up?” I asked before ordering a beer and a half dozen shots from the overly-eager waitress leaning against the counter in front of me.

	“What’s up?” Derek shook his head and glared at me. “Well, let’s see . . . oh yeah, I’m a dad,” he hissed.

	“Thanks. Keep ’em coming,” I told the waitress, handing her a couple of fifties, before tossing back a shot of whiskey and chasing it quickly with a sip of beer. Jesus, I hadn’t been out in months—years.

	Smiling happily to myself, I downed another shot glass of whiskey, twisting my head to the side when I felt someone tap me on the shoulder.

	“Are you done getting reacquainted with Jack, you insensitive bastard,” Derek demanded, red-faced. “Because I happen to be having a crisis.”

	“Calm down, douchebag,” I huffed. Tossing back one more shot, I wiped the corners of my mouth and grinned down at him. “Okay, lay it on me.”

	“You know when you said I’d have trouble separating my feelings?” he asked nervously.

	“Yeah,” I lied, nodding eagerly. I hadn’t a fucking clue what he was talking about, but I decided to agree with him and see if that made him fuck off faster. “What about it?”

	“Well, it’s only been a day and I’m in trouble,” he hissed, eyes wide and confused. “Big fucking trouble, Kyle.”

	“Hang on.” I held up my hand and grabbed another shot, swallowing it quickly. It hit the fucking spot. Lee’s ass was the only thing in my vision when I spoke. “You said you’re in big trouble?” Jesus, I couldn’t wait to get her home. “How deep?”

	“Deeper than I’ve been in years,” he choked out and the fear in his voice distracted me from my wife’s bouncing tits. “What’s wrong?” I asked taking a sip of my beer. “Tell me who’s been hassling you, Der, and I’ll sort it out.”

	“What the fuck are you talking about?” Derek demanded, his tone laced with disgust. “You haven’t listened to a word I have said, have you?”

	“No,” I chuckled. “I haven’t. I’m here to enjoy myself, dude. I’ve had a bad fucking year. Give me one night off. I’ll fix your mess in the morning.”

	“Don’t bother,” Derek muttered before stalking off. “Oh Kyle,” Derek called out, turning around to sneer at me. “Might want to keep an eye on your wife,” he taunted and pointed over to where Danny had joined Lee and Karen on the dance floor. “Or do you want the night off from her, too?” he snickered before sauntering off.

	Bastard . . . 

	I felt a shoulder brush against mine and tensed. Looking over at the person who had come to sit beside me, I could safely say I’d never been so relieved to see him. “I got your text,” Mike said with a smile. “Thanks for the invite.”

	“No problem,” I muttered, putting my hand on his arm. “Sit down, man.”

	The look of relief was obvious on my baby brother’s face as he let out a sigh and sat on the bar stool beside mine. “Who’s the dick?” he asked, inclining his head in the direction of the dance-floor and I snickered.

	It felt fucking good that someone other than me held that opinion. “Danny Fucking Valentine,” I snarled before ordering a round of beers.

	Passing one to Mike, I clinked my bottle against his and took a sip. “He’s more than a dick—stupid fuck has his eyes on what’s mine.”

	Mike nodded as his eyes slipped past mine to where Danny, Karen, Lee and Derek–the turncoat–were dancing. My eyes landed on the raven-haired woman dancing in the middle of them and I groaned. Cindy. Fucking great . . . 

	“It’s a pointless attempt, Kyle,” Mike said. “She’s not going anywhere . . . well,” he chuckled, pointing to Karen and Lee as they shimmied off in the direction of the restrooms. “Apart from the bathroom.”

	“Yeah,” I muttered, tossing back another shot of whiskey before chasing it with a beer. “I know.”
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	“This is so messed up, Karen,” I groaned from where I was currently cornered in the bathroom, sitting on the closed lid of a toilet with a frantic Karen pacing the limited space. “You should have told me from the beginning who Jordan’s father was.”

	“I know,” she cried, chewing on her fingernails. “I screwed up, Lee. I know. He was drunk and I was in love. I thought . . .” She paused and she covered her face with her hands before plopping down on my lap.

	“Make yourself comfortable,” I chuckled, patting her on the back.

	“Thanks,” she sighed. “Did you see the way he was looking at me?” she sobbed. “Oh god, Lee, I still love him and he’s only here because Jordan asked him to take me out, but then he says things that make me feel things, but he doesn’t . . .”

	“He doesn’t what?” I asked, confused. The smell of alcohol on her breath was no doubt her brother’s fault. Danny had been trying to feed us shots with the past hour and I was getting really annoyed with the ‘come hither’ looks he was giving me. And I was growing even more agitated with the way Cindy watched me out of the corner of her eye. Ugh . . . This night was turning out to be a disaster.

	I’d apparently become Karen’s safety net and Derek’s wing man, and all I wanted to do was cuddle my handsome drunk husband who was sitting at the bar sulking. I had no idea why Kyle was moping at the bar, but I planned on shaking him out of it . . . just as soon as I got out from under Karen’s boney butt.

	“He doesn’t feel things,” she sniffled. “At least not for me.” She exhaled a shuddering breath. “I’ve been in love with him since forever and he’ll forever be in love with a ghost.”

	“They were broken up when she died,” I told her, feeling like I was betraying Cam for saying this, but I was secretly rooting for Karen. Derek deserved to be happy. This woman could make him happy. I just knew it . . .”She cheated on him, Karen.”

	Karen’s head snapped up. “What?” Wiping the smudges of mascara from under her eyes, she sniffed. “When?”

	“Cam left him for Kyle’s brother Mike, a couple of months before the shooting,” I whispered. “They’d been having an affair behind Derek’s back for months beforehand.”

	“Oh my god,” she whispered as she jumped off my lap. “I didn’t know that.”

	“He can heal, Karen,” I told her as I stood up and straightened my dress before unlocking the cubicle door. “Don’t give up on him,” I told her gently. “He’s not entirely broken. Just have patience with him. Derek will do right by you, I just know it.”

	“I guess you probably think I’m a head-case, right?” she mumbled awkwardly as we made our way back to the bar. “Chasing after a man and then hiding away because of a huge fear of rejection?”

	“No,” I chuckled. “Believe me, I understand.”

	“Where are you going?” she squealed when I moved towards the bar.

	“Uh, I’m going to spend some time with Kyle,” I said. “My feet are killing me, Karen. I can’t dance anymore.”

	“No, no, no,” she begged, wrapping her arm around my shoulders. “Lee, please. Don’t leave me on my own with him.” She bit down on her lip and shivered. “I’m drunk. I could say anything . . .” She covered her hand with her mouth, her eyes wide, and her expression anxious.

	I sighed wearily and threw my hands in the air. “Ten more minutes.”

	[image: Image]

	[image: Image]

	“Would you fucking look at that,” I snarled, barely keeping my ass on my stool. Every instinct inside of me demanded I crush every bone in Danny Valentine’s body, starting with his neck. I was losing patience fast with the shameless fucking way he gawked at my wife every damn time she turned her back on him.

	“Now you know how she felt with Rachel,” Mike hiccupped as he made a clumsy attempt at turning on his stool. “Uh, Kyle, I think that last beer really fucked me, bro.”

	I shook my head. “Oh yeah, it was the last beer that fucked you.” My words were dripping with sarcasm. “Nothing at all to do with the half dozen shots you just tossed back your throat.”

	Mike grabbed the front of my shirt, eyes wide and blinking. “Holy shit, Kyle, did he just touch her ass?”

	I wasn’t too entirely fucking sure, but he sure as hell was sitting too close to my fucking wife.

	I slammed my bottle down on the bar and stood up. The blood in my veins was pumping so hard I could hear it roaring in my ears. I stormed over to their table, with Mike hot on my heels. If I wasn’t so intent on drawing blood, I would have taken a few seconds to analyze the fact that my brother was having my back. But I had a bone to pick with the piece of shit trying to squeeze in on my girl. I met Lee’s eyes first. She looked confused as if she didn’t understand why I looked ready to kill.

	“You,” I growled, pointing a finger at Danny. “Up.”

	Derek, who was sitting on the other side of Danny, leapt out of his seat and squeezed in between us. “Dude, calm down. You’re about to make a huge . . .”

	“Got a problem, Carter?” Danny taunted as he stood next to Derek. “You got some beef with me? Fine. Come and play in the big boy’s yard.”

	He curled his fingers in a ‘bring it on’ gesture and I saw red. I hurled my fist at his face, but the fucker ducked and swung back, catching me with an upper cut to my jaw.

	I ran my tongue around the inside of my mouth, mentally taking stock of my teeth before spitting out a mouthful of blood. “Enjoy that,” I told him, smirking. “Fucking savor it. You won’t get another.”

	“Kyle,” Lee cried as she pressed herself against my chest, running her hands over my chest. “Are you okay?” Her hands closed over my cheeks. “Baby, what are you doing? Talk to me.”

	“Get out of my way, princess,” I warned. “Get the fuck out of here. Now.” I didn’t look at her when I spoke, I fucking couldn’t. I was too drunk and out of control to be anywhere near her. Right at that moment, Lee was like petrol and I was on fire.

	Danny smirked. “Yeah, Lee, be a good little girl and do what you’re told.”

	“Move,” I growled, trying to pry her off me as I kept my eyes locked on Danny.

	She didn’t move.

	Not one fucking inch.

	She kept her body glued to mine as if it could stop me from attacking. “No,” she said in defiance. “Please stop this. Come home with me.”

	When I didn’t respond, she started to plead with Mike. “Mike, please do something.”

	“With pleasure,” Mike smirked. Closing his fist, he punched Derek in the nose.

	Blood sprayed from Derek’s nose as he wiped his face with his sleeve and a wave of anger rolled through me.

	Fuck.

	Not Derek.

	Shit.

	“I took your anger and I took your fucking beatings,” Mike roared, chest heaving. “Because I fucking deserved it, but you stepped over the line, Porter.”

	“It’s done,” Derek warned, looking nervous. What the hell. .? I was so distracted by their weird confrontation that I felt myself calming. “We’re even,” Derek added, his tone held a hint of desperation.

	“Even?” Mike roared, shoving Derek in the chest.

	I was surprised as hell that Derek didn’t retaliate. Fuck, he looked guilty as sin . . . 

	“I broke up a relationship between teenagers because I was in love,” Mike roared. “I loved her. But you,” he sneered. “You broke up a marriage, Derek.”

	Oh shit.

	The cat was out of the bag . . . 

	“What are you talking about, Mike?” Lee demanded angrily.

	“It’s not how it sounds,” Derek muttered, eyes locked on Karen.

	“It’s exactly how it sounds,” Mike interrupted, his tone furious. “He slept with my mother and now her marriage is down the drain. She’s gone by the way,” he spat. “Back to England. I hope your revenge was worth it.”

	“Anna’s gone?” I asked Mike. “When?”

	“She left after the funeral,” Mike choked out. “Didn’t want to worry you.”

	Fuck. “Oh.” Patting his shoulder awkwardly, I cleared my throat. “Sorry about your mom, dude.”

	Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Karen climbing to her feet and grabbing her bag. Derek also noticed her because he moved towards her quickly. “Karen,” he begged. “Karen, wait.”

	“For what, Derek?” Karen demanded. “So I can hear more details of your lurid sex life.” She shook her head. “I’d rather not.” With that, Karen stalked off.

	“You think that’s lurid?” Cindy, who’d been keeping her mouth shut up until this moment, cackled. “You should hear some of Kyle’s tales.” She winked at me. “Isn’t that right, speedy?”

	“Speedy,” Danny chuckled. “Good one, babe.” Smirking at me, Danny continued to say, “I forgot you two had a thing.”

	“I wouldn’t know,” I shot back quickly, eyes locked on Cindy’s. “I can only remember one woman.”

	“You would say that,” she spat and I made a mental note to myself; Cindy was a nasty drunk. “But you were the one who said I fucked you raw.” She smirked. “Weren’t those your exact words, Kyle?”

	“Yeah, they were,” I shot back and mentally kicked myself in the balls. Stupid, Carter, Stupid . . .”But I was sixteen, so what the fuck did I know then,” I added lamely. “I forgot you many times since, sweetheart, so don’t flatter yourself.” Dammit, shut your fucking mouth . . . 

	“Ugh,” Lee groaned and jerked away from me. “I’d rather not hear this either,” she hissed before stalking off.

	“Good job,” I snarled as I turned around to chase after Lee. “Thanks a fucking bunch, Cindy.”
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	I turned on my heel and stormed through the bar. I spotted Karen at the bar and made a beeline for her.

	“Are you okay?” I could feel Karen’s eyes boring into the side of my face. The concern in her voice made the lump in my throat thicken.

	“No,” I choked out. “Are you?”

	“No,” she growled. “I hate men.”

	“I hate my husband’s ex-girlfriends who won’t go the hell away,” I grumbled. Hoisting myself onto the barstool next to her, I proceeded to grab her drink and toss it back.

	“What the fuck are you doing?”

	Of course he had to follow me.

	Kyle grabbed the glass and brought it up to his nose. “Are you insane?”

	“It was sprite,” I hissed before covering my face with my hands. “But you should practice what you preach,” I added before twisting away from him. “You stink of whiskey.”

	“Are you really going to freak out over something I did when I was fucking sixteen?” Kyle demanded.

	Say no, Lee, say no . . .”Yes,” I hissed, ignoring my common sense. I was so tired of the drama.

	Fucked her raw . . . ugh

	“Are you really gonna fucking ignore me?” Kyle demanded, crowding me with his body.

	I turned my back, answering his question with my body language.

	He grabbed my hips and swung me around on my stool to face him. “You’re overreacting, Lee,” he growled as he pushed himself between my legs. The smell of alcohol on his breath was overpowering. “She was a huge mistake years before we met.”

	He caught my hand and tugged on it roughly. “Feel that?” he hissed as he pressed my hand over the bulge in his jeans. “That’s because of you. That’s fucking for you.”

	My heart was racing so fast; a mixture of lust and fury. I wanted him, I couldn’t deny it, but I’d be damned if I rolled over and let him make an idiot out of me. Hearing Kyle talk about being with Cindy made me want to vomit.

	“I’m trying to enjoy my night,” I growled, snatching my hand away. I shoved my hands against his chest to put some space between our bodies, but of course, it was like trying to shove a tree trunk. The man was made of steel.

	“You’re really mad at me?” he asked, curling his hand around the back of my neck. “Lee, I was sixteen years old. There isn’t a teenage boy on the planet who would turn up a shot with a nineteen year old.”

	“Wow, Kyle. You really don’t do yourself any favors, do you?” Karen said sharply as she turned on her seat to glare at Kyle.

	“Wow, Karen,” Kyle said in a sarcastic tone of voice. “You don’t know when to keep your nose out of other people’s business, do you?” He turned to face me. “Come outside with me; let me set the fucking story straight.”

	“If you were my boyfriend I’d have you neutered,” Karen hissed.

	“Don’t stir the shit pot, Karen,” Kyle snarled. “Unless you wanna lick the spoon.”

	“Were you discussing your sexual history with your ex-girlfriend right in front of me?” I asked deadpan. “Did you or did you not tell us that she fucked you raw?”

	Kyle held a hand up. “Okay, but you’re taking my fucking words out of context. You’re doing that shitty thing women do when they want to stay mad.”

	“Oh go . . . sing for it, Kyle,” I hissed.

	“Sing for it?” He shook his head. “What the fuck does that mean?”

	“Interpret it whatever way you want,” I spat.

	“You wanna hear me fucking sing?” Kyle snarled, shaking his head. “You got it.”

	Turning around, Kyle strode off through the crowd. When he reached the stage where the band were playing my heart stopped in my chest.

	Oh my god . . . 

	He climbed onto the stage, I watched in horror as Kyle starting talking to one of the band members. I narrowed my eyes in a warning and was met with a smirk.

	That bastard.

	Who the hell did he think he was, a freaking Chippendale?

	“Hey everyone,” Kyle slurred into the microphone, as he swayed slightly from side to side for a moment before finding his balance.

	Some strongly worded compliments were tossed out from the crowd of—what I could only describe as—aggressive middle-aged cougars who were yodeling like horned-up teenagers at the sight of my husband. Kyle grinned down at them and their screams ricocheted through the building.

	“So, my wife’s kinda pissed with me right now.”

	Boos galore came from the now large crowd of women surrounding the stage and a few death threats followed.

	“I deserve it,” Kyle added with a chuckle. “She told me I had to sing for it . . .” He picked up a guitar and strummed it with skill I never knew he possessed. “So that’s what I’m gonna do, but I’m . . .” Kyle’s voice broke off as he raked a hand through his hair and smiled almost bashfully over to where we were standing at the bar.

	He raised his brow and smirked. “I’m gonna need my brother to help me with this one.”

	I gaped in a mixture of shock, confusion and fierce pride as Mike stepped forward.

	The dirty-mouthed group of women who had been screaming at Kyle, clawed and rubbed against Mike as he pushed his way up to the stage.

	Kyle and Mike spoke briefly—and animatedly—to one another for a couple of minutes until Kyle pulled a quarter from his pocket and tossed the coin in the air.

	Shaking his head, Mike picked up a banjo and stepped up to the mic stand. “As you can see, I lost the coin toss, girls,” Mike chuckled with fondness in his tone. “So here’s my brother’s song choice; ‘A Rainy Night in Soho’ from The Pogues.”

	“Oh great,” Cindy’s voice groaned in my ear and I turned to face her. “As if he’s not hot enough already,” she pouted. “Put a guitar around that man’s neck and he’s like a walking orgasm.”

	I rolled my eyes and bit down hard on the inside of mouth to keep my tongue in check.

	Bitch.

	“Have you any morals, Cindy?” Karen demanded in a disgusted tone. “Like any at all?”

	“What? I’m only stating a fact.” Cindy raised her hands in defense. “Kyle Carter is hot,” she specified in an unapologetic tone. “Give him a guitar and he’s doubly hot. Add that sexy raspy voice of his and be prepared to change your undies.”

	She shrugged noncommittally before looking me directly in the eyes. “Just saying . . .”

	“For my wife,” I heard Kyle declare in a gruff tone, drawing my attention back to him. “Because I’m a fucking asshole and she somehow loves me anyway.”

	Sighing heavily, he placed the guitar strap on his shoulder, stepped up to the other microphone, and nodded once in confirmation. “Every single word, Princess.”

	His endearment caused every female in the bar to scream and every muscle in my body to clench in anticipation.

	And then he began to strum a soft, haunting melody that Mike quickly fell into step with.

	Kyle’s voice hit me like a hammer to the heart.

	His eyes found mine and the deep, sexy timbre of his voice sent tingles down my spine and jolts of pleasure straight to my groin.

	His eyes never once left my face as he changed chords effortlessly, the gravelly undeniably sexy rasp of his voice silencing every soul in the bar.

	My heart hammered against my ribs as Kyle’s voice rose effortlessly with each high-note.

	I fell into the words that drifted out of his mouth and curled around my heart like a blanket of warmth. Belting out the tune on his guitar, his voice reverberated in my mind.

	His eyes bore into mine as he inclined his head in my direction, willing me to hear his meaning. He closed his eyes, immersed in the words he sang, his private perception of the lyrics.

	Then he blinked and he was back with me, singing to me, only to me, and the bar and every other person in here disappeared.

	The song ended, Kyle shrugged self-consciously, thanked the crowd, and I stood like a dummy gaping up at him in adoration, with tears streaming down my face.

	“Wow,” Karen breathed.

	“Told you,” Cindy said smugly as she fanned herself with a beer coaster. “H.O.T.”

	“Karen,” Derek husked as he came and stood in front of her, his eyes locked on her face. “We need to talk,” he told her, reaching out to stroke her cheek with his thumb. “Come outside with me.”

	“All right,” she her tone shaky, as she hopped down from the barstool and placed her hand in his.

	“You got the car keys, ice?” Derek asked softly, his eyes never leaving Karen’s face.

	“Sure,” I mumbled as I tugged the lone key from my cleavage and placed it in Derek’s outstretched hand.

	Kyle and I could get a cab home.

	Derek and Karen needed some alone time . . . 
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	“Are you not going to talk to me?” I demanded the second we stepped inside the front door. Kyle had climbed off the stage, called a taxi and taken us straight home. He hadn’t spoken to me once and I was losing my patience with his childish behavior. The only good thing about this night was the fact that Derek had somehow coaxed Karen into Kyle’s car with him—and my mother was asleep in the spare room, therefore she wouldn’t hear our lovers tiff.

	“I’m the one who’s mad at you,” I informed him. “You were the one who gave me a vivid recap on your sexual history.”

	“Keep talking,” he sneered as he stormed into the kitchen. “I saw the way you were dancing with that creep,” he hissed. “He wants you.”

	“Kyle,” I growled. “You can’t seriously be jealous of Danny freaking Valentine.”

	“Have you seen yourself?” He demanded. “The way he . . . I’m not blind and I’m far from stupid, Lee. I see the way he looks at you. I’m so fucking angry, I feel like I’m choking.” Kyle shook his head and clasped the back of my neck, dragging me closer. He was breathing hard, his face flushed. “So yeah, I’m fucking jealous.”

	“Have you seen yourself?” I demanded in a shocked tone as I stepped back from his grasp and gestured for Kyle to look at himself. “Why in god’s name would you think I’d even contemplate looking at another man when I have you?”

	He didn’t look at himself.

	His eyes never left my body.

	They were wild, feverish, and possessive.

	“Because you’re too fucking good for me, that’s why,” he snarled. “And I have a hard fucking time reining in my temper.” A stab of desire swelled low in my stomach. “And even though I fucked our night up, all I wanna do is strip you fucking bare and own you.”

	“Then do it,” I husked before making a running dive for him. “Own me.”

	Kyle caught me easily.

	Wrapping my legs around his waist, I welded my mouth to his, kissing him deeply. Tasting every inch of his mouth, devouring this beautiful, sexy piece of male specimen. Mine, I thought as my body shivered in delight.

	“Fuck,” he groaned, sliding his hands down to squeeze my ass hard.

	My hands ripped at his shirt, desperate to feel his skin against mine.

	Skin on skin.

	Kyle on me . . . 

	Freeing the buttons, I pushed his shirt away to gain access to his chest. Tearing my mouth from his, I locked my lips around his nipple, tugging on the tight bud with my teeth.

	A deep guttural sound rose from his chest and then we were moving.

	My back hit the cold door of the refrigerator first, followed by Kyle’s body slamming roughly against me.

	His fingers made short work of my dress. Using one hand, he shoved the front of my dress down to pool at my waist, and used his other hand to hoist it over my thighs. His hips kept me in place as he ripped the side of my underwear, his lips never leaving mine.

	I was naked, bare and completely at the mercy of this powerful, unrestrained man.

	Something had snapped inside Kyle.

	He was out of control, and I loved every second of it.

	“Say it again,” Kyle snarled as he slipped one of his hands between our bodies and freed his erection from his pants. His lips attacked my neck almost savagely.

	Oh god, I could barely breathe, let alone think straight, when I felt the head of his hard, pulsing cock rub over my slit. One of his hands held his erection–denying me–and the other was dug roughly into my hip.

	I wriggled against him, pushing myself onto his hardness. I was slick with desire and when I pushed against him, he slid right in.

	“Own me,” I gasped, surrendering myself to his onslaught, to him. “I’m yours.”

	He groaned and I threw my head back in ecstasy, losing my mind in the process.

	My mind switched off. Only my body powered me now—fueled by the carnal urge to ride him, take him deep. He filled me to the point of pain, his body dominating mine, as he lunged into me, each thrust unyielding, each kiss conquering.

	“Feel me,” he bit out, quickening his pace, deepening his thrusts. Capturing my jaw with his rough hand, he forced my face to his. His eyes were hard, his jaw straining. “Feel me inside you, Lee.”

	“I feel you,” I cried out, meeting him thrust for thrust. He was marking me. I knew he was. I felt like he was going to rip my body in half and I would die screaming in pleasure.

	He was taking what was his and he wanted me to know it.

	“Take all of me,” he ground out. “Now.”

	Suddenly the pressure of his erection inside me intensified. His body drove into mine.

	Grabbing my waist, he dragged my hips downwards onto each tortured plunge. His rhythm was animalistic and feral. I’d made love with Kyle.

	I knew this was different.

	This was fucking.

	His chest was heaving and coated in a glistening sheen of sweat. His eyes were unfocussed and hungry, roaming over every inch of my body. He was deeper than he had ever been. This was more, so much more . . . Heaven.

	The pressure . . . the build of my orgasm quickened. I clenched myself around him, tried to close my legs, the sensations flowing through me almost unbearable. I knew in that moment that Kyle had held off with me, he had never given me his all . . . until now.

	“Give me all you’ve got,” I rasped as I ran my tongue up his neck, tasting the salty dew permeating from his passion. “And I’ll take it.”

	“You fucking better,” he snarled, grabbing both of my wrists with one of his hands and pinning them above my head. As wild as Kyle’s behavior was, as uncontrollable as he was becoming, I hadn’t an ounce of fear inside of my body. This wasn’t about me fearing Kyle; this was about Kyle claiming me.

	His movements were so erotic, every stroke of his cock was premeditated, designed to rub me in all the right spots . . . 

	“I’m gonna come,” I cried out, the throbbing of my clit taking over, vibrating through me, melting my thighs like jelly. His body pushed while mine sucked. His hips ground between my legs once more and every inch of my body tensed before falling apart in his arms. Tingling, sparks of pleasure shot through my core, causing my body to spasm around his.

	Kyle went off with me and the heat of his orgasm flooding into my body, mixing with mine, lengthened the niggling throbbing in my clit. Our bodies jerked until every last divine pulse of our joint orgasm departed and I sagged in his arms.

	“Where did you learn to do that?” I gasped.

	“Uh . . .” Kyle chuckled against my neck. “Is that some sort of trick question, princess? Because I’m not sure I feel comfortable answering . . .”

	“Not that,” I squealed, blushing. “I meant the guitar. Where did you learn to play the guitar?”

	“I took some lessons when I was fourteen,” he mumbled, kissing my shoulder.

	“You’re amazing,” I sighed. “The way your fingers moved . . . wow.”

	“So, I’m forgiven for being an asshole?” he asked quietly, his arms tightening around me.

	“Yeah,” I said with a smile. “You are so freaking forgiven.”
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	I was dying. I was dying and the kitchen wouldn’t stop fucking spinning. Even chewing my toast hurt and that wasn’t an exaggeration. Jack had turned against me last night, the bastard, and I was paying for my gluttony.

	My only comfort was the fact that I’d never felt so sated in my life. I’d thought I would feel nervous about the fact I was due to visit Rachel in an hour, but I guessed banging my wife against the refrigerator last night had helped reduce my tension. Jesus . . . 

	“Would you like more toast, Kyle?” Tracy asked and I winced.

	“No,” I croaked out. “Thanks anyway Tracy.” Raising my head slowly, I turned my head in her direction. “Had you any trouble with the kids last night?” I asked before taking a small sip of coffee.

	“Which kids?” Tracy teased. “If you’re asking about Hope and Jordan, then no, they were perfect angels.” Taking a seat at the table, she smiled wryly. “Their parents on the other hand . . .” Her voice trailed off and I closed my eyes.

	“Yeah,” I muttered. “Uh . . . sorry about the noise.”

	“Don’t worry about that,” she chuckled. “And it was Jordan’s parents who caused most of the noise.”

	My head snapped up. “Derek and Karen?” I grinned. “They’re here?”

	“They were,” Tracy chuckled. “They left about an hour ago with Jordan.” She smiled fondly. “They told me they were going out for the day.”

	“Huh.” I scratched my jaw and chuckled. “I guess he worked it out.”

	“Are you worried about today, Kyle?” Tracy asked gently. Reaching over, she covered my hand with hers. “I hope you find closure.”

	“Yeah,” I sighed, pushing the thought of facing Rachel to the back of mind. I wouldn’t think about it until I got there. “I hope so, too, Tracy. I really do . . .”

	“Good morning,” Lee chirped as she strolled into the kitchen, grinning from ear to ear, with Hope crawling after her and Kevin chasing after Hope. What a sight. . . . 

	Kissing the top of my head, Lee skipped over to the kettle and poured herself a cup of coffee before turning to face me. “How’s your head?” she teased.

	“Which head?” I shot back with a smirk. Lee reddened and Tracy coughed loudly. Chuckling, I pushed my chair back and stood up. “You sure you’re okay to go on your own today?” I asked Lee, hating the fact that I wouldn’t be with her when she got her biopsy results.

	“Yes, Kyle,” she said softly. “I’ll be fine. What about you?” Taking a sip of her coffee, she held her cup in both hands as she studied my face. “Will you be okay on your own?”

	“Yeah baby,” I muttered. Walking over to where she was standing, I dropped a kiss to her forehead. “I’d better get a move on.”

	It was time to face the music.
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	“Are you sure?” I whispered, not daring to speak any louder in case I was dreaming and raising my voice would make me wake up.

	“There’s no mistake, Lee,” Dr. Michaels said, grinning broadly. “The AKI is reversing. Rapidly. The function in your damaged kidney has increased to seventy-four percent in three months.”

	Wiping the tears from my cheek, I let out a cry of relief. “I can’t believe it,” I admitted, laughing and crying at the same time. “It’s really happening?”

	He nodded kindly. “Yes Lee, it’s really happening. Congratulations.”

	“I have to tell Kyle,” I sobbed, pulling my phone out of my pocket and dialing his number.

	“Hey baby, you okay?” he asked the moment he answered.

	“Kyle?” I practically screamed down the phone. “Kyle,” I repeated before bursting into another bout of tears.

	“Jesus Christ, are you okay, baby?” he demanded. “What’s wrong? Is it bad news?

	“No, no,” I wept, wiping my nose and I cried and sniffled happily. “It’s amazing news. I’m getting better,” I squealed. “I mean my kidney is getting better. The AKI. Dr. Michaels says it’s reversing. Rapidly.”

	The line was silent.

	“Kyle, did you hear what I said?”

	I heard him quiver then sigh heavily. “You’re serious? This is real?”

	“It’s real,” I cried, smiling through my tears.

	“I’m on my way,” he choked out. “I need to see you.”

	“No, wait you can’t just leave,” I argued. “You need to see her. Get closure.”

	“Fuck it. I’m coming home.” Kyle growled into the phone.

	“Kyle, you’ll see me in a couple of hours,” I chuckled. “We’ll celebrate then.”

	“Celebrate?” I heard him scoff. “Baby, when I get my hands on you we’ll do more than just celebrate.”

	“Okay,” I giggled. “I’ll see you soon. I love you.”

	“I love you, too,” he whispered before the line went dead.

	“He’s pleased?” Dr. Michaels asked, smiling fondly at me. “You two deserve a little good fortune.”

	“We definitely do,” I said brightly as I pushed back my chair and stood up. “Thank you so much,” I added quickly, eager to get home to Hope and Tracy and tell them my good news. My life changing news . . . 

	“I actually need to talk to you about something else, Lee,” Dr. Michaels said gesturing for me to sit back down.

	“Oh?” I shook my head. “What is it?”

	“Just about something I discovered in your last blood test,” he said in a gentle tone and my heart sank.

	Please don’t be bad . . . 

	Please don’t be bad . . . 

	“It’s good news,” he chuckled. “Well, your husband will certainly think so.”
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	“Tracy?” I called out as I rushed inside our front door. “I’m healthy,” I called out. “I got the all clear.”

	Walking into the kitchen, I froze when I noticed the small pool of blood on the kitchen tiles.

	My stomach churned.

	My whole body went on high alert as I turned around and ran down the hallway.

	“Hope?” I screamed, flinging open the door of her nursery. “Hope . . .”

	Panic filled me when I noticed her empty room.

	All her clothes were gone.

	I felt something strike the back of my head and pain tore through my skull. The pregnancy scan Dr. Michaels had given me slipped from my fingers seconds before everything went dark.
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	As I sat inside the visiting room of the state penitentiary, I had the weirdest feeling.

	Something wasn’t right.

	There was a huge fucking swell of dread in my stomach—feeling of impending doom—which was ridiculous since Lee had been given the all clear. She was getting better. I should be fuckin ecstatic. I was ecstatic, but something was seriously creeping me out.

	Weird . . . 

	Shaking my head, I focused on the woman sitting behind the panel of glass. “You won’t believe me when I tell you I’m sorry, will you,” Rachel said through the hand held phone device we were using to hear one another.

	“No,” I said flatly.

	“I am,” she sighed. “And I need you to know that I wasn’t well back then. I’ve been getting some treatment while I’ve been here.”

	“What do you want Rachel?” I asked wearily. “You wanted to see me. I’m here, but I’m not gonna sit here and listen to you talk about your treatment because, frankly, I don’t give a fuck about your treatment. The only treatment I care about is my wife’s treatment after you put two fucking holes in her body. And my best friend’s treatment after you blew the love of his life’s brains out all over my kitchen floor.”

	She flinched. “How is . . .”

	“Lee?” I asked coldly.

	“Yes,” Rachel winced. “I suppose she’s Lee Carter by now.”

	I stiffened “One word against her . . .”

	“I’m not,” she sighed. “I’m so relieved that I don’t have two deaths on my conscience.” She stared at me for a moment, her green eyes wide and focused on my face. “You were always going to love her more,” she sobbed. “Weren’t you?

	“Yeah, Rachel,” I replied. “I was.”

	“I saw you that night,” she whispered. “I might have been out of my mind at the time, but I saw you.” She gripped the receiver tightly. “You changed in front of my eyes. Everyone noticed. Your eyes locked on that girl and you were . . . you were different. I saw it and I felt it. I even tasted it in the air. It was like something inside of you switched on.”

	She shook her head and sighed. “A buzz . . . an electric current or cord of some sort shot through your body and met the same cord that had shot out of hers.” She stared straight at me. “I’ve never witnessed anything like it.”

	It felt surreal to be sitting here having an actual conversation with the woman who had caused so much pain in my life. “Why am I here, Rachel?” I asked, my patience running thin.

	“Your dad,” she choked out, her eyes filling with tears “He paid me.”

	I stared blankly. “Say what?”

	“He paid me Kyle,” she said urgently. “The night of our car accident, he came to see me in the hospital and offered me money—more money than I could have hoped to earn in ten years—to watch you. I wasn’t well,” she cried. “I had a drug habit, Kyle. Cocaine and meth. At the time I didn’t know what I was getting involved in. I accepted his offer because I was desperate.”

	“You’re lying,” I snarled, not believing one fucking word that was coming out of her mouth. “David may be a bastard, but he wouldn’t fucking concoct something as twisted as what your implying.” I shook my head in disgust. “If that’s why you’ve been sending me all those fucked up letters then I’m calling your bluff, Rachel.”

	“He wants to ruin you,” she hissed. “David Henderson is holding a very bad grudge against you because of the inheritance. He’s dangerous and he’s clever. Where do you think I got the gun?” She demanded. “How do you think I had access to your home?”

	I opened my mouth to answer her but nothing came out.

	Was she serious?

	Was this another one of her cruel fucking tricks?

	“At first he only wanted me to keep close tabs on you,” she told me, rambling on quickly. “But when Lee arrived and you began to turn against me, David started getting worried. He told me to put the pressure on—get rid of her. She needed to go, he insisted.”

	Inhaling a shaky breath, Rachel wiped her eyes with her free hand and sniffled. “So that’s what I did, Kyle. But you wouldn’t leave her alone. You were infatuated with a plain little girl when you had me. Even when she was pregnant and had broken up with you, you wouldn’t let her go,” she hissed.

	“You wanted her with the same amount of passion I wanted to get rid of her, and the child . . . the child was a worry for David,” Rachel choked out. “He was concerned whether or not you would sell the business and follow the teenager. She got inside of your head, Kyle. Something I’d spent years trying to do.”

	“You’re lying,” I whispered, barely able to breathe from the pain of her words.

	“Why would I lie, Kyle?” she growled. “I pleaded guilty. I’m serving a life sentence. What do I have to gain?”

	“Because you’re a twisted, lying whore,” I spat. “Who is determined to make my life a goddamn misery?”

	She sighed heavily. “I was going to tell you everything the day you called the ambulance. He’d ordered me to kill her and I didn’t want to do it, I swear I didn’t, but I was afraid. So, I went to you and begged you to get rid of her. Get rid of her before I had to. If she had just left . . . none of this would have happened . . .”

	“If all of this is true then why didn’t you tell the cops?” I demanded, chest heaving, her words tormenting me.

	“I deserve to be in here,” Rachel replied softly. “I killed Cam. I shot Lee, and nothing I can say will prove I was paid. There is no paper trail,” she wept. “He’s too clever to leave any loose ends. You have no idea what you’re dealing with.”

	“You’re not lying to me?” I asked as rage churned inside of me. “Rachel, I swear to god if you’re lying to me . . .”

	“I’m not lying, Kyle,” she sobbed, wiping her nose with a tissue. “And telling you this was my last job,” she whispered.

	“What the hell is that supposed to mean,” I demanded.

	“You’ll find out soon enough,” was all she replied. “Be careful who you trust, Kyle,” she told me. “Women have a tendency to lose their minds over you . . .”
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	This couldn’t be happening.

	This wasn’t fucking happening.

	Rachel’s words churned around in my mind until I felt like I would explode with Rage.

	“Is he here?” I demanded as I shoved past Mike and stormed into my office, chest heaving, eyes wild and frantic.

	“Kyle?” Mike shouted as he rushed after me. “What’s wrong?”

	“You,” I roared, the moment my eyes found David. He was sitting on my chair, behind my goddamn desk.

	“You fucking bastard,” I snarled. “I know what you did to my wife. You ordered that hit. . . .” My words trailed off when I registered the sound of a baby crying.

	“Where is she?” I whispered, legs shaking.

	“She’s right here,” David said in an innocent tone of voice as Kelsie stepped through the door with my daughter in her arms.

	My legs nearly caved in as I strode across my office to my daughter.

	My hands shook as I took her out of Kelsie’s arms and held to my chest. “Kelsie, you need to call the cops. Right now.”

	I backed away slowly with my daughter in my arms. “He orchestrated everything. The shooting. The blackmail . . . You’re going to prison for this,” I warned him. “I’m gonna take you down for this.”

	I watched in shock as Kelsie sauntered over to my father and kissed him on the fucking lips.

	“Are you insane?” I roared. “Do you know what he did to my family?”

	“Yes,” Kelsie said with a smirk. “I helped him.”

	“And I couldn’t have done it without you, sweetheart,” David crooned. “Rachel was weak. She almost caved. I needed Kelsie to get you to the prison—to subtly persuade you to sign your life away. You trusted her judgment, even when your wife told you not to . . .” He sighed and shook his head. “Silly boy.”

	I had a million different thoughts running through my mind, a thousand different emotions tearing through my heart, but the only word I could choke out was, “Why?”

	David stared at me with this . . . bored expression. I couldn’t make out one single thing he was feeling and it hurt.

	It fucking came close to killing me.

	The betrayal.

	The fucking lies.

	“Because this was never supposed to be yours,” he said softly. “You were never supposed to be a part of this. My father took pity on you. If I had my way, you would have been the contents of a used condom. But I was young and foolish, and your mother was a whore.”

	 

	“What the hell is going on?” Mike demanded as he came to stand beside me. “Dad,” he whispered. “What have you done?”

	“You have two choices, Kyle,” David said in an even tone. “Sign everything over to me now and I’ll tell you where your sweet little wife is.” My heart stopped and David sighed dramatically. “Or don’t sign and waste precious time in trying to find her on your own.”

	“What did you do to her?” I whispered, clutching my chest as the sharpest pain I’d ever felt tore through me. “Where is she?”

	“You are fucked up, Dad.” Mike roared. “Call this off,” he snarled. “Call it off or we’re done. I fucking mean it, Dad.” He grabbed his hair in frustration. “Jesus Christ, Dad, he’s your kid. He is your son.”

	“Relax, Michael,” David said in a bored tone of voice. “Kyle knows what the right thing to do is, don’t you, Kyle? Sign the forms and I’ll tell you where she is.”

	Handing Hope over to my brother, I stepped forward and held my hand out “Give me the papers.”

	“Don’t, Kyle,” Mike begged as he held Hope to his chest, trying to calm her. “Dad, don’t make him do this.”

	“It’s all right, Mike,” I said quietly. “He can have it. I’m done.” Ignoring Mike’s pleas, I took the papers from David. “You got a pen?”

	“For this occasion, most definitely,” he chucked, handing me a pen.

	I didn’t read it—didn’t check. I knew what I was signing over; everything.

	“Done.” I tossed the papers on his desk. “Now, where is she?”

	“I always knew that girl would be your downfall,” David mused. “Maybe I should have done this in the first place. It’s certainly more civil than any other method I’ve used.” He scrunched his nose in distaste. “And all for a girl,” he scorned. “They say pride before the fall, but in your case I would have to say girl . . .”

	“Wife,” I hissed. “She is my wife. And I’m willing to die for her. That’s something you’ll never have,” I roared. “Where is she, David?”

	David chuckled. “She’s having a reunion with her daddy right about now. At Thirteenth Street,” he added wryly. “I felt the location would be fitting . . .”

	“No,” I spat, shaking my head furiously. “You’re lying. Jimmy’s in prison.”

	“No,” David said with a smirk. “I told you Jimmy was in prison. You’re the one who was too self-absorbed, too busy pining over my father’s whore, to check it out for yourself.”

	“You fucking planned everything, didn’t you?” I choked out, struggling to drag air into my lungs “The attack on Lee in the hotel? Pretending you were interested in spending time with Hope? Jimmy and you were working together all along.”

	“Jimmy wanted vengeance,” David mused. “I wanted this place.” Shrugging he added, “He was quite useful . . . oh, and you really should hurry, Kyle,” he chuckled. “Old Jim wasn’t too pleased when he got hold of her.”

	“I fucking hate you,” I snarled. “You can take the hotels. Take the houses and the money. Fucking keep it all. I’ll survive. I fucking got by long enough on my wit. But you,” I shook my head and rushed for the door. “There’s no hope for you. Enjoy your inheritance, David. It’s all you’ll ever get from me.”

	“I’m bored of this,” David groaned. “You can leave now.”

	“Kyle, wait,” Mike pleaded. “This has to be some kind of trap. Don’t go over there,” he begged. “Call the cops.”

	“I don’t have time,” I hissed, taking Hope from him. “She’ll be . . .”

	“Kyle?”

	“Derek,” I choked out, turning around when the sound of my best friend’s voice drilled through my ears.

	“What’s going on?” he demanded. “I’ve been trying to call you . . .”

	“Lee’s been kidnapped,” Mike growled. “By her fucked up father, and Kyle’s going after her on his own.”

	“To hell you are,” Derek hissed. “I’m coming with you.”

	“Take her home for me,” I begged as I thrust my daughter into Derek’s arms.

	Pressing a kiss to Hope’s forehead, I shook my head and stared into my best-friend’s eyes. “Please, Derek,” I whispered. “I need her safe. I’m trusting you with my fucking world here.”
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	“I won’t let him hurt you,” Tracy whispered as she held my hand tightly. “Don’t cry, baby . . .” her voice cracked as she tried to comfort me. “He won’t hurt you ever again.”

	“I’m sorry,” I whispered as I clung to my mother, the fear of what was about to happen was almost too much to bear, but the fear I felt for my daughter was worse. So much worse . . .”For the horrible things I said to you in the past. I’m so sorry.” I needed to tell her. I probably wouldn’t get another chance. “And I love you,” I added quickly. “I love you and I don’t blame you . . .”

	“Get away from her, bitch,” Daddy snarled as he stalked towards us.

	Grabbing Tracy by the hair, he dragged her away from me kicking and screaming. Her dress was torn. Her face was bruised and the blood on her thighs made me clench my eyes shut, as I furiously tried to block out the image of what I knew he’d done to her . . . 

	Wrapping my arms around my knees, I curled into the smallest ball I could, my whole body tensed up and waiting for the blow. “Why are you doing this?” I sobbed. I’d been asking him the same question since I woke up on the kitchen floor in Thirteenth Street with my mother’s blood-soaked hands wrapped around me. And all I’d found out was David Henderson was a traitorous bastard. He’d lied to me, tricked me into believing I was safe and used my father’s insanity—and I was positive he was insane—and thirst for vengeance on my mother in his bid to steal Kyle’s inheritance.

	Everything had been a lie. Everything. And now, because of that man’s greed, my daughter was missing, my mother was bleeding heavily, and I was afraid of losing the one thing I’d never thought I’d have again.

	I needed to stay calm.

	Dr. Michaels’ words floated into my mine. “Your blood tests show you’re pregnant, Lee–about six weeks along.

	“You thirsty, Delia?” Daddy drawled, breaking through my reverie, as he uncorked the bottle of whiskey and poured it over my head. “You sound a little hoarse, darling,” he hissed.

	“No,” I begged, clenching my eyes shut to protect them from the sting of the alcohol as I wiped the whiskey off my face furiously.

	“Let’s make this interesting,” he taunted. Resting on one knee, he pulled his pocket- knife out and knotted his fingers in my hair. “Looking good, darling,” he chuckled as he pierced the flesh of my check with his knife and dragged it roughly down to my jawline. I bit back a scream. He could ruin my face. All I wanted him to do was leave my stomach alone. Closing my eyes, I inhaled through my mouth, not daring to breathe through my nose in case I smelled the blood that was trickling down my face.

	Daddy released my hair and I scrambled away until my back hit the refrigerator.

	The sound of his cruel laugh drilled through my ears moments before the smell of singeing hair flooded my nostrils, followed quickly by white hot heat crawling all over my scalp as the burning sensation spread until I thought I would pass out from the pain.

	“Stop,” I screamed as I patted my head, trying to quench the fire. The smell . . . the smell infused my senses. Paralyzed me with ungodly fear of death.

	“What’s wrong, Delia?” Daddy taunted. “Did the bottle just bite you, darling?”

	This was it.

	I was going to die and I wasn’t ready.

	I wouldn’t ever be ready.

	One moment I was on fire, writhing in agony, and the next I was soaking wet.

	Opening my eyes, I saw my mother standing over me with an empty dish in her hands. “Oh god,” she cried, her legs giving out beneath her, as she dropped the dish and fell to her knees beside me and threw her arms around me. “I’m sorry,” she sobbed, “I’m so sorry, baby.”

	“I told you to get away from her, you dirty whore,” Daddy roared before he raised his leg and kicked Tracy in the side of her head. She collapsed on top of me, moaning in pain, as she clutched her face.

	“I’m gonna fuck you some more,” he snarled as he dragged my mother away from me. “And when I’m done with you, I’m gonna taste your little bastard, you fucking bitch.”

	“God,” I screamed. “You’re my father.” Clenching my eyes shut, I wrapped my arms around my stomach and shook my head. “How can you say that?”

	“You’re not my fucking daughter,” he roared, stunning me into silence, stealing the breath inside my lungs.

	“You,” he sneered. “Are the result of your mother being a dirty, lying whore.”

	“Lia, I’m so sorry,” Tracy cried as she curled into a ball on the floor. “I’m so sorry, baby.”

	“Why don’t you just tell her who her daddy is, Tracy,” Daddy snarled. “She’s obviously too fucking dumb to figure it out for herself.”

	“What are you talking about?” I shook my head and gaped at my parents. “This is crazy. You’re insane,” I spat. “Stop saying these things.”

	“When I left my grandpa’s house,” Tracy sobbed. “I was pregnant with you.”

	“That boy from your hometown?” I whispered.

	Tracy nodded.

	“No.” I blinked back my tears. “No, that can’t be true.” I stared up at my father. “I have your eyes,” I whispered.

	“You have his eyes,” he roared. “That spineless piece of shit who was fucking my wife behind my back. And now I’m gonna fuck his whore and his daughter.”

	“Who are you talking about?” I screamed, pressing my fingers to my temples.

	“Ted fucking Frey,” Daddy roared. “He’s your daddy.”

	“No.” I shook my head, vehemently rejecting his words. “He’s lying, isn’t he?” I demanded. “Tell me this is a trick?”

	“He’s telling you the truth,” she confirmed before swinging her gaze on my dad. “And I’m glad,” she spat. “I’m glad I never brought any child of yours into the world. You are poison.”

	Ted was my father? Ted was the boy from her hometown?

	Oh god . . . 

	Twisting sideways, I vomited on the floor, finding all of this too much to handle. I couldn’t. I needed Kyle. “Kyle,” I whispered to myself as I rocked back and forth. “Kyle . . .”

	I heard my mother cry out weakly and then there was silence.

	I clenched my eyes shut and covered my ears with my hands.

	I had to get out of here.

	I had to break free.

	“Keep calling that punk’s name, girl, and I’ll fuck you up,” he roared.

	“He’s going to fuck you up when he finds me,” I screamed. “Kyle will get you.”

	“Don’t touch me,” I screamed when Daddy’s hand curled around the back of my neck. “Don’t put those fingers near me, you bastard.”

	“Kyle,” I cried out as his dirty hands ripped at my shirt. “Please, please stop, daddy.”

	“I ain’t your father, whore,” he growled as his hands tore my shirt open. Shoving me onto my back, he straddled my legs. “It’s time you paid me back for all I’ve done for you.”

	“Oh god,” I screamed through my tears. “Help me . . .”

	“Ain’t nobody gonna save you this time, princess,” he snarled as he ripped at my jeans. “Your pretty boy can’t hear your screams. He won’t want you by the time I’m through with you.”

	“Get off me,” I screamed as I clawed at his face. “I hate you, you bastard.”

	Digging my nails into his eyes, I broke free and scrambled onto my stomach. His hand fisted my hair and dragged me back so hard I could feel clumps tearing off. “Stop,” I screamed as I tried to break free from his hold. “Stop touching me.”

	Lying on top of me, my heart dropped when I heard the sound of a zipper being pulled, his hands touching my ass. “Oh god, please. . . .”

	My jeans were ripped down my legs and I think I died inside of my own body.

	I could hear my heart beating.

	I could feel his hands, his body, but the shame was smothering me.

	I prayed to die.

	I begged the lord to stop my heart from beating so I was dead before my body could tell my brain what was happening to me.

	I held my breath with the hope I would black out and this would be over.

	I wanted to peel my skin off. I was sure that if there was a knife close to me in this moment I would bury it in the heart of the man I had thought was my father.

	“Please,” I sobbed when I felt him press against my behind. “Please stop . . .”

	Hope. Hope. Hope.

	Fight. Fight. Fight.

	Get up.

	I heard something clatter to the floor but I couldn’t see what it was.

	I heard a voice, no two voices, but I didn’t care.

	I wanted to die.
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	“What the hell are you doing here?” I demanded as I rushed up the driveway of Thirteenth Street.

	“I received a text from Tracy, saying she’s in trouble,” Ted hissed as he slammed his shoulder against the front door. “Dammit, it won’t budge.”

	“Break it fucking down,” I roared as I shoved Ted out of the way.

	I could hear her screaming. Jesus Christ . . .”I’m here, baby,” I roared in desperation as I threw myself against the door.

	It wouldn’t budge.

	Fuck.

	Pulling off my sweater, I wrapped it around my hand before I drove my fist through the window.

	I could feel the blood seeping down my arm but I felt no pain.

	Kicking the remainder of glass out of my way I climbed through.

	“Daddy, please stop . . .”

	I staggered through the hallway and nearly vomited at the sight in front of me. Her clothes were torn open. Her bra . . . Jesus Christ, No . . . 

	“Get off her,” I roared as I grabbed the back of Jimmy’s shirt and dragged him off my wife.

	The image of Lee lying half-naked underneath that bastard was all I could see as I pummeled my fists repeatedly into his face.

	I kept hitting him.

	I couldn’t stop.

	He touched her.

	He fucking touched my wife.

	“Kyle,” Ted roared. I didn’t stop. I couldn’t stop. “Kyle, stop, you’re going to kill him.”

	“Good,” I snarled as Jimmy fell to the ground. I continued kicking him until I was dragged away.

	“Take care of your wife,” he whispered into my ear and every ounce of adrenalin in my body drained away. I closed my eyes and clenched them shut as I willed myself to step away from him.

	Opening my eyes, I staggered over to her. She was curled in a ball on the floor almost naked with her eyes clenched shut. Her clothes were torn. Her body was shaking so much I thought she might pass out. Her face was barely recognizable. Pieces of her scalp were burned away. She had a cut on her face. Fuck, it wasn’t a cut . . . It was more like a four inch flesh wound. From a knife.

	That bastard had knifed my wife’s face.

	It ran from her cheekbone to her jawline. Jesus Christ, I felt faint from the sight of the blood trickling down her face, but the sobs tearing from her throat were much worse . . . 

	“Princess,” I whispered. I was afraid to touch her—to hold her. I didn’t know what she’d do—how she’d react. “Come here,” I begged, falling to my knees. I tried to pull her to me but she scrambled away. Resting my bloodstained hands on my thighs, I took a trembling breath and bowed my head. “It’s me, baby,” I whispered. “It’s Kyle.”

	“Kyle,” she whispered.”

	“Yeah, princess,” I choked out. “I’m here.”

	I felt her small hand touch mine. Two arms wrapped around my neck as she curled herself onto my lap. “Kyle,” she cried. “Kyle . . . Kyle . . . Kyle . . .”

	“Shh, baby. I got you,” I whispered as I wrapped my arms around her. “I got you, baby. I got you.”

	“Don’t leave me,” she hissed, clutching me frantically. I could feel the hot, wet blood filling the palm of my hand where I was cupping her cheek. She wasn’t bleeding heavily, but she was still bleeding.

	Another scar.

	“Give me your shirt,” I demanded as I rubbed Lee’s trembling body. Ted passed me his shirt and I dressed her quickly.

	“You . . . saved . . . oh god . . . Hope. My baby . . .” she mumbled.

	“Shh, baby, don’t talk,” I crooned as I held her on my lap. “Just rest, Hope is with Derek. She’s safe. You’re safe.”

	I hated the words.

	They felt toxic.

	I had no fucking idea of what he’d done to her. Her body was bruising. Her face was covered in blood. “I need to get her to a hospital,” I said more to myself than anyone.

	“No,” Lee screamed as she shook harder. “No . . . no . . . no hospitals,” she sobbed. “None.”

	When I tried pulling back to look at her, she wailed and covered her face with her hands. “Don’t look at me,” she hissed. “I’m hideous.”

	“You’re fucking beautiful,” I whispered.

	“I’m a monster,” she screamed. “My whole body.” She scratched at her face and wailed. “My face . . . Oh god. I’m ruined.”

	“No,” I hissed. “You’re perfect.”

	“Where’s your mother, Lia?” I heard Ted ask and Lee sobbed harder.

	“I’m here, Ted,” I heard Tracy say as she staggered into the kitchen.

	I watched in confusion as Ted rushed over to Tracy and wrapped his arms around her. He held her in such a way that made me want to turn away from them.

	“He’s my father, Kyle,” Lee sobbed. “He’s the boy from her hometown.”

	“Ted?” I asked in a shocked tone.

	Lee nodded and cried harder.

	I turned to glare at them. “Are you?” I demanded, glaring at Ted. “Are you her father?”

	He nodded once. “I’m sorry, Lia,” he choked out. “I failed you.”

	“Let me get this straight,” I snarled. “You watched her dying after the shooting and fucking knew there was a possibility that you were a match.” I shook my head in disgust. “How could you do that? How the hell could you allow her to live in that house? What kind of a man are you?”

	“I was trying to protect Tracy,” he said in a weary tone. “You should understand better than anyone, Kyle, just how far a man will go to save the woman he loves.”

	“Not when it involves letting the woman I love die,” I barked. “Does Mora know about this?”

	“No,” Ted muttered. “I was with De . . . Tracy for most of my teenage years. When her parents died, and she moved away, I turned to Mora . . .” Ted shook his head and wiped his brow. “You have to understand, I searched everywhere for Tracy,” he choked out. “By the time we met again, I had a wife and a baby.”

	“She was my sister,” Lee sobbed.

	“Yes,” Ted husked. “And she loved you fiercely, Lia.”

	“I didn’t know he had a family, Lia,” Tracy sobbed. “I didn’t know about Cam and Mora, I swear.”

	“She’s telling the truth,” Ted added quietly. “I lied to her in order to have her. And then I followed her . . .”

	“Please don’t hate me, Lia,” Tracy sobbed. “I love you so much . . .”

	“Just stop it, the both of you,” I snapped. “Shut the fuck up for a second and let her breathe.”

	“I’m sorry, Kyle,” Ted whispered.

	“Don’t apologize to me,” I spat. “Every fucking sorry that comes out of your mouth for the rest of your life should be for Lee and for Cam and Mora . . .”

	“Del . . . ia,” Jimmy coughed as he slowly dragged himself up to lean against the wall. I went to move, but Lee clung to me like a monkey. “Help . . .”

	“What’s wrong with him?” Lee wailed as she tucked her face into my neck. “Make him stop talking to me . . .”

	“He’s having a heart attack,” Ted replied, without a hint of sympathy in his voice.

	I reached for my phone and Tracy grabbed it out of my hand. “Don’t,” she hissed. “Let him die.”

	“But . . .”

	“Kyle,” Tracy said in a firm tone. “You need to get out of here.”

	I shook my head. “We can’t just let . . .”

	“Tracy’s right,” Ted snapped as he turned his gaze on me. “You need to take your wife and run. Get the hell out of here and do not go home until I call you. Do it now, Kyle.”

	Climbing to my feet, I lifted Lee into my arms and, for the first time in my life, I did exactly what I was told to do.

	I ran.
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	I lay on my side, watching the night creep into the sky.

	I couldn’t remember the day.

	I didn’t know the time.

	All I could feel was the fear.

	Kyle rotated between sitting at the edge of the bed and pacing the floor. Finally, after what seemed an age, his phone rang.

	“Yeah,” I heard him whisper and a few minutes later the sound of the motel room door closing as he slipped outside. Scrambling into a sitting position, I watched the door until he returned.

	“Well?” I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. I couldn’t bear to know. I had never been as afraid for another person in my life as I was in this moment.

	“He’s dead.”

	“No,” I screamed as I scrambled off the bed and ran towards him. He caught me as I lunged myself into his arms and held me tightly. “I won’t let them take you,” I cried as my fists knotted in his shirt. “I won’t Kyle. You saved me. That’s all. You saved me.”

	“No one is going to take me,” he whispered.

	Pulling my face back so he could see my face, Kyle kissed my forehead. I shuddered from the tenderness in his touch. “I’m not leaving you. Ever.”

	“They’re going to arrest you, Kyle,” I cried. “Your fingerprints. The blood . . .”

	“I didn’t kill him, Lee,” he whispered as he exhaled a shuddering breath. “It was the heart-attack. They told . . .” he paused and rubbed his face with his palm. “He died of heart-failure.”

	Staggering backwards, Kyle sank onto the bed and I wrapped myself around him, clinging to him for dear life. “Your mother’s been released from the police station,” he whispered. “She explained what happened—she told them what he did to her.”

	“Is she okay?” I whispered, feeling terrified for her. I knew she’d lied to me, but I just couldn’t be mad at her. I loved her . . . 

	“She’s okay, baby,” he husked. “She’s been examined and she’s not being charged with anything.”

	“Really?”

	“He raped her, Lee,” Kyle choked out. “His semen was inside of her and Ted took the blame for Jimmy’s bruises. They never named us. We’re okay, I promise. You’re safe. “

	“What about you?” I whispered.

	He nodded his head. “Yeah baby, I’m safe.”

	“Do you think we could get scissors?” I asked him.

	Kyle frowned. “There’s one in the first-aid box under the sink,” he husked. “I saw it when I was getting sterile wipes for your face.”

	“I need you to cut it off for me,” I told him, gesturing to the matted clumps of hair on my head. “Please,” I sobbed. “I need to clean the cuts and it’s hurting so much.”

	“Okay baby,” he whispered. “I’ll make it go away.”

	Slowly and with extreme cautiousness and gentleness, Kyle began to cut my hair, shearing what was left of my long curls until they fell in a pile at my feet. He then began to bathe my hair with antiseptic bandages.

	“How does it look?” I asked through clenched teeth. “Is it badly burned?”

	He was silent for so long I thought it must have been awful and he didn’t want to tell me. Then he whispered, “The burns aren’t as bad as I thought.” He sighed and dropped his face to my neck. “I love you so fucking much,” he whispered against my neck. His fingers scorched my skin and I wanted his burn. “Come with me.”

	I followed Kyle into the bathroom where he turned on the shower. He sat me on the toilet and knelt in front of me. “Baby,” he whispered. “I need to know. Did he . . . were you. . . . Did that man rape you?”

	I shook my head as the tears fell down my cheeks. “You came in time.” I cupped his cheek with my hand and wiped his tears away with my thumb. “You saved me.”

	I’d never heard a man sigh in such relief as I did in that moment.” Let me clean you, baby,” he husked. “Let me wash it all away.”
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	“She was my sister, Kyle,” Lee choked out, her voice laced with pain. “Cam was my sister . . . how do I deal with that?”

	“It changes nothing about how you felt for Cam or how she felt for you,” I told her, unsure of what to say. Lee’s whole world had been turned upside down in the last twenty-four hours. My life had been turned upside down. Jesus . . .”You both loved each other like sisters. Don’t let this change your memories . . .”

	“You would have killed him for me,” Lee sobbed as I held her under the water. “You would do that for me.”

	“I told you before,” I whispered as I pulled her closer to me, tightening my hold on her. “There’s not much I wouldn’t do for you, Lee Carter. I would take the whole world down.”

	“Make love to me, Kyle,” she whispered against my chest. “Wash it all away. Clean me.”

	My whole body shuddered as I hoisted her into my arms and opened the shower door. “No,” she whispered, pressing her hand against the door to halt me. “Now. Here, I need you right now.”

	“I don’t want to hurt you,” I confessed.

	She was hurt.

	I fucking knew she was . . . 

	“I need my husband,” she begged. “I need my husband inside of me. None of your touches hurt me. They heal me.”

	Sliding down until I was sitting on the shower floor, I lifted her onto my lap. She pressed herself onto my erection and I slipped inside.

	I wasn’t sure if I should be doing this.

	I stayed still and waited for her to make the next move.

	“No one,” she sobbed as she leaned forward and curled herself against my chest. “No one gets to take this away. I gave this to you. No one else. Never anyone else.”

	Wrapping my arms around her I held her to my chest. “I love you so goddamn much.”

	“I am yours,” she wept as she buried her face in my neck. “You’re the only one allowed to do this Kyle.”

	“I know, baby,” I coaxed as I held her to me. “I know.”

	“I’m pregnant, Kyle,” she confessed. “Dr. Michaels told me this morning. Six weeks.”

	My heart soared before stopping dead in my chest.

	Oh no . . . 

	Jesus, no . . . 

	“Lee,” I said as calmly as I could while everything inside of my body churned. “We need to get you to a hospital, baby.” Lifting her off me, I pulled us both to our feet. “You need to see a doctor straight away.”

	“I’m okay, Kyle,” she told me. “I’m sure of it.” She pressed her hand to her stomach. “I protected him,” she whispered.

	“I’m sure you did, baby,” I coaxed as I helped her out of the shower and wrapped a towel around her frail body. “But I’m not taking the risk.”
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	“Jesus Christ, guys,” Derek shouted out in relief the moment I opened the front door of our house and helped Lee inside, keeping my arm wrapped around her waist tightly.

	We’d gone straight from the motel to the hospital and the relief I’d felt when the doctor in the ER assured us she was still pregnant had been overwhelming. I didn’t know what to say though. I was fucking thrilled, but after the day we’d put down I doubted Lee wanted to celebrate . . . 

	“Are you okay?” he demanded.

	Rushing towards us, Derek wrapped his arms around the both of us and shuddered. “Mike told me everything,” he choked out. “I’ve never been so scared in all my life, guys.” His eyes locked on mine and I nodded silently, letting him know I was okay.

	“He’s dead,” Lee whispered, allowing Derek to hold her. I felt nothing but relief about that fact. After what Jimmy had done, I was worried she’d be terrified of men again. “It was all a trap,” she sobbed, wrapping her arms around Derek’s neck. “Everything’s changed, Derek . . .”

	Releasing her, I stepped away and gave them space. I needed to see Hope. I had to. When I opened the door of her nursery and saw her sleeping soundly in her crib my eyes welled up with tears. Jesus . . . 

	I could have lost everything today.

	When I made it back to hallway, I looked through the doorway of the lounge and saw Lee sitting on the couch with a glass of water in her hands.

	“Was he telling the truth?” Derek asked quietly as he came to stand beside me. “Did you sign everything over to your dad?”

	“Every last dime,” I whispered. “And I have no fucking clue of what I’m gonna do now, man.”

	“You’ll make a plan,” Derek said softly. “You always do.”

	“Lee’s pregnant,” I told him.

	“I know,” he sighed. “I just hope . . .”

	“It won’t happen again?”

	“Yeah.” Derek shivered.

	“How’s fatherhood?” I asked, desperately trying to distract myself from the fear of Lee suffering another miscarriage.

	“I’m going to make it right, Kyle,” Derek said in a serious tone. “My son deserves a proper family and that’s what he’s gonna get.”

	“Good luck tryna get Karen to agree,” I chuckled humorlessly.

	“It shouldn’t be too hard,” he mused. “Considering she’s downstairs in my bed.”

	My head snapped up. “For real?”

	“I promised Jordan I’d be there for him,” Derek replied. “That promise extends to his mother.”

	“Are you sure you’re ready for this?” I asked. “The commitment and dedication?”

	“Well,” he chuckled. “I’ve been committed and dedicated to your family for long enough. I figure it’s time to focus on my own family.”

	“Good for you, man,” I whispered.

	“Yeah,” Derek sighed, patting me on the back. “I’m gonna hit the sack. You guys should, too.”

	I waited for the basement door to close before I joined Lee in the lounge. “Hey princess,” I said gently, sinking down on the couch beside her and pulling her onto my lap. “You feeling okay?”

	“I’m all right, Kyle,” Lee whispered as she snuggled against my chest. “I’m just a little overwhelmed.”

	I don’t blame you . . .”I need to tell you something,” I confessed. “You need to know this, but I don’t want you to worry, okay?”

	“What is it?” Lee asked in a gentle tone.

	“Do you think you would be together if we had met in other circumstances?” I asked in a gruff tone, continuing before she had a chance to respond. “Do you think you could have loved me if I had nothing?”

	“Are you . . . how can you . . .” She shook her head in confusion.

	“I’m broke, Lee,” I confessed, my voice strained. “I didn’t just sign the hotels over to David, I signed over everything. Every fucking thing I own with the exception of Thirteenth Street.”

	Clenching my eyes shut I exhaled a ragged breath. “It’s all gone, princess.”

	“I love you,” she replied simply. “Not your wallet.”

	“I know you do, baby,” he muttered. “But there’s Hope and you’re pregnant again, and I want you to have everything.” I shook my head in disgust. “We both know what it’s like to grow up with jack shit. I don’t want that for our children, and I sure as hell don’t want that for you.” My whole body shuddered. “I don’t have a plan, Lee,” I admitted gruffly.

	“Well I do,” she whispered as she leaned forward and grabbed a letter from the coffee table before thrusting it into my hands.

	Holy fucking shit balls.

	“Well aren’t you are full of fucking surprises?” I chuckled as I stared down at the bank statement of Lee’s personal account showing she had one hundred thousand dollars in savings. “I’d totally forgotten about this.”

	“I kept it,” she said proudly. “Every penny.” She covered my hand with hers. “Take it. I trust you.”

	Twisting in my arms, she cupped my face in her small hands and whispered, “I would follow you to the ends of the earth.” Leaning in, she kissed me softly before pulling back. “Let’s make the next place we go an adventure.”

	“We’re going to have to start from the ground up, baby,” I told her. “It’s not gonna be easy.”

	“You’ve never been afraid of work, Kyle, and neither have I,” she countered steadily. “We can do this. We’re a team.”

	“I love you, Lee,” I whispered.

	“I love you, too, Kyle,” she replied softly. “We’ll survive,” she added. “We always do.”
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	Standing in front of the mirror, I forced my eyes to meet my reflection. I didn’t recognize the woman staring back at me, but in a way, I took peace from that knowledge.

	Raising my hand to my cheek, I ran my finger down the rigid, angry looking scar that trailed from my cheekbone to my jaw.

	My fingers shadowed over the small scabs that were littered over my forehead.

	Removing the soft silken scarf from my hair, I let it slip through my fingers and inhaled deeply before studying my new image.

	I wasn’t exactly bald, it was more like Karen’s pixie crop, but the patches where my hair had burnt completely away had left dark rusty colored scabs and scales.

	My hands lowered, settling over my stomach and I smiled. The life that pumped from my heart to the heart in my womb gave me strength. It gave me courage. The courage to embrace the new path my life had taken. It gave me clarity.

	He didn’t win.

	Inhaling deeply, I relished the taste of air in my lungs. I savored the feeling my heart pump blood around my body. I took an abnormal amount of pleasure in the feel of the soft carpet beneath my feet, the movement of pulse against my fingers and the ability to wiggle my toes.

	Swaying side to side, I sighed in bittersweet contentment as I basked in the heat against my back as the sun shone through our bedroom window, bringing with it a new day. Another day on this earth. In this lifetime I was here. I’d made it. My demons were defeated. My body had taken the brunt force of their attack, but my mind had survived and I would forever look on the bright side.

	Biting down on my bottom lip, I allowed myself to feel without fear . . . 

	Two arms came around my middle, resting on my hands over my stomach, and the feeling of happiness inside of me elated into a state of euphoria. Leaning my back against his chest, I concentrated on the feel of his strong heartbeat, on his warm skin, on the sheer volume of love that enveloped us.

	My hero.

	My lifeline.

	Just as he’d always been.

	Opening my eyes, my eyes locked on his blue eyes. Our reflections were intertwined, just like our hearts—our lives. The dimple in his cheek. The smell of him . . . 

	“Gorgeous,” he whispered. I watched as his eyes roamed over my body. There was no horror or revulsion in his eyes, just a deep look of hunger.

	A look of love.
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	“What time is Kyle supposed to be picking us up?” Karen asked as she battled my old duvet into submission before squeezing it into a black bin bag.

	“About an hour ago,” I said with a smirk. “Which means Lee’s with him, and he’ll probably be another three.” I made a car squeaking noise, which caused Karen’s eyes to bulge.

	“In broad daylight?” She raised a quizzical brow, her tone skeptical. “They wouldn’t dare.”

	“Karen,” I chuckled. “Believe me when I tell you, broad daylight has never bothered those two.”

	“Spoken like a man who’s had to endure a spectacle or two,” she teased.

	“More like four or five,” I muttered, mentally blocking out the image of Kyle’s naked ass banging into Lee from my mind. “The perks of living with newlyweds . . .” I paused and scratched my head. “Scratch the newlywed’s statement. They’ve been like this since they met.”

	“They really love each other, don’t they?” she asked with a dreamy expression on her face.

	“Yeah, sweetheart, they really do,” I replied as I grabbed the side of my mattress and lifted it off my bed. “I honestly don’t think his heart can beat without hers . . . and the same goes for her.” I shook my head and shuddered. “It’s like a death sentence.”

	“It’s rare,” Karen corrected me as she folded an old pair of jeans and stuffed them into the bag with my duvet. “What they’ve been through and survived? What they’ve done to protect each other . . . their love is extreme. Intense, emotive and incredibly humbling. They have the kind of love you read about in storybooks.”

	“Or see in horror movies,” I countered, not agreeing with Karen’s theory one bit. Her mind was up in the clouds if she truly believed Kyle and Lee’s life was a fairytale.

	“True,” she conceded with a small grin. “But they give me hope.”

	I hauled the mattress off the bed and propped it against my bedroom wall. “Hope for what?”

	“For you,” she replied simply and my whole body shivered in excitement. “For us.”

	“Karen, I . . .” I choked on the words she wanted to hear. “I . . . I . . . they give me hope, too,” I added lamely, feeling like a dick because I couldn’t get the words out. “I . . .” I tried again, but the stupid damn word got stuck in my throat.

	“I know how you feel about me, Derek,” she whispered softly. “You’ve shown me. The words will come with time.”

	I exhaled harshly and forced myself to vocalize how I felt. She deserved the words. She was the words. She’d given me the best month of my life and I couldn’t fucking wait to move in with her and Jordan. “I loved you when you were a scrawny sixteen-year-old,” I choked out. “And I love you now.”

	The weight I’d been carrying around for a month lifted from my shoulders and it felt like the final piece of my puzzle had fallen into place.

	“Finally,” she shrieked as she jumped over the pile of crap separating us and threw herself into my arms. “I love you, too, Derek Porter,” she told me, stroking my cheek with her hand. Reaching up on her toes, she placed a soft kiss to my lips before pulling back and admitting, “I never stopped.”

	Grinning sheepishly, I ran a hand through my hair. “I’m gonna give you a storybook love that beats the hell out of Lee’s . . .” I paused and gestured around at the mess. “Just as soon as you help me tidy my room.”

	“Nice,” she chuckled as she patted my chest. “Let me grab some more bags.”

	She stepped out of my arms and I watched in weightless contentment as she skipped out of my room, humming softly—but not so much to herself. When I recognized the tune as the wedding march I snorted and called out, “Is that a hint?”

	“Is that a proposal?” I heard her shout back.

	Shaking my head, I laughed to myself, my laugh dying off when my eyes landed on the plain white envelope lying on top of my bed. What the hell? I didn’t remember stashing any cash under there.

	Tearing open the plain white envelope, I removed the paper inside before crumpling the envelope into a ball and tossing it on the floor. I sank down on the bed, my legs giving away, my heart thundering in my chest, when I realized whose handwriting was sprawled on the paper . . . 

	 

	28th June 2013 <–(I’m dating this letter because god only knows when you’ll flip your mattress again! PS: please flip it after reading this. It stinks.)

	 

	Derek,

	There are so many things I want to say to you. So many things I need to explain, but as you’ve guessed, I’m being a coward and writing everything down instead of telling you to your face, because if I had to face you, right at this moment, I’d probably cry and beg you to forgive me and that wouldn’t be fair on either of us. I want you to forgive me . . . of course I want your forgiveness, but not until you know the truth . . . not until I give you the answers you deserve.

	You were right when you said I wasn’t myself back in January, babe, and you were right about something else, too. I didn’t fall in love with Mike. I am not in love with Mike and I didn’t choose him over you. I guess this makes no sense, and I’m probably ruining everything by telling you this now, but I can’t lie to myself anymore babe, and you deserve the truth.

	I have so many secrets, Derek. They’re destroying me and you need to know . . . Oh god, I can’t believe I’m writing this down . . . I guess I better start at the beginning:

	Do you remember when we first met? I answered the advert you and Kyle had put on the student notice board in C.U.

	 

	WANTED: Female roommate with smoking bod, to share house with two male freshmen. Preferably single, smoker, and NO DRAMA. Call Derek 555–38474

	 

	I remember phoning you just to see if you were as big a douchebag as your advert implied, and it turned out that you were. I fell in love with your sense of humor on the phone that day. And when I moved in I didn’t see Kyle, or any other guy. My heart stopped in my chest when I first saw you.

	Your eyes!

	Derek, you need to know that you have the most mesmerizing green eyes I have ever seen. I was eighteen years old and when you looked at me, your eyes alone burned a hole clean through my heart. And when you smiled at me in the hallway . . . Oh, Derek, when you smiled at me, I was yours. I never told you that because I didn’t think about it much at the time, but the truth is I’ve been yours since freshman year.

	You became my best-friend, Derek. You were the first man I’d met who treated me like an actual person, not just a model. You wanted me, the real me on the inside, and you made sure I knew it. You challenged me daily. You treated me as your equal, made me feel like I was the only girl in the world, made my sides hurt from laughing at your jokes, made me gain four pounds with your cooking, and then you delivered the knockout punch to my heart when you lost that stupid bet the night of my birthday. Ha, you were always terrible at poker. I still can’t believe you went through with it . . . I loved the fact that when you asked me why I chose a penguin, you didn’t laugh at my response. You didn’t even protest. I was so impressed. I remember what you told me, when I explained my choice of animal. You told me . . . you said it was okay that I got to brand your ass—that you didn’t mind because you were going to brand my belly with your babies one day . . . And then you went outside, jumped over the garden wall, and stole a pebble from the neighbor’s yard.

	I still have it.

	It’s in my pocket as I write this. I guess that statement brings me to my confession . . . 

	I’ve learned a lot in these past few months. I’ve learned that time doesn’t heal. It just keeps the wound open. Truth heals. So here is my truth . . . 

	Do you remember when we ate those dodgy lamb kebabs on our way home from Louisiana? We were both barfing for two days straight . . . I freaking told you that place looked nasty, but you didn’t listen to me . . . sorry, I’m rambling . . . the food poisoning must have messed with my pill. I was pregnant in January, Derek, and as you can guess I’m not now.

	I had a termination, Derek.

	I terminated our child and I can’t take it back. I can’t fix what I did. I would if I could, but shit doesn’t work like that. Please don’t stop reading. I know you’re mad, but please, I’m begging you to finish this letter.

	I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m so freaking sorry . . . I know there are no words to make this up to you. I understand that and I’m not looking for sympathy. My actions are irredeemable. You probably never want to see me again and that’s understandable. I understand if you hate me. But you need to know my reasons . . . no, my excuses. That’s the most honest word. I didn’t have reasons. I had excuses.

	I found out the day before Christmas, my period was a couple of days late and I took a test the morning of the party. I was going to tell you, I wanted to, but then Lee got sick, Kyle went AWOL, and you were so mad at Kyle for being so, and I quote, fucking irresponsible . . . All I could think at the time was ‘Lee and Kyle are having a baby. At their age. With an unstable relationship.’ I remember you ranting on for hours about how stupid Kyle was to go bareback. You were so disgusted with him for messing his and Lee’s life up, I could hardly shout ‘surprise, I’m pregnant, too.’ Ugh . . . We were on the cusp of graduating. We had an amazing future ahead of us and lamb kebabs and a phone call wiped it all away . . . 

	The morning after new year’s day, the morning I freaked out on you (I know you remember the morning I’m talking about, because after I threw your phone at your head, I went back into your bedroom and cut the ass out of your best jeans before feeding your shelf of food to Bruno, and burning your philosophy assignment) was the morning I planned to tell you. When I finally worked up the courage to tell you, (I figured telling you while you were showering was best because if you freaked out the water could cool you off) your phone rang. Brace yourself . . . 

	You have a child, Derek. There’s a girl from your hometown in Idaho who claims you’re the father of her three-year-old son. She’s telling the truth. I know she is. I heard it in her voice. Her words were brutal, torture to hear, but she spoke nothing but the truth. She knows things about you, Der, which makes me wonder just how close the two of you were before you met me. I know she loves you, Derek. She told me as much when I cussed her out. She told me everything. About how you’ve known her your entire life. About how your parents are best-friends and you’re best-friends with her brother. About how she’d made a terrible mistake in keeping the truth from you and how she was prepared to fight for you. That letting you go was her biggest regret. That she was “sorry” if it hurt me, but you deserved to choose. Me, or her and your son. Your son . . . I knew I’d lost the moment she mentioned your son. You were lost to me. I lost the will to fight for our relationship. Every doubt, worry and insecurity I have ever felt about myself roared to the surface of my mind and all I could think at the time was: How can I compete with her? How can I keep him? In my mind, there was nothing I could do to top that.

	If I had one do-over day in my life, then that day would be it. I shouldn’t have answered your phone. I wish to god I could forget what she said. I wasn’t going to tell you about her because I was so mad at you—I even deleted your call list so you wouldn’t see her number—for ruining our future. For giving her what you had promised was my right to give you. And with her for ruining my happy-ever-after. For stealing it—taking you away from me. Even though you don’t know it yet, that girl took a piece of you away from me that morning. I felt robbed. I feel robbed. She had me beat. She held the trump card and you know how self-centered I am. I could never share you—least of all with a woman who, in her own words, was as deeply in love with you as I was . . . 

	After I stormed out of the house, and when the anger and shock had faded, I started to worry about what you would think when I told you about the little boy, and that I was pregnant . . . 

	Would you think I’d done it on purpose, to keep you?

	Would you think I was trying to trap you?

	Would you hate me for being the second woman to tie you down with a child?

	Your mom hates me, she thinks I’m a slut, would this affect your decision?

	What if I got sick like Lee and lost our baby, would you run off to Idaho to be with her?

	Would I become second best?

	And if that happened, could I live with it?

	I drove to the hospital and sat and watched Lee sleeping. My best friend who was lying in a hospital bed, fighting for her life, for the life of her child . . . I studied the black circles under her eyes, thought about the unknown future she had ahead of her, all the shit Kyle had put her through, and what being second best had done to her. I couldn’t confide in anyone. My mind obsessed about everything negative, everything bad that could happen, and I went home, made an appointment with the clinic, packed a bag, and left The Hill.

	I know telling you how it was for me doesn’t change what I did, but I was scared stiff, Derek. I was freaking terrified. Lee had just had her miscarriage . . . and then I find out you already have a child. I wasn’t thinking clearly. Fear and anger were what pushed me into making the worst decision of my life. If it makes any difference, you should know that I regret it. Every single second of every single day. I wish I’d told you . . . I needed you so much—your calm, rational thinking. I was so upset, angry and afraid. Nothing was logical in my mind at the time. I acted on impulse and I fucked my whole life up—I allowed my jealousy and insecurity to sabotage my future . . . 

	I was so numb afterwards. So cruel. I took my pain out on all of you. I was a complete bitch to you and Kyle . . . I purposefully bullied Lee because I was jealous of her. Of her strength. I hated myself for my weakness. I’d made a decision I wasn’t in the right frame of mind to make and I couldn’t take it back . . . I watch you with Hope, when you think no one’s paying attention, and it makes my heart squeeze so damn tight because that should have been us. It could have been us, Derek . . . You’re not the type of man who walks away from his responsibilities. You’ve never been that type of man and I’ve always known that. I should have known that. I should have believed in you.

	I should have believed in myself . . . I love you. I love you. I love you. I am crazy in love with you, Derek Andrew Porter. If I could write out a whole page worth of I love yous and sorrys, I would, but the ink in this pen is running low and you knowing everything is more important because I’m running out of time.

	 

	I went home to my parents after the phone call, stayed with them before . . . The night before my procedure, I overheard my father talking on the phone. You won’t fucking believe this, babe. He was talking to Lee’s mom! I’m not joking. At first, I thought I was losing my mind, I mean the woman’s been dead with over nineteen years, but then he said something, something that triggered a memory. He called her Dee-Dee and that’s when I knew. It was her. And then the memories I never knew I had flooded me . . . 

	I was three and half when Mrs. Bennett disappeared, but I remember the woman. I remember my father calling her Dee-Dee . . . and I remember him kissing her. Touching Lee’s mom. Touching Lee’s mom the way he was supposed to be touching my mom. I guess I must have blocked out those images, kids are good like that—resilient—but everything came back to me the second I heard Dad say her name. I confronted Dad about it and what he told me . . . I’m still sick to my stomach thinking about what he told me. He said . . . Dad says that Lee is my sister.

	She is my sister, Derek.

	My flesh and blood.

	All these years I had a sister, she had a family, and neither of us knew it. I lost it pretty badly with Dad. Slapped him in the face and left. I haven’t spoken to him since. I’ve been avoiding mom, too, because from what I can gather she doesn’t know about the affair—about Lee.

	I stayed in a motel for three days before I came home to The Hill. I needed time to process everything I learned. I still don’t think I’m fully me again. Too much too quickly. I can’t digest it, Der. I have a sister and I have a niece. Hope . . . Hope is my flesh and blood . . . Oh my fucking god, Der, if Lee marries Kyle (which I’m fairly certain is going to happen any day now) then Kyle will be my brother-in-law! How screwed up is that?

	I want to tell Lee. I know I should, but I can’t. I can’t do it to her, Derek. If she knew that she suffered all these years for no good reason, how the hell would she cope? Her mother is a coward and our father is an even bigger one. She won’t want to hear any of this, and I can’t bear to be the one to tell her. You’re the only person who knows. You’re the only person I can tell. Please don’t tell her. She will never forgive her mother. She’ll hate me. I can live with a lot of things, Derek, but Lee hating me is not one of them. It would kill me. It’s killing me now, knowing that you hate me . . . 

	I know I need to make this better and the only way I can think of doing that is to leave you guys alone. So I’m leaving, babe. I booked a flight to Dublin and I’m leaving tonight. On my own. There’s no more Mike. Oh god, Derek, I have so many regrets. But the one thing that you need to know is that I did not leave you for Mike. He was a poor choice, influenced by alcohol and guilt. After I did what I did, I knew I didn’t deserve you. I also knew that I couldn’t accept your son. That’s a selfish statement, but it’s the truth. She told me she was moving to Boulder, and I had to separate myself from you. From the moment she knocked on our door with your child. I couldn’t deal with it. That’s how I felt back then. I don’t feel like that anymore. I’ve realized that there’s not much I wouldn’t do–or couldn’t handle—in order to be with you . . . I used Mike as my escape. He was the easier option. At the time, I needed you to hate me, and you hating me over a lie seemed more bearable than you hating me over the truth . . . 

	Please look after Lee while I’m away. I have a feeling Rachel will be back. That crazy bitch needs to be locked up before she kills someone. I know that sounds weird, but I have this niggling feeling in the pit of my stomach. I’m scared for her, Der. She’s only a kid, who has a kid, who’s in love with an over-grown kid.

	So there it is. My truth. I left you to protect you from me . . . from ever having to find out what I did. I’m hoping this letter gives you some semblance of peace—of closure. I’m also hoping when you read this, you’ll find it in your heart—somehow—to forgive me and use the ticket. (There’s a ticket in the envelope I know you crumpled up and dumped on the floor.) If you can’t, I understand. But I really hope you do, because I truly can’t see my future without you by my side. I just want you to be happy Derek. You deserve happiness in your life. You deserve love and kindness, and a woman who will adore you as much as I do. But if the time comes that you feel like you can love me again, or even look at me, I’ll be waiting. I’m placing the pebble you gave me into this envelope with the hope that you’ll return it to me. I’ll never stop searching the crowd for your face. Every night I go to sleep, I’ll think about you. I’ll close my eyes and smile because I’m dreaming of your green ones.

	 

	Bye baby,

	I love you and I’m so sorry,

	Camryn xx

	 

	PS: Could you tell Lee that I’m sorry about the photos I sent to her phone yesterday? She’ll know what you mean . . . Oh, and please tell Kyle that I know what he did to my six hundred dollar electrolysis machine. (I know you helped him break it, but I love you more than I love him, so I’m letting you off the hook.) Tell him it’s fucked and as penance for his crimes I expect their next child (because, let’s face it, he’ll probably have her knocked up by the time my flight lands) to be named after me. Boy or Girl. No exceptions.

	And for future reference please, for the love of all things holy, do not use electrical items with water. I don’t care how hilarious you guys think it is to shock one another and shout ‘clear.’ It’s not funny, it’s stupid, dangerous, and one of you is going to blow the house up—or each other. Stay away from the helium balloons at Dixon’s parties (you know why) oh, and if Kyle dares you to touch the toaster with a fork, don’t and I repeat don’t do it again. You’re not a ‘pussy’ if you say no, and don’t let him goad you into doing something you know is stupid. You know how influential he can be . . . dammit, the ink’s almost dried up . . . 

	Love you D.

	C x

	 

	“Derek, what is that? Derek, what’s wrong?”

	I could hear Karen speaking to me, but the blood roaring in my veins was drowning out her voice, drowning out all logic and common sense.

	I sat, frozen on my old bed, holding Cam’s letter in my hand, tracing my fingers over her handwriting. Dropping my head, I leaned forward and rested my elbows on my knees, my eyes glued to the sheet of A4 paper that held her final words. I love you . . . I was pregnant in January . . . I terminated our child . . . You’re my penguin . . . I’ll be waiting . . . 

	Her words floated around in my mind until I felt like I was going to explode. What the hell? I couldn’t process this. She never stopped loving me? She died while still in love with me?

	I glanced over at the crumpled up envelope but made no move to pick it up.

	I couldn’t.

	A plane-ticket. Dublin. My future. Our future. Goddammit . . . 

	Jordan’s face flickered in my mind and I flinched. Jesus Christ. How was I supposed to handle this? What was I supposed to do with this letter?

	“Jesus Christ, Cam,” I whispered, clenching my eyes shut, still feeling the tears slide down my cheeks. “Why are you still doing this to me?”

	“What about Cam?” Karen walked over to where I was sitting. Pushing my knees apart, she knelt between them, and cupped my cheeks with her hands. “Derek, talk to me,” she urged, her brown eyes full of concern.

	“Did you tell her?” I managed to choke out, forcing myself not to push her away from me.

	“No,” she whispered. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

	Suddenly her hands on my skin made me feel dirty. Her touch was making my skin crawl. ‘Liar,’ my mind hissed. Liar.

	Leaning away from her touch, I straightened my spine and glared down at where she was kneeling. “Did you tell Cam?”

	“W-what?” she stuttered. “Why are you bringing her . . . ?”

	“Did you tell Cam I had a son before you told me?” I demanded, praying she’d tell me the truth. Give me hope that we could somehow get past this.

	I needed the truth.

	I deserved the truth, not another fucking liar. Jordan’s voice calling me dad made me give her one more chance to confess. To have some fucking faith in me. “Did you tell my girlfriend I fathered your child before you told me?”

	“Of course not,” she replied in a nervous tone. “I didn’t know her.”

	“You’re sure?” I asked, my voice deathly quiet. “You’re absolutely certain you never spoke to Camryn Frey. Ever?”

	“I swear on my life I didn’t,” she told me—she looked in my fucking eyes and told me. “I promise, Derek, I’ve never spoken to her,” she vowed and my heart died in my chest.

	A block of ice encased it until it was frozen, blackened, gone . . . 

	Pushing her roughly away, I jerked to my feet and backed away from the stranger in front of my eyes. Tossing the letter at her, I balled my hands into fists and hissed, “Read it.”

	“I don’t want to . . .” she began to say, but I interrupted her, unable to listen to another word spill from her lips.

	“Read the fucking letter,” I roared, my chest heaving. “Read it.”

	With trembling fingers, I watched Karen unfold the letter. I kept my eyes locked on her face, watching for the moment her expression would falter–for the moment she realized I knew. It came in the form of a weak protest. “It wasn’t like that,” she protested. “I didn’t know . . .”

	“I’ll ask you one more time,” I said calmly. “Did. You. Tell. Cam. About. Jordan?”

	“Yes,” she admitted, her eyes filling with tears. “But I didn’t mean to . . .”

	Backing up until I felt the wall behind me, I allowed myself to sink to the floor. “You lied to me,” I whispered, eyes locked on hers. “Again.”

	“I didn’t mean to lie to you,” she sobbed, her voice frantic. “I just didn’t see the point of bringing up something that would tear you apart.”

	Crawling over to me, she grabbed for my hand. I pulled away. “Derek, you were so fragile,” she cried. “You were so broken . . . and I . . . I didn’t want to upset your recovery.”

	“Did you do it on purpose?” I asked her, not recognizing my own voice. I didn’t sound like me. My voice was blank, empty, and void of emotion. “Did you want revenge, Karen, to see me suffer? To make me hurt because you felt I deserted you? Did you want to see me bleed?”

	Karen flinched, but I didn’t pull her into my arms. I didn’t try to comfort her. I didn’t care anymore. Whatever feelings I had developed for her had evaporated, not because of Cam’s revelation, that I could have handled, but because of her lies. Because she could look me in the eyes, lie to my face, and live with it. “Get out,” I whispered. “Now.”

	“Derek,” she bawled. “Don’t . . . please don’t do this.”

	“Get the fuck away from me,” I snarled, forcing myself to stand and move away from her. “I need you to get away from me before I say something you’re not going to want to hear.”

	“I’m sorry,” she cried, clinging onto me. I stood frozen, unwilling to give her an inch. I would not give in.

	Not this time.

	Never again.

	The only two women I’d even given my heart to hurt me—fucking damaged me—so badly that I knew I would never do this again. I would never put myself in a situation like this for as long as I lived. I would take care of my son. That I would do. I would love him, but that was it. That’s as far as I would spread myself.

	“I love you,” she whispered.

	“You love me. She loves me,” I tossed back at her in a mocking tone. “Everyone seems to love me today.” I shook my head in disgust. “You fucked me over, Karen,” I snarled. “She fucked me over. She took my choices, my rights away from me . . . You took three years of son’s life from me. I’m done. It’s over.”

	“What about Jordy . . .”

	“Don’t you dare try and use my kid as a weapon against me,” I growled. “I’ll take care of my son in every way he needs me to, but I won’t live with a liar in order to be his father.”

	“So that’s it?” she demanded, wiping her eyes with the back of her hands. “You’re just giving up on us?”

	I opened my mouth to answer Karen when a shrill, agonizing scream cut through my thoughts. I stepped around Karen and ran for the front door.
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	Driving down Thirteenth Street, with my husband’s hand on my knee, I didn’t feel the usual sickly smothering fear that used to haunt me. Instead, I felt something inside of me slip into place.

	I inhaled deeply, breathing in the fresh mountainous air, reveling in the happiness inside of me. “What time did Karen and Derek say they’d be ready?” I asked, my voice sleepy from the heat of the sun hitting my face, warming more than just my skin. I had the love of my life beside me, the fruit of our love growing inside of me, and our Hope waiting for us at home. Home . . . 

	“About two hours ago,” Kyle murmured, his thumb drawing lazy circles on my bare knee. “I love you in this dress,” he said softly before turning his face to look at me. “Easier access.”

	“Enjoy it for the next six or so months,” I said wryly. “Because I have a feeling I’m going to have to put up a wall to keep you out.”

	Kyle laughed loudly. “Remember I told you I’d knock down all the walls. Even the ones you put up to keep me out.”

	“True,” I agreed. “But this is the last time.”

	Kyle rolled his eyes and grinned, his dimple puckering in his cheek, the expression he wore on his face called me a liar.

	“I mean it, Kyle,” I argued. “I’m not your personal baby-making machine.”

	“You’re my personal everything,” he scoffed before adding. “I’m glad we did this, baby.”

	“Did what?” I asked.

	“Had Hope so young.” Parking his car on the sidewalk in front our old house, Kyle unfastened his seatbelt, reached across the seat, and rubbed my swollen belly. His smile widened into a mega-watt smile. “When they’re raised we’ll still be young,” he paused before adding, “A gentleman’s family.” He wiggled his brow and smirked. “Who’d have thought, huh?”

	“Not me,” I replied nervously as I took the scan out of my purse. “So . . . ah . . . here’s the thing . . .” I handed him the sonogram. “Cam was kind of right when she said you had powerful genes in your jeans . . . surprise.”

	Kyle’s brow rose in disbelief and I fidgeted nervously with the clasp of my purse.

	“No fucking way.” Kyle’s eyes widened to saucers, unblinking, and completely focused on my scan. His gaze flickered to my belly and back to the sonogram. “Jesus, I’m like a machine.”

	“Good surprise or bad?” I held my breath while I waited for his answer.

	“It’s a good surprise, baby. An awesome surprise.” He blew out a breath and held my sonogram in front of his face. “I can’t believe we’re having twins again. What are the odds . . .” his voice trailed off as he studied the small rectangular black and white print. “That’s got to be some kind of record, right?” he murmured.

	“I know.” Wait, twins? I shook my head. “We’re not having twins Kyle.”

	“Sorry, princess,” he said, even though remorse was obviously something he wasn’t feeling, considering the shit-eating grin he was wearing on his face. “But we most fucking definitely are having twins.” Leaning closer, he pointed to one baby and then to another. “See?” He grinned. “Twins.”

	I pointed to another. “See.” I smirked. “Triplets.”

	Kyle’s mouth dropped open. “Triplets?” He swallowed roughly, his eyes dropped to the scan in his hands.

	“Three babies,” I said carefully, trying to gage his reaction. “That’s a lot, Kyle.”

	“That’s not a lot, Lee, that’s a litter.” He swung his gaze up to meet mine and his smile widened. “And triple the pregnancy hormones. Derek was right. I am the sperminator.”

	“Told you it wasn’t impossible,” he said with a smirk. “I knew it.”

	“Okay,” I teased. “I’m not sure I like this smug side of you.”

	“Yeah,” I teased as I unfastened my seatbelt. “Better start stocking up on body armor.”

	“Jesus, I’m in big trouble.” Leaning across the seat, Kyle used his hand to tug my chin up to meet his face and when our lips brushed, I sighed in absolute contentment and then I full on yawned . . . into his mouth.

	“Boring you, am I?” Kyle teased as he pulled back and smiled at me. “Or were you intentionally trying to suck the air from my lungs?”

	“Sorry,” I snickered. “And neither. I’m just happy.”

	“I’ll just get Derek and Karen,” he chuckled. “And then I’ll take your happy little ass out to buy all the necessary protective gear to keep me alive for the next few months.”

	Kyle started to climb out of the car, but I stopped him. “I’ll get them.”

	His brow rose in surprise. “You sure you want to go back in there? You’re positive?”

	“As my last pregnancy test,” I replied with a smirk. Kyle’s cocky grin made a reappearance as he nodded at the sonogram on the dashboard.

	Climbing out of the car, I strolled up the porch steps. Thoughts of my father flooded my mind, but I fought back against the guilt and walked forward. I pushed the sorrow away from my heart. I embraced our new reality. We were here in the now. Together. I had nothing to feel sad about. Cam’s face entered my head and I smiled because it wasn’t the god-awful image of her lying on the kitchen floor that had tormented the last year of my life. She was smiling at me. She was happy, at peace . . . My sister . . . 

	Loud voices were the first thing I was met with when I opened the front door and I found myself closing out the door quickly. “What’s up, baby?” Kyle called out from the car.

	“I think they’re doing it,” I hissed quietly, my eyes bugling when I heard Karen scream out the word finally.

	“What?” he shouted louder.

	“S.E.X,” I mouthed and pointed my thumb in the direction of the front door.

	Shaking his head, Kyle climbed out and walked around to the front of the car. He leaned his hip against the hood, shrugged his shoulders and smiled. “You’re so fucking cute when you blush like that.” He crooked a finger at me. “Come on down here, princess, and I’ll give you a reason to blush.”

	I stood on the porch steps, grinning like an idiot, reveling in the ecstatic happiness I was feeling.

	My smile faltered when I noticed the dark shadow of a man approaching my husband from behind. His face came into my vision and I blanched. The sharp blade of sliver he held in his hand caused my heart to pump violently and my feet to move quicker than my brain could process what was happening.

	Perry moved so fast, lunged at Kyle’s back with such speed, that I knew I was too late when I flung my hands in the air and screamed, “Kyle, get out of the way!”

	Kyle’s smile faltered, his brow creased, first in confusion and then in pain, as his hand reached up to clutch his neck. His eyes locked on mine and the fear I saw in those blue depths almost paralyzed me. He moved his hand from his neck, shock encompassing his features as he stared blankly at the blood dripping from his fingers.

	His eyes landed on mine once more and I could see the tears pooling in them, the pain-stricken awareness in his blue eyes, as he mouthed the words, “I’m sorry,” before dropping to his knees.

	“Kyle,” I screamed, rushing down the steps towards him on weakened knees. “Help me. Please . . . oh god, somebody help me . . .” Tripping over the last step, I landed on my hands and knees and crawled over to where my husband lay crumpled on the ground.

	His eyelids fluttered rapidly, his legs twitched, his body shuddered violently. Blood gushed from his neck, seeping onto my clothing, coloring me red. “Prin . . . cess.” He gasped for air as he reached up and cupped my cheek. His hand was trembling so much it shook my head. “Don’t . . . cry . . .”

	“Don’t leave me,” I begged, clenching my eyes shut, feeling them burn from the pressure of keeping my tears on the inside. This wasn’t the time for falling apart because Kyle wasn’t going to die. He couldn’t. It was not happening. Not after everything we’d been through. We were always breaking. Falling apart. ‘Forever we fall’ . . . 

	The unwelcome thought penetrated my mind and I quickly batted it away. We would not fall today. No more Pain. “Keep breathing, baby,” I sobbed as I pressed my hand to his neck and put pressure on the wound his blood was seeping from.

	He flinched, groaning in agony, but I didn’t remove my hand. I pressed harder against the deep laceration in his neck, holding his skin together, stemming the flow of blood with my hand, praying I could fix his broken pieces. Somehow heal him.

	This can’t be happening.

	This can’t be happening.

	The frantic throbbing pain in my chest was becoming unbearable and I used my free hand to clutch at my clothing, pulling it away from my chest so I could breathe. I didn’t help. ‘Please keep his heart beating, keep his lungs filling, keep his soul inside of his body,’ my silent plea reverberated inside of my mind, tormenting me until the hysteria festering inside of my brain bubbled to the surface and I cracked.

	“Oh god . . .” I felt a gush of warmth and wetness ooze between my fingers and I applied more pressure to the hand I had pressed against Kyle’s neck.

	The knife smeared with Kyle’s blood lay on the ground by my feet and I kicked it away quickly. “Why him?” I screamed, the words tearing from my throat, exposing my agony.

	I stared in confusion and despair at Perry’s retreating frame as I held Kyle’s body in my arms. “Why him?” Why not me?

	Perry didn’t answer me.

	He merely shook his head and he backed away slowly as if in a trance. I saw something in his eyes then, something that resembled regret, but it was too late . . . 

	“Lee . . .” I felt something cold–something freezing cold–touch my chest. Kyle’s hand, I realized and panic spread through my body. “Shh . . . baby . . . I got you.”

	“Don’t talk, baby,” I begged as I cradled his head to my chest. “Keep breathing, Kyle. Please just keep breathing . . .”

	“I’m . . . not . . .” he paused, gasping for air. Grabbing the back of my neck, he dragged my face to his. “Not . . . leaving you . . . not now . . . not ever.”

	“Jesus Christ, Kyle,” a familiar male voice howled in distress, followed by a woman’s piercing scream.

	“You bastard.” I heard Derek’s battle cry moments before he charged past us, chasing after Perry, who was now running down the street.

	I could hear Karen’s voice coming from somewhere behind me as she spoke about ambulances and hurrying, but I couldn’t turn around to check.

	The sound of sniffling alerted me to the fact that someone was kneeling on the ground beside me, sobbing quietly, stroking my arm–a gesture of comfort–but still I couldn’t check.

	I couldn’t do anything but keep my eyes on my husband and my fingers on his neck. I felt the air being squeezed from my lungs. The fear choking me. Burning me. I tried to catch my breath, to keep calm, but nothing happened.

	“Hold on, Kyle,” I wept, as I brushed his hair back from his face. “Hold on, baby.” I kissed his hair and rocked him in my arms. “There’s an ambulance coming.”

	“Lay him on his back, Lee,” a voice coming from my left said and I shook my head, protesting vehemently.

	“You need to lay him on his back,” the voice persisted. “He’s gonna bleed out if you keep jolting him.”

	A tsunami of guilt washed over my body as the awareness that I was doing more harm than good tore at my heart. Maneuvering Kyle as gently as I could, I kept my hand on his neck and placed him on his back.

	“Shh,” I whispered soothingly when I heard his weak mumbling protest. Hovering over his big beautiful body, I pressed a kiss to the corner of his mouth. “I’m not leaving you either,” I vowed, my free hand finding his. “Ever. I’m right here.”

	“Sing for me,” Kyle whispered as his body shook and his eyes rolled back in his head. Exhaling roughly, he flinched in pain and squeezed my hand. “Please, baby . . .” He held onto my hand with an almost frantic grip. “I need you to distract me . . .” He groaned and kicked his legs out as he forced himself to drag air into his lungs. “Keep me . . . with you.”

	I looked through tear-filled eyes at my husband as the first line of the first song he ever sang me fell into my mind and poured out of my mouth. “I’ve been loving you a long time.” I allowed my tears to flow freely as I covered his body with mine and half-cried-half-sang the lyrics of A Rainy Day in Soho by The Pogues.

	Kyle’s trembling hand clutched at my cheek, the other held onto my hand for dear life, and I poured my heart into the words I was whispering into his ear. I could smell his fear. My fear. It was pungent.

	Dread was strangling my heart and every word that came from my throat was torn, cut, and a silent prayer to god, to anyone who could hear me, to take this fear and dread away.

	Raising our joined hands to his face, I wiped the tears from his cheeks and kissed his forehead.

	The sound of a siren approaching caused me to cry out in relief. “I. . . I can’t remember the words,” I cried out franticly, my mind emptying as a state of blind panic set in. “I can’t remember the words, Kyle.”

	“Yes . . . you can.” He forced a small smile as he writhed on the ground, gasping–fighting–desperately for air. “Finish it.”

	Forcing myself to keep my eyes opened and focused on his, I forced the words out through my quivering lips.

	“You’re the measure of my dreams, Lee Bennett,” he whispered before his blue eyes fluttered closed. 

	His body stilled, his grip on my hand went slack, and when I screamed out I barely recognized the feral noise ripping from my throat.

	“Wake up,” I whimpered, shaking his motionless body. “Kyle, please,” I begged.

	Cupping his face with my free hand, I bent down and kissed his ice-cold lips. “Please, come back to me.” I felt hands on my shoulders, pulling me away from him, but I shrugged free and crawled back to him. “Stay with me.” My voice was rising to a high-pitched scream, but I couldn’t focus on that. “There’s no me without you,” I bawled.

	“Calm her down,” a harsh voice demanded. “Get her out of the way now.”

	A pair of strong hands clamped down on my shoulders and I was dragged away from Kyle’s body kicking and screaming. I futilely fought every step I was taken further from my husband, and when I heard Derek’s voice in my ear, begging me to calm down, to think of the baby, that if I didn’t calm down they were going to sedate me, it did nothing to ease the blackened, poisoned hatred that had taken up residence in my heart.

	“He’s going into cardiac arrest,” I heard someone shout in the distance, and it was in that exact moment I felt myself, my sanity, slip away from me.

	Gone. Blank. Empty.

	Something of great significance had separated from me. I had lost my mind.

	“Keep it clamped . . . keep it covered . . . got it . . .”

	The high-pitched keening noises that were scaring me were coming from my own throat, I knew this, but not even my hands on my mouth could make it stop—make me stop. I couldn’t stop this. They were wrong. This was all wrong.

	I concentrated on the voices, knowing something terrible was happening, but for the life of me I couldn’t make my mind remember . . . 

	“Clear.”

	Bang.

	“Nothing.”

	Screaming.

	“Clear.”

	Bang.

	“Nothing. Dammit, come on, kid.”

	Wailing.

	“Call it?”

	No, no, no . . . 

	“One more time.”

	Thank god . . . 

	“Clear.”

	Bang.

	“Nothing.”

	Heavy sighs.

	“Call it.”

	Quiet murmurs.

	“Time of d . . .”

	“NO.” My mind kick started in a panic and I lunged towards the crowd of people gathered in a circle, blocking me, keeping me from where I needed to be. From who I needed to be with. “Don’t you dare give up.”

	Derek’s arms around my body gave me no comfort and I scratched, bit and tore at his flesh as I tried to fight my way back to Kyle.

	“Let me go.” I screamed hysterically, struggling against his hold. “You don’t understand,” I roared. “He’s afraid. He’s scared of being on his own. I promised him. I promised I wouldn’t leave him.” I shook my head and tried to break free. “He’s fine,” I screamed so hard my voice cracked. “He was happy. Happy. We’re having triplets . . .” My voice broke and I clawed at my stomach. “He’s so happy. We’re going shopping later. Picking you up first . . . the babies. He’s happy. Don’t make me leave him.”

	Drawing on all my strength, I threw my head backwards and thrashed my body in a desperate bid to free myself from his hold. “Derek, get your hands off me . . .”

	“Please stop, Lee . . .” Derek begged. His voice broke and I flinched, digging my fingers into his arms, breaking the skin. “He’s . . . gone sweetheart. Kyle’s . . .” he choked on his words, crying hard and ugly. “He’s dead.”

	“No,” I roared, shaking my head. My vision blurred, my legs gave in and I fell to the ground vomiting. “He’s not dead,” I spat. “You’re a liar. He’s Kyle Carter. He can’t die.”

	On my hands and knees, I tried to scramble back to Kyle, but Derek caught me again. “Don’t touch me,” I screamed, kicking out at him, but Derek didn’t listen.

	Pulling me into his arms, he rocked me gently as another man hovered over me. My whole body stiffened. I felt the sharp sting of a needle piercing my neck and everything became blurry, light, with the exception of my heart. The darkness was looming, waiting for me to embrace it, to take the easy way out, but I knew I had to push back.

	“Kyle,” I whimpered, shaking my head to clear my mind. “Kyle . . .” I fought against the cloudy darkness trying to drag me under. Trying to take me away from Kyle.

	Taking me where? I blinked and stared blankly at my hands. Why am I bleeding?

	“Shh.” Someone kissed my head. “I’m here.” Someone held my tighter. It wasn’t Kyle. “I’m gonna take care of you,” I heard someone vow. Someone familiar. “I won’t leave you on your own, ice. I promise.”

	“You’re silly,” I mumbled groggily. “Silly Derek.”

	“I found Perry,” I heard Derek whisper in my ear and I stilled.

	“He’s dead, Lee,” Derek continued as he rocked me back and forth. “He paid.”

	He’s dead, Lee.

	He’s dead, Lee.

	He’s gone, sweetheart.

	He’s dead, Lee.

	He paid.

	“Who’s dead?” I mumbled drowsily. “Where’s Kyle?”

	My vision failed me, my body betrayed my hearts plea to fight, and I gave in to the overwhelming urge to close my eyes and sleep.

	“We’ve got a pulse,” was the last thing I heard before the darkness possessed me once more.
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	When I was little, I never dreamed about the things other children dreamed about. I knew fairy tales were exactly that; fairy tales. Pretend. Make believe. Lies. There would be no knight-in-shining-armor that would ride into my world on his white horse and rescue me. I made peace with that at a young age. I accepted the hand I’d been dealt.

	But then something extraordinary happened to me.

	Something much better than a knight with a white horse.

	When I was eighteen years old I ran away from home and straight into the arms of a hot-tempered, complicated, beautifully broken man. I fell in love with that broken man and he changed my world. He altered my mindset. I became a different person with him. He broke down my walls and picked up the pieces of my shattered childhood. He put me on a pedestal. He played me like a yo-yo. He made me feel safe . . . and then he snatched it all away. And then, when my whole world fell to pieces, he waded in and saved me. Put me back together again.

	He was my hero. He was my heartache.

	He was my best friend. He was my most frustrating antagonist.

	He was my biggest doubt and my truest conviction.

	He was my start, middle and end.

	I was bound to him.

	In life and in death.

	Forever and Always.

	When I was little, I never knew one person could feel the pain I have felt.

	When I was little, I never knew one person could feel the love I have felt . . . 

	“Mom!” The front door slammed loudly, causing me to jump, and I quickly closed the journal I’d been writing all my feelings and memories in for the past few years before stashing it away in a cupboard filled with cleaning sprays. The cleaning cupboard was the perfect hiding place in this house because, let’s face it, I was the only one who ever opened the door . . . 

	“It’s over,” Hope announced in a shrill tone as she stormed into the kitchen, threw her schoolbag on the table, and began to pace the floor in frustration. “He broke up with me, said he needs space,” she hissed, her voice laced with disgust. “Said he’d call me.” Hope unwound a white chunky knit scarf from her neck before dropping it on the table, along with her matching hat and blood red coat. “They broke him down, mom. I know they did.” Her almost-black hair fell in lush curls to the middle of her back, her cheeks were stained pink from—what I hoped was—the cold, her sapphire-blue eyes bulged in her oval shaped face, and her thinly shaped eyebrows were set in a deep frown, letting me know that she was mad. Burning mad.

	Oh boy . . . 

	“Why don’t you sit down and tell me what happened?” I asked, feeling incredibly confused.

	“He loves me. Jordan loves me, mom. I know he does,” she declared fervently.

	“I know he does, sweetheart,” I agreed. Hope didn’t need to make a believer out of me. She was preaching to the converted. Jordan Porter had been in love with my daughter since as far back as I could remember, and I thought—and I was the only one who thought this—they made a wonderful couple. “He’s a lovely boy.”

	“You know whose fault this is, don’t you?” she ranted, chest heaving, ignoring my question. “Who’s responsible for ruining my life?” She bit into her glove as she ripped it from her hand. “He finally scared him off,” she puffed as she dragged the other glove off. “And now I’m living in hell. In. Hell. Mom.”

	Flicking her long dark curls over her shoulder, she planted her hands on her hips, locked her blue eyes on my face, and scrunched her nose up in distaste. “How dare he spy on me? Who I date is none of his business. I’m eighteen years old, dammit. I graduate from school in three months. He’s not my father. How dare he try to dictate my life?”

	Sighing heavily, I walked over to the table and lowered myself onto one of the chairs. “Uncle Derek loves you,” I said calmly, the irate voicemail I’d received earlier from Derek starting to make sense. I hadn’t been able to make out much of what he said, but I’d caught the gist of something that involved a bedroom, a blunt pair of scissors and a convent . . . 

	“He’s just trying to protect you,” I coaxed. “He’s trying to protect his son. Is that so bad, Hope?” I’d been having this exact same conversation with Hope since she and Jordan announced their relationship at Christmas—even though I’d known they were dating for months before that.

	“I know he’s handling this badly, but you need to cut him a break, sweetie,” I told her gently. “This isn’t easy for him either, you know. He thinks of you as his own daughter. It will take some time to adjust—for all of us.”

	“My love life has nothing to do with him,” she argued. Hoisting herself onto the countertop, she leaned her elbows on her thighs and huffed loudly. “Who I date is none of his business. It’s not fair, mom.”

	I sighed heavily. “He was very good friend to . . .”

	“Mom,” Hope snapped, clearly irritated that I wasn’t agreeing with her. “I don’t care whose best-friend he was, is, or will be. My life is over and it’s all his fault . . .”

	“Goddammit, she’s at it again,” Cam grumbled as he sauntered into the kitchen, dropping his schoolbag on the table before making his way over to the oven.

	Cameron was the eldest of my boys, the fieriest, the wildest, the most out-spoken, and the one who I broke out in a cold sweat worrying about every time he left the house. He was hot-headed and had an attitude that rivaled his father’s. Cam’s temper caused plenty of controversy in our house and put plenty of mileage on my car every time I was called to his school–which, without fail, was at least once a week. I didn’t sleep a wink at night for fear of some poor girl’s parents knocking on my door . . . 

	Opening the oven door, Cam looked inside, saw my chicken casserole, and muttered something incoherent before closing the oven door and rising to his full height of six foot one. “All you do is bitch and moan, Hope.” He ran a hand through his dark hair and smirked at me, his dimple puckering in his cheek, his dark blue eyes twinkling with mischief. “Mom, maybe you should buy her a pacifier. Something to keep her mouth busy.”

	“She’s got her boyfriend for that, Cam,” Colt snickered as he strolled into the kitchen, dumped his schoolbag, and headed straight to the fridge.

	Colton’s sense of humor was what set him apart from his brothers. He was charismatic and able to keep his inherent temper in check–most of the time. He had a laid back, easygoing nature and everyone was drawn to him. Tall, like his brothers and Hope, he had some serious spunk, layered with a buttery type charm. I swear from the age of four, Colton Carter could charm the birds from the trees. That thought gave me many sleepless nights . . .”What’s for dinner?” Colt asked in his usual lazy drawl.

	“Death in a casserole,” Cam muttered as he nudged Colt out of his way and began to raid the fridge for the remnants of the lasagna Derek cooked for dinner last night.

	“My cooking is not that bad,” I chuckled as I stood up and walked over to where my boys were attacking each other for the last slither of lasagna. Taking my casserole out of the oven, I placed it on the counter in front of them and sighed. “I’m improving.”

	Both boys automatically clutched at their stomachs. “Tell that to Logan,” Colt groaned. “He hasn’t come out of his room since your cookies.”

	“Leave her alone, guys,” Hope snapped as she came to stand next to me. “Don’t take any notice of them, mom,” she said in a soft tone I rarely heard anymore. She then proceeded to scoop a forkful of casserole and put it slowly—achingly slowly—into her mouth. “Mmm,” she said with feigned gusto. “Much better.”

	Cam rolled his eyes and laughed loudly. “Mom.” He pressed a kiss on the top of my head. “I love you, but honestly, I think you should let Uncle D make dinner from now on.”

	“Over my dead body,” Hope snarled, slamming her fork down on the counter. “I’d rather starve than eat his food.”

	“Then starve.” Cam shrugged nonchalantly. “It’s no skin off my nose.”

	“Don’t even get me started on your dumb ass,” Hope snarled, focusing her glare on her brother. “You keep talking crap like that, Cam, and I’ll lay all your shit bare.”

	“You wouldn’t,” Cam whispered in disgust.

	“Try me, baby brother.” Hope smiled darkly and gestured him forward with her hand. “I dare you.”

	“Bitch,” Cam muttered under his breath, eyes locked on Hope in challenge.

	“Guys,” I warned, stepping in between my rambunctious children–dwarfed and outnumbered by the army of monsters I’d created. “Please stop fighting.”

	“Cam’s right, mom,” Colt added as he made his way over to the table, armed with a plate of sandwiches. “You need to rein it in, Hope. I’ve a goddamn headache just thinking about your voice, let alone hearing it. He loves me.” he mimicked. “He loves me not. He loves me . . . Ugh.” Colt shuddered. “Can’t you just be normal?”

	Hope turned her gaze on Colt. “You want to take me on, Colt?” she asked sweetly. Raising her brow, she smirked at both boys before turning to face me. “Mom, did you know Colt had . . .”

	“Let’s not be hasty here,” Colt interrupted quickly. Sinking down on a chair, he took a bite of his sandwich before suggesting, “Maybe we could cut some kind of a deal. What are your terms?”

	“Good boy,” Hope said as she strolled over to Colt and pinched his cheek. “You know your place. There’s hope for you yet.”

	“Hey mom,” Logan’s voice came from behind me and when I turned around I smiled. Fifteen minutes younger than Cameron and seven minutes younger than Colton, Logan was my baby. Born premature, Logan had been the frailest of the boys—although you’d never think that now—weighing a mere three pounds in comparison to Colt’s five pounds, and Cam’s solid six and a half.

	All of my children were like reincarnations of Kyle. They had all inherited their father’s dark hair, blue eyes and signatory single-cheeked dimple, with the exception of Logan, who had dimples in both cheeks instead of just one, gray eyes like me, and self-control that rivaled a saint.

	From a very young age, I’d realized that Logan was different to his siblings. Where Hope was headstrong, Cam and Colt tended to fly off the handle, Logan thought things through before he acted. He was deep. Don’t get me wrong, he had his moments like his siblings, but he had such empathy, such awareness for other people.

	“You feeling okay?” he asked quietly, his gray eyes searched mine before resting on my cheek. He flinched and I had to force myself not to cover my scar with my hand. I knew it upset him. It always had. None of my other kids seemed to take any notice of my scars, but Logan noticed. Logan was a worrier and his favorite thing to worry about was me. “Any pain today?” he asked croakily, touching my cheek with such gentleness my heart constricted. “You’re beautiful, mom,” he whispered just loud enough for me to hear.

	I smiled at his words. He’d been doing this, saying these exact words, since he was three years old and realized my face looked different to the other members of our family. “Logan, I’m fine.” I smiled brightly up at my sensitive son, patting his chest gently. “You’re sounding more like your father every day.”

	“Is that a bad thing?” Logan said with a smirk, both his dimples deepening in his cheeks.

	“That’s a terrible thing,” Hope groaned. “He’s worse than Derek.”

	As if on cue, the front door slammed and Kyle’s voice boomed through the house. “Princess, you’d better do something with that daughter of yours. She’s gonna give me a goddamn heart attack.”

	“See,” Hope hissed, her worried eyes locked on mine. “I told you Uncle Derek needed to stay out of my business. He sold me out to Dad.”

	“Ding-a-ling,” Colt chimed with a smirk. “Carter versus Carter. Round three, ladies and gentleman.”

	“Shut up, Colt,” Hope screamed as she stamped her foot in frustration. “Nobody understands me in this family.”

	“This is gonna be awesome,” Cam snickered as he settled down in the chair next to Colt. “It's been nice knowing ya, Hope,” he taunted as he leaned back in his chair and rested his feet on the table. “Dad’s gonna take your ass to church. I’ll be sure to send flowers to your funeral.”

	“Can I have your room?” Colt chuckled.

	“Oh, and you two are so perfect,” Hope sneered.

	“You’ve got that right,” Cam said with a smirk as he folded his arms behind his head. “I’ve been a good boy this week.”

	“It’s Monday,” Hope said in an exasperated tone. “And the day is still young.”

	The kitchen door opened inwards and I felt the atmosphere in the room change–crackle with electricity.

	My body went on high alert.

	My heart pounded against my ribs.

	Kyle Carter—the love of my life, the father of my army of monsters—stood in the doorway, his presence scorching me, his penetrating blue eyes seeking me out. He looked damn fine in his work clothes–a crisp white shirt accompanied by a limp-looking blue tie, and black suit pants. And when his eyes found mine, he smiled a slow, predatory smile that was full of carnal promise. “Hey baby,” he purred, his deep, husky voice sending shivers up my spine.

	I stood motionless, my eyes locked on my husband, drinking him in, appreciating every slither of his beautiful skin from the top of his head to the tips of his toes. He took a step towards me and every muscle south of my bellybutton clenched in anticipation.

	My eyes roamed over him shamelessly, settling on the jagged, uneven scar on the right side of his neck—that stood out like a sore thumb on his otherwise flawless body.

	Cam cleared his throat loudly. “So, are you two gonna stare at each other all night or what?” Kyle fixed his gaze on Cam which caused Cam to hold his hands up in retreat. “Just saying . . . never mind.”

	“You,” Kyle growled as he pointed a finger at Cam. “Get your feet off your mother’s table.” Cam’s feet landed on the floor as quick as lightening.

	“You,” Kyle continued, pointing at Colt. “Get on the phone right this minute and apologize to the next door neighbor’s daughter.” Colt opened his mouth to protest, but quickly closed it when he took in Kyle’s no-nonsense expression. “Don’t make me tell your mother what you did, Colt.”

	“What did he do?” I asked nervously.

	“Which daughter?” Cam snickered as he elbowed Colt in the ribs.

	“Both of them,” Kyle answered without missing a beat.

	“Colton,” I groaned in despair.

	“Fine,” Colt grumbled as he slid out of his seat and made his way to the kitchen door, turning at the last minute. “What if her dad picks up?” he asked in a nervous tone.

	“I’m hoping he does,” Kyle said with a smirk as he made his way towards me, pausing to ruffle Logan’s hair affectionately. “You feeling better, bud?” he asked Logan in a noticeably softer tone.

	“Getting there, Dad,” Logan replied as he rubbed his flat stomach absentmindedly. I cringed with guilt.

	Logan was just getting over food poisoning. From me. I had poisoned my youngest son. Almost fed him to death with an evil batch of cookies. I was a terrible mother.

	Kyle smirked at me before whispering something in Logan’s ear, causing both of them to chuckle quietly, before focusing his attention on our daughter.

	“And you,” he growled as he folded his arms across his chest and glared down at Hope. “Derek called me. You better start explaining yourself. Fast.”

	“Dad, this is so unfair,” Hope yelled as she stood toe to toe with her father, staring up at him, defiance blazing in her eyes. “Uncle Derek freaked out over nothing. So he caught us making out in Jordan’s bedroom. Big deal. We’re in love, Dad. That’s what people do when they’re in love. They kiss. He loves me. He’s gonna kiss me. Maybe more. But guess what, I’m not stupid and neither is he. Mom gave me a very thorough talk years ago, so please just get over yourself.”

	“He loves me,” Kyle mimicked sarcastically. “Goddammit, Hope,” he growled as he started to pace the floor. “He loves what’s under your clothes, can’t you see that?” Running a hand through his hair, he waved his hand around aimlessly. “He’s too old for you,” he muttered, clearly agitated. “What the hell is a twenty-one year old man doing sniffing around an eighteen year old girl?”

	“Hey Dad?” Colt called out, interrupting the stare down between Hope and Kyle. “Is there anything in particular you want me to say?”

	“Not now, Colt,” Kyle grumbled, his eyes locked on Hope. “You are not seeing him, Hope. I forbid it.”

	“I’m over eighteen, Dad,” she shot back. “You can’t forbid me to do anything.”

	“Uh . . . Dad? She’s crying and shit,” Colt muttered.

	Kyle rolled his eyes and sighed. “How about ‘you’re sorry for being an insensitive asshole, and she’s probably in the clear, but you’ll call in about four weeks to make sure.’“

	My eyes bulged in my head. “Colton,” I whispered, my hand covering my mouth. “Tell me you didn’t.”

	“I didn’t,” Colt mumbled quickly before rushing from the room.

	“He fucking did,” Cam snorted, following Colt out of the kitchen. “I gotta hear this.”

	“I’ll just . . . uh . . . see ya,” Logan muttered as he rushed after his brothers, patting Hope’s shoulder on his way out of the kitchen.

	“I love Jordan,” Hope cried as she slammed her palms down on the counter. “I’ve been in love with him since forever, and you and Uncle Derek are making our lives a misery.”

	“You don’t know the meaning of the word, Hope,” Kyle snarled. “And pigs will fly before I allow my teenage daughter outside that door with him.”

	“You are such a freaking hypocrite,” Hope screamed. “You are three and a half years older than mom, and she was eighteen when you started dating.” Hope turned to face me, her eyes wide and full of unshed tears. “Mom, tell him, please?”

	I opened my mouth, but Kyle butted in before I had a chance to speak. “No, no, no,” he laughed humorlessly. “Don’t even think about trying to drag your mother into this.”

	“Kyle, maybe you should listen . . .” I started to say, but Kyle interrupted me.

	“No, baby,” he said defensively. Stalking over to where I was standing, he placed his hands on my hips and exhaled roughly before planting a soft kiss on my forehead. “I know what I’m talking about. I got this. Trust me.”

	Turning around to face our daughter, Kyle used his ‘reasoning voice’ when he said, “Hope, I love you. Your mother loves you. Your brothers love you. Jordan Porter’s dick loves you and at his age his dick will trick you. Trick you into doing all kinds of things that could potentially kill your father. His dick could kill me, Hope . . .”

	“Were you not twenty-two when you met mom?” Hope argued, not one bit fazed by her father’s rising temper. “Was mom not eighteen?”

	“That’s different,” Kyle muttered in a petulant tone.

	“How?” Hope pushed. “How is that different?”

	“It was different in every damn way,” Kyle snapped, red-faced and flustered. “We lived together for one.”

	Hope rose her brow in surprise and I could envision Kyle mentally slapping himself on the head for that remark.

	She walked you right into her trap, Carter . . . 

	“So, you’re saying if Jordan and I lived together, then it would be absolutely fine to date? To be in love?” Kyle paled and Hope’s grin widened. “Maybe Jordan and I should move in together. Take a leaf out of yours and mom’s book. It worked out pretty well for you guys . . .”

	“Don’t go there, Hope,” Kyle warned. “Don’t fucking push me on this.”

	“The boys are barely seventeen,” she disputed. “And you allow them to date whoever the hell they want.”

	“Again that’s different,” Kyle countered.

	“You are a sexist pig,” she growled.

	“No, I am a protective father,” Kyle said in a dramatic tone. “The worst thing the boys can bring home is a bruised ego. You can bring home a baby. And here’s a friendly warning, sweetheart, babies come by the bucketful in this family.”

	“I’m going to see him, Dad,” she snarled. “You can’t stop me.”

	“Wanna bet?” Kyle said with a smirk.

	“Okay guys,” I said as I stepped in between them. “Let’s just take it down a notch.”

	“Lee,” Kyle said in an exasperated tone as he glanced down at me, his eyes pleading with me to back him up. “It’s bad enough we’ve got dumb and fucking dumber running around the state like two horned-up tomcats. Say we let our daughter go out with that kid. . . . Dinner, maybe a movie.”

	Pacing resumed, Kyle spoke animatedly as he gestured wildly with his hands. “A little sweet talk here, a little underage drinking there. Then there’s some backseat action.” His voice rose with every word he spoke. “Prom comes around. Hormones are raging. ‘Love’ is in the air . . . and bam, what’d ‘ya know, she’s on 16 and Pregnant. He’s ‘not ready for the heavy’ and do you know who’ll be left holding the baby?” He waved a finger between us and I had to hold my hand over my mouth to stifle a laugh at Kyle’s outraged expression. “Us,” he bellowed. “That’s who, and I sure as hell don’t plan on spending my golden years cleaning up shit and vomit, and doing night feeds.”

	“FYI, dad, I’m not sixteen.” Hope snorted in disgust. “And unlike ‘dumb and dumber,’ I still have my V-card.”

	“Ahhhhh. . . .” Kyle covered his ears. “La-la-la. Jesus Christ, I can’t hear this shit.”

	I burst out laughing which earned me two scowling faces. “I’m sorry,” I chuckled as I tried to sober my features. “You’re just so funny. . . . never mind.”

	“I’m leaving, Dad,” Hope declared as she marched over to the table and picked up her coat. Shrugging it on, she hoisted her schoolbag onto her back. “I am moving out if you don’t stop smothering me.”

	“Sorry, sweetheart,” Kyle shot back. “I’ve still got three months on the clock. Your ass is my responsibility until May. If you want to screw your whole life up after graduation, there’s nothing I can do about it. But until then you can march your ass upstairs. You’re grounded.”

	“I hate you,” she screamed before running out of the room. “You’re ruining my life.”

	“Good,” Kyle shouted as he followed her to the kitchen door. “At least I’m doing something right.”

	“Kyle,” I chuckled as I walked over to him. “You need to calm down.”

	“I’m going to kill that kid,” he growled as he pulled me into his arms. “I’m going to kill him, and then I’m going to neuter his father. This is all his goddamn fault.”

	“How is this Derek’s fault?” I gazed up at him. “Jordan and Hope have been inseparable since they were children. There was always a possibility this would happen . . .”

	“No, she’s too young.” Kyle shook his head as he backed away from me, waving his hand out in front of his face, the expression on his face was of comic despair. “I’m not ready for this, Lee,” he groaned in a distressed tone as he pulled me back into his arms and buried his face in my neck.

	“I fell in love with you when I was her age,” I said gently as I stroked his hair.

	“Exactly,” he whined.

	Grabbing my hips, he lifted me onto the countertop, pushed my legs apart, and stepped into my embrace. “And that just makes this whole situation a million times worse,” he admitted, his voice gruff, his fingers stroking my sides. “I remember all the things I wanted to do with you, Lee . . . all the things I did to you. Princess, if you knew half of the dirty fucking scenarios I dreamed up that involved you naked when I was that punk’s age, you’d be on my side. You’d understand why I can’t cope with this.”

	“Why don’t you whisper them in my ear,” I purred, as I drew him closer to me. “And maybe tonight we could . . .”

	“Not helping, baby,” he groaned. Pushing back from me, he gestured to the growing bulge in his pants. “See?” he demanded when I laughed. “I’m forty-one. Forty-fucking-one, Lee, and I’m still a dog. Men are dogs, baby.”

	“Kyle,” I coaxed as I cupped his cheek. “The boys are dating. Hope is old enough. And quite frankly, I’m glad it’s Jordan. He adores her. That boy would move heaven and earth to keep her safe. You know this.”

	“Can’t we just lock her in her room for another eighteen years?” he asked with a hopeful expression on his face. “I’m not prepared for this, Lee. It’s all happening too fast. She’s my little girl.”

	“She’s a grown woman, Kyle, and you need to go easier on Jordan, too,” I said firmly. “He’s having a hard time since Karen’s divorce. That poor boy has been through hell and back. He’s only finding his feet again.”

	“Yeah, well I saw those papers coming from a mile off,” Kyle muttered sullenly. “Karen was insane to move back to Idaho and marry that douchebag.”

	“Paul is not the douchebag in this situation,” I said evenly. Karen’s marriage to Paul Smith had been one of our firm favorite topics to argue about over the past decade. Derek’s choice to remain a bachelor was a close second.

	“The douchebag here is Derek. He’s spent the last eighteen years of his life on his own, Kyle,” I reminded him. “Romancing a string of different women, rather than give the one woman he actually gives a damn about a second chance.”

	Kyle ran his hand through his hair and hissed. “You know what it said in Cam’s letter,” he snapped. “And you’re still on Karen’s fucking side.”

	“Not really, Kyle,” I shot back, my tone indignant. “Considering neither of us have actually held the damn letter in our hands.” Kyle’s gaze slipped from my face to something behind me and that was all the admission I needed. He’d read it—or at least he’d been told more than I had.

	“She screwed him over, Lee,” Kyle muttered sullenly. “A guy just doesn’t get over something like that.”

	Rolling my eyes I inhaled slowly and summoned all my patience. I needed every last drop. “That’s bull, Kyle, and you know it,” I argued. “Derek’s living in the past and using Karen’s one mistake to keep her away because he never got over Cam . . .” I broke off and inhaled a steadying breath, willing myself to calm down. “And do you know something else, Kyle,” I said quietly when I was calm enough to speak. “I don’t think he wants to get over Cam.”

	“No,” Kyle admitted. “I don’t think he wants to either.”

	“So think about how all of this has made Jordan feel,” I begged. “He is the real loser here, Kyle.” Kyle rolled his eyes and I glared at him. “You know what it feels like to be dragged from pillar to post, Kyle Carter,” I warned. “Jordan has spent the last nine years of his life being shipped between two states like a damn cargo crate. He was pulled out of school at thirteen years old, taken away from his father, his friends and his whole world. Shipped to Colorado for a month every summer and two weeks in the winter and then posted back.” My voice rose as my outrage over Jordan’s childhood upheaval grew. “Hope has been the one consistency in his life all these years—his safe-place—and you and Derek have fractured that.”

	“Princess,” Kyle groaned. “It’s not that I don’t like the kid . . .” he paused and exhaled heavily. “It’s just the way he . . . she . . . they . . .”

	“Remind you of us when we were their age?” I added gently.

	Kyle nodded slowly. “Yeah,” he whispered. “He’s too dependent on her. She’s too dependent on him.” He shook his head and groaned. “She loves him.”

	“Yes, Kyle.” I smiled. “She really does.”

	“Well shit,” he muttered. “What the hell am I supposed to do, Lee?”

	“Invite him over tonight,” I told him. “Make him feel welcome. Give him back his safe-place.”

	“Why does his safe-place involve my worst fucking nightmare?” he grumbled.

	“Kyle,” I chuckled as I wrapped my arms around his waist and sighed. “This is the point where we take a step back and allow Hope to navigate her own course in life.”

	“And if it all goes to shit?” he asked quietly.

	“Then we will be there for her,” I replied simply. “But we both know it won’t.”

	“Goddammit, Lee Carter, you’re a pain in my ass,” Kyle groaned. Pulling out his phone, he fiddled with it for a few seconds before slipping it back inside his pocket. “There, happy? I just invited the wolves to dinner.”

	“Tell them to bring pizza,” I huffed. “No one wants to eat my casserole.”

	“Can you blame them?” Kyle laughed loudly as he took in my sulky expression. “Don’t pout, princess . . .”

	“Dad, can I borrow the car?” Cam strolled back into the kitchen, freshly showered, his hair gelled in stylish disarray, and grinning like a Cheshire cat. “Amy text me. We’re gonna grab a bite to eat.”

	Kyle chuckled as he pulled his keys out of his pocket. “She finally gave in?”

	“See?” I growled as I reached across and snatched the car keys out of Kyle’s hand. “This is exactly what I’ve been talking about. He is the one you should be concerned about. He is chasing after the spawn of Cindy and Danny Valentine.”

	“Ha,” Logan snorted as wandered into the kitchen with Colt in tow. “She’s got you there, Cam,” he mused as he sat at the table, with Colt collapsing into the chair beside him. “That girl is nasty.”

	“Her mother’s worse,” Colt grumbled. “There’s not enough money in the world that could persuade me to cut that lady’s grass again.” He shuddered violently. “I need a new toothbrush.”

	“Fuck off, Jessica,” Cam shot back, scowling at Logan. “Jealousy doesn’t suit you.”

	Logan snorted. “If you think I’m jealous of an inflamed dick then, yeah, I’m totally jealous,” he shot back with a smirk. “And I may have a feminine middle name, but you’re named in honor of one, Camryn . . .”

	Cam’s face reddened, Kyle laughed loudly, and I groaned in despair. “Don’t encourage them,” I warned Kyle, slapping his chest.

	“Inflamed dick,” Colt sniggered. “Good one, Logan.”

	“Oh, you can talk, stable boy,” Cam shot back. “You want me to run out back and grab your saddle, Colt? Let’s face it, dude, that’s the only ride . . .”

	“Stop it,” I warned.

	“Neigh . . .” Cam imitated a horse with relish.

	“Stop it!”

	“Neigh . . .”

	“Good job, Cameron.” Colt clapped his hands enthusiastically, his tone mocking. “You’re finally getting the hang of animal sounds.” Pressing one hand to his chest, he pretended to wipe a tear from his eye. “Old McDonald would be so proud, bro.”

	“Boys,” I snapped. I turned to glare at Kyle, who was guffawing like a big baboon. “Do something, will you?” Kyle covered his mouth with his hand, his shoulders rising and falling quickly. “Stop laughing, Kyle. It’s not funny.”

	“Oh yeah,” Cam sneered, ignoring my protests, his eyes locked on Colt. “And here’s another word I’m getting the hang of. Some people like to say freak. But I’m an honest kind of guy and prefer plain old fuck. As in fuck you, fuck your name, and fuck the horse you rode in on. See,” he shrugged and raised his middle finger at his brother. “Fuck is good. It leaves no room for confusion.”

	“Cameron Noah Carter,” I barked as I jumped down from the countertop and stalked towards him. “Don’t you dare use that word in this house.” I shook my finger at him, glaring up at my son who was a full head over me. “I won’t stand for it.”

	“I was trying to make a point, mom,” Cam argued weakly as he shifted around from foot to foot in obvious discomfort. “Freedom of speech and all that . . .”

	“Middle-named,” Colt snickered. “Way to piss mom off.”

	“Colton Liam Carter,” I snapped, swinging around to shake my finger at Colt. “Not another word. I mean it.”

	Logan stifled a chuckle with a cough and both boys glared at him. “This is so fucking unfair,” Colt complained. “How come you never middle name Logan.”

	“Probably because she’d have to call him by his full name,” Cam piped up. “And that would be awkward. Wouldn’t it, Jessica?”

	“His name is Logan Jesse Carter,” I snapped. “And I would appreciate it if you addressed one another by your Christian names.” Turning on my heels, I stalked over to the bane of my life and poked him in the ribs. “This is all your fault,” I hissed. “You and your filthy mouth.”

	“You like my dirty mouth, baby,” Kyle purred as he bent down and nipped at my neck. “You like it filthy.”

	“Ahhhhh,” all three boys shouted in unison.

	“That’s our mother, you freak,” Colt moaned, making gagging noises.

	“For the love of god, put it away old man,” Logan begged.

	“Where the hell do you think you three came from?” Kyle snorted. “The stork?”

	“Don’t worry, guys. He’s so old he’s probably forgotten how it works,” Cam snickered.

	“True.” Colt nodded solemnly. “Don’t old guys get erectile dysfunction at like forty?”

	“I’ll show you erectile fucking dysfunction,” Kyle huffed. Grabbing my hand, he dragged me towards him, before pressing one of his hands against my back, grabbing my thigh with the other, and plunging me backwards. I squealed in surprise and Kyle grinned devilishly down at me. “Hate to disappoint you, boys, but there’s life in this old dog yet,” he taunted, eyes locked on mine. “Just ask your mother,” he teased before claiming my lips with his and kissing me deeply.

	The hums of my children’s loud protests were drowned out by the sound of my heart as it thundered in my chest. Closing my eyes, I wrapped my arms around my husband’s neck and forced myself to keep my emotions in check. There had been a time in my life when I’d thought this would never happen again—I would never feel his lips on mine. I would never feel anything.

	The weeks Kyle had spent rigged up to a life support machine fighting for his life—and the months that followed when he survived only because of the feeding tube that pumped the basic nourishment his cataleptic body had required to stay alive—invaded my mind and I could feel tears watering behind my eyelids. I threw everything I had into kissing him, devouring the taste of him, breathing in his smell, reveling in his masculine verve.

	Almost eighteen years had passed since that period in our lives, and my heart still hurt to think of it. To remember the agony. The fear. The feeling of hopelessness that had engulfed me every time the doctors had asked me if I felt it was time to turn off his life support machine.

	When Kyle began to breathe on his own, after three weeks on life support, I had seen it as a huge breakthrough. But after two months had passed with no signs of improvement, the doctors had offered to remove Kyle’s feeding tube, vowing there was nothing more they could do for him, that his suprascapular artery had been severed, he’d lost too much blood, his heart had stopped too many times on the way to the hospital and his brain had been deprived of precious oxygen for too long to ever fully recover, and even if he did wake up, which was most unlikely, he would spend the rest of his life in a state of incapacitation.

	I had always responded to their requests with the same question; ‘How in god’s name can you justify removing the feeding tube of a twenty-four year man who is breathing on his own and showing signs of brain function? You told me Kyle would never breathe on his own again and he is. You told me the septicemia would kill him and it didn’t. He’s not getting any worse,” I’d disputed. “Kyle could wake up at any moment and you want me to play god? To let him starve to death? You people make me sick.’

	‘Mrs. Carter. It’s been months. If your husband was going to recover, he would have done so by now—or at the very least shown some sign of mobility. . . . of life. If I thought for one moment your husband would recover . . . Mrs. Carter, I’ll be frank with you, the odds of your husband regaining consciousness are one in a billion . . . ‘

	“You’re wrong,” I’d spat. “You’ll see.”

	Even the news of Perry Franklin’s death, which Derek had witnessed with his own eyes when Perry was mowed down by a tow-truck as he tried to escape from Thirteenth Street that day, did little to comfort me because it did absolutely nothing to help my husband, who was lying in a bed depending on pumps and monitors and tubes to keep him alive.

	The day David Henderson stormed into Kyle’s hospital room and demanded to see his son, I had, in my delirious state of grief, made the crazy assumption that Kyle’s father had come to help us.

	“Please, Mr. Henderson,” I begged, choking on the feeling of disloyalty that was smothering me. I was betraying Kyle in the worst possible way, but I didn’t care about that as long as it kept him alive. Pride was of no use to me anymore. Pride wouldn’t pay his hospital bills. “Please help him.”

	“You do realize he’s dead, right?” David said in an impatient tone of voice the second the doctor left the room. He glanced at Kyle once and I willed—no, prayed—I would see something in his eyes, anything, that would prove the man had a heart.

	“Look,” he said with a sigh as he pulled a check book and pen from his suit-jacket pocket. “I’m prepared to give you a way out of this. My beef was never with you or your children . . . not directly at least.”

	“A way out?” I whispered. “You’ll help me? You’ll help me pay for his care?”

	“I’ll help you out of this mess you’ve gotten yourself into.” Scribbling on a check book with relish, he muttered, “But I’m not pumping money into a lost cause. The boy’s as good as dead.” Holding a check out to me, he said, “Take this and put an end to this charade immediately.”

	“I’m not giving up on him,” I screamed as I jumped out of my chair and lunged at David. “I will never give up on him.”

	“Then you’re even more dimwitted than I originally thought,” he snapped as he folded the check and returned it to his pocket before staring in contempt at my protruding stomach.

	“Foolish girl,” he chastised. “It’s your children I pity. Growing up with a mindless idiot for a mother and a corpse for a father won’t be easy.”

	“Don’t worry about my children,” I all but screamed. “Their father is going to get better. With or without your money. I’ll make sure of that,” I snarled as I shoved him in the chest. “And when he does, you better start running.”

	“Is that a fact?” David mused as he cast a smirking glance at Kyle’s lifeless body. “I’m quaking in my shoes.”

	“Kyle will get you back for this,” I vowed. “I will get you back for everything you’ve done to him.”

	“Do you really think you scare me, little girl,” David taunted.

	“You should know, I don’t break my promises, Mr. Henderson,” I hissed. “It might not be today, or tomorrow, but one day I will get you for this.”

	“Well then,” David replied in an upbeat tone of voice as he opened the door. “I’ll look forward to watching you stretch your claws, pussycat.”

	The only relief I’d felt in those days was the weight of the gold band I wore on my finger and the marriage certificate I kept tucked away in my purse that had put an immediate stop to the doctors who wanted to follow through with David Henderson’s requests. Every surgeon, consultant and specialist I’d requested a second, third and fourth opinion from strongly advised me the same thing; Let him go peacefully and try and build a future for my young family.

	Instead, I used every penny of our savings to pay those same doctors to keep him alive, to keep his heart beating and his lungs filling, and when the money ran out I sold the house, the cars, my jewelry and every spare stitch of clothing, electrical item and piece of furniture we could survive without.

	When the sale of the house in South Peak Road went through, for less than half of what it was worth, I returned with my daughter to the only piece of property David hadn’t been able to take from Kyle; the house in Thirteenth Street, with two measly suitcases in my hands and Derek Porter by my side, a silent rock to cling to as we faced an unknown and terrifying future. Help had come in the form of my mother who had cared for Hope while I sat at Kyle’s bedside for months on end without the slightest flicker of hope, with only the memories of my husband’s voice to keep me company and the rising swell of my stomach to keep my faith alive.

	“Think of your children,” the doctors had begged me. “You have no medical insurance to cover the cost of his care. You’re banking your life savings on a man who will never wake up.”

	“He’s gone, Mrs. Carter,” the nurses had whispered. “It’s been four months. Let your husband go. It’s the kindest thing for him. I’m sure he wouldn’t want this for you.”

	“There is no hope,” they’d all told me. “He will never wake up.”

	I told them they were wrong. So very wrong.

	I risked it all. Everything I had.

	I bet all our money on Kyle Carter.

	And I won.

	The night his fingers twitched, five and a half months after the attack, I’d been bursting with exultation. And then, three days later, when he wiggled his toes my heart had soared. Eight more days had passed before he opened his eyes, and when he finally spoke, “Shh, baby, I got you,” those words alone pieced all my broken parts back together.

	I went into labor a week later, and when I was brought down to theatre for my C-section Kyle was right by my side, propped in a wheelchair, with his hand securely in mine, spreading warmth, love and comfort through my body as our three sons made their entrance into the world . . . 

	And six weeks later, when I was finally allowed to bring my three tiny babies home, Kyle Carter defied all odds, and shocked and shamed the hell out of every medical professional in St. Luke’s Hospital, when he walked from the hospital with a car-seat in each hand. The man who had been given no hope, absolutely no chance of survival, had raised his middle finger to the whole damn world and had, in his own words, ‘fucked the odds.’

	We returned to Thirteenth Street, to where it all began for us. To a home void of luxury and bursting to the seams with love. It was there, up to our eyeballs in medical bills and debt, with four children under the age of two in tow, that Kyle and I faced our greatest challenge of all; keeping afloat.

	The first year was the hardest, and there had been times when I broke down from the pressures of parenting four babies while Kyle worked all the hour’s god gave him to pull us back from the brink of bankruptcy. He worked four jobs, eighteen hour days, and we scraped by, just about kept our heads above water.

	My mother was a godsend during those early years, arriving each week armed with boxes of diapers and formula and fresh cuts of meat. I knew it killed Kyle to accept my mother’s handouts and Derek’s ‘back-rent,’ and any night that he came home from work and saw a steak on the table, instead of our budgetary meal of beans on toast, a little piece of his pride died.

	When the children started school, I took a part-time cleaning job at the local library to help cover school expenses and two years later, the night before the boys seventh birthday, Kyle had his first brainstorm . . . 

	It was freezing cold and we’d turned the radiators off in our bedroom to lower our already over-due heating bill, using only the radiators in the children’s bedrooms. My teeth chattered as I snuggled against Kyle’s warm body. “I don’t want this life for you,” he whispered as we lay wrapped in each other’s arms. “I promised you more. You deserve better than this. You and the kids. You should have pulled the goddamn plug when you the chance. At least you and the kids would’ve had a decent life . . .”

	“Don’t Kyle,” I begged as I placed a kiss on his chest. “Please don’t talk like that.”

	“I’ve let you down, Lee,” he insisted.

	Throwing off the bedcovers, Kyle jumped out of bed and started to pace. “You’re freezing and I can’t fucking make you warm,” he hissed, his voice torn with pain. “Hope needs new tennis shoes for gym class and I can’t afford to buy her a pair. The boys can’t join the local soccer team because I can’t fucking pay the registration fees and I am hanging onto this house by the skin of my teeth.” Sinking down on the foot of the bed, he choked out, “I’m sinking like a goddamn stone, Lee, and I’m taking all of you down with me.”

	Silently I climbed out of bed and went to him. His slumped shoulders broke my heart, the exhaustion I saw when I looked at his face shredded me, and I wished more than anything that I could tell him something that would take all of his worries away.

	“I love you, Kyle Carter,” I whispered as I knelt in front of him. “Things are hard for us now, but that doesn’t mean they’ll always be.” I squeezed his knees, willing him to hear me, to know I wouldn’t change a second of my life. I had him. That was enough for me and it always would be. “I have such faith in you,” I whispered. “Someone once told me that given the chance, you were going to show the world what you’re made of . . .” Something clicked inside of my brain, something I’d forgotten about many years ago. “Oh my god,” I hissed, feeling incredibly angry with myself for forgetting. “I have something that belongs to you.”

	“What?” he asked when I dropped to my knees and crawled under our bed. “Lee, what the fuck are you doing, baby?”

	“I was supposed to give this to you years ago,” I mumbled, coughing from the dust mites. “I can’t believe I forgot . . . She said I would know when the time was right.”

	“Who?” Kyle asked in a curious tone.

	“Linda,” I replied as I reached out and grabbed the old duffel bag, I had years since forgotten about and dragged it out. Sitting on the floor, I unzipped the bag and tipped the contents out on the floor in front of me. My eyes locked on the old brown folder and I sighed in relief. For a moment I’d been afraid I’d lost it.

	“Linda gave this to me a few months before she died,” I told him as I picked up the folder and handed it to him. “She said . . .” I paused as I strived to remember what she’d told me. “She told me to keep this safe for you,” I whispered as I watched Kyle’s reaction carefully. He sat frozen on our bed with the folder in her hands. “She said you weren’t ready for what was inside, but I would know when you were . . .” Clasping my hands together, I let out shuddering sigh. “I think you’re ready.”

	Opening the folder with shaky hands, I watched as Kyle skimmed over page after page of god knows what. His eyes lit up with every page and curiosity burned inside of me. “Well?” I asked after a few minutes when I couldn’t take anymore. “What is it?”

	“She knew,” he whispered. “She must have known he’d fuck me over.” He shook his head and chuckled sadly before handing me the folder. “She was warning me, Lee . . . About eight years too late.” My heart sank. Linda had foreseen it all and I had kept the information from Kyle. . . . 

	Standing up, Kyle walked over to our bedroom window and drew back the curtains. “She had a feeling David was going to launch an attack on me. She wrote a detailed report on each member of staff . . . their loyalties . . . My rights. Her way of helping me—protecting me—when she knew she wouldn’t be there anymore.” Gripping the window sill with his hands, he stared out into the black sky. “She said I was to fight him.” Dropping his head, he sighed heavily. “That he would try to break me.”

	“We’ve been broken before, Kyle.” I whispered, forcing my tone to sound light and easy. “You know what they say: united we stand, divided we fall . . .” Shrugging, I added, “At least we’re together. We break, we build . . . the same as we’ve always done . . .”

	“Yeah, we break, we build . . .” his voice trailed off as his head snapped up. Turning around, Kyle gaped at me. “That’s it,” he whispered. “We break, we build. That’s it.” He shook his head. “United they stand, divided they fall. That’s fucking it.”

	Staring down at me with a look of pure astonishment on his face, I watched as a tiny glimmer of the man I’d fallen in love with breathed life into the shell of a man he’d become. Hoisting me to my feet, he kissed my forehead and grinned. “You’re a goddamn genius, princess.”

	“I am?” I shook my head and stared blankly up at his face. “Wait, divided who falls?”

	“I gotta go,” he muttered as he kissed me quickly before grabbing the folder and rushing from our room. “I need to go write this down.”

	That night and every night that followed for months, while everyone else was in bed, Kyle sat at the kitchen table scribbling furiously on the children’s old copybooks, the cardboard from cereal boxes, the back of his hand, and pretty much every available surface he could get his hands on. In all those months he never once told me what he was doing and I, in turn, had never asked. I dutifully set aside notepads and pens before I went to bed each night, and every morning, just before the sun rose, Kyle would crawl into bed, make love to me with a fervor that never dwindled, and rest for a few short hours before leaving for work. Whatever he was doing had brought a spring to Kyle’s step, set alight a fire in his belly that had been missing for far too long.

	Finally, six months later, Kyle woke me in the middle of the night and showed me what he’d done . . . 

	“What do you think?” Kyle asked nervously as he hovered behind me, clearly anxious.

	I sat at the kitchen table in my threadbare dressing gown, with my mouth hanging open and my heart hammering inside of my chest. “You want to take them back.” It was a statement more than a question as I gazed down in sheer amazement at the extensive plans, proposals and information that lay on the table in front of me. “You want to fight back, Kyle?”

	“I know it’s crazy,” he muttered as he sank down on the chair beside me. “And probably the most fucking insane thing I’ll ever do, but it’s not impossible, and if you’ll back me on this . . .” Taking my hand in his, he stared into my eyes. “Lee, if you support me on this I swear I won’t let you down again. I promise I’ll give you a good life, one I’ve earned.”

	“It’s not crazy,” I whispered, clutching his hand as excitement bubbled inside of me. “And you weren’t born to follow in anyone’s footsteps, Kyle Carter. You were born to forge your own path.” I smiled up at his beautiful face. “This is your path. Of course I support you.”

	“I won’t do this if you don’t want me to,” he vowed, honesty pouring from his words. “You have the final say on this, baby. You need to know that this is a huge motherfucking risk. We could lose everything. The house . . . everything.”

	“A risk we’ll take together,” I told him. “I think it’s time you took back what’s always been yours.” I smiled darkly. “You’ve done your homework, Kyle Carter. I’m impressed,” I purred. “Your father won’t know what hit him.”

	“I know, Princess,” Kyle chuckled as he leaned over my shoulder. He pressed a soft kiss on my head before whispering in my ear, “This is my plan.”

	“It’s about damn time,” I giggled as happy tears trickled down my cheeks. “I’ve missed your plans.”

	Kyle fought hard and he fought dirty. He worked like a Trojan, rarely slept, and every single day that passed his confidence grew, his belief in his abilities soared as he came closer to executing his plan–to overthrow his father and expose his dishonesty. I remained faithfully by his side throughout, offering him solace in times of darkness, support when his confidence took a battering, and . . . well, me.

	It took three more years, re-mortgaging the house to pay our attorney fees, four bank loan refusals, one bank loan approval, and a lot of blood, sweat and tears to execute the takeover. But finally, after a long and tedious court battle, on his thirty-fourth birthday, ten years after he’d been cheated out of his inheritance, Kyle Carter returned to the helm of—what was left—of the Henderson Hotel Chain and it was business as usual.

	David was not impressed and, needless to say, sent us plenty colorful letters from his jail cell, where he was serving thirteen years for tax fraud and extortion, to express his outrage. I dutifully responded to each one of his letters with a letter of my own. Of course I didn’t feel the need to write a long and monotonous letter explaining my husband’s actions, preferring instead to use one simple word; ‘Meow,’ before sealing each envelope with a big fat kiss.

	Linda had been right when she said Kyle had his grandfather’s golden touch, and I was witness to that golden touch when I watched my husband transform the two remaining hotels in New York and Boulder into healthy, profitable–very profitable—businesses once more. Kyle’s longtime friend and old wingman, Marcus Whiteman, was relocated to New York and, as a token of gratitude for his loyalty–and acute spying skills—to Kyle during the years David was in charge, Kyle signed the New York branch over to him, claiming the hotel in Boulder was more than enough for us to handle. Poaching Derek from the highly appraised Michelin star restaurant in Denver where he was head chef was the icing on the cake.

	Three months later, I quit my cleaning job at the local library and took up the role of Kyle’s right-hand woman in the hotel where I learned I had quite a flair for numbers and figures myself. With Kyle’s support and encouragement I found the courage to complete my education, and when I earned my degree in Accountancy from the University of Colorado, at the ripe old age of thirty-six, my husband stood in the crowd with tears in his eyes and a huge smile on his face.

	And so we remained on Thirteenth Street, choosing to raise our young family in the house our lives had fallen apart, and where they had been pieced back together more times than we cared to think about. Our home had ghosts—many of them—but it was exactly that. Home. Our home.

	The years passed by in a crazed, rushed, mind-blowing blur. Our four children transformed from high-spirited kids into raucous teenagers, some more rebellious than others—namely Cam—and Kyle and I adapted together. We learned to cope, learned to adjust and grow together. We still fought all the time. Angrily and vocally. But we always made up at the end of the day. That was a rule Kyle had reinforced after he’d spent three nights on the ‘spine crusher,’ when he’d suggested during our twelfth wedding anniversary dinner that it was time to have another baby. I didn’t take the suggestion too well and after a painfully embarrassing screaming match in the bar of the hotel—and three weeks of sleeping with sweatpants on—Kyle didn’t suggest it again. I did approve of his new rule. It was one of his best plans to date . . . Whenever we had a fight, or were upset with one another, we made up or stayed up. No going to bed angry and no sleeping apart. I liked that plan best. I always knew he was a clever man . . . 

	Kyle received only one letter from Rachel Grayson after his visit. It came last June, on the eighteenth anniversary of Camryn Frey’s death. It was an apology. It was too late. The phone call he received later that day from the prison, confirming Rachel Grayson had hung herself in her cell that morning, came as no surprise. The news of her death brought with it no relief, no sadness, and truly no feeling at all. We had chosen a long time ago to focus only on the here and now . . . 

	“Are you crying,” Kyle mumbled against my lips, stirring me from my reverie. “Why are you crying, Lee?”

	“I’m not . . . c-crying,” I blubbered, feeling mortified. “I’m happy.” Sniffling, I whispered, “These are happy tears.”

	Pulling back slowly, his eyes studied my face carefully. Blowing out a breath, he shook his head and smiled fondly. Placing me on my feet, he pulled me into a hug. “You’re such a crier.”

	“What the hell does that mean?” I asked as I poked him in the belly. “I’m such a crier?” Walking over the door I called out, “Cameron, Colton, Logan and Hope, come down for your dinner.”‘

	“Not hungry,” all four voiced back in chorus.

	“You cry all the time,” Kyle laughed as he grabbed some plates from the press and started setting the table. “When I kiss you, when I hug you, when I fu . . .”

	“Don’t say it,” I warned him before shouting out, “Uncle Derek’s on the way with pizza.”

	“ . . . make love to you,” Kyle added smoothly as the sound of feet stamping on the staircase gave me the warning I needed to step back from the door. Seconds later all three of my boys barged into the kitchen with hopeful expressions of their faces.

	“Help your father set the table,” I told the boys as I passed Cam a bottle of soda from the fridge. “Kyle, I may cry sometimes, but that doesn’t make me a . . .”

	“You’re a crier, Mom,” all three of my boys laughed.

	“I rest my case,” Kyle said with a smirk as he folded his arms over his chest.

	The front door flew open and the sound of Derek’s voice calling out, “Honey, I’m home,” reverberated through the house.

	“I’m in here, cupcake,” Kyle shot back as he unfolded his arms and grinned the biggest shit-eating grin when his oldest friend stepped through the doorway of our kitchen, laden down with pizza boxes.

	“Uncle D,” the boys cheered in unison as they stalked towards Derek.

	“There’s a creepy old man out front, staking out the house,” Derek mumbled as he balanced the stack of pizza boxes under his chin.

	“Short, fat, gray haired with glasses?” Kyle asked as he took the pizza boxes out of Derek’s arms and placed them on the table. Derek nodded and Kyle roared, “Goddammit Colt, I told you to phone that girl.”

	“I did,” Colt protested his innocence. “But Cam didn’t,” he added with a snicker. “And Mr. Sullivan’s got one hell of a wife.”

	“You fucking rat,” Cam glowered before he swung around to face me. “Mom, I swear I didn’t . . .”

	“I don’t want to hear it, Cam,” I moaned as I covered my face and backed out of the room. “Your father can deal with you. With all of you.”

	“The apple doesn’t fall too far from the tree, does it?” I heard Derek chuckle.

	“You’d better hope your apple fell into another goddamn orchard,” Kyle growled. “Or we’re gonna have some real problems, douchebag.”

	Closing out the kitchen door in dismay, I turned around and sighed. “Jordan,” I said in a soft tone when I saw Derek’s son standing stiffly at the front door. The small boy with the big green eyes, who had spent countless summers playing in a paddling pool out back with my kids, and camping out in the living room, was no more. Jordan Porter had grown into handsome young man.

	His raven black curls were cut short, the gray sweater he wore emphasized his sun kissed tan, and his eyes . . . oh god, he seemed to hold the weight of the world in those green depths. “I’m so glad you could come,” I told him as I stepped forward to give him a hug. “How’s your mom?”

	“Thanks for having me, Mrs. Carter,” he mumbled with a formality I’d spent years trying to break down but to no avail. “And mom’s doing better,” he added softly, stepping out of my hug. “Uncle Danny’s keeping an eye on her until she gets back on her feet.”

	“That’s good.” It didn’t escape my attention Jordan had flinched when I put my arms around him. “I hope things get better for her. For all of you.”

	“Yeah.” Jordan nodded stiffly as he rubbed his side. “Me, too.”

	Worry settled in the pit of my stomach.

	This wasn’t the first time I’d seen him flinch away from contact.

	“Jordan,” I said in a coaxing tone. “Are you . . . is everything okay?”

	“I . . .” Jordan paused and pinched the bridge of his nose. Clenching his eyes shut, he grabbed the back of his neck and exhaled heavily. “Is she here?” he croaked, his voice laced with pain. Opening his eyes, he looked down at me, his expression full of anguish and secrets. “Is she okay?”

	“She’s upstairs.” Kyle’s voice came from behind me and I jumped.

	Wrapping an arm around my waist, Kyle pulled me into his side, never taking his eyes off Jordan. “You can go up,” Kyle added and my mouth fell open in shock.

	I watched as Jordan pulled himself up to his full height, masking his surprise quickly with a curt nod. “Thanks, Mr. Carter,” he acknowledged quietly before heading for the staircase.

	“Don’t hurt her,” Kyle called after him. “And I won’t hurt you. You got it?”

	“Never planned on it,” he said with quiet conviction in his tone.

	When Jordan rounded the staircase and was out of sight, Kyle let out a deep sigh. “Tell me I’m not making the biggest mistake of my life here, Princess,” he said softly.

	“You know you’re not,” I told him. “You’re just accepting the fact that our children are almost adults, and we’re starting the next phase of parenthood.”

	“The next phase,” he chuckled as he pulled me into his arms. “And what’s that?”

	“Prom.” I smiled. “College, Weddings . . . Grandchildren.”

	“Grandchildren,” Kyle croaked out. “Can’t wait . . .”

	“We’ll survive,” I said with a smile as I sighed in appreciation for the man holding me in his arms, for surviving almost implausible odds, for never giving up hope, for keeping his promises, for fighting to stay alive and for winning.
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	When I wrote Break My Fall I had no intentions of writing a follow up. No ideas, plans or clue of how their story would go. I remember spending night after sleepless night staring at my computer and willing the words to come out of me. Thankfully they did and Fall To Pieces and Fall On Me were born. Looking back now I can safely say that without the support and encouragement from my girls on Facebook it still would be an unfinished project.

	Kyle and Lee’s story kept going deeper and darker and while I’m sad their story has come to an end, I’m excited about my other projects. I am absolutely shattered from writing these books–in a good way–and can’t thank you enough for reading them. I never thought I could write one book, let alone four books in nine months. It’s been a crazy journey, one with plenty tears, smiles–and bald patches.

	Rhiannon, I owe you a huge thank you for all your kindness, help and friendship.

	Lorrie, Alycia, Barbara, Dania, Lisa, Corrine, Jacky Quirke, Deborah, Nikki, and all of the girls on Facebook and Twitter. Girls, you are the best bunch of readers/friends a person could ask for. Thank you so much for standing by me—these books are for you.

	To my father. Dad, thanks for answering every one of my frantic phone calls over the past few months. Your patience–with me–is limitless. To my mother for providing me with an unlimited amount of reading material throughout my childhood, and for giving me the tools to pursue my dreams in adulthood. To Sinead for your support and the calming effect you have on me. To Aunty for being so incredibly loyal and dependable. John and Julie. I love you guys. Thanks for putting up with my craziness throughout our childhood. For pushing me. For believing in me when I didn’t believe in myself. For listening to my endless drivel and for seeing what no one else could see. No sister ever had better siblings than you.

	And the biggest thanks of all is owed to the wonderful people who have read my stories.

	This series is for you, because of you, and dedicated to you.

	I am both humbled and blessed by your kindness.

	Thank you.
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	Chloe Walsh is a twenty-five year old wife and mother from County Cork, in the south of Ireland. The youngest of five children, she used reading and writing as her escape as a child.

	In January 2014, she started to write about a cocky, self-assured man named Kyle Carter, and five weeks later, on Valentine’s day 2014, she self-published her debut novel, Break My Fall, for a handful of her friends who had called over for tea, read bits and pieces of Kyle, and wanted to read the story on their e-readers rather than printed sheets. Shockingly—and no one was more surprised than her—the book was a huge success, reaching No 1 in the UK bestsellers lists, and Chloe followed it up the sequel Fall To Pieces in April 2014, vowing that book two would be the final chapter for Kyle and Lee.

	The demand for a third instalment was overwhelming and alas a series was born. The final book became two and Fall On Me, released in August 2014, became the third book in the accidental broken series. Forever We Fall was released in October 2014.

	An avid reader, she enjoys lurking in a corner with her kindle, and playing sports.

	 

	Please feel free to contact her on her Facebook page:

	https://www.facebook.com/AuthorChloeWalsh
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