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        The Real Mia Saunders

        

        You haven’t been born yet,

        and I already love you.

        I hope one day when you’re an adult,

        my dear friend Sarah

        shares this story with you.

        I wish you love, a full life,

        and the patience to always

        trust the journey…

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter One

        

      

    
    
      Easing out of a bed covered in a massive amount of blankets, coupled with the added weight of my man’s arm wrapped around my waist in a vice grip, is harder than one would think. We’d taken the red eye to Aspen, Colorado and arrived before the sun the next day. Wes led me through his family’s cabin, and I use that term lightly. What little I saw of it was already bigger than our home in Malibu, California. We got to his room where we fell to the bed in a heap of limbs. I would bet we were both asleep before our heads even hit the pillow.

      At the moment though, I was wide awake, and from the little bit of light peeking through the curtain, it was probably midday. Doing the inch away, shift, and squiggle out of Wes’s arms, attempting not to wake him, I exited the bed and froze. As in a tank and panties would not cut it. The room was absolutely freezing. Tiptoeing over to the thermostat, I hiked the temperature up to seventy-five. Let’s put the heater to the test!

      I walked around, found the bathroom, and did my business as quietly as a mouse before locating my suitcase. I found a pair of yoga pants, one of Wes’s hoodies, and my ultra-fuzzy slippers. Mrs. Croft back home had assured me that I’d need them, and she was right. I’d have to remember to thank her later for her foresight.

      Much warmer and suited up, I left our room and walked down the stairs. When I got halfway down, I stopped. Across from the stairs was an entire wall of floor-to-ceiling windows. Beyond that was an endless sea of mountains. Winter white with dots of green and black as rocks and trees protruded through the thick layer of snow covering each mountain. Breathtaking. There was no other word for it. Like a zombie, I walked over to the French doors, unlocked and opened them both, letting a wall of frosted air slam into my body and psyche. Instantly, my breath formed a heated mist as I stared dreamily at what was most certainly God’s doing.

      When I looked out over the beach and Pacific Ocean back home, it would ground me and make me feel at peace. Looking out over the vast mountain range was anything but serene. It was majestic, unreal, as if I were staring into a photograph, not the real thing.

      Boom!

      Mind. Blown.

      Out of nowhere, a pair of arms circled my chest, tugging me into the warmth behind.

      Wes’s chin nuzzled into the space at my neck and shoulder. “Beautiful, isn’t it?”

      I let out a slow breath. “It’s so much more than that.”

      Wes kissed my neck, the heat from his skin tingling against mine. “I’m glad you like it, since this is going to be our home for the next two and a half weeks.” His voice was a rumble I could feel through my back and in every pore.

      “I will not be complaining,” I said, still awed at Mother Nature’s beauty.

      He chuckled. “You say that now. Let us remember how much you like snow in a few days when we’re digging our car out of it.”

      I pursed my lips, which wrinkled my nose. Wes loved when I did that. Even now he glanced at me, smiled, and turned to lay a kiss on my cheek.

      “How about some breakfast?” he asked.

      At the mention of breakfast, my stomach growled. “I’m going to go with a ‘yeah’ on that one,” I quipped.

      He grinned and left me to my viewing. “Don’t stay out too long. You’ll freeze your ass off.”

      “Hopefully, only the flabby parts!” I turned and smacked his bum just as he was entering the house.

      Wes was right, and within a couple more minutes, I was freezing my ass off—figuratively—so I went back inside to help my man make breakfast.

      As I entered, I found a chenille throw hanging over one of the cushy chairs and wrapped it around my shoulders.

      Wes was busy at the counter, pulling pans out and prepping for bacon. He said he’d called ahead and had the caretakers fill the place with the basics. We’d need to go shopping, but they had taken care of the basic amenities like eggs, bacon, milk, butter, and coffee, which I was supremely thankful for.

      I went about making the coffee while Wes grilled the bacon and heated the pan for fried eggs.

      “So what do you want to do today?” he asked, waggling his eyebrows.

      I rolled my own eyes. “Not that.”

      His eyebrows rose.

      “Okay, yes, that, but not right now. I’m eager to get a lay of the land. Check out the town, get more groceries, and find out where the local yokels show their art. It’ll help me plan how I’m going to present this piece. Besides, the camera crew will be here in a couple days, so we’ll need to be prepared for a week with them.”

      Wes nodded and continued to make breakfast. Once we’d eaten, we showered, where he reminded me I definitely wanted a little of that, before we jumped in the rental car and headed toward the main strip.

      

      I was not prepared for the extreme beauty that hit me the moment we drove into the downtown area. Excited, I got out of the car and spun around in a circle. The scenery stole my breath as I soaked in the grandeur of the mountains. It was as if the downtown area had been set inside of a basin, hidden smack dab in the center of the Earth. People roamed in and out of the shops, wearing bright colors that stood out against the snowy backdrop of the towering mountains in the distance.

      “Now I get it,” I whispered as I continued to stare wide-eyed at the glory surrounding us.

      “You get what?” Wes asked, grabbing my gloved hand. Still, through layers of leather and wool, I was able to feel his warmth seep into my palm.

      “Why this place is so desirable. It’s astonishing. I’ve been to Lake Tahoe and seen snow-covered mountains before, skied them, too, but nothing compares to this.” I let out a slow breath, trying to take it all in, knowing I wouldn’t be able to. There was far too much to appreciate. Hopefully, over the next two weeks or so, the majesty of it would sink in to my memory banks so I could go back and visit it whenever I felt I was dying of heat stroke living in southern California.

      Wes glanced at the enormous mountains. “No, I see where you’re coming from. I’ve been here so many times, it will be nice seeing it from your perspective through new eyes.”

      I smiled and squeezed his hand.

      “Where to first?” I asked, hoping he’d lead the way.

      He tugged me to his side where he looped an arm around my shoulders. “Let’s get a hot beverage here”—he pointed at Colorado Coffee—“and then we’ll walk a bit. Sound good?”

      I leaned against his side. “Anything with you sounds good. Thanks for coming, by the way.” I rubbed my chin along his neck.

      Wes smiled so wide I was sure the sunlight glinted off his pearly whites making them seem brighter. Delight reached his green eyes and melted me on the spot. Seeing him at ease, comfortable in his own skin and filled with a sense of peace would be enough to make me happy for a century.

      There was just something about Wes that called to me. It spoke directly to the essence of my being. In equal parts, it made me blissfully happy and scared me senseless. The joy, however, far outweighed the fear, and I suspected this would always be the case with us as we got closer to making our vows to one another.

      It was hard to believe that in just over three short weeks I’d be Mrs. Weston Channing. I still couldn’t wrap my brain around it.

      As we walked, Wes pointed out different hot spots for nighttime dining and prospective locations to imbibe a few cocktails and other spirits if the mood struck. We made it all the way to Main Street where I spied a quaint pink building that sat right on the corner. It was named simply Main Street Bakery & Café.

      I pointed it out to Wes. “Have you eaten at that cute place over there?” I asked.

      As he was responding, a woman around my height exited. She was lean, wrapped in a wicked cool leather jacket that went down to her knees and was tied with a belt at the waist. A hot pink scarf floated in the breeze across her front, drawing immediate attention to her neck. Her very familiar pitch-black hair hung in loose curls around her shoulders. I squinted, trying desperately to see more of the woman’s face, but she was looking down into her bag.

      “And they have the best eggs benedict…” I heard Wes’s words filter in and out of my mind but my focus was solely on the woman across the street. A tingling sensation sprang up along my nerves, confusing me.

      The woman’s shape, hair, and the bone structure I could see reminded me so much of someone I knew. A strong sensation of familiarity niggled at the deepest recesses of my brain, and I took a few steps closer to the curb, catty-corner to the bakery. The woman pulled out a pair of sunglasses, and right before she put them on, her eyes met mine. I gasped and jumped back, slamming into Wes with the burden of weight that simple look hit me with.

      “It can’t be…” I choked out, my mouth unable to form any more words with the jumble of emotions swirling around me.

      Anger.

      Frustration.

      Desperation.

      Helplessness.

      Abandonment, and everything in between, shot through my body like a freight train barreling through the countryside.

      “What, Mia? What’s the matter? Sweetheart, you’re white as a ghost.”

      I blinked a few times and looked at Wes standing in front of me, hands cuffing my biceps, holding me firmly. “I, I…it can’t be her.” I shook my head and glanced around him, but the woman was gone. Disappeared as if she’d never been there at all.

      “B-B-But she was right there!” I glanced at the other businesses and down the sidewalks. Nothing. Gone.

      “Who? Who did you think you saw?” Wes asked, concern tingeing his tone.

      I swallowed the golf-ball sized lump in my throat, and with tears in my eyes, looked at the man who intended to commit his life to me forever. He would never abandon me. With the security and strength that realization gave me, I sucked in a cool burst of air and said her name.

      “Meryl Colgrove.”

      Wes frowned and his eyebrows came together. “Baby, I’m not keeping up. Who’s Meryl Colgrove?”

      “My mother.”

      

      Wes and I looked up and down the streets for a good ten minutes, scanning the storefronts and peeking inside. Nothing. The woman was just gone.

      Wes hustled me back to the rental car, and we went back to his family cabin. I didn’t say anything the entire time, far too lost in my own emotions to utter a word.

      That couldn’t have been her. It was as if she’d appeared out of nowhere. The Fates could not be that cruel. The odds of Meryl Colgrove being dropped into the small town I was staying in for the Living Beautiful segment and the holiday were out of this world.

      What if she lives here?

      No way. I had to have been seeing things. Besides, I hadn’t seen my mother in over fifteen years. The likelihood that I’d run into her in Aspen, Colorado seemed ridiculous. It was just someone who looked a lot like her, or the woman I remembered anyway.

      My thoughts were swirling around in my head like a tornado. Random. Erratic. Devastating.

      By the time we got back to the cabin, I’d convinced myself that it wasn’t possible the woman was my mother. I’d seen someone who looked surprisingly similar, and that was that. End of story. Nothing to worry about. However, my guy hadn’t come to the same conclusion.

      When we entered the cabin, he walked right over to the built-in bar area, plucked out two glass tumblers, and filled each with about two fingers of an amber-colored liquid from a crystal decanter.

      “Drink?” It was the first word he said since I’d told him I thought I’d seen my mother.

      “Sure.” I sat on one of the lush, high bar seats that swiveled and even had arms. These were nothing like a cheapo set you could get at the local big box store. I ran my fingers across the distressed grommets that looked battered into place in a way that suggested rustic chic.

      Wes took a healthy swallow of the whiskey. His Adam’s apple bobbed enticingly, calling to the woman within me.

      He leaned forward, placed his elbows on the bar top. “What do you think? Was it her?” he asked calmly.

      I could tell from the tension in his body and the uncertainty in his eyes that he didn’t know the best way to approach a conversation about a woman I’d very rarely spoken of with him. And my reaction probably gave a pretty good indication of how I felt about the woman who had borne me.

      “Don’t know for sure.” I shrugged. “The likeness was uncanny.”

      Wes nodded. “Why are we here, Mia?”

      My shoulders rose up automatically toward my ears as the tension started to get to me. “I don’t know, baby. It’s weird. Shandi, Dr. Hoffman’s assistant, told us to come. She set everything up with the team and told me the assignment.”

      “When are we supposed to meet with this mountain man? The guy that made a healthy donation”—Wes actually made air quotes—“to the show on behalf of the local artisans, one being his wife.”

      I couldn’t deny that the whole thing was strange. However, I was used to strange. Peculiar even. My entire year had been built on a random chain of events that led me where I was needed or sent. So far, it had worked out. I’d met the man I was going to marry. Made heaps of lifelong friends. Found my brother, Maxwell. Saved my father. And started a new career that I loved. I’d had serious bumps in the road, but it all worked out to my advantage in the end. I personally didn’t want to spend a lot of time questioning it.

      Slipping off the chair, I rounded the bar, went over to my man, and wrapped my arms around his waist. “His name is Kent Banks. Believe it or not, I thought it was a little odd, too. So I called up Max, told him about it, and you know what happened then?” I grinned.

      My brother was ridiculously protective of Maddy and me. Hearing that some random guy out in the hills specifically requested and supposedly paid some serious money to get me to do a segment on something as simple as local artists didn’t jibe with him and his alpha maleness. In fact, it apparently sent up the protective prickles to the extreme.

      Wes smiled and brought me flat against his chest. “He called out his dogs?”

      “Dogs being his private investigator, yes. Max is beyond paranoid. You know that.”

      My guy hugged me close. “Have I told you how much I like your brother? Such a good guy.” He glanced off into the distance serenely, hamming it up.

      I giggled and pressed my nose to Wes’s chest. Inhaling his aftershave and wintery scent sent flutters of excitement rushing through me. The space between my thighs automatically clenched at the mere thought of having him again.

      “He is.”

      “What did he find?” His hands tightened around me and his finger dug into the low part of my back, massaging away any residual tension from a day of travel and tromping around downtown Aspen.

      I groaned when he kneaded a particularly painful spot. “Um, said that the guy was a retired veteran. Got his education in architectural design. Makes beaucoup bucks designing mountain homes all over the world. Seemed legit. He was looking further into it, but didn’t seem too stressed. Especially when I told him you were going to be with me the entire time.”

      Wes’s hands trailed up my back and into my hair. He cupped the nape of my neck and maneuvered my face so my eyes were on him. “I’ll never let anything happen to you. You’re my life. My everything. I don’t want to exist in a world you’re not in.”

      “Me either,” I whispered.

      He leaned forward and touched his lips to mine. A featherlight sensation. He kept his lips hovering over mine so I could feel the movement when he spoke next. Felt it burrow in deep, straight into my heart.

      “I’ll always protect you. From anything or anyone.” His nose grazed mine as his face moved back an inch. “Be it your job, your family, or ghosts cropping up out of nowhere. From here on out, Mia, we deal together.”

      I nodded. “Okay, baby. We deal together,” I said and then leaned my forehead against his. That simple touch of his head to mine released all concern, doubt, and worry I had about the possibility that I’d seen my mother or what I should be feeling about it.

      “Can I kiss you now?” he asked, his voice a low rumble, the sound of a man who was losing control. I wanted that. Needed it even.

      I smiled. “Please kiss me now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    
    
      Zane’s Tavern was where the locals went to hang out, chill, have a beer and a few hot wings, according to the website. Wes agreed with that assessment. When he was in college, he and his frat buddies would hit the pub after a day on the slopes and pick up some snow bunnies who were waiting around for a hot, rich stud to sweep them off their Ugg-booted feet and take them back to the family cabin. Back then, Wes was only in it for a good time. Now, he was walking me down the steep steps where a wall of doors trimmed in forest-green greeted us. A broad rectangular sign above the entire length of the wall stated Zane’s Tavern boldly in gold relief on a black background.

      It seemed counterintuitive to me that patrons had to walk down steps to enter the establishment since it snowed rather heavily in this part of the country. It would make more sense to go up steps so that the entry didn’t get snowed in. Then again, maybe that was one way to keep the customers inside spending their duckets without seeming skeevy.

      Wes held the door open. The room was cozy and instantly reminded me of Declan’s back in Chicago where we’d hung out with Hector and Tony on St. Paddy’s Day. That day was one of the many reasons why Wes and I were together. He’d shown up out of nowhere, and given me a night I would never forget, and then left behind only the scent of man and sex in the air to cuddle with. I knew we were more then, even though I tried my damndest to fight it. Going so far as to have a one-night fling with Alec again in April. Once I’d found out Wes was banging Gina DeLuca, the star of his current film, I made a point to distance myself. Hell, I spent a month enjoying Samoan cock to try to forget the sexy surfer. It didn’t work. If anything, it made me more aware of what I wanted in the long run.

      My man’s hand was warm against my back as he led me into the basement space. There were several flat screen TVs in various locations around the room playing a football game. I couldn’t tell who it was from this distance, but the number of patrons wearing different jerseys and all eyes glued to the screens proved that it was a big game.

      Wes led me to the bar and helped me out of my own snow bunny coat and placed it on the back of my chair.

      “So when is this guy meeting us?” Wes looked down at his watch as he adjusted his chair and leaned on the bar top. In the day and age where men could look at their cell phone for the time, seeing a man wearing a wristwatch meant something. Wes was more traditional and old-fashioned than he liked to let on.

      “I think seven.”

      He nodded. “Let’s have a beer. It’s six forty now, so we’ve got some time.”

      “I could use a drink, that’s for sure.” I sighed and leaned my elbow onto the glossy bar top.

      Wes placed his hand on my shoulder and squeezed. “Sweetheart, nothing is going to happen on my watch. You’re safe with me. If this guy is a creeper, I’ll set him straight. End of story. You don’t worry about a thing but enjoying a drink with your man. Got it?”

      “Yeah. Thanks.” I laid my hand over his and leaned over enough to kiss the slice of skin at his wrist where his thermal Henley had risen.

      “What would you like?”

      I pursed my lips and looked at the wide variety of beers on tap. “Actually, I’m going to go for a cider if they have it.”

      The bartender approached. “Hey, Weston Channing! How the hell are you, brother?” A man with a long reddish beard-mustache combo called out, his mouth curved in a wide grin. His teeth were perfect. His eyes were almost the same color as his hair, a reddish-brown. He wore a black-and-red checkered button-up left open to a plain white tee underneath. Jeans that had seen better days hung over a pair of dirty construction boots. This man was not the kind of man who sat behind a desk. No, he’d probably built the desk by hand with wood from the tree he’d cut. He was a big guy who suited the lumberjack style very well.

      Wes took the man’s beefy hand. Now, my guy was above average in height and built solid. This guy, however, looked like he could break two-by-fours with nothing but his bare hands and a little elbow grease. He’d give my brother Max a run for his money in the big, beefy, built man department.

      “Alex Corvin! How are you, buddy?” Wes exclaimed, shaking his hand and holding his other one. I loved when guys did that. To me, it showed how genuinely they cared.

      The bearded fella shook his head, which had the odd effect of making his beard sway with him. I didn’t know anyone who rocked a full beard, but this guy did and did it with style. I had to admit he was sexy. The lumberjack look worked for me. Hell, I bet it worked on most women. That thought made me grin. I had to get a pic of this guy to send to Gin. She’d blow the doors off with her funny antics, and with my nerves the way they were, I could use a Ginelle chuckle.

      Wes put his arm around me. “Alex, this is my fiancée, Mia Saunders. Mia, this is Alex. We went to school together.”

      I held out my hand, and his meaty one engulfed mine until there was nothing left to see. Yowzer.

      “Pleasure, Mia. Damn, Wes.” Alex grinned and bit down on his bottom lip. “You got yourself a live one. Didn’t you?”

      “As opposed to a dead one?” I quipped, not being able to hold my tongue.

      Both Wes and Alex tipped their heads back and laughed.

      Alex stroked his beard in the way Santa was often seen doing in the Mall when he was pretending to think about whether a kid had been naughty or nice.

      Wes grinned and kissed my temple. “Oh, I definitely got the right one.”

      Alex leaned his elbows to the bar and looked at me conspiratorially. He tilted his head to Wes. “If this guy doesn’t treat you right, and you need a real man, you know where to go, yeah?” His voice was a seductive growl.

      Wes pushed his hand out and shoved him away with his palm to his forehead. “Get out of here!”

      They both chuckled. “Now really, Alex, last time I saw you, you were working Wall Street. You didn’t have the crazy mountain man vibe. Now here you are in our local haunt, serving up beers and burgers?” Wes asked, concerned.

      Alex wiped the counter in front of us. “Let me get you something to drink, and I’ll come back and explain it.”

      We both ordered. He served me a pear cider and Wes a Guinness, and took care of a couple customers before coming back to us.

      “So here’s the thing.” He crossed his massive arms over his chest and played with the beard before continuing. “Made a jack load of cash on Wall Street, right?”

      Wes nodded and sipped his frothy dark beer. A little bit of froth stuck to his upper lip, and I stared at that bit of white fluffy goodness as if it held all the answers of the universe. Not being able to take it, I leaned forward, wiped it with my thumb, and licked it. Wes’s eyebrows rose and his eyes darkened.

      “Don’t you start,” he warned, obviously seeing the desire in my eyes.

      I shook it off and paid attention to Alex, who had stopped talking altogether.

      “Continue.” Wes nodded.

      “You sure? She seems willing. I got a nice hard desk out back you can use if it gets to be too much.” He grinned.

      My entire face exploded in heat. I was certain the blush crept up my chest and neck, staining my cheeks.

      “Nah, man. It’s cool. She’ll get hers when we get home.” Wes winked at me. Winked. At. Me. Bastard was so going to get it. Making it seem like the sexual attraction was all me.

      I put the cool glass of cider against my cheeks, relishing the chilly reprieve against the heat, while Alex continued.

      “Turned out I fucking hate working with numbers unless they are adding up someone’s check. I love working a crowd, meeting new people, providing a nice place for people to come and just be. The stress, the tension, man, it was killing me. So I got out.”

      Wes choked on his beer. “You just left? Weren’t you making a lot of zeros?”

      Alex grinned. “Yep. Enough that I bought this bar right off the guy that owned it, put some cash down on my own place up here and now enjoy breathing fresh smog-free air. Every. Fuckin’. Day. I love my life.”

      “What about a mate?” Wes asked.

      At that question, Alex’s shoulders slumped, and on a man his size, it was like dropping a couple sandbags to the floor. “One day,” he said in a way that made me believe it would happen for him because he was open to it.

      Wes put his hand over his buddy’s forearm in a supportive gesture. “Happy for ya.”

      Alex looked at me, smirked, and gave me the guy head tilt. “Very happy for you.”

      “Can’t complain there.” Wes wrapped an arm around me, pulling me against his chest.

      

      Once we finished our drinks, Wes ordered us a couple more. Before I knew it, there was a person tapping on my shoulder.

      “Um, you Mia Saunders?” A deep voice asked from behind me.

      I swiveled my chair and turned around. Then I looked up. And up. Into the rugged face of a man with a thick head of dark, layered hair that fell into his eyes. His square jaw was shaved clean, and his chin had one of those little dents that made a woman want to put her thumb into it and hold him in place when she kissed him. At least, I would kiss this man if I were a good thirty years older and in need of a hunky gentleman. He wore a long-sleeved waffle thermal with a plaid shirt left open. Actually, this must have been what was called lumberjack chic, because Alex was similarly dressed, and he was a quarter of a century or more younger.

      “Of course you’re Mia.” His eyes seemed to skip over each of my features. My hair, face, body, but in a cursory glance. He spent far more time on my eyes, which sent a shiver rushing down my back.

      Wes stood and wedged himself in front of me, protective as usual. Only this time, I appreciated it because this guy looked at me as if he knew me, which was disconcerting.

      “You Kent?” Wes asked.

      Kent put out his hand. “Kent Banks. I’m the reason you’re here,” he said automatically.

      Wes shook his hand and introduced himself. I did the same.

      Kent held out a hand toward a booth over to the side. “Care to sit a spell?”

      “Sure. Thanks,” I said, wrapping my hand around my cider. Wes did the same with his mostly full Guinness.

      Kent picked a booth off to the side where there wasn’t as much noise. The place was a bit rowdy with the game in the third quarter. The crowd didn’t seem to have a preference over which team to root for. Almost every play came with cheers, clapping, and smack talking. I was used to it, growing up in Vegas, working the bars most my life. Noise didn’t bother me, and I could easily tune it out.

      We sat down, and I got right to business. “So, Mr. Banks. Care to tell me why you’d pay a bunch of money to have me specifically come out here and do a show on local artists, one of whom is your wife?”

      Kent furrowed his brow “I didn’t pay one red cent to get you out here.” He scoffed and sat back folding his arms over his chest.

      I glanced at Wes. He looked just as confused. “My boss’s assistant said you donated money to get me out here in person to do a segment on your wife, a local artist.”

      The man shook his head. “Not true.”

      “Um, I believe we have a misunderstanding then. Did you not request me?” I asked, uncertain. If he hadn’t, why was I here, and why was he meeting me at the local hangout to talk shop before the interview?

      “I requested you, yes, but not the way you’re saying.”

      Wes held his hand out to me when I opened my mouth to argue with him. Nothing was making sense, and he was talking in circles. I hated when people did that. It made me feel like an idiot.

      “Mr. Banks, what my fiancée and I are trying to get to the bottom of is why you asked her here. Specifically her.”

      Kent played with the cardboard coaster sitting on the table. “Thought it would be good exposure for my wife. Her work is really good, and you do pieces on people who create beauty. Probably because you’re so beautiful, it comes easy to you. My wife, uh, saw your show and became…excited.” He glanced around the room. There was something he was holding back. In Vegas, you learned to read people’s facial expressions or their “tells” as they say in gambling. Kent Banks was definitely not telling the full truth.

      “Excited?” I asked.

      “Yeah. She’s not the type of woman who is easily tamed. When she saw you on the screen, I…uh… knew I had to get you to come out.”

      I shook my head. “Why me?”

      His eyes once again seemed to catalogue everything about me. It was unsettling. Made me feel uncertain, made me want to know if what he saw was lacking. I didn’t care for it. Usually I was confident, but under this mountain man’s scrutiny, I felt…small.

      “Didn’t have to be you. Could have been anyone.”

      He was trying to sound nonchalant, but I could read through the bullshit. I’d been told a lot of whoppers in my day from men like my Dad, Blaine, and others. This guy was being deliberately vague, and I didn’t know why.

      “Tell me about yourself.” I needed to know more about the person who’d gotten me all the way out here before I called up Shandi and reamed her ass.

      It was looking more and more like the bitch had set me up. Probably wanted me off the show for a while so she could have Dr. Hoffman all to herself. Weird chick. He was crazy in love with his Hollywood starlet wife, yet his assistant was doing everything she could to keep me away from him. She knew I was head over heels in love with Wes, but still made a point to separate me from the studio as much as possible.

      Then there was a random mountain man and a story he spewed. It didn’t add up. None of it did. When things didn’t add up, my dad always told me…dig deeper. Since Kent brought me out here, there had to be more. Something I was missing.

      Kent waved over the waitress and ordered a Coors. Once she left, he sighed. “Retired vet. Served four terms in the military. Got my degree in architecture later in life and used my contacts in the government to score some bigger jobs. Been doin’ this fifteen years, which has given me the life I’ve wanted. One filled with a good woman, money in the bank, a great home, and land to enjoy. Living the American Dream. It’s all I ever wanted.”

      “Any kids?” I asked.

      His eyes narrowed. “Nope. Always wanted them. Didn’t have ’em.”

      “Why not?”

      “Never the right time. I served until I was thirty-five. Met my woman when I was forty. She didn’t want kids.”

      I took a large swallow of cider. “Your wife is an artist here?”

      He nodded. “Has a gallery on Main called 4M.”

      “Four M, the number and letter?” I confirmed, so I’d know where to go tomorrow.

      “Yep.”

      “What’s it mean? The four and the M, I mean?”

      He shook his head, a somber expression coming over his face. “Not sure. She said a while ago, it represented something important she’d left behind.”

      Wes tipped back his Guinness and finished the rest of the dark coffee-colored liquid and set his glass back on the table. “Whelp, it’s been not exactly fun. Look, Mr. Banks. I’m sure you’re a nice guy. You seem like one. But Mia shouldn’t be here under suspicious circumstances.”

      “What does that mean?” Kent’s tone turned rough, almost harsh.

      “Means I’m not going to let my future wife get taken for a ride by a pubescent ill-informed assistant. Mia, sweetheart, I’m sure if you call Dr. Hoffman, we can clear this up and get back to Malibu before Christmas.”

      “Malibu. Is that where you’re from?” He seemed surprised, as if he thought I’d come from somewhere else.

      “Yeah,” I said, thinking about the missed opportunity of a snowy Christmas. I didn’t want to leave.

      “Well, you’re a long way from home not to do what you came for. My wife is talented, and I’m sure if you visited her gallery and the other local artists, you might find something you’ve been looking for all along. A piece of yourself,” he said cryptically. “Art has a way of doing that. Opening the soul, letting the light in when only darkness existed before.”

      My head shot back. “Are you suggesting I have a dark soul?”

      He blinked slowly. “Not at all. Why would you come to that conclusion?” he asked, twisting my response.

      “On that note, I think we’ll take our leave. Thank you, Mr. Banks, for meeting with us. This whole thing is just…it feels…I don’t know”—I shook my head and pushed my hair off my shoulder—“off, somehow.”

      He stood, put his hands into his pockets, and stared. Again, his eyes traced me, but it still didn’t give me the creeps. It was like when he saw someone that looked so much like someone he knew, a doppelganger. Maddy once told me she’d learned that everyone had a doppelganger, a twin, running around.

      “I hope you choose to stay, Mia. I have a good feeling about you finding something you weren’t intending to find.”

      I laughed. “Are you a fortune teller or something?”

      He smirked “Nope. Just a wise old man.”

      “Old? You can’t be more than fifty.”

      “Fifty-five.”

      “Still, that’s not old. Young at heart.”

      “I think all people are ruled by the heart in one way or another.” He spouted more of his mumbo jumbo that, in all honesty, was odd coming from a retired veteran/architect. “I hope you think about staying. I would consider it a personal blessing if you visited the galleries.”

      A blessing. Now that was a very unique choice of words.

      Wes helped me tug on my puffy winter jacket. “We’ll see.”

      “Yes, I believe a lot of eyes will be opened in the next day or two.”

      I pursed my lips. “O-kay.”

      Wes looped his arm with mine. I turned around and waved at the giant man.

      He lifted a hand and moved his fingers slowly, as if he didn’t want to say goodbye.

      Wes hustled me to the car and helped me get in. Once he got in, he turned and looked at me. “I don’t know about that guy.”

      “He was harmless. I’m going to nail that Shandi for sending us on a wild goose chase. That was not cool.”

      “No, it isn’t. Still, what do you want to do? The camera crew arrives tomorrow night. We have the family coming up the end of the weekend to stay through the day after Christmas. Do you want to cancel and go back home? Christmas on the beach?” He waggled his eyebrows suggestively.

      I pouted and looked at him, blinking slowly.

      His shoulder slumped. “White Christmas?”

      I smiled huge. “White Christmas.”

      “All right, baby. Then a white Christmas it will be! Do you want to do the segment?” he asked.

      Mulling it over, I thought about how I could refuse. Usually, I got to pick my own ideas, but interviewing the local artists wasn’t a bad one. The fans would like it, especially during this time of year when people were feeling crafty.

      “I think we should,” Wes mused. “It would be pretty easy. Visit the galleries, interview some artists, and show the beautiful locale where the art is done. Fits the season.”

      “This is true. Plus, I’m interested to meet this guy’s wife now. Aren’t you?”

      Wes shook his head. “Not really. I feel like we’re about to get a whammy slammed down on us.”

      I snorted. “A whammy?”

      “Yeah. You know, like”—he slapped the dash of the car—“a whammy!” he hollered.

      “You’re a nut!” I giggled.

      “That’s my line.”

      “Not anymore. I just passed that trophy right on over to you.”

      He held his hands up as if he carried a golden trophy. “I dedicate this award to my beautiful wife, Mia, whose nuttiness knows no bounds, who’s good with handling nuts, likes to lick nuts…suck them down her…”

      I smashed my hand into the air space between his hands. “Give me back my trophy!”

      We spent the rest of the ride cracking up and talking about nuts. All kinds of nuts. By the time we got to the cabin, we were both a little nutty.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    
    
      The shifting body next to mine was restless. Wes’s legs moved underneath the covers in random patterns. He muttered something low that I couldn’t discern. I reached over, touching his chest with the palm of my hand. Instantly, he calmed. At a single touch. That’s how strong our connection was.

      “Mia, my Mia,” he sighed.

      Wes continued to mutter nonsensical phrases. Through the window, I could see the sun was just starting to peek over the horizon. I’d left the curtains open enough so the first thing I’d see when I opened my eyes would be the wall of pristine white mountains. It was such a different view from the Vegas strip or the sprawling ocean back in Malibu. I loved it. I appreciated that God had given us so many gifts in the form of the varying landscapes. This one was especially beautiful. I wondered what it would be like in the spring. All green and lush, it would be fun to bike and hike through. I’d have to ask Wes about visiting during warmer weather.

      “Please, Mia…just…please.”

      His voice was merely a whisper, but that time, I’d heard every word.

      Please what? I sat up and took in all that was my man. His bare chest was on display, muscles hard and defined. He had filled in the weight and then some he’d lost during his captivity. My guy had used the in-home gym and the ocean to hone his muscles into sinewy, succulent form. Looking at him sent a fresh bout of desire rippling through me. The space between my thighs became wet as my eyes feasted on his body. Not being able to hold back, I ran a single fingertip down the center of his chest.

      Wes moaned and turned his head to the side as if he were trying to get closer to me even in sleep. Moving the bedspread back, I found his cock semi-hard. My mouth watered. That cock was mine. All mine. There would never be another woman touching, sucking, or fucking that appendage but me. I owned it. And in turn, he owned me and everything that came with me. It was hardly a fair trade. I was no prize, but right now, I could do whatever I wanted to my man, and he’d succumb. Fully. Completely. Wantonly.

      It was heady stuff knowing that I had power over another person’s desires, could inflict pleasure at will.

      Pulling the blanket back all the way, I straddled Wes’s body and got low. I put my face directly over his bare cock and inhaled. His musky male scent hit my senses, and I tightened my hands into fists. Wes. Only one man smelled like that, and I swore my body knew his scent. Connected on a visceral, primal level, it knew its mate.

      Using just my tongue, I barely touched the thickest part of his manhood. The salty, rich taste exploded over my taste buds, and heat bloomed through my body to settle between my thighs. I humped the air, my pussy clenching, wanting that thick piece of Wes lodged deep inside…but not yet.

      I exhaled the fire inside me over his cock. It stirred infinitesimally, and he groaned, his length hardening before my eyes. It was magnificent to watch the magic of the male body. How excitement rushed to the most pleasurable place on their bodies with a fierceness that could not be duplicated anywhere else. As I watched Wes harden, I was fascinated at the beauty before me. In the past, I’d never considered a penis to be beautiful, but Wes’s was. Soft, it hung a few inches, still a commendable size, with the hair around it manicured evenly. Erect though, his shaft was mouthwatering. I was convinced that his length was built to please me. Long, thick, and harder than stone at the mere mention of fucking me. I liked that most. Sometimes, men took a while to work up. Not Wes. Hint at a sexual escapade, and the man was ready to hammer into me against the nearest wall. His sexual appetite matched my own. Perfect halves to one whole.

      Using the flat of my tongue, I started at the bottom of his length and licked a line straight up to the tip. Wes’s body tightened all around me, his abdominal muscles turned into square bricks, and his hands flew to my head. I didn’t stop. Awake or not, my man loved my mouth on him, and I wanted it more than I wanted my next breath.

      Sucking at the tip, I looked up. Wes’s sleepy eyes were on me, blinking slowly. I swirled my tongue around the tip, appreciating the clear drop of liquid that appeared. I moaned around him when that salty drop tingled against my taste buds.

      “You’re a goddess. I’ll never forsake a love like ours,” he ground out between clenched teeth as I pleasured him.

      I hummed against his cock and then took him as far into my mouth as possible. What I couldn’t reach with my mouth, I enclosed with my hand. His head flopped back, but his fingers tightened in my hair. I knew he wanted to thrust but was holding back. I loved him more for the herculean restraint. If the shoe had been on the other foot, I’d have been grinding into him within seconds. Something I found he thoroughly enjoyed.

      Laying my body against his legs, I rubbed against his thigh. The ache in my clit controlled my movements. When my wet sex touched his leg, Wes pulled in a breath between his teeth. “Baby, turn around and get that pussy in front of my face. Now.”

      I shook my head and licked several lines down his shaft. “For you. Not me.”

      He gripped my hair tightly at the roots and lifted my head. “If it’s for me, turn around give me your cunt. I want your honey on my tongue when I come. Now. Turn. Around,” he growled.

      Too far gone, I scrambled around and straddled his head, knees on the pillows. Wes’s fingers slipped slowly through my wetness.

      “Jesus Christ. Did you already come?”

      I shook my head not able to speak with his fingers playing.

      “Shit, Mia, you’re drenched. When you need me like this, you take what’s yours. Now tell me, what do you need?” he asked, his mouth inches from my soaking pussy.

      I inhaled harshly. “Need to come,” I admitted shamelessly.

      “Then you shall.” He laid a hand on my spine and ran it up to where my head hovered over his sex. “With my cock down your throat.”

      Not waiting a second longer, I laid my lips sideways on his dick and pressed open-mouthed kisses in a path up to the top. He was leaking copious amounts of pre-cum by the time I reached the top. When I got to the wide crown, I gasped. He’d chosen that second to wrap his lips around my clit and suck hard. The gasp was quickly followed by a gag when he pushed my head down and thrust his hips so his cock went down my throat, the same time his fingers plunged into my sex.

      My body went off like a rocket, jerking and spasming in orgasm. I felt like a fish on a hook. Wes’s mouth on my clit shot pleasure through me, while his fingers held me aloft, and I choked on his cock. Wes, realizing my predicament, lifted my head from his cock using a fist full of hair. An entire new sizzle of electricity combined with the pain at the roots of my hair, the furious finger fucking and clit sucking I was getting, started a new bout of arousal.

      “Mia, your mouth, sweetheart. Put it where it goes. Suck me off, and I’ll send you to the stars again.”

      Shaking my head as if waking from a dream, I got to work. Every long lick against his erection was met with a long lick against my pussy. Every suck was paired with suction on my clit. I took him deep back and forth. He mimicked the same with his tongue at my slit. At one point, his fingers gripped both of my ass cheeks and spread me wide. He circled the forbidden rosette with his tongue and back down to my soaked center. I ground against his face, seeking more pleasure. He gave it—in spades.

      I held the base of his cock tight, staving off his impending orgasm.

      “What the fuck?” he roared, and I scrambled off his mouth and out of his grip. Before he could chastise me, I centered my body over his cock and slammed down to the base. We both cried out. His hands grabbed my hips and held on as I rode him reverse cowgirl. The feeling in this position was harsh. Every thrust felt like an impaling in the worst yet surprisingly most blissful way. Facing his feet, I leaned forward and rested my hands on his shins for leverage.

      “Jesus Christ,” he gasped.

      His fingers tightened around my hips. As I leaned forward, his dick lodged so deep I could barely breathe.

      “Fuck,” he grated out through his gritted teeth.

      I held still for a few moments, letting my body adjust to the new intrusion. I was wholly unprepared for the depth and angle of his dick inside me. I swore if I leaned back, I’d feel him in my stomach. Lifting off my knees, I slid up and down his shaft, experimenting with this new sensation. Every nerve ending was alight with energy as his girth stretched and his length penetrated, piercing that wicked spot inside repeatedly.

      “Wes,” I choked out, picking up the pace. Needing more of him.

      “That’s it, baby, take me deep. Harder. You can do harder,” he groaned, his toes curling in front of me.

      Just when I got the hang of the new feeling, one of his hands left my hips, followed by a wet sensation over my forbidden hole. Wes rubbed in a circular pattern around the tiny pucker. Lost in the pattern, I moved my hips in a ring, stirring his cock inside me. The next time I lifted up, his thumb started to dip in. When I rooted deep, so did his thumb.

      “Oh, my god. I don’t know if I can handle…” I tried to lift away, but Wes wouldn’t have it.

      “You will take everything I have to give, Mia.” Wes moved that wicked finger in and out while I mindlessly rode him, stuck in an endless loop of stimulation.

      “One day, I’m going to take it all. Everything you have to give and keep it safe. Protect it with all that I am.” His voice was filled with emotion, or lust, or perhaps a bit of both. I didn’t know. All I knew was him, filling me, completing me, rocking my goddamn world.

      “God, I love you,” I said as I lifted up, slammed down, tilted my head back, and came, grinding deep. His thumb kept moving, pushing me through, forcing my orgasm to a pinnacle so high, I lost my breath.

      “Oh, your pussy is like the sweetest death grip,” he said while releasing my ass, gripping my hips, and thrusting into me several times until, his hips lifted high, he rooted deep and released within me on a long drawn out blissful groan. It was all too much. Too much sensation. Too much love. Just…too much. I blacked out.

      

      I woke to Wes’s fingers running through my hair, my head resting on his bare chest. Experimenting, I stretched my toes and felt soreness in the muscles in my belly, back, and nether regions. I actually felt as though I’d ridden a bucking horse and failed. But I knew I’d won.

      “Ah, there’s my girl. Lost you there for a minute.”

      “How long was I out?” I mumbled against his chest, not wanting to move any muscles again.

      He chuckled. “Just long enough for me to pull you off my dick, turn you around, and cuddle you up against me. I can’t believe you blacked out.”

      “Yeah, well, that was intense,” I said, kissing his chest.

      Wes continued caressing my hair and trailing his hand down my back. “It was. What made you decide to try out that position?”

      I half shrugged. “Don’t know. I’d never done it before, and when you got me all crazy, I had to have you inside. That was faster than flipping around.”

      Wes hummed. “This is true. It definitely worked. I like seeing your ass moving up and down over me. Plus, it gives me a great view of my dick sinking deep. I like that, babe.”

      “Dirty!” I chastised but grinned before biting down on his pec and kissing it better.

      “Hey, you keep that up and I’ll be making certain you can’t walk later,” he warned.

      I lifted my head, and he waggled his brows. “Seriously?” I mumbled and went back to enjoying his body. I ran my hands up and down his chest, petting him the same way I would a furry friend, though Wes was primarily smooth, aside from light smattering of blond hair that trailed down to his cock.

      “Do you think it will always be this good?” I asked, knowing I’d never had better.

      Considering my history, I’d not been with a man that made me insane in the sex department. I wanted it all the time with Wes. Day and night. Sweaty after a gym session, covered in sand, salty from the ocean, I’d take my man any way he came. That didn’t seem normal.

      Wes lifted up my chin so I was looking into his eyes. “I think when you’re in love, it’s always going to be good. Our bodies become a physical manifestation of our commitment. When it’s honest and real, the outcome doesn’t matter. It’s being together, connecting physically and mentally to ensure we’re still one, that’s important.”

      I smiled, pushed up, and took his mouth in a slow, deep kiss. “I want to have that with you always.” I said the words as if they were a promise, believing I’d do anything to keep that between us.

      Wes’s hands tunneled into my hair. “Baby, we’re always going to have love. A year from now, ten years, even fifty. I know my other half when I see it. Nothing’s going to stop me from making you mine forever. In a couple weeks, you’ll be mine legally, but that doesn’t change that you’re already mine in here.” He pointed to his heart.

      Tears filled my eyes as I listened to him quietly profess his love and confidence in our future together.

      “No, it doesn’t. I am yours. Forever.” I snuggled into his chest and thought about the future. We hadn’t spent much time discussing anything other than being together, me moving into his Malibu home, and working on Dr. Hoffman. “What do you see in our future, Wes?” I asked, excited and a little nervous.

      Talking about the big picture was something most couples did way before they agreed to marry. And in two short weeks, there would be no turning back. It wasn’t that I had cold feet or anything. I knew my life was meant to be lived standing by his side, but in what capacity? Wife, of course. Friend, certainly, but what else did he see on the horizon?

      Wes hummed. “Are you asking where I see us in five years? Like when you make a five-year-plan when you graduate college.”

      I frowned. “I never went to college, or never finished, I should say. But yeah, kind of. What do you want out of the future, and how do you see me in it?”

      He tightened his arms around my body, holding me closer. His warmth permeated my entire front comfortably. Fuck Disneyland. His chest was the happiest place on Earth.

      “Well, I’d say in the next year you’re going to get more stardom than you know what to do with on Dr. Hoffman.” I lifted up my head and saw in his expression the sincerity of his statement. “I’m serious. I think the public has really taken to you, and the execs at Century are figuring out what kind of gem they have. They aren’t going to let you walk away or leave for other opportunities very easily. So we’ll have that to deal with.”

      I went back to lying on his chest, content to let him speak.

      “I’m looking forward to doing the things normal married couples do. Have barbecues in the summer, invite friends over, make meals together, surf…” He grinned while I rubbed my lips against his hard pec. “You’ll work, and I…well, I don’t know what I’m going to do.” He sighed.

      Without looking at him, I asked the million dollar—or should I say multi-million dollar—question that had been hanging over both of us since he came back from Indonesia. “What about the movie?”

      His fingers dug into my skin momentarily, but not enough to harm. Enough to convey it was weighing on him considerably.

      I felt him move and heard the sound of his head shifting on the cotton pillowcase. “It’s hard. I’m not sure what the right thing is. On one hand, do we forego the project all together out of respect for the lives lost? On the other, they died creating this. Is it disrespectful not to release it? The money that movie could make would set up their families for a long, long time. I know many of them had children. Sure, they probably had good life insurance policies and the underwriting company for the picture had indemnity clauses in the unlikely event someone died on the job, but nothing replaces a loved one.” Wes sucked in a breath of air quickly. His voice cracked when he kept going. “We can’t forget them. I will never forget them.”

      I glanced up just as a tear fell down Wes’s cheek. Shifting my weight, I tossed a leg over his body, straddled his waist, leaned over, and cupped his cheeks so I could sip his tears. I kissed them away, took them into my body in the hopes that I could help carry this monumental burden.

      “You want my vote?” I asked. One thing a guy like Wes didn’t need was unsolicited advice. If he wanted it, I’d give it, but I wouldn’t lay it on him like another burden.

      He cleared his throat. “Yeah.”

      “Finish the movie if you can. Donate the proceeds, including yours, to either the families or set up a charitable foundation that helps people. I think part of the problem is that you don’t want to benefit from what contributed to them losing their lives, right?”

      Wes closed his eyes. More tears fell from the corners of his eyes. He nodded quickly.

      “Okay, so make their deaths mean something.”

      His breath became labored, chest rising and falling rapidly. I could see he was having a hard time. Yet the fact that he didn’t push me away, fuck me hard and fast to blow off some steam, but instead chose to move through the pain and emotions was a good sign. It meant that he was further along on the road to recovery.

      “I like that idea. Setting up a foundation or donating the money to charity, something meaningful for each life lost. I’m going to talk to the director and backers. See what they think. Everyone has been waiting for me to say boo, and frankly, I didn’t even know how to approach it.”

      I grinned and stroked his lips with my fingertips. “Hiding out so you can deal is not wrong. Hiding forever, not cherishing what was lost, is. I think you know what you have to do.”

      Wes nodded and cupped my cheek. “You’re my light in a very dark experience. You know that, right?”

      I put my hand over his that covered my cheek. “I’ll shine the way, any day, every day.”

      “That light leads back to you, Mia.” His voice was soft and telling.

      “It always will. Now tell me this. What are you going to do after you deal with this movie? Are you going to go back?”

      He shook his head quickly. “No. At least not right away. I’m going to go back to what I know, what feels good.”

      “The writing?” I smiled, hope coating my tone.

      His eyes sparkled bright green in the new morning light. “The writing. I have some ideas. Completely away from war and strife.”

      I lay back down and tucked my head under his chin. “Yeah? Like what?”

      “The story is about a girl.” He hugged me close, planting his hands at the curve in my lower back.

      “What kind of girl?”

      “A beautiful one. Body that men dream of. Heart of gold.”

      “Hmmm…and?” I asked.

      Wes’s fingers traced up and down my spine lightly as if he were painting something. “She takes a job as an escort.”

      I grinned. “Oh, and what happens next?”

      “She dates a bunch of men,” he said harshly, clearly not liking this part of his story.

      I laughed against his neck. “Dates?”

      “Mm-hmm. But there’s only one that she falls for. You see, it was love at first sight.”

      “Was it? With an escort, I’d guess lust at first sight,” I suggested, but he wasn’t buying it.

      He grabbed my bum and squeezed. I could feel him hardening underneath me. “Nope. You see, this woman was special. Not only was she beautiful with a smokin’ hot bod and a golden heart, but she had a gift.”

      “What kind of gift?” I asked, curious now.

      “Well, the gift is not a physical thing, per se. It’s the gift of her love. If one of the men she dates is given this gift, he’ll be happy for the rest of his days.”

      Lifting my head so I could kiss his jaw, I placed a wet one there before asking, “And who does she give this gift to?”

      “Haven’t you figured it out?”

      Since he’d turned the tables on me, I was feeling a bit confused. “I thought I had.”

      Wes laughed and kissed my temple before finishing. “She gives a small amount of her gift to everyone she cares for, and they all fall a little in love with her.”

      I snorted into his chin. “But what about her one true love? How can she love at first sight if she gives away bits of herself to everyone?”

      “Because there is only one man who gives her the gift of his love completely. He’s willing to settle for most of her, when the little bits she’s given everyone else are being cared for. Ultimately, it makes the world around them better because these individuals have a piece of her with them. They spread that love and joy, making the world a better place.”

      His concept sounded very final and a little sad. I might love a lot of people, definitely more than I did when I started this journey almost a year ago, but I definitely would not agree that the gift of that love replaced the gift to another.

      “It’s a beautiful story,” I commented, a hint of discomfort in my tone.

      “What? You don’t think it’s true?”

      I shook my head. “To an extent, I do. The concept that all of us have a finite amount of love to dole out is an intriguing one, but I don’t think it works that way. I believe love grows and continues to do so with each person you give it to. Like planting a seed. The more you water it and feed it, the more likely it will turn into a beautiful tree. From that tree, branches will extend and leaves will fall, but when the seasons change, new leaves and more branches will grow. Just like love.”

      “Then perhaps I shall call the story The Tree of Love.”

      I grinned and used my hand to turn his face level with mine so I could kiss him. “Now that is a story I can get behind.”
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      Wes pulled up to a curb in front of a brown two-story brick building. A set of steps led up to Aspen Grove Fine Arts gallery. Kathy, Wes, and I exited the car. The camera crew parked next to us in the rental van and started to unload what they’d need.

      “This is our first of four stops. I confirmed a meeting with a local sculptor along with the manager of the gallery. They were thrilled to do the interview here,” Kathy confirmed as we made our way up the steps.

      We were greeted by a man in a suit who introduced himself as Brice. He showed us around the gallery, explaining different pieces done by the local talent until a woman bustled in. She was tall and thin with fiery red hair that protruded in fat, round curls from her forest green beret. Her eyes were as bright and blue as a cloudless California day. She wore a thick cream-colored cable-knit sweater, a chunky multicolored scarf, paisley leggings, and funky boots that came up to her knees.

      When she held out her hand to shake mine, the fifty or so bangle bracelets tinkled prettily against her pale wrist with her movement. “Hi, I’m Esmeralda McKinney, the sculptor. Thank you so much for coming today.” Her corresponding smile was wide and beautiful. Everything about this woman could light up a dull, dark day.

      “Happy to be here. How about we start with you showing us your artwork? I’ll get my guys rolling, and I’ll ask you questions. Does that work for you?” I said.

      Esmeralda’s face lit up in a way that could make anyone believe the sun was shining directly on her. “Of course!”

      She led me over to a clear pedestal stand. On top was a female bust made entirely out of tiny strips of metal. It was as unique as it was interesting.

      “This is one of mine. It’s called Blown Away.” Esmeralda touched the very tips of the strands of metal that fanned out as if wind were blowing the subject’s hair back.

      The cameras were rolling, but it was hard not to get sucked into the piece. The lines of the eyes, lips, and nose were startlingly accurate for simple molded strips of metal. “It’s incredibly intricate. How do you start something like this?” I asked.

      “I take flat sheets of metal, cut them into smaller unmeasured pieces. Part of the fun is taking seemingly random snippets of metal and bringing them together into something whole. As I heat and maneuver the pieces, they start to take shape.”

      I touched the edge of the pedestal, not daring to touch the art itself. “You mean when you start a project, you don’t know what it’s going to be?”

      She shook her head. “Nope. I guess, like a writer who sits in front of an empty page waiting for the story to come, I just let the pieces tell me what to create. As I slip new metal strips into place, a form presents itself, and I go with flow.” She clasped her hands in front of her chest. “It’s as if it’s meant to be whatever it will be. Like life. You can’t plan everything beautiful. Sometimes beauty takes form right in front of you.”

      Esmeralda had a profound point. Lately, I’d definitely learned that beauty presented itself in ways I couldn’t begin to imagine until it happened.

      

      The next location was the Baldwin Gallery. This one was owned and operated by Jonalyn Baldwin, a local photographer. Inside, the gallery was a long white rectangle set into another brick building. This one was off the beaten path.

      There were photographs of varying sizes hung throughout the open space. In the center were free standing walls that patrons could walk around and see pictures on each side.

      A petite Asian woman with long black, silky hair pulled back into a tight ponytail and onyx-colored eyes met us at the front of the gallery.

      “Hello, you must be Mia Saunders. I’m Jonalyn Baldwin. Welcome to my gallery.”

      Overall, her skin tone was a lovely toasted brown, a smattering of freckles across her nose and cheeks the only deviation from a flawless complexion. Her lips were painted a pale pink, which, coupled with the warm tone she wore, gave her a rosy glow. From top to bottom she was clothed in a burgundy tunic and matching leggings. A thick gold chain hung from her neck that caught the track lighting above. Simple and chic.

      “Thank you for having us, Jonalyn. We’re eager to see your art.”

      “Then please, come this way.”

      Jonalyn led us over to an enormous photograph. The image was of half a woman’s face, her hands cupping her cheeks. Only there was a distortion, as if the picture had been taken through cracked glass.

      “Can you tell me about this piece?” I asked, swept away once again by the details of the image.

      Jonalyn pointed to a section of the photograph. “You see these lines here. That is where I focused the lens.”

      I narrowed my gaze and focused on the cracks in the image.

      “On the other side of this glass was a beautiful woman dressed to impress. I had her lean over a counter and look through a display case. Then I shifted a piece of rippled glass over the lens and captured her beauty in an altered perception. As you can clearly see, the woman behind the distorted view is quite stunning, though we don’t know who she is or what her story is. Perhaps the beauty you see is a mask.” Jonalyn had interpreted what she saw and why she’d chosen to capture that image so perfectly, it gave me pause.

      I focused on the image, trying to see her perception. I tilted my head and looked at the photograph from a different angle. To the naked eye, when I focused, I could see the woman had perfect red lips, matching painted nails, and lovely skin. Through the shattered glass, however, I could see imperfections that I might not otherwise have seen.

      “I call this Beauty Uncovered,” Jonalyn said, clearly proud of her work.

      Fascinated, I followed Jonalyn through her gallery. The way she captured images and changed them into something else was pure genius. One set of photographs really hit home with me. I had the cameraman focus on the two images hanging beside each other. One was of a homeless woman leaning against a building. One foot was bent at the knee, propped against the wall behind her. A white garbage bag sat next to her, likely the whole of her belongings. Her long dark hair was dirty and scraggly. It probably hadn’t been washed in ages. The woman was looking off to the side. Her face bore hard lines, and a sadness that couldn’t be erased shone in her eyes. She was clearly destitute and perhaps hopeless as well.

      The next picture was taken through a warped, bubbled piece of glass. In it, the same woman stood, the image completely altered. The features were softened, the hair no longer looked dirty but was dark and curly. The bag next to her, a glowing ball of white light, appeared to illuminate her form, giving her a healthy radiance.

      “When you smudge out the harshness of reality, what you find underneath is…special.” Jonalyn crossed her arms over her small form as she admired her work. It was worthy of admiration.

      I raised my hand to the image, compelled to get closer. “It’s incredible, the way you see things.”

      She smiled softly. “It’s the way we should all see things. A beautiful woman can seem perfect, but when you look through new eyes, there are flaws. Everyone has imperfections. Then here”—she pointed at the sad woman—“you can take a woman clearly homeless, dirty, and hardened by life, yet still find the soft uncovered side. Life and our experiences change the way we look outside, but never the whole of who we are on the inside.”

      I spent far longer talking to Jonalyn than I should have. Wes came up behind us as we chatted in a seating area off to the side. He put his hands on my shoulders and rubbed them before leaning forward.

      “Mia, if you want to finish all four galleries today, we need to get a move on. It’s starting to snow.”

      I glanced up at Wes and smiled. He kissed my forehead. The distinct click of a shutter broke the moment. Jonalyn’s cheeks pinked when she moved the camera away from her face and down. I knew it had been sitting on the table in front of us, but I didn’t think she’d be using it.

      “Sorry, it’s second nature when I see something that needs to be captured.”

      I grinned, not at all disturbed by her actions. “But you don’t have any distorted glass.”

      The artist smirked. “It wasn’t needed. Any way I could have captured that moment would have been honest. I’ll email you the image so you can see for yourself.”

      Wes took my hand and helped me to stand. “I’d like that very much. It’s been really wonderful chatting with you, seeing your art and how you view it. I promise to show it well in the segment.”

      “I have no doubt you will do me a great honor. Thank you, Mia.” She held my hands in a two-handed clasp.

      Pure class.

      

      Instead of hitting the next gallery, Wes took us to the historic Red Onion for lunch. “The place was established in 1892 and makes the best French onion soup and crab hushpuppies,” Wes exclaimed, almost jumping out of his snow boots as he ushered me through the door.

      The restaurant was hopping with people. The walls were a deep crimson that provided a warm cocoon-like experience that gave the diner the impression he should come, hang out, and stay awhile. I felt instantly at home. Warm air flowed through large vents, making my chilled nose tingle and defrost.

      Wes had called ahead and ensured seating for six. A lighting, sound, and camera crew of three was a skeleton crew, but I’d worked with them in New York. The work we’d done was solid and well received by Century Production executives. One thing I needed to address was a permanent assistant, and I wanted Kathy.

      Once we got settled and ordered our crab hushpuppies, heated spinach-artichoke dip served with grilled pita bread, and our entrees, I got up the nerve to broach the subject with my current assistant.

      “So Kathy, how do you think everything is going?” I asked cryptically, playing with the straw in my drink.

      Kathy pressed her Woody Allen glasses up the bridge of her nose. “Really well. It was obvious that you were animated about Ms. Baldwin’s art back there. That will read well on screen. Your enthusiasm, that is.” She glanced down and her cheeks turned rosy.

      I nodded. “I agree. Her art was unique and showed an important side to beauty in a way that I believe will resonate with our broader audience, but Jonalyn’s art is not what I was referring to when I asked how you thought things were going.”

      Kathy’s eyebrows crept closer together, and she frowned. “I’m not sure I’m following, Ms. Saunders.”

      “Soon to be Channing in two weeks!” Wes interrupted, wrapping his arm around my chair and grasping my shoulder possessively.

      This time Kathy smiled wide, and the apples of her cheeks seemed to glow. “You’re getting married?”

      I nodded happily. “Yep. When we get back, we’re tying the knot in Malibu. On New Year’s Day.”

      She clapped her hands together at her heart and sighed. “That’s wonderful. You two do look perfect together,” she gushed.

      Wes ate her compliment up. His arm tightened on my shoulder, and he nuzzled my chin. “Couldn’t agree with you more, Kathy,” he agreed, sloppily kissing my cheek, ear, and neck.

      I giggled and pushed his head away, wanting to get back to the point I was trying to make before he clomped his size eleven booted feet all over it.

      “Kathy, I’m just going to spit it out because I have to, and you have very little time to make a decision.”

      A look of worry and concern instantly swept across her face. “Okay. I’m listening.”

      “I want you to be my assistant,” I blurted.

      She looked off to the side and then back. “I thought I was.”

      Sighing, I lifted my iced tea and took a large gulp while I nodded. “You are. But I meant from now on.” I could tell the second the light bulb lit. Her entire face grew brighter and a small smile crept across her lips. “Meaning, for good. As long as I’m with the Dr. Hoffman show, I want you to be my production assistant. Help out with the segments, plan them with me, and so forth. You know all the ins and outs, whereas I primarily know just what I want to do and how to express it in front of the camera. I need someone I trust helping me make the most out of these segments, ensuring that we’re telling the audience the right story.”

      Kathy was nodding her head before I even finished explaining. “Oh, my, such an amazing opportunity.” Her brow furrowed. “But I live in New York.”

      “Yes, I realize that. At first, we can do some of the work virtually, like we are now, but not for long. The show would provide you with a moving stipend. You could come out in early January and find a place, but by the end of January, I’d need you in California.”

      Kathy shook her head. “I don’t understand. Why me? I’m a nobody.”

      I scoffed. “Nobody? You get everything dialed in perfectly. You get me, what I’m trying to accomplish. You understand and easily connect to the people we need to interview. In my opinion, you’re my ideal candidate.”

      “But Dr. Hoffman’s assistant hates me—”

      I cut her off. “I’ll handle Shandi, but she doesn’t make the decisions. Her boss and Leona do. I’ve already cleared it with them. They gave me carte blanche to pick whomever I wanted, and I choose you. Now, I understand if you need time to think about—”

      “No need. I want the job.” Her voice was firm and confident.

      I grinned. “Even though you have to move?”

      “The winters in New York are brutal, and my family is all over the place. Besides, this is my chance to be on a regular show, making higher-level decisions, and working with someone I genuinely like. I hate that I’m kicked around here, there, and everywhere. I want to find a place and build a life. Working with you and Mr. Channing has been the highlight of my career so far,” she said excitedly. Probably the most animated I’d seen her.

      I cleared my throat just as the waiter delivered our appetizers. Wes went for a hush puppy and had one in his mouth so quickly, I worried he’d choke.

      “What?” he said around a mouthful of food.

      I laughed. “Anyway, there’s only one condition.” My eyebrows rose as she prepared herself.

      Her shoulders went back, she lifted her chin, her gaze focused directly on mine. It was hard not cracking up, but I arrowed my own gaze on hers and spoke my terms.

      “You have to agree to call me, Mia. This Ms. Saunders stuff is getting old.” I held a stoic impression for as long as I could before the piggy snort laugh started.

      By the time we were done talking, the entire table was howling. I’d informed the rest of the crew that I planned on reserving their services as well and they all seemed happy about the possibility of working together more in the future.

      

      After lunch, we hit the third gallery and met with a man who called himself Bob the Woodsman. He whittled wood while sitting in a rocking chair he’d crafted himself. The gallery had placed his chair in a corner by the window. Bob was seventy years young and enjoyed hanging out surrounded by art and meeting new people.

      The gallery was a huge draw for local tourists, and since they’d given Bob the Woodsman a space to whittle, they’d upped their sales by thirty percent. He sat in his chair, whittled out small, unique pieces that the tourists could buy on the spot or others the gallery had on display along with additional mixed arts ranging from sculptures to paintings and more.

      Interviewing Bob, I found out that he’d served two tours in Vietnam, starting back in 1965. During the long hours of waiting for action, he’d cut chunks out of the trees, and using a pocketknife, he’d whittle small totems or figurines out of the wood. He’d give the bits of art to his brothers-in-arms so they could mail them back to their families, letting them know they were thinking about them. He was discharged in the early seventies because of three service injuries: he’d been shot twice in the leg and once in the hip. The leg didn’t heal as well as they’d hoped.

      Far more comfortable in a rocking chair, Bob the Woodsman started making his pastime a full-time job. Happier talking with his family, friends, and the public, and unable to get around easily to work a nine-to-five job, he found something that worked for him, something he loved, and made it his own.

      His story was inspiring and uplifting when so much of the world was in strife, dealing with the ravages of war and wanting nothing but peace. Bob’s story had a heaping dose of hope for our nation’s wounded veterans who I knew could use a bit of optimism. Bob’s story wasn’t easy to hear. He had been wounded protecting freedom, and sitting in a window of an art gallery in Aspen Colorado, he didn’t regret a single day of his service.

      A beautiful hero who crafted interesting pieces was amazing, but it wasn’t the story that made him special. It was the part of his experience each person he encountered took away with them.

      While we chatted, he whittled a small wooden heart surrounded by ocean waves. “Wedding gift,” Bob said when he handed me the piece. It was a four-by-four inch square. The bottom was flat so it could stand up and be displayed.

      “How did you know?” I gasped.

      Bob waved off my surprise. “An old man knows a woman in love. Besides, the light bouncing off that ring damn near blinded me!” He chuckled.

      Together, we laughed, and the gallery owner wrapped my gift in tissue paper and handed it to Wes in a bag.

      As I was leaving, I hugged the old man. “Thank you for sharing your story with me. I know I and the rest of the audience that sees this piece will never forget it.”

      “People like you, my dear one, make it all worth the risk,” he said, smiling and waving as Wes tucked me under his arm, and we headed out into the cold.

      

      Worth the risk.

      When we left Bob the Woodsman and arrived at 4M Gallery of Art, I was still reeling. Bob said I made it worth the risk. I knew he meant to fight in a war. Soldiers fought and gave of themselves in ways that civilians could never possibly comprehend. It took a special kind of person to risk his life every day for over three hundred million people he didn’t even know. Pride. Service. To Bob, those things, and each life, were worth it.

      His words made me think how anything truly worth having in life was also worth the risks. However, not everyone was willing to take those risks to achieve what he wanted out of life. It was sad when I really thought about it.

      Entering the 4M gallery, the scent of lemon, mint, and jasmine mixed together assaulted me. I stopped just inside the doors and let the familiar mixture permeate my senses. I hadn’t smelled that exact combination in years. Fifteen years to be exact.

      My heart started pumping hard in my chest, and my mouth went dry. At the other side of the room was a tall woman with shoulder-length bouncing black curls. She wore unrelieved black and was adjusting a painting on the wall across from me. I couldn’t move. Her back was to me, but from the body shape, the fluid movement of her arms—like a dancer—she was not only recognizable, her identity was downright devastating. Like seeing a ghost.

      The woman turned around, clapped her hands together, and walked closer. Her pale green eyes narrowed, and she pulled at a pair of thin silver frames that were dangling at the edge of her long-sleeved blouse. She put them on and halted, as if glued to the floorboards. I, too, did not move a muscle, taking in all that was the woman before me. She’d changed a lot over the past fifteen years, but not enough that I wouldn’t recognize her on the spot.

      “Mia,” she gasped.

      Wes’s warm hand enclosed around mine. The only movement I was capable of was squeezing his hand in a death grip.

      “Hello, Miss…” Wes asked.

      “Banks,” she said.

      I cringed, squeezing Wes’s hand again.

      He didn’t let go of my hand, for which I was eternally grateful. Had I not had that single connection to something real, I’d have likely passed out, run away screaming, or a combination of the two.

      “Ms. Banks, I’m Weston Channing, and we’re here to interview you about your art and the gallery. It seems as though you and Mia already know each other. As you can see, she’s a bit taken aback, so if you could clear up what’s happening here, I’d be rather grateful.”

      My Wes. The peacemaker. What he didn’t know was that nothing was going to clear up this mess. Fifteen years of loss and abandonment wouldn’t scrape clean with a simple explanation. I already knew that. I had been trying for years to solve the mystery behind why the woman who gave me life would destroy my world as I knew it at the tender age of ten.

      “Mia, I’d recognize you anywhere.” Her voice shook. It sounded different, calmer somehow. She licked her lips, and I watched in horrid fascination as the woman I’d thought I’d lost forever stood before me, looking better than she ever had. Better than she had any right to.

      “Darling girl, it’s been so long.” Her words were like a poison-laced knife, striking the vulnerable, soft parts of me. The restrained emotion was there and more sincere than anything I remembered her saying before, but it still didn’t begin to penetrate the marble wall around my heart I’d built against this woman and her memory all those years ago.

      Not knowing what else to do, I said the only words I could muster.

      “Hello, Mother.”
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      Wes’s hand tightened around mine to the point of pain. I ripped my hand from his grasp and swayed. He caught me instantly, pulling me tightly against his side.

      Kathy finally made her way in, shaking the snow off her jacket and lifting her hand out to my mother. “Hello, I’m Kathy, and this is Mia Saunders and her fiancé, Weston Channing. Thank you for having us. Sorry if we’re a bit late…”

      “Fiancée?” my mother gasped, her eyes taking in all that was my soon-to-be husband. “Um, congratulations,” Her effort at polite conversation and false felicitations fell dead short on me.

      “What are the odds that I’d walk into this very gallery to interview the woman who destroyed me fifteen years ago?” My words held enough malice to cut glass. Indeed, I hoped they would cut right through her black heart.

      She inhaled sharply, as did Kathy. The entire room went silent.

      Kathy shuffled from foot to foot, looking at me and then my mother and finally, Wes. “Err…I’m guessing we’re done for the day?”

      “Kathy, go ahead and head back to the cabin with the rest of the team. I think we have enough with the three artists to get what we need for the segment. Help yourselves to dinner. Mia and I will be along shortly.” Wes had jumped in, saving the day as usual.

      Kathy walked over to me and grabbed my hand. She squeezed it in a show of support. “I’ll be available tonight if you need a friend, Mia.” Now, she used my name. Finally.

      Her saying those words meant more to me than she realized, but all I could manage was a simple nod as she instructed the guys and she and the film crew left the gallery.

      Alone, the three of us stood. My mother licked her lips again, glancing around—probably looking to see if someone else would enter and save her from this nightmare. Because that’s exactly what it was. A nightmare of epic proportions. I had resigned myself to never seeing this woman again, never knowing why—or how—she could leave her children the way she did.

      “Uh, how about we go sit down over here and talk?” Her voice and hands shook as she pointed to a sitting area off to the side.

      Me? I walked right up to her, looked her in the face, and watched as her eyes filled with tears. In a moment of sheer weakness, I lifted my hand and slapped her across the face as hard as I could. Tears I didn’t know I had poured down my cheeks. She cried out when I slapped her and held her cheek. Her own tears fell like big fat watery lies I didn’t believe for a moment.

      Her voice cracked as she replied. “I g-guess I deserved that.”

      “You deserve worse than that. So much worse,” I growled through clenched teeth.

      She cleared her throat and pushed back her hair. “Please, Mia, I’d like to explain.”

      I scoffed. “Explain? You’d like to explain.” My voice rose what seemed like a million decibels but was probably more like a whispered yell. “Explain what…Mother!” I sneered. “How you left your ten-year-old daughter alone. Or maybe, how you left your five-year-old daughter alone. No wait…” I took a step closer. As I was going to strike the vile woman again, Wes grabbed me by the biceps, pulled me against his chest, and backed us both a few steps.

      Her face crumbled. “You don’t understand!” she cried. “I didn’t want to leave.”

      I huffed. “You have no idea the amount of hell you put Maddy and me through. After you left, Pops turned into a raging alcoholic. At ten years old, I took care of him and my baby sister!”

      Her eyes widened.

      “Oh, yeah. Bet you didn’t plan on that. Because you abandoned us, my father went off the deep end. Half the time he forgot he even had children. Maddy and I went days with no food. Days!” Wes’s hands tightened on my biceps. I wasn’t sure if it was a show of support or if he was making sure I didn’t claw her eyes out. Either way, it helped keep me grounded.

      “I had to steal from casinos and dumpster-dive to prevent us from starving!” I snarled. “You have no idea the damage you’ve done.”

      My mother cried and fell to her knees. She put her hands up to her chest. “Mia, my God. Baby, I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry. I thought I was doing the right thing. I didn’t know!” Her body heaved with sobs. Guilt was thick in the air but it wasn’t mine.

      “You’re sorry?” I shook my head. “Sorry you left, or sorry you didn’t do it sooner?” My voice was boiling over with acid and just as corrosive.

      “No, I never wanted to leave. I had to. It was for the best. To keep you safe!” She put her hands in front of her face and cried.

      “Safe?” I snarled. “Safe would have been having a mother make sure her children had food on the table, hot water in the house, clean clothes to wear.” Emotion clogged my words, but I didn’t care.

      “God! I didn’t think he’d take my leaving so hard. I loved Michael. I wanted him to move on…”

      I laughed and lunged for the broken down woman again. Wes held me back.

      “Sweetheart…” His tone was commanding but gentle. “I understand you’re mad, but physical violence is not the way. Tell her what you need to say, and we’ll be on our way.” His green eyes were rife with anger on my behalf.

      I nodded and crouched down to her level. “You were everything to my father. The sun, the moon, the very ground he walked on. We were lousy imitations.”

      She shook her head and repeated “No, no, no, no. It wasn’t supposed to be like that.” Her body shook again with a fresh bout of tears.

      “Yeah, well, what did you expect? Did you expect him to respond the way Jackson Cunningham did?”

      Her head shot up. “You found Jackson?” she gasped.

      “Jackson’s dead,” I responded deadpan.

      Her body jolted as if she had been shot in the chest. “What?”

      “He died a few years ago. But not before leaving a trail. A money trail, with my name in his will. Imagine my surprise when my brother, Maxwell Cunningham, came calling.”

      “Max…” she whispered, her face contorting into one of unguarded pain.

      I nodded. “Yeah, I know about Maxwell…my brother. And we also know that Maddy is Jackson’s.”

      Her eyebrows narrowed. “That is not true!” She shot back.

      “You think we didn’t check? Madison is not Michael Saunders’s biological child. She’s Jackson’s. We have the paternity tests to prove it.” I clenched my teeth. “You think I believe you’re surprised by this information? You cheated on my father more than once. I distinctly remember meeting Maxwell as a kid.”

      She shook her head and pressed on the sides of her temples with both palms. “No, no, no, no. I don’t understand. I don’t remember any of this,” she cried out.

      “Bullshit!” I screamed loud enough for her to cower on her knees.

      Wes grabbed me under the arms and hoisted me back up.

      A loud bang erupted from behind us, like a door slamming shut. Kent Banks stormed in. Seeing my mother on the ground, he went down to his knees and wrapped her in his massive arms. “What the hell is going on?” he growled.

      “You tell me. You’re the one who brought us here! You had to know she was my mother!”

      He jerked his head up to meet my gaze. Kent’s nostrils were flared and white, his mouth a deep scowl. “Yes, I knew you were her daughter. She confided that to me when she saw you on TV. Told me about you, your sister, and your brother. I thought I was doing something good. Bringing the family back together…”

      I snorted. “Are you insane? This woman abandoned my siblings and me. Hell, my sister and I didn’t even know we had a brother until a few months ago. It would have been nice to learn that from our mother!” I sneered.

      “Get out!” Kent roared.

      Hearing that tone from Kent, Wes pushed me behind him. “I’m not sure that my fiancée is done talking to her mother.”

      My mother was muttering something under her breath, cowering against Kent. He lifted her into a princess hold.

      “I think you’ve done enough. There’s a lot you obviously don’t know. I’ll call you later.”

      I huffed. “Don’t bother. I have nothing more to say to this pathetic excuse for a human being.”

      On that, I turned and stormed out of the gallery. Wes was quick on my heels.

      I started walking down the street, anger billowing through my veins and pushing me forward. My labored breaths misted in the freezing air.

      When I slowed and eventually came to a stop, I wasn’t sure where I was or what I was doing. All I knew was that I was cold and alone. I choked out a sob and felt as though I’d lost my balance when a pair of thick arms hefted me up and held me close.

      “I’m here, sweetheart. I’m here. Let’s go home.”

      “I can’t face anybody.” I cried against his chest. The pain around my heart shifted, squeezed, and became unbearable—like my heart was breaking in half.

      “You don’t have to. I’ll make sure of it. Just let me take care of you,” he whispered and carried me to the car.

      Time seemed to pass by in a haze until eventually I was being carried up a set of stairs, stripped of my clothing, and placed into a warm cloud. A heat at my back startled me until I was enwrapped in a warmth I’d know anywhere. I burrowed into Wes Channing. Clung to him, our life, and everything that made me feel safe. His hold was firm and unrelenting. In his arms, wrapped in his love, I closed my eyes.

      

      I woke the next day still surrounded by Wes. He’d held me within the safety of his arms all night, never letting go. I blinked a few times and then saw Wes’s face up close and in living color. His breath came in soft puffs against me. Lifting my hand from between us, I ran the tip of my finger down the bridge of his nose. He stirred and lazily opened his eyes. Wes’s eyes were unlike any others. They were a brilliant green, much like fresh cut grass. He smiled softly, leaned forward the few inches that separated us, and kissed my nose.

      “How you doing?” His voice was a deep rumble I felt all the way to my toes.

      I could lie and tell him I was fine, but he’d know I wasn’t telling the truth. He’d give that to me, though. That was the type of man he was. However, I was done hiding my hurts, done keeping the wall surrounding my heart up around him. The only person who deserved that treatment was my loser of a mother. It didn’t change that I wished things had been different though. Ached for them to be different.

      Growing up, a girl needed her mother. Someone who could be there to kiss her wounds, mend her heart when a boy has broken it, teach her about being a woman the world can be proud of, and most of all, teach her how to be a mother, how to care for another soul more than her own.

      “I’m not okay, Wes,” I admitted. It took a lot for me to bare my soul, but I’d do that for him, the one person in the entire world who loved me more than he loved himself. I knew that with my whole heart.

      “Yeah, I didn’t imagine you would be. What’s going on in here?” He pointed to my forehead.

      I closed my eyes, relishing his simple touch. For me, it was more than a gesture. It was a connection. Something tangible that I could grasp, hold on to when everything around me felt as though it were crumbling at the seams.

      “Seeing her in her gallery. Looking perfect. Healthy…” I shook my head and gripped his hand between us and put it in front of my mouth.

      “It hurts that she’s moved on. Was living a good life when you and your siblings had to suffer by her loss. You and Madison especially. I get it, babe.” His voice was soft and understanding.

      I lifted his hand to my mouth and kissed each knuckle.

      “Why does it hurt so badly?” Tears formed in my eyes and slipped down my cheeks.

      “Because no matter what she did, how bad she hurt you, she’s still your mom. You love her.”

      I inhaled sharply. “You can’t love a ghost.”

      “Oh, baby, but you can. And you do. I can see it written all over your face, and you know what?”

      “What?” I sniffed. I didn’t want to give that woman even one more tear.

      “It’s okay to love her. Even when she’s hurt you so horribly.”

      And the tears came stronger. I couldn’t hold them back, be the strong Mia I was to everyone else. “Is it? A woman who left me to care for myself and my sister when I was ten?”

      “Your dad had a hand in that, sweetheart. If you’re throwing down blame, he’s earned it, too.”

      I huffed. “She singlehandedly destroyed him.” I shook my head. “You should have seen him before she left. Doting father, committed husband. He worshiped the ground that woman walked on. And for what? To be left in the dust like so much garbage. She ruined our family. Not only that…she ruined Max’s, too.” I choked on a sob.

      Wes’s chin dipped down. “I don’t think that’s true. Max is one of the most loving men I know. Overtly so. He took you and Madison and made you part of his family within mere minutes of finding out you were related. That speaks a lot about the kind of man Jackson Cunningham was. He gave his son everything he could even though he didn’t have a mother. Loved him. Taught him how to love. Max carried that knowledge with him. Loves his wife, children, and his sisters. He may have lacked a mother, but his life was far from ruined.”

      I mulled over what Wes said. He was right, of course. Jackson Cunningham may have loved my mother greatly and been hurt by her leaving, but he carried on. Took care of his son, taught him how to be a man. A good man. The best. Showed him the importance of family.

      “I need to talk to Max and Maddy.”

      Wes shifted and curled me into his chest. “They are going to be here in two days. Do you really want to call and worry them now?”

      “Max will be pissed if I don’t,” I said.

      Wes grinned. “Now, that is true. He has a hair trigger when it comes to you and Maddy. What are you going to say?”

      I shook my head and leaned into him. “I don’t know. The truth. He deserves that much. Then he can decide how he wants to deal.”

      “And what about your mother.”

      I cringed. “What about her?”

      “Are you going to talk to her again? Something doesn’t sit right about last night. She seemed surprised to see you, apologetic, and kept mentioning you not knowing the whole story.”

      “Probably because she doesn’t like having to face what she’s done.”

      Wes sighed. “Maybe. I don’t know. She fell to the floor pretty quick. Seemed to crack and break on a level you don’t see often, even when faced with a difficult confrontation.”

      “Who knows? She’s probably trying to tell herself that she had a good reason to leave us. All of us. I’m going to tell you right now, I won’t buy it. There’s nothing she can say that will make me forgive what she put us through. Nothing.”

      

      The phone rang four times, which was unusual for Max. He was one of those that kept his cell in his back pocket, and I knew he wasn’t working.

      Finally, on the fifth ring, he picked up. A screaming baby could be heard in the background.

      “Hold on, hold on…your nephew is hollerin’ down the neighborhood. Kid shit himself up his entire back. His back, Sis. Shit all the way up to his hairline. Now how the hell did he do that?” Max yelled through the phone.

      I gathered pretty quickly that I was on speaker, and I waited while I heard Max pass off the munchkin to Cyndi. Total dick move. I smiled for the first time since I’d seen our mother yesterday.

      “He shit himself up his back!” he reiterated.

      “So what do you want me to do about it? Clean your son!” Cyndi shot back, and I laughed.

      “Cyndi, love of my life, I will pay you a million dollars to clean our son,” Max pleaded.

      “Your money is my money, or did you forget that?” she growled back, sounding rather irritated.

      This was deteriorating into a domestic situation I did not need to be a part of, nor did I want to. “Guys, how about you call me back.”

      “Mia, honey, is that you?” Cyndi said.

      “Yeah, hi! Sorry for interrupting. I needed to talk to Max about something uh…pretty important, but he can call me back when he’s dealt with baby Jack.”

      I heard her sigh. “No, no. Fine. Max. I’ll take our son, but you so have diaper duty for two days straight!” she fired at him.

      There was a bunch of crackling noise, and then I heard Max alone. He must have turned off the speaker. “Sugar, this better be good. Diaper duty with a boy like Jackson is horrid. It’s like something crawled up in that kid and died a foul death every time I have to change him. It’s awful.”

      Not wanting to make him wait, coupled with the fact that my nerves were ready to burst, I blurted out what I needed to say. “I found our mother.”

      The line went quiet for a solid minute. “Did you talk to her?”

      “If by talk you mean yell, berate her, and slap her face, yes, I think it would be safe to say I spoke with our mother.”

      “Where did you find her?” he asked.

      I laughed for emphasis not because it was funny. “Get this. She’s one of the local artists I was sent to interview in Colorado.”

      “She’s in Colorado?”

      “In this very town. Yes.”

      “Christ on a cross,” he whispered.

      “Yes, exactly.” I blew out a harsh breath.

      “Are you okay?” His tone held genuine concern, and I loved him for it.

      I thought about lying, telling him I was fine, the same way I’d mulled it over with Wes this morning in bed, but I couldn’t do it. He deserved more than that. He deserved honesty. “No, I’m not. I’m not sure how to deal with this. It’s been fifteen years in the making.”

      “Try thirty for me,” he said, somberly.

      “Oh, Max, I’m sorry. We need to deal with this together. When you get here this weekend, we’ll talk, figure out what we’re going to do with this information.”

      “You think I’m letting you deal with this tsunami alone? I’ll be there tomorrow at the latest. I’ll pack up the family and come a few days early.”

      “Max, really, it can wait.” I tried to rationalize even though I’d wanted him there more than anything.

      “You hurting?” he asked.

      I sighed. “Max, you know I am. This was a blow.”

      “Then, I’m there. ’Nuff said. Now let me talk to my wife. We’ve got some packing to do. Our rooms ready or we need a hotel?”

      Instant relief swept across me. “I love you, Max. Like, really love you.”

      “Darlin’, you know I love you. This is a family matter, and if one of us is having a hard road, the others need to drive. Now, will my room be ready or do I need to get a hotel, sugar?”

      I swallowed down the lump of stress that coated my throat. “It’s all ready for you and the family. Wes even ordered a bassinet for Jack. He had the caretaker put it in your room. There’s a foldout for Isabel too.”

      “Sounds peachy. Mia, don’t you worry anymore ’bout this. I’ll be there tomorrow. Family matters we handle together, okay, Sis?”

      “Family matters are handled together. Got ya, Maximus,” I repeated, believing every single word.

      He chuckled. “Okay. Call Maddy and find out if she wants to come early. If so, I’ll have my plane stop in Vegas before heading to Colorado.”

      Of course, Max would be the voice of reason in all this. Following his directions to the letter, I called Maddy and told her what was happening. She was just as shocked as I was. She and Matt agreed to take a couple days off school and come out early, since it was Christmas break from school anyway. I told Maddy to call Max and confirm the date and time of the airport pick up.

      Then I went in search of my sanity—in the form of a movie-making surfer turned mountain cabin guy. I found him in the kitchen making breakfast.

      “What do you want to do today?” Wes asked while flipping pancakes onto a nearby plate.

      “Let’s hit the slopes,” I suggested, needing to feel the air rushing through my hair, the chill on my face, and the speed of the slopes reminding me I was alive. That this too would pass.

      My family was on their way, and together, we’d deal with the one woman who had broken each of us in a way that could never be mended or forgotten.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Six

        

      

    
    
      “Are you going to tell me what we’re doing tromping through the woods around the cabin in the snow?” I said, tugging my beanie farther down over my ears. My hair was tied at the nape and hanging over one side. Otherwise, the beanie would have already fallen off. Hair like mine didn’t appreciate an attempt at being tamed.

      Wes grinned and grabbed my hand, pulling me through the crunching snow. In his other hand, he was dragging a sled that carried a brown zip-up duffle. “What time did you say Max and Madison will be here?” he asked, dodging the question.

      I followed him over a log from a long-forgotten fallen tree. “This evening, around six or so. Why?”

      “Well, if they are coming to celebrate Christmas, don’t you think we should have a proper Christmas tree?” His breath was labored as he let go of my hand and the sled and jogged up a small hill.

      A tree. A real Christmas tree. I hadn’t had one of those in as far back as I could remember. I wasn’t sure Maddy had ever had one. It’s not something a family strapped for cash worried about having. Due to the circumstances, we never bothered to push the issue. We were more concerned about eating dinner than having a tree. Hell, I had to break it to Maddy at five years old that Santa Claus was indeed a ruse. There would be no presents under our non-existent tree from a magical jolly fat man. Maddy and I had taken to making each other homemade presents. When we got older, we’d do a little more. Exchange a gift or two, but nothing extravagant.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?” Wes asked, his head tilted and his expression concerned.

      I shrugged. “I’ve never had a tree before.”

      “You’ve never had a Christmas tree?” The shock was evident in the way his mouth hung open, the frosty puffs of air billowing around him. He nodded curtly. “Remind me to punch your father in the face when he’s up and walking around,” he said on an exasperated growl.

      Then he quickstepped down the hill, grabbed my hand, helped me up, and pointed off in the distance. “See those? They would be perfect for a Christmas tree.”

      Beyond the clearing was a section of smaller pine trees. Almost as if they had their own personal Christmas tree farm up here. “And how do you propose we get it out of the ground?”

      Wes chuckled. “We cut it, sweetheart. Now, come on.” He picked up the rope for the sled, and together we went down the hill to get a better look at the trees. Each tree was at least seven feet tall and enormous.

      “I don’t know about this. Killing a tree for decoration doesn’t seem right. Maybe we should buy an artificial one?”

      Wes scoffed. “Nonsense. This is our first Christmas together. Your first with your brother and my family as well. Together, we’re going to make it special. And to do that, we need a proper tree. So pick one out.” He held his hands out wide.

      Wes had a solid point. I’d never had a tree before, or at least one that I could recall. We were making amazing memories and traditions as a couple along with our extended family. The excitement about creating new memories wiggled its way into my subconscious, destroying any future concern over the environment and the loss of a single tree in a forest of thousands.

      For several minutes, I circled around each tree. After I’d discarded a good ten or so, I found the perfect one. It was mighty, green, and smelled of the Earth. Its branches were separated equally in a way that would allow ornaments to display beautifully. The tree had my attention and I stared, imagining it with colored bulbs, lights, and Christmas flair.

      Wes came up to me and hooked his arm around my shoulder. “This the one?”

      I grinned at my guy and nodded. “This is the one.”

      Wes leaned forward and kissed my cheek. Before he could back away, I took his head and kissed him soundly on the mouth. It was long, deep, and so very wet. His tongue danced with mine, taking as much as giving. He licked into my mouth, stirring an excitement inside me that had taken a back seat after seeing my mother. That excitement was back in full force, and all because of the love of this man.

      “I love you,” I said, our lips still touching.

      He smiled against my mouth. I could feel his teeth move when he said, “I love you more. Now let’s cut down our tree, shall we?”

      “How?” I looked at the sled.

      Wes went to the bag, unzipped it, and pulled out an axe. He took off the plastic protector on the blade’s edge and tossed that back on the bag.

      “You’re seriously going to do this.”

      He frowned. “What? You don’t think I can?”

      “Oh, I’m sure you can. Just seems like a lot of work.”

      “Mia, my love, anything worth having is worth working for.”

      And on that note, he swung the axe and slammed the blade right into the base of the tree. The tree shook, snow globs and pine needles falling with every new strike.

      While Wes chopped at our Christmas tree, I pulled out my phone and took his picture. Then I sent it to Ginelle.

      

      To: Skank-a-lot-a-Puss

      From: Mia Saunders

      How much wood could a woodchuck chuck?

      Within seconds, my phone dinged.

      To: Mia Saunders

      From: Skank-a-lot-a-Puss

      If a woodchuck would chuck wood? Well, I can’t say exactly. Samoan wood, I’d gather about 8.

      To: Skank-a-lot-a-Puss

      From: Mia Saunders

      8 what?

      To: Mia Saunders

      From: Skank-a-lot-a-Puss

      Inches dumbass. Has the snow frozen your brain?

      To: Skank-a-lot-a-Puss

      From: Mia Saunders

      You’re a nasty bitch.

      To: Mia Saunders

      From: Skank-a-lot-a-Puss

      Takes one to know one. Besides, you’re the one who sent me a pic of a man chucking wood. ;-)

      

      I snort laughed. Flipping Ginelle. I shook my head, giggling. Such a character. It reminded me that I hadn’t yet updated her on the finding of my mom issue. She’d be rightly pissed off and have a whole host of evil things to say. Probably why I hadn’t called her yet. I would. Just, after. After what? I didn’t know. I figured I’d come to that answer along the way. She could be pissed at me later. But with Gin, even if pissed, she’d forgive me, understand, and love me anyway. That’s what best friends did. She knew all the ugly, pretty, and in-between and loved me anyway. Same way I loved her.

      “What are you laughing about?” Wes asked.

      His breathing was labored. Sweat moistened his brow and dripped down his temple. A man hard at work. For me. Trying to make my holiday memorable.

      I shook my head. “Nothing. Just Gin.”

      “She doing okay?”

      I grinned, knowing exactly what, or should I say whom, was doing Gin just fine. Made me wonder what was going to happen when Tao went back to Hawaii. Would she want to follow? Knowing Ginelle, she wouldn’t leave Malibu so soon after we’d gotten her a job and given her a place to live, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t want to. Something I’d have to talk to her about…among other things.

      “Fine, fine. She’s with Tao, remember?”

      He frowned. “Who’s Tao, again?”

      “My friend Tai’s brother. She met him in Hawaii.”

      Wes picked up the axe again, swung it hard right in the center of the big gaping wound he’d cut into the tree already. “You mean client number five.” His voice was now devoid of emotion.

      The hairs on the back of my neck prickled. “Yes. Tai Niko. My friend.” I emphasized friend though he knew the truth of what our relationship was now and what it had been.

      “The one you spent a month fucking while I pined after you?” He slammed the axe into the tree again. Chips of wood went flying at the force of the hit.

      I gasped. “That isn’t fair, and you know it. You were with Gina then, if I recall.”

      He nodded. “Yeah. Worst decision of my life,” he said, followed by a deep scowl.

      I wasn’t about to agree with him. Gina is and has been a sore subject for me, but I’d gotten over their relationship. Okay…lie. I’ve accepted what they now are to one another, and Wes had better accept that with Tai because the giant Samoan was one of my best friends.

      “You say that now. Anyway, I’ve come to terms with Gina, and you need to with Tai. He’ll be here for our wedding.”

      He hit the tree and backed away, jerking his head up. “What? You didn’t tell me that.” He gripped the axe, knuckles turning as white as the snow all around us.

      “He and his fiancée, Amy, are two of my twenty-five people. We’re also going to attend their wedding this summer in Hawaii.”

      “That’s who’s getting married this summer?”

      I sighed. “Yes, Wes. That’s who. My friend Tai. The same man who got on a plane in June and helped nurse me back to health after my attack. Alongside Mason.”

      “That should have been me!” He turned and swung the axe, hitting the tree so hard the trunk finally gave way and the tree fell forward. The air around us seemed to vibrate when the huge tree landed.

      “You done now?” I asked, hands on hips, head tilted in frustration. He knew the look well enough by now.

      His shoulders slumped. “I don’t like that other men took care of you. Okay?”

      “I know. I get it. I don’t like that you had your time with Gina. But it’s in the past. That doesn’t change that these people mean something to me, if on a different level than they once did, and you know that.”

      “You say his fiancée is coming?” Wes asked quietly.

      I walked over to him and put my hand on his shoulder as he focused on the fallen tree. “Yes, baby, his fiancée, Amy, is lovely. She knows about our history as well and doesn’t hold it against us. Tai and I were something to one another for a single month out of our entire lives. We haven’t been anything more since the day I got on that plane at the end of May. I’m marrying you in a couple weeks. She’s marrying Tai in six months. We’re friends. We care about one another. That’s it.” I did the best I could to express my sincere feelings about Tai. The last thing I needed was Wes to be jealous of yet another man in my life. I’d had enough of that.

      “I’m sorry. Just…the thought of you with someone other than me makes me see red. It’s not fair, but you’re right. We both have pasts, and you’ve been great while I’ve attempted to help Gina through her trauma. I’m sorry. You forgive me?” He turned around then and wrapped his arms around my waist.

      “I’ll always forgive you. And I’ll show you just how much when we get this tree back up to the cabin and defrost our bodies in a steaming hot shower.” I waggled my eyebrows with intent. “How does that sound?”

      He moved fast, and before I knew it, I was in his arms, my feet dangling, and my mouth on his. Right where I always wanted to be. He pulled away with an audible smack and let my feet hit the Earth again. “Are you suggesting we have make-up sex?”

      “Um, hell, yes!” I giggled, and he kissed me once more.

      “I accept! Now hold the sled while I hoist our first family Christmas Tree onto it.”

      

      Wes and I spent a solid hour dragging that tree to the cabin, hefting it up the stairs and onto the patio, where he proceeded to shake it for a really long time. Apparently, it was necessary to shake the shit out of a real tree to dislodge any potential forest friends, loose pine needles, and remaining snow. Then—no kidding here—he got the leaf blower out, put it on a low setting, and blew the tree dry. Just like blow-drying hair. The entire process was fascinating from start to finish.

      Afterward, we spent another hour in the shower, making up. That was more fun than the tree hunting experience by far, but I didn’t share that bit of information.

      Now, I sat on the couch, unloading box after box of ornaments, lights, and other Christmas decorations from not one, not two, but four huge tubs. For a family who didn’t come to this cabin that often, they sure loaded it up with the comforts of home. I’d already decorated the mantle where Wes had lit a fire. Greenery with fake poinsettia bows were strategically placed alongside some silver candle holders Wes informed me were a wedding gift from his grandparents to his parents when they were married all those years ago. I displayed those priceless treasures on high and lit some deep red candles to give the look even more appeal.

      Together, Wes and I loaded up the tree with lights and many ornaments. Included with the store-bought ornaments was a box filled with special homemade ones. On the back were Wes and Jeananna’s names.

      Wes smiled when I picked up a plaster cast of a small hand. Each finger was painted a different color and then splashed with gold glitter. On the back was Wes’s name and age five written in his mother’s careful script.

      “When we were little, Mom would have Jeananna and I pass the time up here by making Christmas ornaments. Then she’d leave those here to use when we had another Christmas in Aspen. It was a great tradition.” He held up the little hand and smiled.

      “We can do that with Isabel. Have her create one and add it to the box.”

      Wes plopped down on the couch next to me. “And we’ll have our kids do them one day, too.”

      Kids. We’d talked a little about it but not much more than a cursory discussion with us both agreeing that we wanted them one day.

      “When do you want to start a family, Wes?” I asked, nervous about his answer.

      He picked up my hand and kissed each knuckle sweetly. It was kind of our thing with one another. Something uniquely us. “Depends on when you want to start taking a break. If it were up to me, we’d start right away. I’ll be thirty-one this year. But you’re only twenty-five and have your entire career ahead of you. Not that you need to work,” he reminded me.

      “How about we take a year for us, and then revisit this discussion, the same time next year?”

      “Sounds like a date to me, sweetheart,” Wes agreed easily. Man, he really was amazing.

      “Well, that was easy,” I joked.

      “Why wouldn’t it be? Marriage isn’t about one person getting everything he wants. My parents always compromised with one another. I think that’s the key. And honesty. If I have a burning need to have children, you and I will talk about it. Make sure it’s something we’re both ready for. I think that’s the best way to handle anything that comes up. Don’t you?” he asked.

      I thought about it while turning another ornament around and around in my palm. “Yeah, I think you’re right. If we’re honest, and willing to compromise, we should do just fine.”

      He grinned and kissed my cheek. “We’ll do more than fine. As long as I’m married to you, the woman of my dreams, there’s nothing that we can’t solve together.”

      His words sent a flutter of happiness coiling around my heart, wrapping it in joy. I turned to my man and kissed him. Then we spent more time making out on the couch before finishing the tree. Just as Wes had me straddling his lap and his hands up my sweater covering my breasts, a loud ringing noise sounded through the cavernous room.

      “What’s that?” I stopped, my hands under his sweater.

      He kissed my neck sloppily. “Doorbell. Your family is here.”

      “My family is here,” I said back, still in a bit of a haze. Then it hit me. My family was here. “Woo hoo!” I jumped up. “My family is here. They’re here!” I yelled, running on my Santa Claus-socked feet to the huge set of double doors.

      I flung open the doors and was greeted by Max’s scowling face. “Jesus Christ, sugar. It’s freezing! You had to pick a snowy place to have our first Christmas, didn’t you? Just had to!” Max scolded, and I jumped up, wrapped my arms around his neck, and kissed his cheek. “All right, I guess you’re forgiven.” His cheeks pinked as I ushered them in.

      “Mads,” I whispered, happy to see my girl.

      “Mia!” She wrapped her long arms around me and squeezed me so hard I lost my breath. “I’ve missed you so much!” Her voice was thick with emotion. “I can’t believe we’re in Colorado! This is so cool.”

      “Cool being the operative word,” Matt said, before giving me a one-armed hug. “Thanks for having us, Mia.”

      “Thanks for coming, Matt.”

      Max went back outside and then came up the steps with the baby car seat covered with a blue blanket. He handed me the car seat, which weighed a ton. What the hell was he feeding my nephew? The blanket moved, and I peeked in. Jackson was smiling and gnawing on his hand. I carried the baby into the warmth of the living room and set him on the floor near the tree. I pulled the blanket off so he could gaze at the lights before going back to help the family unload.

      Once everyone was settled and warm drinks were served all around, the family helped Wes and me finish the tree. As I suspected, Maddy loved having a Christmas tree. Her eyes were huge as she stared at the finished product. I put my arm around her waist and tipped my head to her shoulder. “Beautiful, isn’t it?”

      “It is, Mia. It so is. Thank you. For this, for bringing us together. It’s…I don’t know. A lot.”

      “It is a lot. And we’ll enjoy it together,” I promised her.

      Max came up and wedged in between the two of us so that both of us rested our heads on his massive shoulders. Exactly where the big guy liked being. Surrounded by family. He squeezed both of us closer.

      “Tomorrow, we’ll talk about her,” I said to them both. “But not today. Today we celebrate being a family, have a meal together, and share in the magic of the season.”

      “Agreed,” Maddy said, her voice roughened.

      “Whatever my girls need. Family takes care of family.” Max tightened his arms, pulling us even closer.

      I sighed and enjoyed looking at my first Christmas tree ever with my sister and brother. Even with the looming issue of our mother hanging over our heads, we still had this. Family. No matter what. Our lives were only stronger for what we’d gone through. It made us appreciate what we had even more. Days like today were new and beautiful memories I’d take with me until the day I died.
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      Breakfast was done and Wes and Cyndi were in the kitchen cleaning up. Matt was entertaining Isabel, who’d already taken to calling him Uncle Matt, which Maddy told me he adored. Matt was an only child so having a niece and nephew was apparently something he really enjoyed. It made him more likable in my opinion. He knew the value of family. However, he’d better not have any ideas about knocking my sister up any time soon.

      Max, Maddy, and I sat on the sectional facing the fireplace. Maddy curled her long legs up under her while I sat cross-legged. Max was all business. Knees straight, elbows down on them, and his hands clasped in front of him.

      “All right, girls, we need to decide how we’re going to deal with our mother. No more pussyfooting around. So, Mia, tell us what happened in the gallery.”

      I went through as much of the story as I could remember, including striking her, which I was most certainly not proud of, and her pathetic attempt at claiming she didn’t know Maddy was Jackson’s biological child. How she claimed not to remember any of it, including the times she’d taken me to the casino so she could continue her long-term affair with Max’s father. I told them she even said she’d done it to keep us safe and that I didn’t know the whole story, as if she knew something that would make what she did to the three of us acceptable. Not in this lifetime.

      Max lifted a fist to his lips. “I, for one, want to see her again. Say my piece. I think it would be good for us all to go together. Hear her out, make sure she hears us. Thoughts?”

      A scowl I couldn’t hide slipped across my face. “You think she’s really going to care?”

      Max shrugged. “Don’t know, don’t care. This isn’t just about her. It’s about us, what we experienced, and we have a right to tell her to her face how she wronged us. Maddy?”

      Maddy’s hand reached out for mine, and I intertwined our fingers, lending my support. Sister solidarity. That’s always been our way. Now, we had a brother and we needed to open that door even wider and let Max stride through. Technically, it wasn’t just her and me anymore. It was Max, his family, Wes, Matt…they all had a stake in this reunion because it affected the ones they loved most. Namely, us.

      Maddy let go of a deep sigh. “I’m scared. I don’t even know what to say to someone I don’t remember.” Her voice was barely a whisper.

      “Fair enough,” Max nodded. “Mia, do you think you’ve said everything you have to say to her?”

      I scoffed. “I don’t know.”

      “Well, how’s about this? The two of you come with me, lend some support, so I can get through what I need to say to our mother.” He said it as a statement, but it definitely held a note of stress.

      Max didn’t like asking for help. Under normal circumstances, he probably never would. This request hit me like a two-ton vehicle that backed up and ran over me again. “Max…” Emotion clogged my throat.

      He shook his head. “Now, I know you two were abandoned, and she hurt you badly. She did the same to me. Didn’t even stay long enough for me to get my first tooth. Hell, the woman was dust before I needed my first haircut. I’d like to see her. Put a face to a mother in name only. I could really use my sisters there. Backing me up.”

      I stood up, went over to Max, sat by his side, and looped my arms around him in a loose hug. “I’m sorry. I was being selfish. It’s not just about me. It’s about all of us. You were hurt, too. And you’re right. We need to go there as one solid unit. Because that’s what we are now. A family. Right?”

      “Damn, right!” His voice was so sharp, it cut like glass.

      Maddy crawled over the couch and snuggled against Max’s side. “I want to be there for you. As long as you’re there for me, I’m there for you. Okay?” Her eyes were glassy and sad. The fire crackled and sparked within those pale green depths.

      “It’s settled then. I’ll call Kent Banks and set something up,” I said.

      Max nodded and we all sat quietly, lost in our thoughts, watching the fire.

      

      Kent Banks was eager to meet with us. He said there were things that we needed to know before he’d approve of a face-to-face meeting with our mother. At that request, we ended up sitting in a booth back at Zane’s Tavern. Wes and Matt were sitting at the bar, shooting the shit with his buddy Alex. Close enough to keep an eye on us if things went to hell in a hand basket, but far enough away to give us the illusion of privacy. I’d met with Kent before. He’d seemed odd but harmless, though extremely protective of his wife. Technically, he wasn’t even married to her. I wonder if he knew that. I knew it because she’d never bothered to get divorced from my father all those years ago.

      My father. I let out a slow breath. Another disappointment. He’d been ignoring my calls since soon after I left Vegas and we’d set him up back in his home with a couple nurses. The nurses said he was responding well to treatment, but mentally, he was relapsing into his old woe-is-me pattern. I’d had faith he’d stay strong, break out of his endless spiral of self-loathing, but maybe it was too much to hope for. At this stage, I just had to pray that he stayed away from the drink and stuck to his therapy. I’d done more than I should over this past year and definitely more than he deserved. That was on him, now.

      I’d learned a very valuable lesson through all of this. Love was not always kind. It could be cutthroat, ruthless, and spineless, but that didn’t mean it disappeared. I was dealing with it, and Wes was helping me with the emotional wound that was left when the woman that gave me life left me hanging.

      A swoosh of frigid air blew across my face as Kent entered. He clocked us right away. He sat down in the empty seat we’d left at the edge of the booth. None of us wanted to be that close to him, so Maddy and I shared a side, and Max made sure his large body filled up the other. If Kent noticed this tactic, he didn’t say anything.

      Kent rubbed his hands together, warding off the chill. “Thank you for coming.”

      Max, as the alpha male at the table and the one who had the strongest desire to see our mother, spoke first. He held out a hand in greeting. “I’m Maxwell Cunningham. You’ve met my sister Mia Saunders. This is our baby sister, Madison Saunders.”

      Both Maddy and I pasted small smiles on our face but didn’t offer our hands.

      “I’m sure you’re eager for me to get right to it. In order to do that, I need to start from the beginning.” Kent said, his voice low and steady.

      Max nodded and gestured for him to continue. Maddy and I sat silent.

      Kent inhaled slowly. “When I met Meryl, she was lost, traveling through the countryside in a vehicle on its last legs. She was filthy, hadn’t showered in days, maybe even weeks. Later, I found she only had a couple changes of clothes and very little to her name. I figured she was escaping a violent man, and at the time, she didn’t say otherwise, let me assume the worst.”

      I huffed and rolled my eyes. Kent glanced at me but continued.

      “I met her at the local library. I was there to pick up a book I was researching for school. She was there to get warm.”

      Maddy’s hand clenched mine under the table. Hearing about another person hurting the same way we had would hit my sister’s soft soul harder than my own. Except it was unfounded. Our mother had a warm home to go to. She chose to leave it. There would be no sympathy from me.

      “Eventually, I started seeing her regularly at the library. After a week, I realized she hadn’t changed clothes, her hair was still grimy, and quite frankly, she stank. But there was something in her eyes. A spark when she looked at me that enraptured me. One day, I asked her to come home with me, offered to help her out of whatever she was hiding from. Again, she didn’t deny what was going on, so I got her clean, fed, and a roof over her head. The days turned into weeks, and I enjoyed having her there. She helped me through my schooling, cleaned my house, cooked our meals, and had a knack for art.”

      “Where is this going, Mr. Banks? This is telling us nothing other than she lied to you the same way she lied to us. She wasn’t homeless by circumstance. She was homeless by choice. Her husband, my father, never touched her with a harsh finger. Ever. She destroyed him, and she’ll destroy you, too,” I said with malice filling every crevice of space.

      Kent shook his head dramatically. “No, please. Just listen. There are things you don’t know.”

      Max leaned forward, his reply as sharp as a knife’s blade. “The point? Get there.”

      Kent lifted his hands in supplication. “I noticed after a couple months that she started doing strange things. Irrational things. I’d come home, and the entire kitchen floor would be covered in flour, and she’d be dancing like a ballerina in it. Now, normal people don’t do those type of things at all. Meryl, on the other hand, did them regularly. Another time, she had poured Palmolive onto the wood floor and was using the floor as a slip and slide.”

      “Yep, that would be our mother. She did that stuff all the time. Give us ice-cream for dinner. Take us outside in the freezing cold to dance in the rain during a storm. Pops worked a lot back then, to make sure she could have everything she wanted, so he didn’t see as much of it. When he’d come home, she’d often go off to the casino to dance in a show. They were like ships passing in the night for a lot of years.”

      Kent nodded. “So you saw it. The strange behavior. More than strange, downright manic. As if some of her screws were all of a sudden loosened. She’d be higher than high to the point I’d worry she was on drugs, or lower than low, and it would take an act of God to get her out of bed.”

      “That’s putting it mildly, Mr. Banks.” I remembered a million times as a child when my mother acted crazy instead of the mother she should have been. None of that mattered, though, because we loved her.

      “What does this have to do with her now?” Max interrupted.

      “Everything. It took a lot of convincing, but finally I got her examined. Did you know your mother is severely bipolar?” Kent asked. The table was so quiet you could hear our breathing.

      “Bipolar. Like depression?” Max asked.

      Kent shook his head solemnly. “She suffers from depression, yes, but it’s more than that. She has mood swings. Her moods shift so rapidly and deeply that she needs heavy medication to cope. She does really well on her meds. Can hold a job. Through the process we found she’s a gifted painter and is able to live a happy, quiet life. Here in Aspen with me. Her moods still shift, she still suffers from the depression and the mania, but on her medication, the cycles are less severe and occur less often. The medication controls them to a degree.” Kent took a deep breath, appearing to gather his thoughts, seemingly knowing that what he had to say next wasn’t going to be well received.

      “I don’t know that she could have done that before. The woman she was back then, the woman she was when I met her, would have never been able to raise a child without medication. Her condition was severe and had clearly gone untreated—and there is no way to self-treat—for the better part of her life. I am not surprised at some of the things she did.”

      My eyes narrowed on him.

      Again, his hands came up in a placating gesture. “I’m not saying that what she did to any of you was right. What I am saying is that untreated, in a manic state, she could have thought it perfectly logical to take her children outside in the winter to dance in the rain during a storm. Mania creates its own logic, its own justification as to why something is necessary. And it can make absolute total sense.

      “During those years, in her mania, while she might have felt completely justified in her actions, when the manic phase ended, and the depressive phase started, what she would then realize is that her kids were or had been wet, and cold, and hungry, and that, at best, she was a failure as a mother and, at worst, a danger to her children. She bears the cross of her mistakes every day of her life.” He shook his head when the rest of us didn’t respond.

      I personally had no idea what to say. So many thoughts, feelings, and emotions clouded my judgment, clawed at my insides. I needed time to think. Time to process.

      “Now, even though the other day put her into a state, she still wants to see you. She doesn’t know the rest of you are here, though I imagine she’ll want to see you as well. Explain. Apologize. But you are all adults now with an adult’s insight. You can’t forget what happened in the past, but maybe you’ll understand. She’s first, and most important, my wife. Has been for close to fourteen years—”

      I cut him off. “You do realize that you are not officially married. She never divorced my father.” My voice was low, but it held a biting edge.

      Kent nodded. “I get that our marriage is not legal, but legalities don’t matter much to me. I’ve been protecting that woman this long, and I will continue to do so until I take my last breath. So if all you want to do is tear her down, I think it’s best we leave well enough alone and just go our separate ways.” He laid his hands on the table in a gesture of finality.

      Max stood up with a hand out. “Let me talk with my sisters. We’ll discuss this and be in contact later this evening.”

      Kent stood, shook Max’s hand, and zipped up his coat. “I look forward to hearing from you. I know that you’re all hurting and that what I said today comes as a shock. It did to me, too, but sometimes life does that to you. It’s how you handle the hurt that defines your character.” Those were Kent’s departing words. After he spoke, he turned and walked out the door, not looking back.

      Max sat down with a heavy sigh. “So what are you thinking?”

      My eyebrows rose. “Wes, baby, a round of tequila please?” I called out.

      “I got you,” he said in return, placing our order. He did have me. Lock, stock, and shiny engagement ring-laden finger.

      Maddy smirked. “The last time you drank too much tequila you ended up having a sex-fest in the other room with the tatted Samoan hottie, not realizing I was there.” Maddy reminded me of the drunken night with Tai back in Hawaii. Sex-fest. Only my baby sister would come up with something so innocent to describe a filthy, dirty, porn-worthy night of fucking.

      I shoved her arm. “Do not repeat that within earshot of Wes,” I whispered through her cherry-vanilla smelling hair.

      Max grinned and closed his eyes. “Not the picture I want to see in my head right now. I appreciate the deflection, but what do you guys think of what that yo-yo said about our mother?”

      I sighed and hugged Maddy closer to my side, wanting her support, thinking she might need mine as well. “Honestly, I’m not sure. It makes a whole lot of sense. Everything he said about her strange behavior is true. The highs with Mom were as high as the stars above, but the lows? They were hard to deal with and easy to come by. We never knew what we were going to get with her. On average, when she wasn’t in what he’d call a manic or severely depressed state, she would be changing jobs, putting us into debt, forgetting things like picking us up from school, or cooking things to ash because she wouldn’t remember that she had something in the oven. The behavior I recall fits with what he described.”

      “Does that change how you think of her?” This was the million-dollar question.

      I shrugged. “Maybe. Perhaps a little. It definitely helps me understand why she was the way she was. It doesn’t explain why she up and left. Why she didn’t talk to a doctor about her problems. Get help. By the time she left us, she was well into her thirties. How could a disease like that go unnoticed for so long? I hate myself for saying so, but it seems awfully convenient.”

      Maddy chose that moment to chime in. “If she wasn’t in her right mind, Mia, maybe that’s why she left. Maybe she believed she was saving us? That she knew something was wrong with her.”

      Max’s jaw clenched. “That wouldn’t answer why she’d leave me as a toddler, but stay with your dad for ten years.”

      “No it doesn’t. Unless your dad saw something mine didn’t. Urged her to get help, and she avoided it.”

      “I guess we won’t know until we speak with her. Should I call Kent and see about a time to meet? I’d like to get this done before Christmas, before the rest of your family arrives. What about the Matt’s family? Are they coming?” Max asked Maddy.

      She shook her head. “Nope. Since Matt has me and all of us, they took a holiday cruise they’ve been dying to take. They’d never wanted Matt to be alone, but now that he’s not, they asked if it would bother us for them to go. I told them to enjoy, that we’d be spending it with you guys this year since it’s our first. Next year though, we’ll want to have all of us. If that’s okay.” She tilted her chin down and looked at me and then at Max.

      I smiled and gripped her chin forcing her to look at me. “Hey, your family with Matt is just as important as Wes’s and Cyndi’s. Okay? We’ll do our best to get together for the holidays and make it as even as we can. Heck, there’s plenty of room here. And with Wes’s and Max’s plans for the two ranches, there will be plenty of room in Texas, too.”

      Her eyes widened. “What plans?”

      Max grinned and steepled his hands under his chin. “Wes wants to buy one of the farm houses and the land next to our home.”

      “You’re moving to Texas?” Maddy started wiggling in her seat like she had ants in her pants.

      “Ugh. No, yes. Kind of. Max, you suck!” I pointed an accusing finger at him. He just smirked. “Wes wants to have a home away from home. What better place than where Max and his family are? And since you and Matt will be looking to move to Texas in a couple years, that’s where you’ll be.”

      “Oh my god! This. Is. Awesome! I’m going to have my brother and sister in the same place.” She smiled so wide it made the dark room seem brighter.

      Wes made his way over with a tray of tequila shots. Not three. A tray. Full. He set the tray down, pulled up a chair, and sat. Matt slid into the booth next to Max. “I heard there was some drinking that needed to commence. Shall we?” Wes grinned. I loved that grin. It spoke of lightheartedness, naked times in bed, and lazy Sundays ahead of me. Endless days of being loved and loving in return. That’s what my life would be like with Wes as my husband. I could not wait.

      We each picked up a shot. “To the future,” I said.

      “Endless possibilities.” Maddy beamed.

      “To family,” Max finished.

      The five of us drank and scarfed down tons of pub food until Matt volunteered to stop drinking and drive us all back. The rest of us kept partying, because we had been collectively delivered a blow about our mother. What was there left to do but live for today? And we did. All night long.

      

      Kent set up the time for the chat with our mother two days before Christmas. The day weighed heavily on each of us as Max drove us up the gravel drive to a sprawling log cabin mansion, much like the cabin Wes’s family owned. It wasn’t even that far from his. It took all of five minutes to get to Kent and Meryl Banks’s—Banks was the name she was living under now—home.

      Kent answered the door and led us into an enormous open living room. There were windows showcasing the view, but not an entire wall like at Wes’s cabin. This one had perfect circular windows like what you’d see in a ship, only much larger than a porthole. These windows had at least a five-foot circumference, maybe more. A set of French doors in the distance, off the modern kitchen, looked like how one would access the outdoor patio. The kitchen had droplights in frosted royal blue that hung down in the all-white kitchen. The only spot of color were the lights and the ceramics on the granite slab counter tops. Everything was ultra-modern yet still felt homey. Touches of fabric broke up the color blocks of white here and there throughout the living room.

      The most stunning feature, and the focal point of the room, was a painting hanging above the giant fireplace. It was a lifelike image of the landscape beyond the house, only in the spring when the view would be green and bursting with color. The artist who painted it had serious talent and an incredible eye for detail.

      On the far edge of the oversized sectional sat our mother. She wore black leggings and a white chunky sweater. Her hair was so black against the sweater. It shined with almost a deep blue hue from this distance.

      “Come, have a seat.” Kent gestured to the couches.

      The three of us walked around the back of the couch and sat as one united front directly opposite Meryl. Kent took the seat next to his mate. She gripped his hand and squeezed the second he sat down. I could see the color drain from his fingers as she held him, as though he were the tether to her very sanity. Perhaps he was. Now that I knew her mental status was so fragile.

      “Mia, thank you for coming. Maxwell…Madison…” Her voice cracked and tears poured down her cheeks. “It’s so good to see you. I never thought I would again…” She stopped on a choked sob.

      Kent handed her a handkerchief, which she used to blot her eyes and nose.

      “You look so… God you’re all incredibly beautiful,” she said, awe filling her tone.

      I glanced at Maddy to see how she was doing. Her cheeks were tinged with blotches and her nose ran. She wiped it with her sleeve. Me? I had no more tears left to cry. I’d spent years crying over this woman, and more recently, days. I felt dried out…hollow.

      “It’s good to finally meet the woman who bore us face-to-face,” Max said, putting an arm around Maddy. “I know for Maddy and me, it’s like the first time.”

      Our mother nodded, more tears falling in a river down her face. She cleared her voice. “I know that nothing I can say will ever take away the hurt that I caused…”

      I clenched my teeth, not wanting to make this about me, because it wasn’t just about me. She’d left all of us.

      “But I’m better now and can understand the damage I’ve done. I know, Mia, that you are very angry with me, and had I known that my leaving would have been worse than my staying, I never would have left.”

      “Why did you leave?” I asked the single question I’d been dying to ask for fifteen years.

      She licked her lips and sat up straighter. “At the time, I wasn’t thinking clearly. There were more times that I’d find myself standing in the kitchen and not know what I was doing than not. More calls from the school that I hadn’t picked you up. Missed worked without realizing it. One day, I opened my eyes, and I found myself standing in the center of the freeway, walking barefoot toward the desert. I was in my nightgown. Your father was working a night job at the time, and I was between jobs at the casino. You girls were home alone. I had no idea where I was.”

      “That sounds horrible,” Maddy spoke up, always the first one to try to mend the hurts of the world and all the people in it.

      Meryl nodded. “It was. And those losses of time, the memory lapses all ended in dangerous situations, and I couldn’t figure out how to stop. The last straw was when I was so depressed that I drank an entire bottle of your father’s whiskey. I was convinced he was cheating on me.”

      I scoffed. She glanced up and a blush ran up her cheeks.

      “I know I was the one that was cheating. Well, I didn’t really know. Most of the time, I was confused where I was and what time I was in. But anyway…that last night I drank the whiskey. I put you two girls in the car, and I got behind the wheel.”

      Max’s jaw tightened, and I could almost hear the grinding of his teeth as she spoke.

      “Somehow, I drove off the freeway and out into the desert. A Good Samaritan saw my car go off the freeway, called the cops, and followed me. Eventually, the car stopped. I’d passed out at the wheel. The cops came, took you girls, and put me in the drunk tank. Your father bailed me out, and I was supposed to face charges of child endangerment and possibly do some jail time. Only—”

      “You left,” I finished, digging the knife into her heart with malicious intent.

      “I didn’t know I was sick then. No one did.”
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      “And what about me?” Max asked.

      I was wondering the same damn thing.

      Max clarified. “You left me five years before you met up with Michael Saunders.”

      Meryl inhaled slowly and wiped her nose. “You’re right, I did. Jackson was a good man. He wanted to take care of me, raise a family. At the time, I still thought I was going to be a famous dancer. You need to remember, back then, my illness was rampant, chaotic. My thoughts were always jumbled. I thought Jackson wanted to put me in a gilded cage. Tie me down by having his children.”

      He huffed. “Tie you down?”

      “You’re misunderstanding.” She cried harder. “I got pregnant with you right after meeting Jackson. My disorder was out of control. I didn’t trust anyone. I loved Jackson, but I wasn’t in love with him. Not the forever kind of love. Every day, I was more confused than the next. I didn’t know what was happening. My therapist here told me that it was probably the baby blues, complicated more by my extreme mental state. When a woman’s hormones are up and down like that, and she’s bipolar, the outcome can be disastrous.”

      “Yeah, I’d say disastrous about sums it up,” Max said flatly.

      “That doesn’t mean I didn’t care, that I didn’t love you, Maxwell. I did. I do! Very much. But I didn’t know how to care for you. I was having all these horrible thoughts about Jackson, about killing myself and you. I did the only thing I could do…” More tears trickled down her face and her nose ran.

      “Leave,” he said simply. Those words gutted me and made the snarling beast sitting on my chest pick up its head and take notice.

      She nodded. “I knew Jackson had money, power, and support. He’d take care of you until I could get my head together. But that never happened. And then when I met Michael, he was so kind and loving. He took care of me. Worshiped me.” She sob-hiccupped. “At first, we were both wacky and different, and I liked that about us. It was us against the world. And then on a whim, in one of my manic moments, we got married in a Vegas chapel. Not long after we married, I got pregnant with Mia. And well…you know the rest.” She sniffed and blotted her tears.

      “How come you never contacted us?” Maddy asked, her voice small and sad.

      “Oh, baby, I wanted to. Every day. But I was afraid. Afraid of what you’d say. Afraid of what Michael would say. Afraid of going to jail. And then I was afraid I’d lose Kent. The one man that saw what was wrong and got me help.”

      “So you didn’t know about us?” I asked Kent.

      He shook his head. “No. Meryl broke down when she saw you on the Dr. Hoffman show that first time. Then it all came pouring out. The entire truth. Eventually, I contacted the show. Told them I was your stepfather, and that I knew where your long lost mother was and wanted to reconnect the family.”

      I sighed, letting all the air leave my lungs. Fucking Shandi. We could have been made aware of this bomb well in advance. I could not wait to get my hands around her spindly little neck.

      “What do you hope to get out of this?” I asked coolly, my eyes laser-focused on the broken woman across from me. Unfortunately, the beast inside me didn’t give a shit that she was hurting. The three of us had been hurting for years while she lived in a wooded forest, happily painting the landscape and whittling away her days as a painter and housewife with no responsibilities. But she’d had responsibilities. One’s she skirted from the very beginning.

      She ran her hand up and down her thigh. “Um…I hadn’t really thought that far ahead. I was mostly concerned about lifting this weight that’s been sitting on my chest for fifteen years. And I swear I had no idea about your paternity, Madison. I drank a lot during those days. To numb the pain. Jackson would come to town on business and often tried to get me to go back to Texas, but I refused. Told him I’d married someone else. Had Mia. He liked Mia.” She smiled softly at me. “The times he visited were a blur of liquor-induced highs and lows. I barely remember anything.”

      Maddy nodded and played with her engagement ring, spinning it around and around her finger.

      “I guess I should have known though. Seeing the two of you together…it’s incredible how much you look like Jackson. He’d have been so proud to have known you, Madison.”

      Maddy nodded, and then her shoulders quaked. Max pulled her into his arms, where she buried her head and cried.

      I hooked a thumb toward them. “Do you see this?”

      Meryl’s frightened eyes widened.

      “That’s what you’ve left behind. I’m not sure how we can come back from what happened…to all of us.”

      Meryl licked her lips and then bit down on her bottom one. “I see that. I guess my greatest hope is that we could start over. I know I’ll never be the mother you wanted or the one you deserved, but I am your mother, and I’d like to try and get to know you. If you’ll let me.”

      I shrugged, not sure how to respond. I’d hated her for so long and held such a grudge against her for abandoning us it was hard to just accept this new information and wipe the slate clean. I got that she had a mental illness. Logically I understood that a lot of what she’d done wasn’t her fault. That didn’t change that there were years and years of hurt to break through before I’d be able find the compassion within me to have a relationship with her again.

      Max’s voice was rough and grated like rocks over concrete. “As far as I’m concerned, I’d like to try.”

      Meryl blinked and smiled.

      Of course, he did. Max was the epitome of the family man. Family meant everything to him and he was quick to forgive, even quicker to love. It was his greatest gift and his most vulnerable flaw. I wished I were more like him.

      “My wife, Cyndi, and I have two children. Isabel is five and Jackson is just over two months. It would be nice for them to get to know their grandmother.”

      Meryl lifted her hands to her lips. The tears, like a faucet, had been turned on once again. “Grandchildren. Oh, my heavens, Kent, we have grandchildren!” she said with exuberance, happiness coating every word. Max’s chest puffed out with obvious pride.

      I closed my eyes and waited, and I heard Maddy’s shaky voice answer. “Me too. I’d like to try. But it will be hard. I don’t really know you. And, uh, my fiancé and I live in Las Vegas. Mia is in Malibu, and Max is in Texas.”

      Meryl’s voice shook with hope as she responded. “That’s okay. We can start with phone calls and emails. Then maybe Kent and I can come out. My gallery is doing well. I have money saved I could use to fly out.”

      Kent rubbed her shoulders. “You want to see your kids and grandchildren, Meryl, I have no problem flying you there. We’ve got all the time in the world to make amends, honey.”

      Ugh. I wanted to dislike them both. Kent was proving to be a kind, supportive, and patient man. He’d make an excellent grandfather to Max’s children.

      At that point, all eyes were on me. I closed mine, not wanting to be judged for my feelings. I’d had years to love her and even more years to miss her…and eventually hate her.

      “Mia?” Our mother asked. “And you? Is there any part of you left that misses me, wishes things could be different?” Her voice cracked and more sobs ensued.

      My hands were curled into fists, my nails digging into the soft flesh of my palms. “I missed you every day for years. Every time a boy hurt me, I missed my mother. Each day that Dad forgot to provide a meal, I missed my mother. Every drink Pops sucked down his gullet that landed him in a drunken oblivion, I missed my mother. All those years of hardship. I had to be my father’s caretaker and Maddy’s mother and sister. Because of you, I stole, went without food more times than I can count, and lied to every school counselor and medical professional about the status of our lives.”

      Meryl gasped. “I’m so, so sorry…”

      “I’m sure you are. And I’m sorry I had to steal when I was barely a teenager. I’m sorry I had to wash our clothes in the sink with dish soap at twelve. I’m sorry that my sister and I never had a real Christmas, or birthdays where our mother spoiled her little girls like all of our friends growing up. But most of all, Mother”—I spat the word through clenched teeth—“I’m sorry that we weren’t enough for you to get help. That Pops wasn’t man enough to take charge and help you. Not only for you and him, but also for us. Maddy and me. I can’t even begin to address what a mind fuck it was finding out I had a brother five years older than I was. Twenty-five years, Mother!” I grated through clenched teeth. “Twenty-five years I could have had Max. Do you have any idea how enriched our lives would have been had we known he existed? He’s now everything to us! And you…you kept him from us. Mental illness or not. You knew you had a son and didn’t breathe a word of it. For that alone, I don’t know if I can ever forgive you, or whether I have room in my heart right now. Maybe in the future, but definitely not today.”

      On that note, I stood. My entire body was trembling. “I’ll be in the car,” I said to Max who had already stood along with Maddy. He was probably planning to hold me back from striking her again. I wanted to. Oh, how I wanted to, but it wouldn’t ease the ache in my heart. Wouldn’t mend the gaping hole that she’d put there all those years ago. Only time would heal these wounds.

      “I’m sorry!” Meryl wailed behind me.

      I didn’t turn around. Instead, I filled in the cracks around my heart that seeing my mother had opened. I stuffed them with caulk and concrete, slathered them with plaster, and wrapped my arms around my chest in a protective cage. She would not break this wall down. Not yet.

      When it came right down to it, regardless of her disease and disorder, I needed her to care more about me than herself. Which I imagine with a severe problem like hers would be hard, but I needed people who were strong willed in my world, people who stuck their necks out for one another. Right now, I didn’t have room to help pick up the pieces of my past with a woman who’d done nothing but leave me high and dry.

      

      Tremors racked my body as I walked silently into the cabin and right into my room. When I got there, I tugged off all my clothes except the tank and boy shorts I’d worn under my clothes. I pulled back the thick comforter and got back into bed. Gripping Wes’s pillow, I sank my face into his scent. Before I knew what was happening, a warm body plastered up against mine, and a heavy arm wrapped around my chest.

      “Want to talk about it?” Wes asked.

      I lifted his hand, brought his fingers to my lips and kissed each one. “Not really.”

      “Wanna fuck?” he said with a hint of humor. The old Wes was coming back more and more every day. I was beyond thankful for this medical and mental miracle.

      I let out a relaxed sigh. “Not really.”

      He snuggled into my neck with his warm nose. “Not really. Is that going to be your answer to everything today?”

      I shrugged. “Maybe.”

      “Sweetheart, you have to talk about it. Tell me what’s going on in that beautiful head of yours.” To make his point, he placed his hand on my head and started massaging my scalp.

      The massage was divine and exactly what I needed to help relieve some of the stress that had built up after seeing Meryl.

      “I’m a bad person,” I finally admitted.

      His fingers stopped momentarily on my head but then picked back up. “You are not. Tell me who put that idea in your head so I can find that person and throat punch him.”

      I snickered. So protective. “Well, you wouldn’t have to go far, because that person is me.”

      He ran his fingers through the entire length of my hair, fanning it over my shoulder. “Okay, then explain to me why the woman I love, the woman I adore, the woman I worship, thinks so poorly of herself?”

      God, I loved him. Even in times like this, where I would normally hide out, remove myself from all personal connection, he was the one who could push through. In the car ride over, Maddy and Max had both tried to talk to me, work out what I was feeling, but I brushed them off. Actually, I was rather mean to them, telling them to leave me to my own shit and back off. Not one of my proudest moments.

      I kissed his knuckles again, resting my lips against the familiar weight and skin. “Max and Maddy are both willing to let Meryl back in.”

      “And that makes you a bad person because…?” He left the question for me to fill in.

      “Because I don’t want to let her back in. I’m still mad as hell. I’m angrier now than I was before. I mean, I understand that she doesn’t always have control over her mind, but what about the times when she did? What about those times when she was lucid? She could have reached out, called us, checked on her children. Divorced Dad so he could move on. Her leaving left a giant hole in the Saunders household that could never be filled. And worse, I don’t know that she cares about that part. Just that we were left to fend for ourselves because of her illness, but it’s more than that.”

      “It’s okay to be angry. Shit, babe, I’m angry for you. But eventually, that anger will simmer down, and then who knows?”

      “And what about the fact she never told us about Maxwell? In my opinion, that’s inexcusable. If Jackson Cunningham had not put my name and information in his will, we’d never have known about Max. There would have been no happy family reunion, no niece and nephew. No ranch in Texas to have as our home away from home.”

      Wes groaned into my neck and kissed me there. “I understand, and you’re right. I think she could have found a way to shed some light on this. And if she’s had medication most of her time with Kent, it means she’s been clear-headed for most of the time she’s been gone. Why didn’t she reach out then?”

      That’s when I told Wes about the driving under the influence and child endangerment charges, but seriously? Do the crime, do the time. The likelihood that the State of Nevada would put a woman behind bars who was diagnosed with bipolar disorder shortly after that incident happened was slim to none. Besides that, I knew plenty of people who’s gotten DUIs who never did jail time. Sure, adding in the two children in the back seat and the endangerment charge would probably not get her time with her kids for a while, but we’d have known where she was. We’d have known about Max. Pops wouldn’t have been the washed out drunk he was. At least there was a possibility of that.

      “Look, Mia, you can’t blame yourself for feeling this way. You saw more and have been put through the ringer because of the blowback directly related to her abandoning your family. You need to take some time to filter this information through this thick skull.” He rubbed at my head again, and I moaned. “Give yourself a break, yeah? You’ve had a lot to deal with. We all have these past few months.”

      I nodded, turned around, and pressed my head into his T-shirt-covered chest. He smelled like glue and goldfish crackers. I inhaled more fully. “Why do you smell like a five-year-old in a kindergarten class?”

      He grinned. “Cyndi, Matt, and I have been making homemade ornaments with Isabel. Would you be interested in making your first ornament for our tree?” He smiled, and I leaned forward enough to kiss that smile right off his face. It deepened momentarily, and then I pulled away.

      “Making memories?” I cocked one eyebrow.

      He smiled and nodded. “You’d better believe it. All good ones.”

      “Will you make me some hot cocoa?” I pouted, puffing out my bottom lip. Wes couldn’t deny the pout.

      Wes had recently figured out my affinity for hot cocoa with marshmallows. I’d found a box of the stuff in the cabinet when I made coffee this morning.

      “I’ll make you anything that will put a smile back on your face and the Christmas spirit back into your heart.”

      “I love you. You know that, right?”

      He pushed back a strand of my hair.

      “I’m not sure I could handle all this without your support. You make everything easier. I could take on the world as long as you’re by my side.”

      He kissed me on the tip of my nose. “That’s how it should be. You think you didn’t save my ass when I came home from Indonesia?” His eyes turned a dark green, narrowing into points of focus. “Mia, God. I could have been a shoulder-biting ball of insanity had you not put yourself out there for me. The things I did to you. What you let me do…blows me away. You alone brought me back to life. I owe you everything.”

      “You owe me nothing. Remember, I give, you give. As long as we’re together, we will always have what we need.” I smiled and rubbed my nose back over his. “Now, all I need is a steaming, giant cup of hot cocoa, some Christmas socks, Christmas music, a child’s laughter, and my family. You prepared to give me all that?” I challenged.

      Wes moved fast, lifted me up and sat me on my bottom at the edge of the bed. He went to our dresser and pulled out some yoga pants and tossed them at me. Then he hit my crazy sock drawer and pulled out a pair of knee-high toe-socks that were green with red and white polka dots on them and the toes were brown. On the top was a pair of black eyes and at the ankle a big shiny red ball. They were not socks you could wear with shoes, but they were so much fun. Ginelle had bought them for me and told me to “Go Buck Wild with Rudolph.”

      Wes helped me put the socks on and added one of his thermal long-sleeved Henleys over my tank. “Good enough to eat,” he muttered.

      I piggy-snort laughed, looking down at the picture I made. How he could love such a dork, I didn’t know, but I sure was grateful. He grabbed me by the hand, and we left our room and headed into the living room.

      Maddy was cuddled with Matt on the couch, watching the fire. Cyndi was playing with the baby on one side, cooing at him. Isabel was hard at work on another ornament while Max helped her. All eyes turned to me when we entered the room.

      It was go time. I needed to put myself out there to all the people who loved me and hope the backlash wasn’t more than I could handle. “All right. I’m done moping. I’m still mad at our mother. I’m not ready to deal with her in my life every day, but I am very much in need of all of you. So if you will forgive my pouting and cattiness, I will say I’m sorry and hope you can let this one slide.”

      Max grinned. “Hey, Sis, wanna make an ornament? Bell has one all picked out for her Auntie Mia.”

      I glanced at Maddy, and she smiled huge. “Prettiest girl in all the world,” I said, feeling choked up with pride at how much I loved her and Max for just moving on like nothing happened.

      “But only when she smiles!” Isabel yelled from the table. “I know that one. Daddy says it to me!”

      I walked over to Isabel, leaned down, and kissed the crown of her blond head. “He does?” I confirmed, while catching Max’s gaze.

      “Yep. Picked it up from a wise woman I know,” he admitted.

      Knowing that my brother was picking up things from me and sharing them with his daughter warmed my heart in all the ways I needed.

      Before long, the Christmas music came on, and we were singing along to Christmas carols. Moments later, a steaming mug of hot chocolate in a soup-sized mug was set in front of me. “For my queen,” Wes winked.

      “Oh, queens!” Isabel yelled. “ I have a crown for you to decorate, Auntie. Here, this one is for you, this one is for Maddy, and this one is for my mommy. We can all be queens and princesses this Christmas!” Isabel half-shrieked, half-giggled.

      I grinned and picked up the small foam crown. Surrounding Isabel were glitter pens, glue, jewels, and the like. Everything a true craftsman would need to drum up some homemade Christmas cheer. The little love was in craft heaven. I, on the other hand, had not the first idea what I was supposed to do. So I sat next to my niece and had a five-year-old teach me how to make a homemade ornament.

      The mom issues notwithstanding, this was already proving to be the best Christmas ever, only made better by the fact that Wes’s family would be arriving tomorrow, Christmas Eve. We’d planned a feast. Cyndi was going to rock a turkey and homemade stuffing, while I planned on going through life without the disgusting memory of putting my hands into a dead carcass. Although I loved the taste, the concept alone gave me the heebie-jeebies. I was, however, going to bust out some serious baked goods with Maddy. Between the two of us, we could bake almost anything.

      A gift we must have gotten from a flour-spreading, dancing ballerina.

      That was likely the only trait the woman who had borne us passed down. I might look like my mother, but I was nothing like her. I’d never be a woman who couldn’t be counted on no matter what the circumstances.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

      

    
    
      “Jingle bells, Batman smells, Robin laid an egg! The Batmobile lost a wheel and the joker got away, hey!” Isabel screamed at the top of her lungs while banging on every door down the hallway.

      I groaned, rolled over, and sat up. “We’re never having kids.”

      Wes chuckled, pulled me down at the waist, and snuggled into my back. God, he was deliciously warm. He prodded my ass with a sizable morning erection.

      With an evil grin, I shimmied away and popped out of bed. “No way! Nuh-uh! We’re saving it up for tomorrow night. I have a special outfit planned that I’m dying to wear for you on Christmas.”

      “And why would that mean I can’t bang you now?” His eyebrows pulled together.

      I bounced around and pulled out the clothes I planned on wearing today. A pair of dark skinny jeans, furry camel-colored Ugg boots, and a cream V-neck boyfriend-styled sweater. Simple, yet cute enough to see my future in-laws and celebrate a holiday with them.

      I sighed. “Because I want to save it up. Now, come on, get out of bed. Let’s shower and get to helping in the kitchen. Your family will be here in a few hours, and I want the house to look perfect.”

      Wes bumbled out of bed. He wore nothing but a pair of burgundy boxers and a hard-on. Christ, the man was sex on legs.

      When he caught me staring at him and licking my chops, he hefted his heavy cock and balls with one hand through his underwear. I’m pretty sure a drop of drool slid down my chin.

      “Shower quickie?” he asked, pulling my t-shirt over my head.

      I gulped audibly. “Oh, yeah. Shower quickie.” I caved.

      He snickered and pushed me through the open shower stall.

      

      hristmas music. Check.

      Decorations dialed in. Check.

      Goodies on the table. Check.

      Baked items cooling. Check.

      “How’s the turkey and everything coming?” I asked Cyndi while she squirted some type of juice on the giant golden bird.

      “Right on time. Should be ready in another couple hours. We’ll put the potato casserole, green bean casserole, and the rolls in closer to the time we eat.”

      I glanced at the tree and turned certain ornaments this way or that, wanting everything to be just right.

      “Sweetheart, relax. Mom’s going to love it,” Wes said, catching me in the OCD act. A personality trait I wasn’t known for.

      God, I sure hoped they thought so. Claire Channing might be rich, might be a social butterfly in the money circles, but she was also a real mom. She’d made sure her children grew up with morals, values, and a hard-working ethic. Claire also knew how to make a killer home-cooked meal, which is why Cyndi was doing the bulk of the items and not me. Though, I planned to win her over with my awesome desserts.

      “I just want everything to be perfect,” I said in a hushed tone.

      Wes put his arms around me from behind and rested his head on my shoulder. We both stared at the tree. I had to hand it to myself. The tree sparkled as if it had come right out of the pages of a modern homes magazine. At least I thought so. It was the ideal mix of homemade and beautiful, traditional ornaments the Channing clan had owned for years.

      “Mia, it is perfect. The only thing Mom cares about is being with her family during Christmas. All of this”—he pointed to the tree, the decorations, the goodies that I had painstakingly laid out—“is just a bonus.”

      I inhaled and exhaled slowly. “If you say so. I just want her to know that I’m capable of giving you a good life. That our holidays will be filled with family and beauty.”

      He laughed against my shoulder and kissed my neck. “And it will. You’ve done an amazing job.” I held his arms and then tightened my grip at the sound of the door opening followed by a bunch of booted feet entering the foyer. “They’re here.” He grinned and plopped a messy kiss onto my neck before chasing a little blond firecracker down the hall to greet his family.

      I waited a few painstaking minutes, adjusting the coffee table decorations one last time when they all came in.

      Charles entered first, arms wide as he pulled me into a huge bear hug. “Mia, Merry Christmas. Where’s the booze? We’re going to need it after that landing. I swear to God, the pilot got his license from the school of hard knocks, with the way he maneuvered through that turbulence. Wretched.”

      Max lifted a bottle of wine and a beer off in the distance. “Got you covered, Mr. Channing,” Max called out.

      “That’s my cue,” he said after kissing my cheeks and heading off to meet my brother. I didn’t need to make introductions. Max would handle that himself.

      Claire entered the room, pushing back her pale blond hair. “Mia, lovely to see you.” She came over to me and hugged me close. Her hair was cool against my nose, and I inhaled her familiar scent of peach, apricot, rose, and musk. The combination found in a perfume I later learned was called Tresor. When she pulled back, her eyes were wide. Slowly, she walked around the room. Her delicate fingers splayed out to touch a sparkled bow, caress the garland along the mantle, until she abruptly stopped in front of the tree, fingering a homemade ornament.

      “Incredible. It hasn’t looked this cheery in years. However did you find the time to do all of this?” she asked.

      The nervous tension I held lifted and blew away as I told her about Wes taking me to cut down my first tree.

      “Your first tree? This can hardly be your first.”

      I bit my lip and glanced away, never knowing how to deal with my shoddy upbringing. Maddy came up, slung her arm around my shoulder, and held out her other hand. “Our family wasn’t into the seasons, but we are. I’m Madison Saunders, Mia’s sister. I’ve heard so many wonderful things about you, Mrs. Channing.”

      Here she comes to save the day! The old Mighty Mouse song rang through my head. I squeezed my sister around the waist, thanking her silently for the topic change. I didn’t like to talk about what we didn’t have growing up, especially with someone who had everything. It made me feel small, even though I knew it shouldn’t. It wasn’t like I’d had a choice in the matter.

      Claire and Maddy exchanged a few words until Claire looked at the mantle more closely. She grazed the silver candlesticks with her fingertip. “My goodness, that’s where these were!” she gasped. “Charles, remember these?” she said loud enough for the big guy to hear.

      Charles came over to his wife’s side. He put an arm around her waist. “Wedding gift from my parents. I wondered why I hadn’t seen them in a while. Now I remember, we brought them up here to celebrate our very first Christmas as a family of four, remember?”

      She raised her hand to her forehead. “Oh, dear, I remember that now. We’ve spent years looking for these, and they’ve been here all along.”

      “I found them mixed in with some other decorations in a toaster box,” I grinned.

      “Well, that explains it.” She rolled her eyes and glanced at her husband. “Who thinks that priceless candle holders would be in an old toaster box?” She chuckled and smacked her husband on the shoulder, clearly blaming him for the mishap.

      “You think I did that?” he laughed, guilt lacing his tone.

      “Who else? The children were babies.” She shook her head and focused on the candleholders. “Regardless of what happened, we are thrilled you’ve found them.”

      “I say leave them out year round. If something is that important to you, reminds you of an important day and important people, why not have them grace your home all the time?” I shrugged, followed by an instant sense of prickling heat skittering up my spine when I realized what I’d said. Shit. No-filter-Mia at your service. “I mean…uh, if you want to.”

      I closed my eyes and felt the heat sweep up my chest, neck, and into my cheeks.

      “You’ve got a solid point. When we leave, we’re taking them back with us and putting them on the mantel at home, Charlie,” she said to her husband.

      “Whatever you wish, dear.” He kissed her temple.

      Whew! Bullet dodged.

      Claire turned around and hooked her arm with mine. “You are a very smart girl, indeed. Now, can this smart girl get an old woman a glass of wine? That plane ride was an utter nightmare.” She scowled. Even her scowl was refined and pretty. Probably because it was in jest, and it didn’t last.

      Wes had been right. I’d worried about impressing them, and I had, but that was not what they were here to do. They wanted to get to know our family as much as we wanted to connect with theirs.

      

      A couple of hours and a few glasses of wine later, dinner was served. Cyndi and Max had outdone themselves. Every dish was better than the last. The turkey was juicy and the gravy sublime. I was pretty sure I ate my weight in turkey and homemade stuffing.

      The table was joyous and loud. Just the way I liked it. Maddy sat on one side of me and Wes on the other. Together, we watched the magic of being with loved ones in complete awe.

      “We have family now, Mads,” I whispered to her.

      Her voice sounded small when she leaned toward me. “I never thought we’d have something this beautiful. I’m never going to take it for granted.”

      I squeezed her hand. “Me either.”

      “Hey, what are you two whispering about over there?” Wes asked playfully.

      I shook my head. “Nothing. Just loving this night.”

      Wes leaned forward and grazed his lips with mine in a simple kiss. Every kiss from Wes meant something. This one, though, was the best. Because it was during Christmas Eve dinner, where we’d merged our families for the very first time.

      Peter, Jeananna’s husband, cleared his throat loudly and stood, holding his wine glass. He gently tapped the butter knife against the crystal.

      All eyes shifted to him. He placed his glass down on the table and put an arm around Jeananna’s shoulder. “We have an announcement.”

      Claire’s eyes instantly filled with tears. Jeananna smiled so wide, I could see her gumline. “Go ahead,” she suggested to her husband, her voice obliterated as tears ran down her face.

      “We’re expecting a baby!” Peter said.

      Before the word baby was fully out of his mouth, both Wes and Claire stood and went over to the other side of the table.

      “Rockin’!” Maddy said, holding up her champagne. I cheered her glass and we both drank it down.

      “Congrats guys. That’s amazing,” I said.

      Wes put his arms around his sister, lifted her up into his hug. “Mia and I are so happy for you.”

      At that moment, I realized the full scope of the “Mia and I.” Wes and I weren’t just together. We were now an us, a united team. As soon as we were married next week, we’d be referenced as “The Channings.” I’d never been a “The” anything before. And I had to admit, while I watched Wes hug his family, pat his sister’s still flat belly, that being a part of something bigger, a loving family, truly was what it was all about. I got it now.

      Today, being with Max and his clan, Maddy with her man, and Wes’s family, it sank in. I was no longer swimming in a small pond with only couple of people to reach out to. I was now in an ocean of possibilities where everyone around me was willing to lend a hand, to throw out a life preserver when the waters of life got too hard to tread.

      I was happy. Truly, wonderfully, beautifully happy.

      

      The twelve of us sat around the Christmas tree watching Isabel lose her mind over the mountain of presents that Santa brought. Not to mention, both Maddy and I bought her gifts, and as it turned out, so did Claire and Jeananna. They were tickled to go shopping for a little girl, and when they did, they went big.

      “Thank God you have a private plane, Max,” I snickered, watching Isabel tear into more Barbie paraphernalia and squeal with glee the same way she had with every single gift.

      Max blew out a long breath. “Sis, you are not lying. We’re going to fill the cargo hold just with her gifts.

      Then we were startled by a loud screech. “Daddy! I got a real life crown like a princess wears!” Isabel ran over and showed off her newest prized possession.

      “Wow, that looks mighty pretty, Bell.” Max’s eyes narrowed. “Wait a minute, let me see that.” He grabbed the tiara, not really a crown, which made absolutely no difference to a five-year-old. Max studied it in the light from the windows. “Who got this for you, honey?”

      I shook my head because I’d gotten her the noisy rock band Barbie stuff. Maddy pointed to the travel painting easel and watercolors. Claire pointed to a yet another unopened present as did Jeananna.

      “Let me see that, baby girl,” I said, and she handed me the tiara, jumping up and down in her footie pink pajamas.

      The tiara was encrusted with a variety of crystals. I glanced at the inside and noted the company. Swarovski. Holy shit. This was a real crystal tiara. One that rich women wore in weddings or at fancy balls, not one of those pretend ones you got in the play dress-up aisle in Target. “Whose name was on the package sweetie?” I asked.

      Isabel shrugged and plopped it on her head, the little prongs sinking into her curls nicely. Then she clasped her hands to her chest and spun around like only a true princess could. If she’d had the billowing ball gown, I’d have believed it myself.

      Wes sat on the arm of the couch and handed me a fresh cup of coffee. He looked edible in his flannel PJ bottoms and white thermal shirt. If I hadn’t devoured him last night, I’d be drooling right about now. The twinge of pain between my legs reminded me of just how hard I’d taken him, but that didn’t stop me from my plans tonight. He might have gotten me to lift the sex ban I’d tried to place on him in preparation for this evening, but I would come out the victor tonight.

      “I see you got my crown. It looks beautiful on you, Bell,” he said to our niece.

      Max and I both shot our gazes to Wes. Maddy snorted and shook her head. Claire smiled sweetly.

      “What?” Wes said, absolutely oblivious to the shock of his ridiculously ostentatious gift.

      “You bought a five-year-old a real Swarovski crystal tiara?” I asked.

      He looked from left to right. Not one person spoke. “Well, yeah. She loves being a princess. A princess needs a proper crown, and the ones in the toy stores were hideous. You could still see the glue. This”—he pointed to her sparkly new tiara—“I was assured by the jeweler would not fall apart and was made by master craftsman.”

      “You’re hopeless.” I laughed and shook my head. I’d bet that crown cost more than a round trip ticket to Europe.

      He shrugged, not at all getting the point. “Look at her. She loves it. You’re just jealous because I got her a cooler present than you did.”

      I patted his thigh. “You’re right, babe, I’m jealous,” I said, placating him.

      Wes grinned, got down on his knees, and dug through the Christmas wrap. He found the rest of the presents he’d purchased and passed one out to each person. I thought the presents I’d bought were for everyone, but apparently not. He’d taken it upon himself to do his own shopping. Note to self: Discuss Christmas shopping with husband next year so we don’t double gift.

      “Don’t be jealous. I got you something shiny, too.”

      I held up my left hand, showing off my engagement ring. “I already got something shiny.”

      “That was not your Christmas present. Come on. Open it.”

      The small box was wrapped in red and gold paper. I ripped it open and found a jewelry box inside. I glanced up at Wes and frowned. He knew I was not the type of girl that expected a lot of jewels, nor did I have desire for them.

      “Trust me.” He traced the side of my cheek with a finger and pushed my hair behind my ear as he often did.

      I opened the gift and inside was a platinum heart. The heart wasn’t straight up and down. It was slanted on the chain. The center was cut out so you could see your skin or shirt through the piece. The necklace was stunning.

      “Turn it over and read the inscription.” His knee was bouncing up and down erratically, either in excitement or nerves. I’d venture to bet it was the former.

      You own my heart.

      The simple inscription flowed along the line of thin heart. Simple, but it held a much deeper meaning. I swallowed as my own real life heart tightened and squeezed.

      “Do you like it?” he asked.

      I closed my eyes and tried not to cry. I didn’t want the rest of the family to see me teary and slobbery. Instead, I stood up, cupped both of his cheeks, and kissed him full on the mouth. For a couple of minutes, we kissed in front of an entire room of people. Not just people. Our families. I figured it was good practice for them because over the course of our lives, Wes and I would be doing a fair amount of public displays of affection. In moments like this one, I wouldn’t have been able to stop myself.

      “Save it for the wedding!” Max groaned loud enough for me to remember where I was.

      I broke away. Wes’s eyes were a brilliant green. “She likes it,” he whispered.

      Attempting to get my emotions under control, I had Isabel help me plow through the mounds of Christmas wrap to find Wes’s gift.

      I handed him my present. He grinned when he looked down at a box not much larger than the one he’d given me. He tore at the paper the same way Isabel had. That gave me additional insight into the man. He loved presents. I took note of that for future reference, already planning to spoil him rotten on his birthday if it brought him this level of glee.

      He opened the box. Inside was a thick brown band and a white-gold plated watch face.

      “Mia, it’s incredible. Definitely something I’ll wear…” he gushed.

      “Turn it over,” I urged.

      On the back in a fancy script were two lines.

      Because you remembered me…

      I’m yours. Mia

      He swallowed so slowly I wasn’t sure how to take it. “There’s only one gift I’ve been given that’s better than this.” He inhaled and lifted his head. His eyes were soft and bursting with joy. “The gift of your love.”

      I smiled and kissed him again.

      

      Much later that evening, I opened the bathroom door dressed in Wes’s last Christmas present. My breasts were trussed up in a red velvet push up bra with white fluffy trim. The bottoms were a miniscule skirt with matching fur trim that didn’t even fully cover my ass cheeks. On my legs, I’d slid a pair of red stockings and stepped into black patent leather sky-high stilettos. These were not shoes to be walked in. They were shoes to be fucked in. My hair was a mass of ebony curls down my back, tickling against the twin dips just above my ass. I’d pinned on a matching Santa hat to complete the look.

      Leaning against the bathroom doorjamb, the light behind me shined onto the bed. Wes lay there completely naked, dick already hard and weeping at the wide crown. Fuck! I wanted to lick him from root to tip and back down. Take him within my body and show him how much today had meant to me. How much he’d changed my life for the better. Make him feel it with every thrust, every kiss, every touch the way I felt it right down to my marrow.

      Holding on to my sanity, I laid my hand above my head and arched my back provocatively. “Have you been naughty or nice this year, little boy?” I lowered my voice, making sure he heard the edge of desire thick within each word.

      He gasped at the sight of me. “Fucking, hell.”

      “Sooooo…naughty then?” I smirked.

      He held his arms out and clenched his hands into fists, as if he couldn’t help himself. “Both! Now get over here and let me unwrap my present!” he growled while moving one hand to fist his thick cock. I wanted to get on my knees and crawl to him, so I did just that. He lost his mind…and then I lost mine.

      Turned out, my guy was definitely naughty, but oh, so nice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Ten

        

      

    
    
      My Dearest Mia,

      I’m sorry I haven’t answered your calls this past month. I don’t want my problems to affect your life any more than they already have.

      Mia, I’m a broken man. I knew I had a drinking problem before. Understood that the route I was going was unhealthy and could possibly end up killing me. This time last year, I didn’t care one way or the other. I’d already lost your mother. Lost you girls by pushing you away. Ending it all would have been simple. I know now that was the easy way out.

      You and Madison should have never had to deal with what I put you through. The thought of you working for Millie to save me, pay my debts, makes my skin crawl. I never want to be that kind of burden on you or your sister again. So for now, I’m taking the time I need to figure out what I need to do. How or if I can even change.

      I’ll be in touch when I figure it out. Live your life for you now. Don’t worry about me. I’d ask you to keep an eye out for your sister, but that’s a stupid request. You’ve been a better parent to her than her mother or I ever were.

      Mia, I hope this man and your life in California makes you happy. I want that for you. Happiness. You, more than any other, deserve a happy ending.

      I love you more than you’ll ever know.

      Your Pops

      

      Tears fell down my face as I re-read the letter I’d received a couple days ago. So many conflicted feelings pecked at my mind like so much noise. How did I turn it off? After years of taking care of Pops, I was just supposed to stop caring? Forget that I have a father?

      Maybe that was the grand idea. It was definitely what he’d stated in his letter. To live my life. Carry on without worrying about him. Last time I did that, the man ended up a million dollars in debt and my ass was in my Aunt Millie’s office selling my companionship to the highest bidder. I wasn’t that girl any more. I couldn’t be that girl ever again.

      Tomorrow, I would marry Weston Charles Channing, the third. There would no longer be a Mia Saunders. In her place would be a married woman. A better woman, because I’d have the strength of Wes’s love by my side in all things. Including, how I will deal with my father in the future.

      The more I thought about his words, the angrier I got. How dare he write me off! The Dear John letter was quite comical, but rather fitting, since I’d used the exact modus operandi with most of my clients. Guess I learned that passive trait from dear old Dad.

      It still irked me. Tomorrow, I was getting married. I knew traveling would be difficult, but I’d expected him to the make the effort. Wes was going to send a private plane to bring him, pay his nurses to help him along the journey just so I could have my father at my wedding. This was one single day of my life that I needed him present. Needed him to care more about me than himself. I wanted him to live for me for one blessed day out of my entire existence, and he couldn’t do it. He knew I was getting married January first. We’d discussed the concerns that he might not be ready to travel so soon after his hospital stay. He’d sworn up and down that nothing would prevent him from seeing his daughter get married. And then I received the letter.

      I glanced out over the expanse of the ocean from our bedroom balcony. People were milling about on the flatter part of the beach, prepping some things for tomorrow’s event. A raised wooden platform and gazebo had been crafted. It was on part of the private beach that Wes owned so we’d created a stone pathway to it. Tomorrow, seasonal flowers would fill the area that would serve as the location of our small private ceremony. In the future, we’d put a bench under it where we could sit and take in the ocean’s unblemished view straight from the source.

      “Hey biznacho, whatcha doing?”

      I jumped up from my seat. “Jesus! Maybe announce your presence next time, will ya?

      Ginelle plopped down into the seat opposite mine. She promptly put her feet up on the railing. “Why are you so jumpy?” She tilted her aviator glasses down so she could look at me over the rims. “Cold feet?”

      I smirked and leaned back. “Girl, my feet are as toasty as can be in my Ugg boots.”

      Ginelle scowled. “Ugg boots are ugly. Didn’t anyone ever tell you that? That’s why they call them “Ugg”. They should have named them FUGG boots because they are fucking ugly. Who wants to walk around looking like they are about to trudge through a couple feet of snow?” She pushed her blond hair back. “I don’t get the appeal.”

      “Me, that’s who!” I raised my foot to the railing and inspected my boots. They were pretty ugly. If they weren’t so damn comfortable, I’d have nixed them. Alas, the second I put my feet into them and saw the light, or I should say, felt the light—like walking on fluffy clouds of awesome—I was done for.

      “So you gonna tell me what put that look on your face? When I came out here, you looked like you smelled dog shit and couldn’t find the source.”

      Sighing, I handed her the letter.

      She grabbed it and scanned it. Her lips curled in and turned a startling white as she read. “Selfish motherfucker.” Her voice rose an octave. “I cannot believe he did this to you right before your wedding. After everything…” She shook her head. “That’s it. I’m gonna kill him myself. He doesn’t get to fuck over my best friend after what you’ve sacrificed.” She stood up and put her hands on her hips. “You know what? I’m gonna call him. Tell him that he’s a spineless, no good—”

      I cut her off with a hand on her wrist. “It won’t help. If anything, it will make him feel worse and ensure he goes back to drinking away his problems. I figure he’s going to anyway. The tone of this letter doesn’t leave me much trust in the outcome. But you know what, Gin?”

      She huffed and sat back down.

      “I can’t care anymore. I’m done. Sure, I’ll always love my father. He’s my dad. No amount of good deeds he could do now, or crap he could sling at me, is ever going to change that. I don’t have the space within my heart right now to let it bring me down, just like with my mother. Does it hurt? Fuck, yeah, it hurts. Bad. But tomorrow is a new day.” I thought about Wes’s smile, the way he touched me, looked at me with adoration. “He makes everything beautiful. Even me. I’m going to focus on that and live my life bathing in the beauty that is Wes and sharing our life together.”

      Gin nodded. “First and foremost, you’ve always been beautiful. Drop dead frickin’ gorgeous. Second, I feel ya. Don’t understand it, because I want to knee the old man in the balls, but I see that this is what you need to do to move on. It’s time. Besides, we’re all moving on.” She cast her glance off into the distance where the sea was pushing wave after wave onto a pristine beach.

      I had this view to soak up every day. I was damn lucky and needed to stop my pity party for one and start appreciating all the things I had. However, first, there was something about what Ginelle said that needed addressing.

      “Should I gather from that statement that you are moving on…as in to Hawaii?”

      She smiled sadly. “No, no I’m not. I’m going to stick it out here for a while. If you guys don’t mind me hanging out in the guest house.”

      “Not at all. Stay as long as you like. Stay forever. I already told you that I want you here. Need it. If I’m going to settle down, I need my best friend. I will say that I’m a little surprised though. You and Tao have been hitting it off, right?”

      She nodded. “Yeah, he’s everything I could ever want in a man. Only he doesn’t want me. Well…” She grinned sardonically, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “He wants parts of me.”

      I smacked her bicep. “All joking aside. What do you mean?”

      Ginelle shrugged and crossed her arms over her chest, a defensive move if ever I saw one. “He likes spending time with me, joking around, and the fucking is phenomenal…”

      “All sounds perfect,” I interrupted, not wanting her to start giving details. When it came to sex, my BFF was not shy. Not at all. She enjoyed sharing all the nitty gritty details, and sometimes I wanted to hear them, but not the night before my wedding. There had to be something sacred about that.

      She tilted her head back and looked up at the sky. “He wants a wife and a mother for his future babies. A woman he can take care of, not a woman who wants to work. I’ve spent years honing my craft. I have some serious good years left dancing before I have to give it up. And after that, I’d always dreamed of maybe opening up a dance studio for little ones. Then if I was to rock the mamahood card, I could do so at my discretion. I could have a studio and my kids with me. My dance teacher all those years ago did. Had her babies in a playpen while she taught a class. She might have charged less for classes since there could be an interruption now and again, but for the most part, it was cool. I grew up with those kids, danced with them in recitals later on in life. Is it too much to want that for myself?”

      Her eyes narrowed as she put her elbows on her knees and plopped her head into her hands.

      “No, it’s not too much to ask. If it’s your dream, you have to fight for it, unless another opportunity you want more presents itself. Did you talk to Tao about what you were planning for yourself?”

      She sighed. “Yeah, and he said that no woman of his was going to work unless it was with the family act.”

      “Well, they’re dancers, you could maybe…”

      She rolled her eyes and looked at me as though I’d just claimed Brad Pitt was at the front door ready to offer his baby making services.

      “Right.” I let out a slow breath. “Not exactly your style of dancing.”

      Ginelle cringed. “Nope.”

      “But…Tao is your kind of man. Is he worth giving that dream up for another one?”

      After closing her eyes, she sucked in a long breath. “Am I awful if I say no, he’s not? At least, not right now, when I’m only twenty-five. In another couple years, I might think differently. But by then…”

      “He’ll have moved on. No, I get it. So was it a clean break?”

      She huffed and sat back. “Not even close. Though I’m hopeful he’ll get the message.”

      I laughed. “You mean before he gets back on a plane and hunts your tiny ass down?”

      One of her arms flung out, pointing at my nose. “Bingo! Winner winner…she makes dinner.”

      I groaned. “It’s my last night as a single lady.”

      “Hey, it’s not my fault he liked it so much he put a ring on it! That’s all you. Now get up woman and get in the kitchen and make me a sandwich.”

      There was a ton of force in her hand as she jerked me to a standing position.

      “And no more worrying about this garbage. The next twenty-four hours are going to be the happiest of your life, and as maid of honor, I’m going to make sure of it.” She crumpled my father’s letter into a ball and tossed it over her shoulder and off the balcony. I didn’t even look to see where it landed.

      “You realize that Maddy is my maid of honor, right?” I responded.

      She held her hands up to her ears. “La la la la laaaaaa la la la la laaaaaaa.”

      Eh, I figured Maddy could set her straight.

      

      The covers moved back so slowly I wouldn’t have noticed if a knee shifting the mattress hadn’t accompanied it. I inhaled slowly, keeping my breathing even so he wouldn’t know I was awake. The scent of my man and the ocean hit my senses, sending a bout of lust and desire rushing through my body. Still, I feigned sleep, more interested in knowing how he planned to work this surprise attack than announcing I knew he was there.

      Something cool, but not cold, touched the nape of my neck and slid down in a slow caress over every bump in my spine. I couldn’t help the shiver that followed.

      “I know you’re awake, sweetheart.” Wes growled and then bit down on my ass cheek through my simple cotton briefs. I hadn’t expected my fiancée the night before our wedding, because we’d agreed not to see one another the night before, as was tradition with normal bride/groom scenarios. Usually, I wasn’t one for tradition, but it sounded sweet when Claire Channing had requested it.

      And here my guy was, breaking the rules.

      “We haven’t even gotten married yet, and you’re already breaking tradition?”

      His fingers slipped into the sides of my panties and tugged them down my legs. I remained on my belly, face to the side waiting for his next move. If he was going to break the rules, he was going to do all the work. Then I could claim I was just a helpless victim and not the instigator.

      “Like you care.” He scoffed and rubbed that cool item over my naked bum before pushed it between my thighs.

      “Oh!” I jumped as the sensation carried over my slit. The item disappeared and all that I was left with was a tingling need between my thighs and the sound of Wes inhaling deeply.

      “Roses mixed with the honey between your thighs. Babe, you’ve got me salivating,” he said on a groan.

      I shifted on a hip and turned around. Wes was rubbing a blood red rose under his nose. The moment our gazes caught, he stuck out his tongue and licked the edge of the rose. My mouth opened, imagining what he tasted on that flower.

      “Delicious, but not enough.” His throat moved, and his eyes burned hotter than fire.

      I watched as he straddled me. I was wearing nothing but a white ribbed tank, since he’d divested me of my panties.

      “Wes, you’re not supposed to be here,” I warned half-heartedly. Ribbons of heat prickled against my womb and spread out, coating my thighs with need even as I spoke.

      Based on the way Wes was looking at me, as if I was the fountain of youth and he was dying of thirst, he did not intend to be anywhere other than rooting his thick cock deep and staying long enough to find his bliss. I knew it, and he knew it. Why the hell was I fighting it?

      Oh, right. His mother. The suggestion she’d made, that the trick to the start of a good marriage was to abstain the night before your wedding. Not to see the bride before she walked down the aisle. There were a handful of stupid superstitious she’d spouted that all sounded good at the time. Faced with a man who looked like Wes wanting to do what he wanted to do to me, things that would make me sing out his praises and reacquaint myself with the almighty above…those superstitions sounded more and more like folklore the longer his gaze held mine.

      There was a fierceness in Wes’s body as he hovered over me. Clad only in his boxers and a T-Shirt, he lifted one strong arm and pulled his shirt over his head, revealing the iron chest for my viewing pleasure. Not the chest. No, not that. I couldn’t win against the endless dips and lickable expanse of skin in front of me. It wasn’t possible. I’d traveled that road before. It was rocky, jagged, and filled with spikes that blew out my proverbial tires. Once I set my lips on that chest, on one single rock hard square of his abdomen…game fucking over.

      You have the will of a warrior, I reminded myself. I’d heard the phase on a commercial, or something I’d watched on TV, and repeated it over and over.

      “Are you going to deny me what’s mine?” Wes said, placing both of his hands at the top of my tank. His fingers curled into the fabric, and with one quick rip, he shredded the cotton right down the center.

      Holy Fuck. You have the will of a warrior.

      He leaned forward as I shook my head no. Words were not forthcoming. His warm mouth wrapped around one tight peak before he sucked long and so damn hard.

      You have the will of a warrior. “Wes…” I heard myself whisper.

      “Tell me you don’t want this and I’ll leave.” He lavished first one nipple and then the other with rough laps of his tongue and small nibbles of his teeth. While he tortured one tit, he plucked, rubbed, and twisted its mate until my hips were moving of their own accord. Seeking, reaching, trying to find something to relieve the extraordinary ache he’d started.

      “Ugh. I can’t.” I sighed, wrapping my arms around his head and arching up into his mouth.

      “Now, that’s my girl,” he growled and sucked as much of my breast into the heat of his mouth as he could. I encouraged him, moaning and holding him there. Wanting him to continue, keening for it.

      Wes shifted a knee between my thighs and kicked out my right leg and then my left, inserting himself between my thighs. It was a move I’d become accustomed to after so many months of experiencing all the different ways my man made love to me. Tonight, he wanted to be close, as close as he could get. He plastered the length of his body along mine, as much of our skin touching as possible.

      Without further delay, he lifted my hips and sunk his thick cock, balls-deep. I gasped, my pussy squeezing his length on impact. “Oh, God,” I cried out when he pulled back and crashed hard.

      “Gonna love you like this for eternity, Mia.”

      He retreated and thrust home. “Every day of my life…”

      Retreat, followed by a firm lunge. “Without fail…you will be loved,” Wes promised and then picked up the pace.

      I clung to Wes, whispered my vows of love and forever against his neck, his lips, his chest, whatever I could reach, until the pressure became too much. It started pulsing at my lower spine and spread out, the ribbons of heat trickling to each limb, making every nerve ending itch. He slammed his thick length into me, once, twice, three times, until the fire he’d set sparked, and I soared, going up in flames so bright, the fire blinded everything in its path.

      Above me, Wes’s body was a fine machine of muscle and bone, every inch of him focused on the need before him, which was pounding as much pleasure into me as my body could take. And it took, and took, until he had me screaming out again. His lips muffled my second foray into bliss, tasting my desire for him. I bit down on his lips as his body tightened, every speck gripping onto me as though he’d fly away if he didn’t hold on for dear life. A few quick, hard pumps, and he ground down, crushing my knot of oversensitive nerves in the process, which sent a shimmer of pleasure through me one last time as he released into me.

      Moments passed as we both breathed heavily against one another’s necks. It concerned me how fiercely he needed me. When his mom had suggested the idea earlier, he’d gone along with little resistance. Perhaps he’d never planned to follow through at all.

      Pushing Wes’s face from my chest, I lifted his chin. His eyes immediately locked on mine.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, my voice raspy and sated.

      “I’m with you. Of course I’m okay,” he answered.

      Good answer, I thought, before shifting the few inches so I could kiss him slow and steady before pulling back. “Any particular reason for the break from tradition?”

      He chuckled before pausing. His eyes were alight with mischief when he responded. “I actually stuck to tradition.”

      I frowned. “How do you figure?”

      “Well, there’s a tradition that says if you want to be with the one you love throughout the New Year, you must kiss her at the stroke of midnight.”

      I glanced at the clock. It read 12:15. “But it’s already after midnight.”

      He grinned. “Oh, I was kissing you at twelve. Right at the stroke of midnight, you were screaming not your first, but your second orgasm down my throat. I swallowed it down whole.”

      “You’re twisted.” I shoved at him playfully, but he shifted just enough so that he was at my side.

      He moved his hands over my body as though he were committing this moment to memory. “You ready for later today?”

      “I’ve never been more ready for anything in my life.”

      He grinned so wide, seeing it almost hurt my heart. “Is that the real reason why you’re here? To make sure I wasn’t going to pull a Runaway Bride on you?” I asked, cuddling against his side.

      “No, I’m confident in our love. I just didn’t feel the need to be away from you. We’ve had enough nights apart, don’t you think?”

      I kissed him over his heart. “You’re right. We have had far too many of those. This is our tradition, kissing at midnight on New Year’s Eve and spending the night before our wedding in one another’s arms.”

      “There’s nowhere I’d rather be. Now go to sleep. We’re busy tomorrow.” He winked and kissed me on my forehead.
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        Weston

      

      The moment you look into the eyes of the person you are going to spend the rest of your life with, it hits you. This is the last woman you are going to kiss. The last woman you will tumble with on a bed of cool sheets. The one female that will follow you through all the remaining days you have in this world. There is something so completely finite about that. Only it doesn’t feel final. It feels like a relief. Like you’ve worked for a million days straight and then finally realize you’ve reached your goal. This is the goal. This moment is the happy ending. For us both.

      Mia. When she stepped onto the porch, her arm looped with her brother’s, everything slipped away…

      The sound of the ocean waves…gone.

      The guests watching a vision in white step barefooted down the stairs and start on the stone path…gone.

      My sister standing at my side…gone.

      The preacher…gone.

      There was nothing but Mia. There will never be anything but Mia. She is my reason for existing. I wouldn’t be here today if it weren’t for her.

      Her steps were measured, following along with music I could no longer hear. One long leg in front of the other. Her dress was simple elegance. Not unlike the woman. It had tiny straps that dipped into a V at her breasts, a cropping of crystals around the edges. I loved her figure. An hourglass shape with succulent curves. The dress dipped in at her small waist and flared out, billowing in the January breeze. The weather in Malibu was kind, giving us a perfectly beautiful, sunny seventy-six degrees on the most important day of our lives.

      Her shoulders, arms, legs, and feet were bare. The only shocks of color were the ebony waves of her hair, the pink of her toes, and the red of her luscious lips. And of course, there were her eyes.

      Friends of mine joked that it was Mia’s body that had me ass over a barrel, but it wasn’t. It was her eyes. The palest of green, like green amethyst if I had to choose a gemstone for reference.

      Those eyes controlled me from day one, the very first time she shucked off her motorcycle helmet, and the sun hit those soulful orbs. I knew even then that she could be the end of me. What I didn’t know, though, was that she was also the beginning and the middle. I didn’t want to know a world that Mia wasn’t in. She made the dark days light, the hard days soft, and the great ones magnificent. There wasn’t anything I wouldn’t do for the woman who walked to me, ready to take me into her life as her husband. I could only hope to be all that she needed. Now, and every day to come.

      “Do you Weston Channing, the third…” Mia mouthed “the third,” and I chuckled and then hid it by pretending to cough as the preacher continued.

      “Behave,” I whispered loud enough so only she could hear.

      She winked at me as the pastor got to my part.

      I looked my girl right in the eyes and meant every word down to the tips of my toes as I responded, “I do.”

      With that, she gifted me one of her huge smiles. The kind that isn’t planned or thought out. I lived for those unguarded, beatific smiles.

      “Do you, Mia Saunders…” The preacher issued her vows, but it was all white noise. Until her mouth moved.

      “I do,” she said, and licked her lips and bit down on the bottom one.

      I wanted to rush the holy man to get to the good part. The part where he makes her mine. Legally.

      As promised, we exchanged simple platinum wedding bands. Mia was not a woman who wanted to be soaking in diamonds. No, my girl wanted to live with the wind on her face and the speedometer climbing to frightening levels. As I was the type of man to give his woman what she wanted, and I wanted nothing more than to make her happy, her real wedding present was sitting in the driveway.

      I went pricey with the MV Augusta FCC that she’d been drooling over. Yeah, I searched her internet history. Funny thing about this woman. You’d expect to see links to places like Victoria’s Secret and Bloomingdales, but not my girl. No, the majority of her searches were honeymoon destinations and motorcycle websites.

      I grinned as the preacher kept babbling. My fingers twitched with anticipation as I held her hands, waiting for the part that would seal the deal for life.

      “You may now kiss the bride.”

      He no sooner got the words out than I had my girl’s cheeks in my hands and my mouth was devouring hers. She tasted of mint and champagne. Absolutely delicious. I slanted her head and licked into her mouth, taking her tongue for a ride. A soft moan left her as she melted into the kiss willingly, gripping my shoulders, holding me closer. I lived for that moment she gripped on tight. Proved that every kiss meant as much to her as it did to me.

      I never wanted to let her go. The great thing about marrying the woman you love is the knowledge that you never have to.

      Over the past year, alongside Mia and because of her influence, I, too, have learned to trust the journey. Only, when it comes right down to it, our journeys never truly end. Each day can be the start of a new one. A new life. With Mia, our family, and the friends she and I have made along the way…our journey has ultimately just begun.

      

      The End…kind of…Keep reading for a special “Where are they now?” bonus!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Where are they now?

        

      

    
    
      Alec DuBois—The world renowned artist and filthy talking Frenchman is living in France, where his paintings continue to reign supreme in the art world. Alec is currently splitting his time between his two French femme fatales who simultaneously claim to be pregnant with his child(ren).

      Hector and Tony Fasano—Both men are doing well, living the American dream. They married shortly after Mia and Wes and hired a young college girl who agreed to be a surrogate, donating two eggs to be fertilized by sperm from each man so that they would both have a biological child. They put the young girl through school, and she is happily working for them at their company’s headquarters. The Fasano food brand hit the freezer section and has surpassed all other frozen meals as the leader in “frozen food that tastes good” as their tagline claims. Every Fasano is now a multi-millionaire, including Mama Fasano.

      Mason and Rachel Murphy—Mason and Rachel married as planned in a gargantuan wedding that People Magazine hailed as the Wedding of the Century. Mia stood up as one of the groomsmen, rocking a tuxedo like no other. Mace and Rach currently have three children who keep Rachel busy while her husband continues setting records in baseball. He’s been setting records for himself and the Red Sox ever since. He and his wife have designs on buying a team one day.

      Tai and Amy Niko—Had a lavish Hawaiian wedding complete with fire dancing, hula, and traditional Samoan flare. Amy has been spitting out mini-Tais ever since. After four boys, Amy was finally granted a blond haired, blue-eyed goddess they named Natia, a Samoan name, which literally translated means hidden treasure.

      Warren and Kathleen Shipley—Are spending their second act of life traveling the globe. Warren’s special project received critical acclaim over the years, providing resources to third world and war-torn countries around the world. He received the Humanitarian of the Year Award from American Red Cross for his efforts in charitable giving.

      Aaron Shipley—Was impeached by the House of Representatives and convicted in the Senate not long after his trouble with Mia. Having been cut off from his father’s money, Aaron took to embezzling large amounts from campaign contributors as well as promising favors to corporate conglomerates by way of Senate votes. He is currently serving time in a privately run federal minimum security prison up in Bakersfield, California.

      Anton Santiago and Heather Renee—Spent the last ten years topping every hip-hop chart known to the music industry. Together they now run Lov-us Productions, the most sought after record producer for pop and hip-hop records in the music industry. They both spend their days and nights working and raising their daughter they aptly named Fate. The two are, and will always be, best friends, which ultimately led them to the decision to have a child together before they were too old. This child was the product of in vitro fertilization. Both are happy to share a home with their daughter while they take turns playing the field.

      Maxwell and Cyndi Cunningham—Live in the same ranch in Texas with their five children. Unfortunately for Max, Jackson is the only boy, and Cyndi refused to have any more. They gave one girl Mia’s middle name and the other Madison’s. The fifth child they named after Cyndi’s mother. Max is as busy as ever running Cunningham Oil with his baby sister by his side.

      Blaine Pintero—And his team of merry enforcers are doing ten consecutive life sentences in a maximum security prison in Nevada for planting a bomb that killed ten people. Those ten lives were all drug dealers, sex traffickers, money launderers, and known murders with warrants out for their arrest. Really, it was a win-win.

      Michael Saunders—Never got over his wife leaving and finally divorcing him fifteen years later. He stayed in Vegas and holds a job as a janitor at a local bowling alley. Though he no longer gambles or borrows from loan sharks, he still spends most of his days in and out of AA programs. Mia and Madison have very little contact with their father at this time.

      Dr. Drew Hoffman—Is still a doctor to the stars in Hollywood, California and has been married and divorced six times.

      Kathy Rowlinski—Climbed the corporate ladder and now runs Century Productions as Chief Executive Officer, has a McMansion in Beverly Hills, and married her hot male assistant.

      Kent and Meryl Banks—Are living their lives as they always have been. Kent works out designs for modern cabins around the globe while his now legal wife, Meryl, paints and runs her gallery. They enjoy regular visits to Texas where they spend time doting on their grandchildren.

      Millie Colgrove “Ms. Milan”— Continues to run Exquisite Escorts. Her clientele is elite, and her girls known for being beautiful and discreet. Millie has been “dating” a distinguished gentleman who came to her originally as a client looking for a more mature woman. Instead of an escort, he pursued her. They've been going strong for several years. Millie refuses to call him anything other than her significant other as she believes labeling their relationship will jinx it.

      Ginelle aka “Skank-a-lot-a-Puss”—Runs an elite dance school that caters to celebrities and aspiring actors who need to learn the art of dance in downtown Los Angeles. She had made her way through several good and bad relationships until finally running into a man she couldn’t refuse, run away from, or hide from. Her life story is and always will be in a state of flux. But she’s happier than she’s ever been.

      Madison and Matt Rains—Madison finished her Doctorate and is lead scientist for Cunningham Oil. Matt and his parents run the Channing, Cunningham, and Rains farmland. Madison and her husband have a son named Mitchell and are currently expecting their second son. The child is yet to be named as the couple is squabbling about using another “M” name. Maddy wants to stick with tradition, and Matt wants to break it and start anew.

      Wes and Mia Channing—Our hero and heroine are living happily in Malibu during the school year and Texas during holiday breaks and six weeks of each summer. They have two children, a son they named Marshall Jackson and a daughter they named Madilyn Claire. Together, husband and wife write, produce, cast, and direct their own films. The last film they wrote and produced, Calendar Girl, became a box-office wonder, bringing in three hundred million in ticket sales the first week. The couple enjoy their days surfing, playing with their children, working on their newest film, and making love to the sound of the ocean under the cover of nightfall. Trusting the journey that brought them together, they now walk it side by side.

      

      The REAL End…
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          For the Readers

        

      

    
    
      I can’t begin to express what it means to me that you have committed to this year long journey. Mia’s tale started out as a sexy plan to have an escort bed a year’s worth of guys. Obviously, Mia’s strength and voice led me in an entirely different direction. If you’re reading this, that meant she took you on a journey as well.

      So many of you have contacted me, told me how this series has changed you, made you think differently about life, how Mia’s character has made you stronger. I live for that feedback. Knowing that something I wrote, crafted out of thin air, changed your life in some small way is the highest honor.

      Thank you readers for sticking with me and loving Mia and Wes. It has been an amazing year. Now off to the next adventure.

      Trust the journey…

      Audrey
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