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 To Jeananna Goodall.


  

  A year. We made it a full year on this project.


  You are my biggest cheerleader, my strongest support,


  the person I can lean on when I fear it’s not enough.


  You remind me every day why we work so hard.


  

  It’s all about the story.


  It’s all about friendship.


  It’s all about love, light,


  and living our best lives.


 

  Together, we continue to live our truth.
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1
   SKYLER


  Wendy flutters around her master bathroom, adjusting her boobs in her strapless, corset-style wedding gown, touching up her hair, and prodding at her unmovable hairdo. I made sure that hairstyle will not so much as shift in a harsh breeze by hiring the best celebrity hairdresser in the business. Those fiery short locks are not moving from the superbadass bouffant look she’s sporting. The longer hair on top is raised in what can only be described as a stylized pouf, sleek on the sides, looking like nothing but hair magic, the kind my girl wanted on her wedding day. It’s a little punk rock, a little fashion model chic, and a whole lot Wendy Bannerman, now Wendy Pritchard.


  “So, when are you and Bossman getting hitched?” Wendy asks while touching up her bright cherry-red lipstick.


  I mull over her question while checking out my sexy-as-sin strappy Valentino Garavani Rockstud heels. They’re gold with studs all over the T-strap style and a full four-and-a-quarter-inch spike. Parker told me this morning that these shoes were staying on while he fucked me tonight. I cannot wait.


  Wendy’s question is deep, though, and since my ex-best friend has been confined to a mental facility to await her final sentencing, I’ve had two months of nothing but loving, recovering, and spending time making a happy home and building a life with my man.


  I know without a doubt Parker is my forever. I go to sleep cuddling against his warm chest and wake up to smiles and “I love yous” every day. More than that, he shows me in all the little things and special ways of his. He makes my coffee every morning and serves it to me. He kisses me the moment he sees me and before he leaves my side each day. Even if it’s to go throw the ball for our dogs, he always gives me a moment of affection, which lets me know that he’s committed to me. For the long haul. Forever.


  “Hello! Earth to Sky. I said . . . When are you and Parker gonna make playing house more like prepping for a family than sharing space?”


  I frown and tip my head, taking in all that is Wendy in her beautiful wedding gown, hand on her hip, sassy expression plastered on her features.


  “You’re one to talk. You’ve been with Mick what, four years, and are finally tying the knot.”


  She waves her hand. “Technicality. He collared my ass in six months. In our world . . .” She tugs on the new, one-inch platinum choker at her neck. The new one has a black diamond heart dangling from a ringed loop at the center. Mick privately presented her with this piece last night. Once it’s put on, the lock disappears into the design, and it can’t be removed. The only way to remove it will be to cut it off. Wendy was beside herself with glee when she showed it to me this morning prior to the ceremony outside on their estate. Apparently Mick got a tattoo that matched the design of her collar but on one of his wrists. I couldn’t see it under his dress shirt, nor did I ask to see it, because it’s not mine to see. If he wants to share that piece of his commitment to his wife, he will. Though the concept of her man branding himself to only her is not lost on me. It definitely makes the ultimate statement.


  “In our lifestyle, the collar is the highest form of commitment. We didn’t initially need the rings or the public statement. We committed to one another in the way that means the most to us. However, once we decided to have children, it made sense to seal the deal legally.” She winks.


  I nod and pluck at my lip, thinking about Parker and me walking down the path of marriage and children. He knows I want to cut back on the number of acting jobs I take on after the A-Lister Trilogy is filmed. We’ve talked at length about me opening up an acting studio for kids, especially children who are less fortunate and wouldn’t otherwise be able to afford professional classes. First, though, we’d need to commit to one another completely.


  “Honestly, Wen, we haven’t talked about it. Our future is always just there. When we have a family, when we get married . . . it’s not like he’s made any overtures that he plans on us tying the knot any time soon.”


  Wendy pouts. “Hmm. Well, then, you’re just going to have to do it yourself.”


  I frown. “You mean, ask him to marry me?” The idea forms and lights up like a freakin’ halogen bulb over the top of my head.


  Wendy smiles huge. “Whoa. Now that’s an idea. I was thinking maybe you need to push him toward the concept by leaving wedding magazines around, dropping hints and stuff. But I like your idea way more! It’s perfect. Who says the woman can’t ask the man?” She rubs her hands together and nods. “Yeah, me like this idea a lot. It’s not as though he’d turn you down. The man is over-the-moon in love with you. I just imagine with all that’s happened, the fact that you’re dealing with a lot and just coming over the top of that hill, it might make him leery to make any new life changes.”


  “True,” I murmur, knowing Parker worries about me more than anything.


  “Which means it’s up to you to do it!” She claps. “Woo-hoo! Operation SkyPark Proposal commences now!”


  I groan. “Wen, let’s not forget that we’re at your wedding right now. Your husband is probably pacing the floor wondering why you’re taking so long. My guy is probably getting smashed with his brethren, and you need to prep for your honeymoon! And the whole reason we came in here was because you had to pee!”


  She crosses her legs and wiggles her hips. “Yikes! Yeah, still gotta go. Wanna hold up this end of my dress so I can take care of that?”


  I chuckle, grabbing for the hem of her shockingly poufy-as-all-get-out dress. The top is totally kick-ass rocker girl with a lace-up corset, but the bottom is straight-up princess, over-the-top, and all Wendy.


  Once she’s done her business and washed up, we walk out, arms linked at the elbows.


  “Your wedding was perfect.” I nudge her shoulder and smile.


  “Yeah, it was. Now it’s time to get rowdy and start Operation SkyPark Proposal.” Her bright-blue eyes seem to sparkle with white-hot fire at the mere idea.


  I shake my head. “One-track mind.”


  She shrugs. “When something is good, it’s good. When it’s right, it’s right. Why not move on it? There’s no reason to weigh all the pros and cons. Don’t even allow the negative in. That’s what Mick has taught me. Just roll with life as it comes. Stop letting fear drive your decisions. It’s time to let love take the driver’s seat.”


  Her words sink in, and I nod. “Girl, you are wise.”


  She grins wickedly. “A wiseass most of the time, but I have my moments.”


  “Like now.” A growly voice breaks into our chatter. “You better get your perky ass to your husband’s side right this instant, or that ass will no longer be wise, but red.”


  Wendy smirks, winks at me, and then sashays over to Mick. He watches her movements like a hawk scouting his prey. When she stands right in front of him, she lowers her eyes. “Sir . . .”


  A throaty growl leaves his mouth as he loops a finger through the ring on her collar and tugs. She gasps, her blue eyes darkening at nothing but that simple touch. Damn, Mick has some mad skills when it comes to his woman. Then again, all Parker has to do is skim my neck with his nose and inhale my scent, and I’m a puddle at his feet.


  Wendy has an excellent point. When it’s right, it’s right.


  “I’ll leave you two alone.” I grin and move around the two locked in a stare-down.


  “That’s probably a good idea,” Mick says to me, but his gaze never leaves Wendy’s.


  I skedaddle along the hallway, down the long staircase, and past several more rooms before finally making it to the backyard where the fun is happening under massive white tents, each column dripping in flowers and twinkle lights.


  When I enter the main area, I catch Parker’s gaze. He’s talking to his dad and mom but waves them off to come to me. His dad is in a wheelchair but smiling jovially today. I love seeing a smile on his face. With his therapy bringing him down, we don’t see a lot of that grin, and it’s definitely a sight to behold.


  “Everything okay, Peaches?”


  I nod and take him in as if it’s the first time I’m seeing him. He’s wearing a brilliant pitch-black bespoke suit, a yellow satin tie, and a golden paisley pocket square. The dress shirt under his jacket is a crisp white and paired with a gray vest that goes perfectly with my pale-yellow slip dress. The smile adorning his ruggedly handsome, clean-shaven face is wide and heartfelt as he approaches. It’s like I’m watching the other half of my soul lock into place right before my eyes. It all seems so very clear to me.


  It’s him.


  Parker.


  It’s always been him.


  It will always be him.


  It’s up to me to make it forever.


  “How’s my dream girl?” He grins, looping a hand around my waist, bringing our bodies together and dipping his head to plant his nose at the crux of where my shoulder and neck meet. He inhales deeply, and I close my eyes, memorizing the very moment when I decided I would make this man, the other half of my soul, my husband.


  As Wendy said, Operation SkyPark Proposal commences now.


  
2
   PARKER


  “Damn, baby, you smell so good,” I murmur against her skin, then place a few sloppy kisses there. She giggles, and it’s music to my ears. Hearing her laugh has been rare these past few months. Her doing it more and more eases the vise of worry squeezing my heart. Every day she seems to smile more, and along with that comes a little more pep to her step. This wedding has gone a long way in helping her heal, by spending gobs of time with Wendy. Sky’s focus on something beautiful has been a godsend.


  Skyler snuggles closer as I run my hand up and down her exposed back. “Have I told you today that I fuckin’ love this dress?”


  She laughs out loud and tips her head back, which gives me the opportunity to layer a line of kisses up the delicate column of her neck, landing at her mouth. Once I’ve kissed her softly, she pulls back, her forearms looped around my shoulders.


  “You may have mentioned your appreciation for this dress a time or two, yes.”


  I grin like a devil who’s just been granted another soul for eternity. “And the shoes . . . You remember what I have planned for those fuckhot spikes?”


  Skyler flushes a pretty pink at the cheeks. “Mm-hmm . . . something about having them digging into the back of your thighs while you fucked me into next week, if I remember the conversation correctly.”


  I run my hand down to the exposed skin above her ass and flutter my fingers there, knowing it’s a sensitive location for her. Usually when I have her belly and tits to the mattress, and I put my mouth on that spot, she goes wild. It’s not exactly the same when I use my hand, but the intention is to remind her of what’s to come.


  She shivers in my arms, and her brown eyes dazzle and darken to a rich espresso color as lust invades her senses.


  Message received.


  Sky rests her head against my chest as I hold her close, soaking in her essence and warmth. “I’m so glad Wendy and Mick pushed their wedding a couple of months,” I murmur into her hair.


  “Me too. Everyone is happier now that things have settled down.”


  I inhale fully, letting out what feels like a ton of emotional weight filling my heart. “Exactly. Having the IG team back in full force, being in our home, having you to wake up to every morning . . .”


  My girl lifts her head and smiles beautifully.


  “That part is awesome,” she agrees. “And I’m thrilled that Bo got Annie to come back and that we had the opportunity to mend fences over some beers and food at Lucky’s.”


  “Definitely. She seems to be coming out of her shell and truly becoming part of the team. I’m glad to have her back too.”


  I stare down at the woman who owns my soul. “You are so damn beautiful, Sky. I’ll never tire of looking at this face.” I cup her chin and run my thumb over her cheek before dipping down to take her mouth. Right when our lips graze, I hear Royce’s voice roar above the music and the other partygoers.


  “Woman! You make me chase that sweet ass one more yard and I’m going to lose my damn mind! Shee-it. Give a man a break, why don’cha!”


  Both Sky and I turn to the side and watch Roy grab Kendra’s hand and spin her around until she’s in his arms. Her mouth opens to say something, and based on her twisted facial expression, that something is not going to be pleasant, when he cups the back of her head and smashes his lips to hers. He kisses her hard, taking a long drink from the well that is her mouth. She gives as good as she gets, rubbing her lean body against his. He slants his head one direction; she mimics the move, tilting to the other side, both going full blast on the kiss.


  I swear I’ve seen men come back from war and not be able to match this level of intensity, and those men have waited months to see their women.


  This kiss, however, is one for the books.


  I watch Sky as she pulls my phone out of my jacket pocket and takes a handful of photos of the kissing duo.


  “What are you doing?” I whisper.


  “Honey, we need proof of this. If I didn’t see it with my own eyes, I wouldn’t have believed it!”


  I shake my head. “This is not going to be an easy road . . . for either of them.”


  She frowns. “Why would you say that?”


  I don’t have the chance to answer because Kendra pulls back, her eyes looking wild and frightened, before she whips her hand out and lays a wallop of a smack on Royce’s stunned face.


  I cringe. “Ouch. That had to hurt.” I suck in a sharp breath.


  “I told you to keep your hands off me!” Kendra growls low in her throat.


  Roy doesn’t so much as move to cover the cheek that has to be burning like fire. His mouth twists into a snarl. “Stop running, goddamn it! You have to talk to me. This is not over.”


  Kendra glances around and notes that pretty much everyone is watching their passion come to life. “It was a handful of really bad decisions. We agreed!” she insists, practically stomping her foot in her small tirade.


  “Well, I reserve the right to”—he gets into her face—“change. My. Mind.”


  Her features contort into an expression of frustration and anger. “Let it go. I mean it, Royce. This time around, what we had was over before it ever even started.” On that note, she twists in her unbelievably tall stilettos and races off, leaving Roy breathing heavily, his gaze seemingly lost, eyes locked on her retreating form.


  He hangs his head and runs a hand over his bald dome.


  “Not again,” I groan. My spidey sense is working overtime; this is going to be a shit show of epic proportions.


  “Maybe we should, um . . .” Skyler lifts her head toward Roy.


  “Yeah.” I sigh and lead my girl over to my brother.


  “Roy . . .”


  Royce’s head snaps up, his dark eyes filled with nothing but heartache. I shake my head. “Brother, let’s see a man about a bottle of whiskey. You look like you could use a drink.”


  “Damn straight.” He half groans while adjusting his wide shoulders. The guy played college football back in the day and hasn’t lost any of that bulk even at thirty. He’s big. He’s black. He’s badass. Until now, he didn’t take any shit from anyone. Then again, not everyone is a tall African American beauty with light-hazel eyes, long dark hair, and naturally full hips on a body that won’t quit.


  No matter what she’d like to think, Kendra’s the one who got away, and if that kiss was anything to go by, even followed by that smack, she’s moved right back into Roy’s heart with a vengeance. Seems like he’s got a major challenge on his hands. She doesn’t act as though she wants to go the distance, no matter the fireworks we all just witnessed.


  We reach the bar, and I order up three fingers of whiskey neat for us both, taking a tumbler for myself and passing the other to Royce. Skyler and I can crawl home since our house is just a few acres down the road from the Pritchard McMansion.


  Royce lifts his glass to his lips and takes a healthy swig, knocking a full finger back in one gulp.


  Skyler gets a glass of wine and leans next to my side, her arm wrapped around my back, her other hand holding her glass in front of her, where she sips silently.


  “You wanna tell me what all of that was about?” I gesture with an index finger to the area we just left where Royce and Kendra had their blowup.


  “Not particularly.” He takes another big swallow and sucks in a harsh breath after.


  “Brother . . .” I let that word hang out to dry, an invitation and an admonishment at the same time.


  “Fuckin’ woman won’t listen to reason,” Roy snaps.


  I cock a brow and wait it out. He obviously needs to vent, and since I don’t know what the hell is going on between the two of them, I need him to lead this charge.


  He shakes his head and looks out over the small reception of people milling about. I’ve been told most are people from Wendy and Mick’s private lifestyle. I don’t know if that means they’re all kinky or just friends we’ve never met before, or both. Either way, Skyler and I have enjoyed meeting some of their friends outside of our little world. They mostly seem to be closer to Mick, as though they are his side of the wedding party and the IG people and my family as well as Royce’s mom and sisters are Wendy’s side.


  “I messed up, brother.” Roy rubs his hand over the back of his neck and squeezes. He uses his free hand to chug more whiskey until there’s nothing more. He turns around and slams the tumbler to the bar. “Another.”


  Guess someone else will be crawling back to our house with us tonight.


  “How did you screw up?” I ask softly, not wanting to make it too much of a big deal that we’re talking about him and Kendra, even when it is. In the past, she was his everything. Then it all went to hell; one day she was there, they were planning their future together, and the next, gone. Poof. Disappeared.


  Of course, I was dealing with my own shit with Kayla cheating on me, our ex-best friend, Greg, being the douchecanoe that did her. We lost both friends, so I wasn’t really up to snuff on the comings and goings of Royce and Kendra. At the time, Royce only told me that she said she was ending things and leaving. Then before I came out of my Kayla-induced pity party for one, Kendra was gone, having moved to Washington, DC, leaving Roy and the life they were building in the dust.


  “We hooked up, man. Several times. Each time better than the last.” He looks down at his feet. “Being with her is like soaking in a natural hot spring. Everything just feels right, warm; your senses and mind are finally at peace for once in your life. Except, the second you lift out into the open air, you get nuthin’ but ice-cold chills all over your body.” His dark gaze lifts to Sky then back to me. “You ever feel that? A cold you can’t escape?”


  I shake my head. “Nah, man, I just wrap myself up in my very own Skyler blanket and keep my ass warm.”


  He huffs and points a finger. “Attaboy. That’s the way it should be. And you, baby girl, you ever feel cold?” He turns a steely-hard gaze Sky’s way.


  Skyler frowns. “Not when I’m with Parker. He’d do anything to keep me warm. Always.” She bites into her bottom lip, clearly knowing where this conversation is going.


  “Exactly. When we’re together, we burn so hot it feels like no storm could break us. But each and every time . . . it ends. And that end is harder to accept than the last, because every fuckin’ time, I fall in love with that woman a little bit more. One taste of her and I’m gone. Can’t get that taste out of my mouth, and I don’t fuckin’ want to. What I want is that sweetness that is all her, on my tongue, forever.”


  “Jesus, Roy.” I lift my drink and swallow down half of what’s in my glass, letting that shit burn a hole through my gut to distract from the pain of knowing what my brother is living through: not having the woman he needs by his side. I couldn’t take it. Even that brief time between the San Francisco and Montreal jobs that I didn’t have Sky officially in my life shredded me. I don’t think I could live with it if I lost Sky now that I know the beauty of all that is her.


  Roy grabs the glass the bartender has refilled. Thank God it’s an open bar, because the shit Mick and Wendy are pouring is the tippy-top shelf that’s usually fifty dollars a shot at my father’s bar, and this guy tending bar is generous. I suck back the last of mine and lift my chin to the server. He takes the hint and fills my drink another three fingers.


  Roy takes a smaller sip this time. “It’s all right, man, I’ll be fine. Just need to get my shit together and figure out my next step.”


  “Are you going to let her go?” I ask, and Skyler stiffens at my side.


  “Fuck no! I’m going to lick my wounds and regroup. She’s it. My endgame. I just have to find a way to convince her I’m hers.”


  I grin and lift my glass between us. “To creating the future we are meant to have, with the women we’re meant to have it with.”


  Skyler leans her head against my shoulder and nuzzles closer as I clink glasses with my best friend. He’ll find a way.


  Love always wins.


  [image: image]


  After Momma Sterling intruded into our male brooding, I left Roy in her very capable hands. The last thing I heard was, “And that Kendra is running her brand of damage on my boy all over again. Stupid witch.” At that point, I steered Skyler and myself out of the conversation and toward the dance floor.


  “Will you dance with me?” I twirl my girl around and bring her back into my arms.


  “Anytime, every time.” She smiles wide, placing one arm around my back and her free hand securely into mine.


  The music swirls and dips around us, and before long, I see Bo with a buxom brunette I recognize very well in his arms.


  “Geneva! I had no idea you were here.” I maneuver Sky and myself over to where Bo is dancing with our old friend. She’s been in Boston for the past month, meeting with the movie people, running lines with Sky and Rick before shooting starts in another three weeks. When she heard about what happened to us, she met with her people and pushed the entire movie schedule back three months. Skyler was in no position to act the part in a very beloved romance, and Geneva would have no one else but Sky since the character was practically crafted in her likeness.


  Geneva smiles and runs a hand down to Bo’s ass, where she cops a feel right on the dance floor. “Couldn’t attend the ceremony, but I wouldn’t miss the reception. I’m here as this wild one’s date in the hopes of getting a little bit more than a twirl around the dance floor. What do you say, cowboy?” she coos in her lovely British accent, though her innuendo is anything but lovely. It’s downright naughty.


  “I say giddyap, ma’am.” He swings her out and brings her back, dipping his hips and rubbing his body all over the wanton author.


  “My goodness . . . you two need to get a room!” Sky giggles, her cheeks firing red for the second time this evening.


  I love how my woman still blushes. She’s so beautiful when her face takes on that rosy hue.


  “Why, that’s an excellent idea. Wha’ d’ya say, cowgirl? You want to take a ride?” He rolls his hips in a blatantly sexual manner.


  “I just got here!” She chuckles and swats his ass. “Behave.”


  Behind them, I see Baylee pacing in the background, her thumbnail resting between her teeth, her eyes flickering to Bo and then back to the room at large as if she’s debating interrupting his dance. The woman is new to our fold, doesn’t actually come around much, but I know since she started working at Lucky’s a couple of months ago, Wendy and Sky have spent some time with her. From what I understand, we don’t know a lot about her, just that she needed the job and started work immediately. The holidays had hit right around the time the shit went down with Tracey, and with Pops being laid up, Bo hired a couple of people, Baylee being one of them.


  Seeing her pace the floor in a royal-blue dress that reaches about four inches above her knees and a pair of nude platform pumps is a side to her we haven’t seen. Hell, I knew the woman had a nice shape and a gorgeous face. In all honesty, Bo wouldn’t have hired her if she weren’t easy on the eyes. It’s just not in his makeup. Still, I don’t think any of us knew the bombshell she was hiding behind those shapeless T-shirts, jeans, and sneakers. Looking at her now, the woman is a freakin’ knockout. Long legs that seem to go on for days. Tanned skin. Long, wavy sandy-brown hair, and a fuckuva lot of it too. Normally she’s got that mane in a ponytail or pinned in a messy bun on her head. Hanging down and styled, not only is it eye-catching, it looks shiny and soft, something that makes a man want to run his fingers through it . . . after he fucks the shit out of her. Her dress is rockin’, showcasing her large breasts, and it glides along her flared hips. The woman is the epitome of an hourglass figure. Yep, definite knockout.


  “You can stop licking your lips now, honey.” Skyler dips her face in front of mine so all I can see is her and not Baylee.


  “Peaches, I would never—”


  She places two fingers over my lips. “Relax.” She smirks. “I was just joshing you! Though I did catch you eyeballing the new girl.”


  “Sky, baby, I can’t help it. I’ve never seen her look like . . .” I scan her sexy-as-fuck body and blink a few times, making the image go away before my woman clocks me the way Kendra clocked Roy earlier.


  “Like a Sports Illustrated swimsuit model?”


  I blink dumbly and focus on my golden girl. “Yeah. Pretty much.”


  She snickers. “Honey, she’s wearing my dress.”


  I can feel my eyes trying to bug out of my head as I maneuver her around so I can get a better look. Shit, yep. It’s one I’ve drooled over Sky wearing.


  “Though I will say, her female attributes have been highlighted to their fullest possible extent.” She smiles, taking in the woman.


  “I didn’t say anything,” I blurt defensively.


  Skyler grins. “I know you love me and only me, but you’re not dead. You’re allowed to look and appreciate a beautiful woman.” She leans into my space again, bringing her lips to hover just over mine. Her peaches-and-cream scent fills my nostrils, and I’m drunk on her all over again. “You’re just not allowed to touch.” She kisses me softly, touching just the tip of her tongue to mine before easing back and smiling.


  “You do not play fair, woman.” I pull a move like Geneva’s and get handsy with my girl’s ass.


  “Hey! Pretty boy. Hands off,” she admonishes, and after a playful squeeze of the tightest, most perfect ass I’ve ever seen, felt, or bitten into, I move my hand to the center of her spine, where I can trace the velvet surface of her skin at my leisure.


  “What do you think she wants?” I watch her focus completely on Bo and decisively nod, her hands rounding into fists at her sides.


  She’s about to approach Bo, her finger reaching out to tap him on the back, when Bo growls and crushes Geneva’s lips to his in a searing kiss that rivals the one Royce gave Kendra earlier. Not quite as heated as theirs, but definitely holding promise of something more carnal at a later hour in the evening.


  Baylee sees the kiss, backs up several steps, bumps into someone, and steps on a man’s foot with the spiked heel of her stiletto.


  “Ooowee! That fucking hurt!” the man roars, spinning around and grabbing Baylee by both biceps and shaking her. “Watch where you’re fucking going, you idiot!”


  Oh hell no. I move to approach, but at this point, Bo’s already turned around and jumped into the fray before I can even situate Skyler behind me and back up my buddy.


  “Watch how you talk to a lady, asshole!” Bo spits with a growl, and yanks Baylee out of the man’s hold. “Are you okay, Lee?” He slides his hands soothingly up and down her arms, which I can already see have red blotches marring where the fuckface grabbed her.


  She looks at him, then at the furious man who’s shaking his sore foot, her eyes filled to the brim with tears. “I’m sorry . . . so, so sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you.” Her face is a mask of remorse and apology. “And, Bo, I didn’t mean to interrupt. Um, I didn’t know . . . uh . . . that you had a girlfriend. I’m . . . I’m . . . It doesn’t matter what I am. I need to go.” A tear slips down one high cheekbone before she dashes it away with her hand, steps back out of his hold, turns on her tall heels, and takes a runner.


  What is it with women and running off?


  “Christ! Baylee! Come back, sweetheart!” he calls out, and then, without another word, jets off after her.


  Geneva crosses her arms and pouts. “Well, bloody hell. Looks like I’m going to have to find another bloke to warm my bed this evening. Pity,” she mumbles.


  Mick approaches with a stern face and his wife holding his hand and trailing just a step behind him. Her fluffy dress is bouncing all over the place as he moves at a fast clip.


  “What is the meaning of this debacle?” Mick’s voice is hard and cold. “Are you starting trouble again, Uncle Neil?”


  The older man, who carries a remarkable resemblance to Mick, blusters and straightens his coat as if he’s been in a full tussle. “Out of nowhere this bumbling woman crashed into me and speared her stiletto into the top of my foot! She may have broken a bone! I’m going to have to see a doctor,” he tuts, as if Baylee planned to run into him.


  Mick’s mouth quirks for a moment before he gets control of himself.


  I wrap my arm around Sky’s shoulders as she adds, “That may have happened, but you didn’t need to manhandle and yell at the young woman who accidentally bumped into you and stepped on your foot. I saw the entire thing.”


  “I see the drunken, bumbling twit has friends,” the man barks.


  That makes my hackles rise. No man treats a woman like that, especially a sweet girl like Baylee.


  “Jesus. She didn’t do anything to you. Man up,” I bark back, standing up straighter while taking a step closer.


  “Well, I’ve never been treated such a way in my entire life.” He raises his chin haughtily.


  Mick’s nostrils flare, and he narrows his eyes. Unfortunately he’s too late, because Wendy takes the torch, pushing herself in front of her husband. “Sounds to me like you’re overreacting—”


  “Cherry, quiet,” Mick growls, but lovingly wraps an arm around her chest from behind.


  “Are you going to let your new wife talk to me like that, son?” the man asks, seemingly affronted.


  “I am not your son, and I’ll let my wife speak however she wants to the guests at her wedding in her backyard. Do remember who controls this family. You do not want to get on my bad side, or the family business we actually do together, Uncle Neil, will dry up. Keep that in mind. Now if you’ll accompany your date to the receiving room, I’ll have the doctor on call here evaluate your injury.”


  “Good,” he sneers, and grabs the arm of the woman he’s standing with and storms off. I assume she’s his wife, although she’s at least half his age.


  “If his foot were broken, he wouldn’t be able to walk.” Wendy watches his retreating form.


  Mick chuckles softly against Wendy’s neck and kisses her there right at the sparkling collar.


  “Just sayin’.” She snickers.


  Mick turns his wife around and brings her into his arms against his chest. “And I am saying that my wife is the most beautiful woman here, and I shall request the honor of our first dance together as husband and wife.”


  “I shall accept your request and return that my man is a stone-cold fox, and I’ll dance circles around you all night just to see you smile like that at me.” She bats her eyelashes and shimmies her hips and chest in a sultry display that gets all of Mick’s attention.


  He grins wide, his eyes sparkling blue and his smile only for Wendy as he captures her against his chest and sways to the music.


  I watch as Geneva moves off the dance floor, likely to find a new guy to keep her entertained since Bo disappeared after Baylee.


  Following Mick’s lead, I curl my hand around Skyler’s and bring her back into my arms. “Wow. A lot just happened,” I murmur in her ear.


  “Totally weird. First, we’ve got Royce and Kendra in a kiss-off ending in a fight. Then we’ve got Baylee acting strange about approaching Bo and then running away in tears. And Mick nearly duking it out with his uncle Neil, which I didn’t even know he had! Then to hear the way that Mick feels about his uncle . . . yikes. There is some family drama all over that. I’ll have to find out the goods from Wendy.”


  “Sky, don’t get involved in their drama,” I warn.


  She frowns. “Why the heck not? Wendy has half her body stuck in everyone else’s lives. Why can’t we poke around a little? Hmmm?”


  I chuckle. “It’s none of our business, and we’ve had enough of our own drama to last a lifetime; we don’t need anyone else’s.”


  Her smile falls. “This is true. I hate it when you’re right.”


  I rub my cheek along hers. “It’s not that I’m right; I’m just protecting what we have. We’ve been through a lot, and I don’t want to get involved in anything else that’s going to shake our lives up again. I want just you, me, our home, our dogs, and living the good life. Can we just do that for a while?”


  She kisses my cheek and wraps her arms tighter around me. “Yeah, honey, we can do that . . . for a while. At least until Wendy gets back from her honeymoon.”


  “Christ. Whatever am I going to do with you.”


  She shrugs and grins as her eyes light up with a sensual flicker I’d recognize anywhere. “I can think of a few things.”


  “Mmm . . . I bet you can.”


  
3
   SKYLER


  Not long after the debacle on the dance floor, a surly Bo flops down in the open seat next to Parker and me. He reaches for the huge slice of wedding cake in front of my guy and slides it in front of himself. Without a word, he picks up the fork, digs a big chunk out of the cake, and shovels it into his mouth. Frosting rings the hair around his mouth of his mustache and goatee.


  “Hungry?” I ask with a grin.


  His lips twist into a snarl while he tips his fork sideways and cuts another large helping of cake.


  “Brother, what’s up with you and Baylee?” Parker asks gruffly.


  “Nuthin’, man. I got it under control. It’s all good,” Bo half growls, but focuses on the stolen cake and not my man.


  Park nails him straight out. “Then why the hell are you avoiding eye contact with me?”


  Bo drops the fork on the plate with a clank, grabs the linen napkin in front of him, and wipes his mouth with it. “I tagged her, all right? It was a one-time thing, we both agreed. No biggie.”


  “Nuh-uh!” My mouth drops open of its own accord as shock—and a little bit of excitement—skitters down my spine. I twist my seat a couple of inches closer as Bo crosses his arms and leans back.


  “Then why did she look like a little kid whose ice cream had been taken away when you were dancing with Geneva?” Parker asks, a curt and protective note to his tone.


  Bo sighs and plucks at his goatee. “Hell if I know. When I caught up to her, she said she was feeling out of sorts, was sorry she bothered me, and bailed again. That time, I didn’t chase her. Not gonna play games. If the woman doesn’t want to talk, give up what has her ass in a snit, who am I to push?”


  Parker purses his lips. “Bro, she ran off after seeing you with Geneva.”


  “Nah, man. She ran off because she was embarrassed.”


  “You’re wrong. I know women; you know I do. That woman had hurt plastered all over her face. That hurt was directed at you, not at the fuckwad extended family of Mick’s.”


  Bo shakes his head. “You’re wrong. Me and Baylee, we’re tight. Work together at the bar five, six nights a week. She’s solid. Works hard, keeps her head down, never complains.”


  “Yeah, but you just said you slept with her,” Parker adds.


  “It was two months ago, right after all the shit went down with Tracey and Pops. I was working the bar; it was Christmas Eve. All of you had plans, and I had the bar on my own. It was busy as fuck. She came in, having seen the ‘Help Wanted’ sign. Hired her on the spot. She worked the tables, took orders, and served, and we made the bar a shit ton of cash. After, we were tired, dead on our feet, so we took the solo couch in the place, turned on the TV, and sat and watched Christmas movies while doing shots. We got shit-faced. One thing led to another. Hooked up. One-time deal. We agreed. She says she’s good and has been at work every day since. I have no idea what was up tonight, and she didn’t want to share. End of. Now can we move on from this?”


  Just as Parker’s about to say something, we see Mick approach the stage where the four-piece quartet is, standing about ten feet in front of us with a mic in his hand, his beautiful bride at his side.


  Wendy is beaming from ear to ear as Mick puts his arm around her waist.


  “My wife and I would like to thank everyone for coming and sharing this day with us. The past year has been a whirlwind of activity.”


  Mick grins and glances down at Wendy’s smiling face. “My woman became the sister to a brotherhood of men we couldn’t imagine our lives without.” Mick’s gaze roams to our table where all of us are sitting.


  He then turns and cups Wendy’s chin and caresses her cheek with his thumb. “We suffered a crushing personal loss and helped our friends overcome crippling tragedies . . . and yet here we all are, celebrating an unbreakable love. One that I will never take for granted.” He wipes away a tear that slides down her cheek.


  My heart stops, and I grip Parker’s hand in mine, squeezing it tight. He lifts our hands and kisses each one of my knuckles as we watch stoic Mick worship his woman with his words.


  “Wendy, you are my entire world. Without you, I have no compass. No path to follow. No goals to achieve. Nothing. I will live every day of my life attempting to give you all that I am, and all that you could ever dream of. In front of all of our family and friends, you are my love and my life.” He gifts her a rare, full, even-toothed smile, but it’s not enough for our quirky girl. No, she wraps her arms around his neck and smashes her lips to his in a heart-melting kiss. He cups the back of her head and kisses her more deliberately to the hoots and hollers and tinkling of glasses from the entire crowd.


  Wendy eases back and rubs away the red stain on Mick’s lips. He grins, takes his pocket square, and wipes his mouth as she finagles the mic from his hand.


  “Hi, everyone . . .” She waves cheekily at the crowd, including our table as we laugh at her cuteness.


  “I want to reiterate what Mick said. We’re very thankful to have each and every one of you in our lives.” Her facial expression becomes serious. “You know, I grew up with nothing. No family. No friends. Looking around this room, I know how very blessed we are to have all of you. From my guys”—she gestures toward our table—“to my best friend, Skyler, who helped me make all of this happen, and my new adopted parents, the Ellises and Momma Sterling.” She gestures to the table next to ours where Parker’s parents are sitting alongside the Sterling clan of Royce’s mom and sisters. “As well as all of you, our friends from all over the globe. We thank you.”


  She turns her body toward Mick and brings the mic toward her face. “Mick, you’re the first person I ever loved. I didn’t even know what the word meant until I met you. Our love story moved at the speed of light. Some people say when you meet the person you’re supposed to be with, you just know. The day we met, all you had to do was look me in the eye, and I knew there would never be another person on this earth who could move me the way you do. You smile, and I melt. You kiss me, and I die a thousand beautiful deaths. You make love to me, and the entire world stops. The day we met, my life started over. You’re the man of my dreams. And you’re going to be the world’s greatest father.”


  The entire room goes dead silent as Wendy reaches for Mick’s hand and places it on her belly.


  Mick cups Wendy’s face with his other hand as she holds the first to her abdomen.


  “I’m going to be a father?” We can hear him through the microphone, only it’s softer since she has it held down at her hip.


  “Yes, sir.” She lowers her gaze.


  “You’re pregnant with my child. My son.” His voice is strained and thick with emotion.


  “Or baby girl. We won’t know for another two months what we’re having.” She smiles, lifting her gaze to his.


  He squints and shakes his head, but he moves both of his hands down to her waist. “I’ll never be happier than this moment.” He dips down and presses a soft kiss to her lips. She closes her eyes and wraps her hands around his neck but turns to the side, bringing the mic up to her mouth.


  “Sir Mick knocked me up, everyone! Time to party!” she booms into the microphone.


  I stand up and cry out, “Woo-hoo! Right on, Mick and Wendy!”


  Parker follows me by standing and clapping. Our table, along with most of the crowd, does the same thing. I watch as Wendy hands the mic back to the musicians; then Mick loops his arms around her waist and spins her around. She tips her head back and laughs as he kisses her neck, clearly overwhelmed with her news.


  I turn to my man. “This is awesome! I know after their loss, this is the absolute best news ever!”


  Parker pulls me into the warmth of his arms and nuzzles his chin against my neck and shoulder. “It really is. I knew they were trying, but she hadn’t mentioned anything since they lost the baby in Montreal, and that feels like an eternity ago. I’m glad they’re getting their happily ever after. As Mick said, their love is unbreakable.”


  I smile happily, watching my friend’s man dote on her. He leads Wendy over to their table, kneels at her feet, bringing her belly right in front of his face, where he traces the outline of her stomach. His eyes are filled with wonder as he looks up at his wife with absolute pride. I melt on the spot and even more so when he does the ultimate, pressing his face to her belly, hands spanning any leftover space. He seems to be speaking to their unborn child. Wendy runs her fingers through his hair as he kisses her there several times and then leans his forehead against her body for a long time.


  Parker turns us to the side so he can see what has my attention. A soft smile spreads across his lips. “That’s one grateful and happy man right there.”


  “Yeah. He’s almost as awesome as my man.” I wink and point my best cheesy grin up at my guy. “I want that, honey.”


  “What . . . a baby?” Both of his eyebrows rise up toward his hairline as surprise coats his expression.


  I chuckle. “Yeah, eventually. Just all of it. Marriage, babies, family. Being settled in our life.”


  Parker stares at me, an intensity in his blue eyes I’ve never seen before. “Peaches, we don’t need to rush anything. We’ve got all the time in the world now. You’re safe, and we are settled in a way. We’ve got our house that we’re making a home. You’ve got the new role coming up. International Guy has never done better. I don’t want you to make any rash decisions because you’ve had a tough year. I wouldn’t want to put that pressure on you or me.”


  I frown. “What if it’s what I want?”


  “Baby, you’ve had a lot happen to you this past year. I need to know that you’re healed inside and out before we make any more massive changes about our future.”


  I tip my head and run my hand down his lapel, straightening out nonexistent wrinkles. “Are you saying you don’t want to marry me?”


  “Whoa, whoa, whoa . . .” Parker grabs my hands and interlaces our fingers. “I’d marry you in a second if I thought you were truly ready for it. Sky, you’ve just come off of a seriously traumatic experience. I want you to give your mind the time to heal from that.”


  I laugh stiltedly. “So what you’re saying is that you’ll marry me when you think I’m ready?”


  He purses his lips. “Yeah.”


  “That’s a bit high-handed of you.” I cock an eyebrow, trying to make my point but still not take offense.


  “That may be, but I’ve got your well-being at heart.” He brings our hands around his back so that our chests are flush against one another. “How’s about this. You and I spend time living the boring life for a while. You continue your therapy, and then we’ll see what the future brings. When the time is right, we’ll both know it. Yeah?”


  I crinkle my nose, not at all agreeing, but nodding anyway. Wendy was right. I’m going to have to take my future into my own hands.


  “Come on, Peaches. Let’s go congratulate our friends and let loose on the dance floor.” He steps away but tugs my hand as he does.


  I follow him, though my mind is no longer on dancing or Wendy and Mick but on how in the world I’m going to get my guy to see that I’m ready for the next step in our relationship.


  [image: image]


  “Don’t even think about moving that perfect ass,” Parker growls from his position behind me, cock sunk to the hilt inside. He’s so deep I feel hung up on his length, pinned to the mattress where he’s holding me.


  My entire body trembles as I tighten my fingers in a death grip on the sheets and try to breathe. Between the moment he slid my maid of honor dress off and the second it hit the floor in a wisp of yellow fabric, he was on me. Mouth to tit. Hands to ass. In a flurry of activity, he’d removed his clothes and had my knees to the mattress, ass up in the air at the edge of the bed, and his dick impaling.


  “Honey . . . I can’t . . .” I hold off the desire to move, but he knows I want to circle my hips, thrust myself on and off his length until we’re both screaming out. He knows, but he’s keeping it from me, the bastard!


  “What did I tell you was gonna happen if you played with fire . . . huh, baby?”


  I open my eyes but see nothing but blurry night shadows while my vision adjusts to the room. The moon casts slices of light through the massive french doors of our master bedroom.


  Parker runs his hands down the skin of my ass. “I said, you’d get burned. You played your hand, Peaches, snuck touches of my dick, my ass, my chest all night, and I warned you. Promised if you kept up your game I’d play . . . Well, baby, now I’m playing, and you are about to get fucked.”


  He eases his hips back and slams home with a jolting thrust that has me crying out, “Yes!”


  He hums deep in the back of his throat. “You like that . . .”


  Again, my guy slowly releases until just the flared tip of his wide cock head is pressed to the lips of my sex before he plows home in a brutal lunge.


  “Oh my!” My eyes roll in the back of my head, and I push up onto my forearms, no longer capable of breathing with my cheek against the mattress. “Honey . . . ,” I mewl.


  “I’ll give you honey, Sky.” He caresses both sides of my ass until his thumbs are where we’re connected. He pets the swollen and plump skin edging around where his dick is piercing me, and I start to pant, every neuron focused on the slight touch of his fingers in that sensitive space.


  “Like this honey seeping from between your legs, Sky. Mmm . . . love the way my girl weeps for my dick.” He uses his thumbs to part me farther and grind the base of his cock deeper.


  “Fuck yeah,” he groans, pushing as far inside as he can get. We’ve never been closer.


  I swear I can feel his length in my navel. “Baaaybee.” I gulp air through my lungs and hold my position.


  Parker rolls his hips in a circle, working every last nerve he can find inside me. Chills run up my spine, and I arch into it, wanting more, needing so much more. “Please . . . ,” I murmur through the haze of lust that’s controlling me.


  “Please what, Peaches?”


  I sigh and drop my head until my forehead rests on the cool sheets, giving me a moment’s respite from the pleasure and agony of him not taking me there immediately.


  “Please . . . fuck me,” I beg, not caring in the least if I sound wanton, because I absolutely am.


  Parker’s hands glide back over my ass to my waist. “Your wish . . . my command, baby” is the last thing he says before he goes to town on me, thrusting wildly, pounding hard and long.


  An intense fire builds between my thighs as he works me up until one of his hands comes around, and with an absolute precision built on months of very intimate knowledge of my body, he zeros in on my clit and doubles my pleasure.


  “Jesus, honey, I’m there. I’m right there!” I cry out.


  “Fuck yeah, you are. You take me while you go off. Squeeze my fucking dick!” He grinds out through his teeth. His finger is relentless on my bundle of nerves, but his powerful thrusts are more so.


  Just when I think I’m about to shoot off into the stars again, he changes the plan by curling over my body, jacking an arm up the center of my torso, and lifting my upper half up so I’m practically hung up on his dick, my back to his chest. One of his hands wraps around my breast, fingers plucking away at my nipple, his other hand at my waist, jacking me on and off his cock. The mattress is bouncing with his efforts, aiding in the wild ride he’s giving.


  I glance across the room and see our reflections in the vanity mirror above our dresser. His body is misted with sweat and glistening in the moonlight as he fucks me. The light bounces off his powerful torso, thighs and arm muscles showing how they flex and move with his body in a beautiful symmetry I can’t take my eyes off of. My guy’s face is hard, teeth bared, nostrils flared like an animal, his entire focus on giving me the fuck of my life.


  I lean back, arching my own body. My knees are spread wide, balancing on the bed as I lift my calves and feet, pointing my toes. As desired, the stiletto points of the gold heels he was drooling over earlier make perfect contact with his body.


  He howls and jolts us both when the two spikes prod his muscular ass.


  “Hell yes!” He smiles, running his hand down my body and cupping me between my legs. His face takes on a mask of complete confidence and concentration as he presses two fingers to my slit, where he’s already stretched me with the girth of his cock. “You’re gonna take more of me, Peaches.”


  “I’ll take you any way I can get you . . ,” I gasp, and moan.


  He brings down both of his hands, and one goes straight to my clit and rubs circles until I’m mindlessly fucking myself on his length. With his other hand, he rubs his index and middle finger into the new wetness before he eases his cock out a few inches, making a little bit more room for what he plans to do. He takes long moments to bathe my neck, ear, and shoulder with kisses and love bites that have me shaking with need. Before I know it, he’s tipping my body forward and working those two digits alongside his cock, so he’s not only impaled me on his length, he’s hooked my cunt with two of his fingers.


  On a lion’s type roar, he stretches the full length of his body, those two fingers piercing right alongside his cock as deep as they’ll go.


  “Now ride that, Peaches,” he groans, but I’m so gone, overwhelmed with sensation and so full between my thighs I’m ready to burst. I’ll do anything right now to get my fix.


  I bring my hands to his bulging forearms, lay my shins back down to the mattress, and use the rebound of my weight to bounce my form up and down.


  “Beautiful. My dream girl. Takes her man any way he gives it,” Parker whispers in my ear. “You’re filled up, Peaches. I’ve got my dick and my fingers so far up your cunt you won’t be able to walk tomorrow.”


  His filthy words are my undoing. He takes over, thrusting and using the hand he has cupping me to fuck me stupid. I lose all rational thought besides every pleasure point that’s being manipulated.


  I come hard around his pounding cock and tugging fingers.


  He doesn’t stop.


  I come again, right on the heels of the last one, only bigger, brighter, and louder as I scream.


  This time, my entire body locks down around his, and his body responds, his hips offering one more powerful thrust, grinding home as his essence warms me from the inside out. He holds me still, his body wrapped around me, his forehead pressed to my nape, where I can feel the puffs of air leaving his mouth against my fevered skin.


  My body is a lifeless doll in his arms. Completely wrung out.


  For long moments, the two of us stay mostly still, him panting against the back of my neck, my chest powering up and down as I gasp for breath.


  “I’ll love you until the day I die, Skyler. You have my word on that.” His words are guttural, blanketed in emotion.


  “Honey . . . ,” I mumble, hardly able to focus as he dips me forward enough that he can slip his fingers out of me. It burns for a moment when those large digits slip from my body, but it’s worth it for the wild ride.


  I blink heavily as I feel small presses of Parker’s lips against every patch of skin he can reach on my neck and back.


  “I mean it, Sky. I’ve never lost myself in another person so flawlessly I didn’t know where I began and she ended.”


  “We’re meant to be, honey.” I wrap my arms around his holding me.


  He sucks in a deep breath and lets it out. “No matter what has happened to us, or what we’ve had to face, it’s made us stronger. Each time we’ve come out swinging, and Skyler, I’d do it all over again, every single thing we’ve been through, if it leads me right here to you.”


  I tip my head back and to the side so that I can look into his eyes. “You’re it for me, you know that, right?”


  He smiles and kisses me softly. “Yeah, baby, because you’re it for me.”


  One more kiss, and then I feel him slip out of my body.


  A groan I can’t suppress leaves as my body wobbles until I fall forward, catching myself on my hands and knees. I slide to the side on my naked hip as Parker puts a knee on the bed and crawls up. He latches me under my waist and back and pushes me up the bed until my head is cradled on the pillows.


  He dips down and kisses my lips, his mouth warm and moist in a way that, if I hadn’t just had the holy heck fucked out of me, I would want more of, and more of his amazing cock. Alas, the man obliterated every muscle in my body with his iron man–style sexcapades.


  “Be right back,” he says, before walking his naked ass to the bathroom. I hear him turn on the water, open a cupboard, and then come back with a wet washcloth.


  “Spread ’em,” he says.


  I crinkle my nose as heat rushes to my cheeks. “I can just get up and go to the bathroom myself.” I yawn.


  He shakes his head. “You think this is TMI. Peaches, baby, I just had my cock and fingers in your pussy at the same time. You just had the ends of your stilettos piercing my ass, and you think me wiping the mess between your legs is embarrassing?”


  “Hmmm, you kind of have a point.”


  He grins and waggles his brows. “Always do; now do as I say.”


  Closing my eyes, I put on my brave face and open my thighs. Parker gently wipes the warm cloth between my thighs, cleaning me of our lovemaking.


  When he’s done, I watch his naked ass walk away again, though this time I scrutinize it. And right there on the edge of each cheek is a small, dime-sized purple mark. Holy smokes, I really did prod his ass with my stilettos.


  Parker comes back, sits on the edge of the bed, and unbuckles one shoe and then the other before tossing them toward our walk-in closet.


  “I can’t believe you just threw a thousand-dollar pair of shoes like they were a pair of dirty socks!” I sit up on my forearms and stare at the pretties lying on their sides at the foot of the closet.


  Parker crawls under the covers, nabs me until I’m curled against his chest. He proceeds to hook one of my knees and hike it up and over his hips so that my leg rests over his thighs. “You’ll survive.”


  I frown and lift my head. “I most certainly will not,” I grumble, and yawn against his chest. He runs one hand up and down my bare thigh, and the other he tunnels into my hair.


  “I’ll be nicer to your shoes from now on.” He kisses my forehead.


  “Thank you.” I grin, feeling like I won a battle I didn’t even have to start. If this is what married life is going to be like . . . sign me up.


  “For the record, do you really need to spend a thousand dollars on a pair of shoes?”


  On second thought . . .


  “Ugh . . . you’re so annoying.”


  Parker chuckles heartily and hugs me. “But you love me.”


  I groan under my breath. “Yeah, I love you.”


  “And you said I was it for you.”


  “Are you trying to piss me off?” I mumble, my eyelids becoming heavier and heavier.


  He laughs, and I take pleasure in the fact that I can feel his laughter through my entire body since I’m draped over him.


  “Love you more,” he whispers, and kisses the top of my head.


  “Mmm, dream of me.” I sigh as thoughts of his naked body, warm and under me, fill me with images of the fun we just had.


  “Skyler, I always dream of you, baby. This time, you dream of me.” He nuzzles my forehead and squeezes my thigh.


  “Mm-hmm. ’K, honey. Already ahead of you . . .” is the last thing I remember saying before I do as promised. I dream of my guy wearing a similar tux to the one he was wearing tonight, only standing at the end of the aisle with his eyes on me, and I’m wearing my own white dress.


  
4
   PARKER


  “Mon cher, please tell me your life is utterly dull and boring. No more exploding houses. No more hurt family, and you and Skyler are living happily in your beautiful home? Oui?”


  I chuckle and spin my chair around to look out the window at the Boston skyline. “Oui. Though I wouldn’t say life is dull and boring. Wendy was married this past week, we’re all back at work, my dogs are settled in the new house, and Skyler is constantly changing her mind on what color she wants a certain room. Right now, she’s set on the kitchen being purple. Purple, SoSo.”


  Sophie hums through the line. “I do not think that color is appetizing for the senses. I shall hope she has a change of heart.”


  “Thanks. What’s up?”


  “Well, my darling, I have bitten a gun.” She sighs.


  I blink a few times, watching Zeus, my stealthy ginger office cat, attack and catch a fly that somehow made it into my office, while trying to figure out Sophie’s latest colloquial blunder.


  “SoSo, I think you mean you’ve bitten the bullet. Did you make a decision about something, or did you literally purchase a gun and put it into your mouth?” I chuckle heartily. I love hearing my friend’s voice.


  “Mon Dieu. I can never get it right. Alas, I have made a decision.”


  “Well, that sounds rather vague. Care to explain that one for me?”


  “I have agreed to marry Gabriel.” Her voice is direct and matter-of-fact.


  My heart starts to pound, and I stand up to pace, a smile slipping over my lips. “Really?”


  “Oui. You were right. In the past few months that he has been back home, I have thought of nothing else. It has positively plagued me, the fact that I so easily tossed him away out of fear. The other night, I sat him down to a romantic candlelit dinner for two and asked him if he could have one thing in all the world, what would it be. And you know what he said?”


  I grin wide. “I’ll bet I can guess,” I say with a teasing tone.


  She continues without allowing me the benefit of guessing or playing with her any further.


  “He said he would like nothing more in the world than to make me his wife and the woman who becomes the mother to his children one day.”


  “Go, Gabe!” I woot, and chuckle, mentally fist-bumping the guy.


  “Hmm, yes. Well, I looked right into his eyes, and . . .”


  “And . . .” I swallow, my mouth suddenly dry, dying to know what she said. Sophie can be a wild card sometimes. “Don’t leave me hanging.”


  “I am not hanging you. Why would I do that?”


  “SoSo . . . ,” I growl. “What did you say to Gabe?”


  “I asked him if he had an engagement ring,” she says, as serious as a heart attack.


  Not being able to help it, I tip back my head and laugh until my gut hurts. “And what did he say?”


  “It is not what he said, mon cher. It is what he did. He promptly got up from the middle of our dinner, disappeared into the room that he uses as his study, came back with a velvet box, and got down on one knee.”


  “Smooth moves, Gabe. I’m proud of the guy. Taking charge and advantage of the situation to get what he wants.”


  “Mmm,” she hums noncommittally.


  “Did he score?”


  “This is not a game, darling. This is my future.”


  “Sophie!” I roll my eyes, exasperated with her. “Did you or did you not accept his proposal?”


  “Mon cher, that is the very reason for my call.”


  “I swear to God . . .” I groan loudly, wanting her to hear my exasperation all the way to France.


  She laughs in my ear. “I accepted. We have received a date for September. I will expect you and Skyler in attendance.”


  “Fuck yeah. We’ll be there with bells on, baby!”


  “Bells? Why would you wear bells? That makes no sense. I want you to wear a bespoke suit that I will have my stylist design for you, as you will be standing as my sole official witness.”


  Punch.


  Straight. To. The. Gut.


  I clear my throat. “Sophie, are you asking me to be your maid of honor or man of honor?”


  “The Americans have weird sayings for this. We do not have that same thing here, and Gabriel and I will not be doing a religious ceremony. We will have the marriage at the town hall, where you and Gabriel’s brother will be the official witnesses to our commitment. Though Skyler may sit in if she chooses. Later that evening we will have a small but lavish affair in the Buddha-Bar.”


  The Buddha-Bar. Where Sophie got her head out of her ass and took a chance on the love of a good man. Excellent.


  “That sounds perfect. You shoot me the details, and I will be there. Sky will be filming, but if she can get a break at all, she’ll be there too. I’ll make sure the guys have the time set aside in their calendars for the reception.”


  “Magnifique! Now, tell me about you. I have been troubled by the hardships you and your mate have undergone. Has everything settled down now that there are no further threats and the people are exposed?”


  I nod even though she can’t see it. “Yeah, we’re all trying to find our new normal. Bo’s still working the pub for Pops full-time. Royce does their books and finances. I trade off weekends with Bo so he can have some time off, but he does the bulk of the work there. Though Baylee is a huge help.”


  “Baylee?”


  “Our waitress slash bartender slash jack-of-all-trades. She’s been a godsend to all of us. Works hard. Is never late. Stays out of trouble. I know for a fact when Pops eventually makes it back after he’s through with physical therapy, he’ll keep her on.”


  “That’s lovely. And Bogart? How is the scoundrel?”


  I grin knowing what she’s really asking. “Same ol’, same ol’. Chasing skirt and always on the go.”


  “One day his frivolity is going to catch up to him,” she warns.


  “Don’t I know it! I’ve warned him myself, but he’s dead set on getting the most out of life and everyone in it.”


  The memory of Bo telling Sky and me that he slept with Baylee flashes through my mind. I cringe. For the love of all things holy, I hope he didn’t fuck that situation up. She could be a really great addition to my Pops’s staff if he doesn’t screw it up. Still, it’s my job to trust him even when his judgment is jaded.


  “Especially those of the female variety.” Sophie clucks her tongue.


  I chuckle. “Exactly.”


  “And Royce?”


  “Doing well. Still, there’s that push-pull between him and Kendra and the past they share, but mostly I’m just waiting to see what happens. I truly believe those two are meant to be together. It’s just a matter of time.”


  “And you and your Skyler?”


  “What about me and Sky?”


  “Are you going to settle down?”


  “SoSo, I’m living with the woman. Bought a house with her. Share a bed every night with her. Not sure I could be more settled.”


  “Does your dear one feel the same as you?”


  I narrow my gaze and focus on the view again. “What are you talking about?”


  “Mon cher, a woman like her does not buy a house with a man, rescue dogs, move to his state, and take a job in her field that’s in the area unless she has an ulterior motive.”


  The idea that Sky has some type of nefarious plan or motive of any kind when it comes to us burns me up inside. “Sky’s not like that, Sophie. She’d never fuck me over.”


  Sophie tuts. “You are missing my point. Have you not talked about marriage and children? The future and what that looks like for the two of you?”


  Oh. I see. She’s getting married, so now she wants to know when I am.


  What is it with engaged people?


  I swear, the second Wendy got engaged she was all over us guys to settle down too. Hell, my mom started in on me the second I told her Sky and I were buying a home together. She thought that was absolutely insane to do without having a marriage certificate to back up such a large commitment.


  I inhale full and deep and let it out slowly. “We’ve talked a little about the future. We both want to get married and have children. It’s just . . . with everything that happened this year, I need to know she’s mentally ready to take on the rest of our lives together, not just physically or as a default to the bad shit we’ve survived. Marrying her will be one of the best decisions of my life. It needs to be right.”


  “Does that mean you want to marry her?” Sophie pushes.


  “Yeah, of course. I can’t imagine my life without her. I just need to know she’s okay in every way that matters. I can’t be selfish in this decision or take advantage of her. I want my girl to be of sound mind and free of any negativity from the shit brought upon us before we go down that road.”


  “Maybe in order for her to be free, she needs something even more beautiful to hang on to?” Sophie suggests.


  Her words run through my head. Could that be an option? Would asking for her hand be the final thing that heals the wounds my girl has sustained?


  I shake my head and rake my fingers through my hair. “I don’t know, Sophie; I’ll think about it. Thank you for bringing it up, and I am honored to be your witness when you marry Gabe. He’s a good guy, and he worships the ground you walk on.”


  “I know, mon cher. It is going to be wonderful. I shall have my assistant email you the details. It was good speaking with you. Take care of yourself and your mate.”


  “You know I will.”


  “Oui. Send my love to the guys.”


  “I can do that too.”


  “Je t’aime. Au revoir.”


  “Love you too. Bye, Sophie.”


  I press the “End” button on my cell phone, put it in my pocket, and place my hands on my hips.


  Sophie is taking the plunge.


  Why the hell am I waiting on the sidelines?
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  My mind is still going over the call I had with Sophie yesterday as I flip through the contract Kendra approved for the next client. I’ve been avoiding travel the last couple of months, wanting to be home for Skyler, my father, and Nate as the lot of them healed physically and/or mentally. Nate’s recovery was miraculous. The dude is a goddamned stud and proves it daily. He completed his physical therapy in record time and is already watching Skyler’s back when she visits the studio people and has her sessions with Rick to run through lines. And with Rachel on the lookout, even if Nate isn’t in peak condition, I know they have my girl covered.


  Unfortunately my father hasn’t fared as well. Therapy has been tedious and painful. Being in your fifties and getting both of your legs and hips crushed by a car is not an easy injury to heal from. The docs think he’ll be in therapy for a good year. He’s already in the beginning of month three, and he’s just now in a wheelchair able to put pressure on his hip replacements. The legs haven’t gotten much work, but the casts are off. Now it’s all about learning to stand again. Then one foot in front of the other. It will be a while before he’s behind the bar again.


  I glance across the desk at Bo as he flips through the information Annie gave us once Kendra approved it as a solid contract.


  Kendra lays out the deal. “Nothing to write home about on this one, guys. It’s pretty straightforward. You have been requested for the TV show Mix and Match. You will help the couples get ready for the show and work with the production team to make everything run smoothly. You will also sit in the judging booth on the first episode to help the contestant choose her best match. They are paying through the nose for us, and I hate to say why, but it’s because of the scandal involving Skyler and Tracey, plus Parker’s involvement. Hell, the whole team’s involvement.”


  I shake my head, and Royce’s lips twist into a snarl. “Fuck this. We don’t need the money if it’s going to get us more questionable press.”


  “Technically no, but the projections the team made for the next two years will be severely affected if we don’t take it. We took a lot of hits to the budget the last few months by not working much while things settled down,” Kendra counters.


  Bo shrugs. “We’ll find another way to make it up.”


  “It’s a million dollars out the door,” Kendra adds softly.


  Royce’s gaze flicks to hers, and his snarl turns into a scowl.


  “Holy shit, that’s a lot of cash, but at what price?” Bo adds.


  She holds her hands up. “Hey, hey, I get it. I don’t want any more press either.”


  “I’m assuming you already ran this by Skyler’s new publicist?” I purse my lips and focus on Annie, who’s sitting primly in a chair off to the side taking notes. Her blonde hair, parted in the center, is hanging down in front of her face. One thing I noticed after she returned to the office is that she doesn’t often look me in the eye. She’s also not dressing much like Skyler anymore. It seems Annie’s personal style is actually really plain, simple dresses or sweater-and-slacks combos. I can’t say I appreciate her style the way I look forward to seeing what Wendy is wearing each day, but it’s nice to see that she’s finding herself.


  “Yes, Parker. Ms. Black is the one who brought the contract to us. She personally suggested the job for us. Apparently, the producer is a friend of hers.” She licks her lips as her eyes meet mine for a scant moment before she looks away and focuses on the wall.


  “Thank you, Annie.” I turn my chair so I’m facing Bo and Kendra, who are sitting in front of my desk, and Royce, who’s leaning against the wall near the window. “Are we game for this project?”


  Royce rubs at his bottom lip with his thumb. “The question is, are you prepared to leave, brother? You’ve been leery, and if you need more time, we could turn down the job. Family first. We always agreed on that.”


  I sigh and place my elbows to my desk, my fingers steepled. “I need to break the chain. Sky needs to be able to be alone again. Traveling is part of what we do in this role.”


  Royce nods. “I’m with you all the way. Whatever we gotta do.”


  “I can’t go, guys. The bar,” Bo says.


  I suck against the back of my front teeth. “I can’t ask you to stay. You go. I can work the bar—”


  “Um, excuse me, guys,” Annie interjects. “The contract said no deal if Parker is not on the project in person.”


  “Fuck me!” I sneer.


  “Dude, it’s cool. I got the bar covered. Kendra, you’ve got IG with Annie, right, ladies?” Bo glances at Annie, who nods, and then at Kendra.


  “Absolutely.”


  “They said it should be really quick. A week at most,” Annie adds, her voice only two steps up from a whisper.


  “I gotta talk to Sky about this. Make sure she really is good, but she does need to get back to normal. The studio visits and running lines is helping. Her therapy is going awesome. She seems really happy and back to my life-loving girlfriend. This would be good for the two of us. Still, I want to run it past her. If she’s okay with it, Roy, go ahead and sign the contract. I’ll let you know in a few minutes, yeah?”


  Roy nods, pushes off the wall, and moves to my door. Bo eases out of the chair beside Kendra.


  “Gotta get the restaurant ready and open the doors for Baylee.”


  “Give her a key,” I suggest.


  “You think Pops would be cool with that?” Bo queries.


  “Hell if I know, but what I do know is that you’re gonna have to be able to come and go from here to there, and you need to be able to trust someone. The cook has a key already. Give Baylee one and test it out. If she was gonna steal or do damage, she’d have done it already, and Roy says the books are tight. Neither of you has had an off register yet.”


  Bo grins. “I always like it tight, man.” He waggles his eyebrows.


  “You’re a pig,” Kendra fires off.


  “Fuckin’ hell. Get outta here.” I laugh and point at the door the ladies are headed for.


  As Bo is walking to the door, I call out, “Hey, Bo . . .”


  He turns around and holds on to the handle that he just pulled open for Kendra and Annie.


  “I just wanna say thanks, man. For holding down the fort at the bar, being here for me, for all of us. You’re rock steady. I appreciate you. I’ve got nothing but gratitude, brother.”


  He smiles wide. “I’ll remember that for when I fuck up huge and you have to bail my ass out.”


  “No questions asked. You need me. I’m always gonna be there.”


  “Word,” he says with a chin lift, and walks his motorcycle-booted feet out the door, a hand up in the air with two fingers in a peace symbol.


  I take a deep breath and pick up my phone.


  It rings a second before the most beautiful voice in the world answers, “Hey, honey . . .”


  “Hi, Peaches, got a minute?”


  “For you, always.”


  I grin and turn around in my chair, opening my lap and snapping my fingers.


  Zeus looks at me from his perch on the arm of the couch. He slowly licks a paw and stares at me with that bored-to-tears look cats have mastered. I snap again and pat my leg. He lifts his head and tilts it to the side, assessing if he wants to move from the arm to my lap or not.


  “This LA job coming up . . . Annie says your publicist referred us.”


  Her voice dips to a cautionary tone. “Yeah, is that a problem?”


  “No, I was just wondering if she really thinks me being a part of a dating TV show is good press for you. I don’t want to see the tabloids suggesting that I’m trying to replace you or something stupid.” I rub at the back of my neck, trying to ease the tension formed by the idea.


  She laughs heartily. “I think since the press now knows what we’ve been through, they’ve actually been really kind lately. A lot of the news has been related to hero worship over you and what you’re willing to do to keep me safe.”


  I smile but know there was a lot more to it and a lot of other more-qualified people involved in figuring out what Tracey was up to, not to mention the stalker issue with Benny.


  “The last thing I want to do is make anything uncomfortable for you, Sky. And this job, it’s going to take me and Roy to LA for at least a week. That means it’s the first time you’ll be alone since it all went down. I need to know that you’re okay with that and feel safe.”


  “In our home with Rach and Nate living in the side house? Our giant overprotective dogs? I’ll be fine. You have nothing to worry about. I’m good, I swear! I want you to do this. I’m actually doing a two-minute interview promo spot for the producer to use in advertising the show. I’ll be saying something about my boyfriend being part of the team and involved, but viewers will have to watch in order to find out how.” She giggles, and the sound seeps straight through my chest, easing the nervousness I had at the suggestion of having to leave her.


  Finally Zeus leaps off the arm of the couch, extends his entire body in this awesome stretch that would feel so good to me right now, and then comes over. He meanders through my legs, rubbing his fur against my shins until he’s done, and jumps up into my lap, spins in a circle, and settles down across both of my thighs. Once he’s situated, I finagle my fingers into the soft tufts of his fur. Instantly my cat purrs loudly. His presence eases me the same way Sky’s happy voice does.


  “So, you’re totally cool with this job? No concerns whatsoever,” I reiterate, just to be certain.


  “Absolutely. Honey, I know I’ve been really needy when it comes to you and your attention, but it’s only because I lost a lot. You, your family, our friends are my whole world now, and Parker, you’re at the tippy-top of that list. I’m good, and frankly, I think it’s time. We need a little space to miss each other.”


  “Peaches . . . I miss you the second I kiss you goodbye in the morning. I don’t ever need to miss you.”


  “That’s sweet, but I have a feeling this is going to be really good for us. You getting back to what you do best, me spending uninterrupted hours prepping for my role in the A-Lister series . . . everything is as it should be. At the very least, we’re on our way.”


  “This is true. We’re definitely on our way.” I sigh, letting out a relieved breath.


  “To a happily ever after?” She laughs.


  “Every day with you, Skyler, is my happily ever after.”


  
5
   SKYLER


  “Remember the plan,” I remind Nate for the third time. “He can’t know what I’m doing or where I am.”


  “First of all, you’ve already told me this. Second, I do not like lying to your man. I don’t like to lie to anybody but especially not to Parker. He’s family,” Nate grumbles, and looks away.


  I roll my eyes and settle in my seat on my private charter, waiting for the captain to announce we’re taking off. Rachel is sitting next to him, and I watch while she places her hand to his forearm.


  “Babe, do this one thing. It’s not that hard. When Parker calls, and you know he will since he checks on Skyler through you as well as her every day, just go with it. She’s happy. She’s healthy. We’re chilling at home. No big deal.”


  Nate scowls. “I don’t like this plan.”


  I narrow my gaze at Nate while my new publicist, Elliott Black, maneuvers her tall, thin shape into the open captain’s chair next to me. Ellie is my new right-hand woman. We clicked the second Geneva James and Amy Tannenbaum, her literary agent, introduced us to Geneva’s personal publicist. Elliott Black is a down-home girl, from Nixa, Missouri, originally. She’s young for a publicist and a full-on shark in the industry, but she’s got a sweet side to her I think comes from being raised in the Midwest. Her chestnut-colored hair is cut in a short, chin-length bob. Her red tortoiseshell glasses match her crimson lips. She says the lipstick is her nod to fashion since she wears nothing but perfectly tailored suits every day. Though I wouldn’t call her unfashionable. I haven’t actually seen the woman in anything but the finest and most current designer suits in every color imaginable.


  At this point, I’m just thrilled that Geneva is willing to share Ellie with me. Not to mention her involvement in my plan has been crucial. I wouldn’t have known where to begin without her assistance.


  “You don’t have to like it, Nathan,” Elliott states in a stern tone, always calling Nate by his full name. She does the same with me. She never calls me Sky. Always Skyler. Even after two months of working nonstop together after the Tracey and stalker debacle.


  I’ve come to find the woman is beyond intelligent. She spun the entire horrible experience to the media in a way that ended up making Parker the hero to my damsel in distress, which worked huge on the public. Probably because it was closer to the truth than anything else.


  Still, a pang pierces my heart thinking about my ex-best friend, knowing she’s going to live out her days in a ten-by-ten-foot room in a high-security psych ward. Even with what she did, I can’t help but feel sorry for her. Parker, however, is the complete opposite. The loss of her hand, which ended up being unsalvageable, and life in a penitentiary-style psych ward were not enough for my man. If the courts had allowed a firing squad, he would have been the first to sign up as a shooter, right alongside Bo, Royce, Randy Ellis, and Wendy. He loathes the woman to the point that even the mention of her name in any way makes him wince and snarl.


  “Yeah, babe, you just have to go along with it for now.” Rachel’s words bust into my head, banishing all thoughts of Tracey as I watch Rach run her hand up and down Nate’s arm in a soothing gesture.


  “All will be revealed soon.” Ellie grins a cat-that-ate-the-canary smile. Her part in my plan so far has been executed to perfection.


  I lean over and pat Nate’s hand, so happy to have him alive and well and sitting beside me on a plane headed to the City of Angels, Los Angeles, California.


  “Nate, I promise, it will be worth a little bit of deception.”


  Nate frowns but nods, lifting his chin in assent. For him, my promise is enough.


  I squeeze his fingers briefly. “Thank you.”


  Elliott leans over and digs into her briefcase, pulls out a folder, and rummages through the pages. “These are the contestants the IG team is working with now.” She points to a handful of men’s and women’s names. When she turns to the last page, I gasp, seeing a woman who could almost be my twin.


  “Holy shit. Who’s that?” I ask, not capable of looking away from the woman.


  Ellie grins and taps the face of the blonde-haired, brown-eyed woman in the picture. “That’s Tara Darling, a budding actress and stuntwoman.”


  “No way! She looks just like me!”


  “I know. I made sure she dyed her hair to your golden tone and put in brown contacts. She’s actually a strawberry blonde with blue eyes normally.”


  I open and close my mouth, staring at the uncanny resemblance to myself.


  “Unfortunately, she’s much taller than you. About five eleven, but I’ve warned her to only wear flats on the set.”


  “You hired her? Why?” I stare at my doppelgänger.


  “Of course I did. When you came to me with your plan and we formulated this idea, I started searching for prospective contestants to ensure the pool of people would suit the end result, but also make for some damn good TV. The producer, Louise Gonzalez, is one of my best friends. She actually knew of Tara and suggested her. It will play out so well on television to have someone who looks like you when the guys are having to judge the contestants. And hopefully, it also makes your man think of you when he’s trying to tell her what to do or say, and makes him lovesick with missing the real deal.” She winks and grins again.


  I chuckle, grab the photo, and lift it up to show Rachel. “Look at this chick!”


  Rachel’s ice-blue eyes widen, and her mouth opens as she reaches across her husband’s seat to grab the paper. “No way! I’m so pumped! This is going to be a blast, watching Parker squirm!” She chuckles and hands the image back to me.


  I bite into my bottom lip and trace the woman’s face in the picture. Her eyes are a little farther apart than mine, her chin pointier, but she really does look similar to me. It will be interesting to see how Parker responds to my doppelgänger in real life.


  Butterflies take flight in my belly as I think about my man and what is on the horizon. I’ve never felt more confident in our love and future than I do right now. He may freak out, but once the shock wears off, I know his romantic heart will be filled with joy.


  I sigh and hand the picture back to Ellie. “This is going to be so much fun!” I smile at her and slap my hands against my thighs in a mini drumroll gesture.


  “It’s definitely leaps and bounds away from my normal system for image promotion, but it has a fairy-tale quality to it I love getting behind. Your man and the media are going to explode when this goes down.”


  “As long as we stick to the plan and I stay out of Parker’s sight in LA, we’ll be golden.”


  She winks and closes the file, placing it back in her briefcase. “Leave that all up to me and you’ll be just fine.”


  The captain’s voice over the intercom tells us we’ve been cleared for takeoff and to buckle up.


  The four of us clip our seat belts as directed, and I close my eyes, imagining it all playing out perfectly in my head.


  The stage is set.


  The pieces all perfectly placed.


  All I need is my victim.


  Victim being my tall, muscular, well-dressed, chisel-jawed, blue-eyed guy, who I love more than my own life, playing into each move I’ve laid out.


  All will work out as intended. I just know it!
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  When we arrive at the studio in Los Angeles, Ellie sneaks me down the hall and into a viewing room above the stage.


  “Hey, Louise!” Ellie holds out her arms and embraces a Hispanic woman with long, dark hair that’s pulled back into a low ponytail at her nape. She’s petite in size and stature, but her welcoming smile is big and bold.


  “Good to see you, girl. As you can see down below, everything is going as planned. Between Royce and Parker working with the contestants the last three days, we are ready to rock and roll. Not to mention, that Roy is smokin’ hot.” She fans her face. “Parker is nothing to sneeze at either, but I already know he’s taken.” She smiles at me. “Been keeping up on the celebrity ins and outs the past year, and your girl and he have been on them . . . a lot. This is going to be excellent for the ratings.”


  “Glad we could help each other out,” Ellie says, and turns around, holding her arm out to me. “This is the woman of the hour, Skyler Paige. Skyler, this is my good friend, Louise Gonzalez.”


  I take her hand and shake it. “Pleasure to meet you. Thank you so much for helping me out with my little project.”


  Louise jolts back a step. “Are you kidding me? You and your guy coming on my new show is a huge boon for us. The entire network is going crazy over it.”


  “Well, you realize it’s just this first episode.”


  She shrugs. “Doesn’t matter. We just need the one, and we’ll hook the viewers right off the bat. I plan on making television history with this pilot, thanks to you and your guys down there. Check them out.” She gestures to a glass panel about ten feet from where we stand.


  “Can they see us?” I look below where I can see the camera team—a bunch of people running around with headphones on, others standing at the sidelines behind the equipment—and it’s as if the clouds part and the sunrays shine through as my guy comes into sight, walking in from stage left.


  Damn, he looks handsome.


  Parker is wearing a stylish getup: a pair of navy slacks, a white dress shirt, sans a tie, and a beige jacket complete with tan suede patches at the elbows. On his feet are a new pair of camel-colored Ferragamos I bought him and added to his wardrobe. Even though there was considerable smoke damage to the furniture in my penthouse Tracey tried to burn down, the closet survived mostly unscathed, aside from the clothes smelling sooty, which a high-quality dry cleaning service was able to take care of without a problem.


  Parker is moving his hands and shaking his head as if he’s exasperated.


  Louise interrupts my thoughts. “No, we have the tint on right now. We’ve found that when the contestants are on the stage, they get really nervous if they feel like Big Brother is watching them, so we black out the screens but can still watch and manage the team below.”


  “How come we can’t hear anything?” I watch as Parker walks over to one of the production people who’s holding a clipboard and points down at it then at one of the chairs. He then proceeds to move over to the side of the stage and walk with a little swagger to one of the chairs, turn, smile at the team, and sit down. He props one ankle on the opposite knee, leans back, and runs his index finger along his sexy, kissable lips.


  Jesus, is it hot in here?


  He stands, makes a hand gesture again at the chair, and points to the side of the stage. One of the male contestants proceeds to mimic Parker’s movements exactly.


  “Here you go.” Louise presses a button, and the sounds from down below are audible in our control booth.


  “Excellent, Josh, just like that, man.” Parker claps his hands, and the blond guy in the chair smiles brilliantly.


  “Next up? Lamar Williams.” Royce points to a large black man wearing a pair of jeans and a red polo. His chest is broad with shoulders to match. Standing next to Roy, who’s a very large man, the guy looks like he could be a solid contender on a football field. “Show us your swagger, bro.”


  The guy takes long strides over to the side of the stage, lifting his chin as if he’s flirting with the camera right out of the gate. He moves like a panther, all sleek, dark-skinned yumminess in a big, muscular body. He gets to his chair next to Josh and takes a seat. Only he spreads his legs out wide.


  Royce shakes his head. “Naw, man, what you can’t forget is you’re on stage. That camera”—he points to the one about a dozen steps in front of them—“is capturing your entire body. The viewers want to see how good you look from the top of your cropped ’fro to the tips of your Pumas. Ya feel me?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  I snort as that hits Royce’s ears, and he drops his head and runs a hand over his shiny bald head. “Just don’t get too comfortable. Millions of people will be watching you. They do not want to get a shot of your crotch.”


  The younger man frowns, brings both of his feet to the footrest on his tall chair, and clasps his hands between his thighs where his legs are now opened an appropriate amount. “This work?”


  Royce nods. “Yeah, man. Cool.”


  “Next up. Jimmy Jones.” Parker scans the papers he’s holding. “Jimmy Jones? Is that your real name?” he asks as a ginger-haired guy with a full red beard moves to the side of the stage. He’s rocking a circular-brimmed hat similar to a folk-style fedora and paired with a plaid shirt, gray slacks, and a navy blazer. I’m not even sure what you’d call that look. Celtic-gnome chic, perhaps?


  “Yeah. Born and raised.”


  Parker tips his head. “It’s a roll of the tongue for sure. Not exactly going to sound too great on TV. You in the business?”


  “Sure am!” He preens under Parker’s attention.


  “Suggestion. And you know this comes from someone who works with a lot of wealthy and famous people, including the fact that I’m living with a celebrity myself . . .”


  My heart stops when I hear him mention me in a conversation my man doesn’t know I’m eavesdropping on. I hold my breath to hear.


  The guy swallows slowly and nods. “Anything, man. Any help would be awesome.”


  “Change your name. One or the other. Jimmy Jones sounds like a sausage, not a ginger-haired, good-looking guy in his twenties with his own unique style. Yeah?”


  The guy licks his lips and nods.


  “And that’s no disrespect to you or your parents. It’s just in my experience, even the best of them have pseudonyms working in this business. It helps make their name flow in the papers and fit the role they want to play in the industry. If you want to do commercials for egg-and-sausage biscuits, Jimmy Jones might be the way to go. If you want more serious roles, I’d dig a little deeper before we go live with the pilot.”


  Jimmy nods his head several times. “Cool, yeah. Thanks for the tip, man.”


  “All right, then. Show me what you got.” He points to the last chair in the lineup.


  I touch my fingers to the glass and watch my guy do his thing. In this particular instance, it’s teaching men to be more confident, look the part, and play the game for the TV cameras. He works seamlessly with Royce; where one is better in one area, they switch off taking the lead easily with no break in the flow.


  As I’m watching, one of the cameramen waves a hand to the glass screen; then a guy in the booth hits something, and the glass goes from blacked out and tinted to see-through.


  “Shit!” I look around, trying to find someplace to hide.


  I swear it happens in slow motion while I watch Parker and Royce turn around. Royce lifts his head to the booth, his ebony gaze zeroing in on mine. It takes only a moment for him to notice me.


  “Baby girl . . . ,” I hear come through the speaker in a very familiar, rumbly deep voice.


  No, no, no, no, no!


  Parker looks to Royce, his brow furrowed, and then he starts to lift his head up. At the same time, one of the booth guys stands up, towering in front of me, his back to the window, blocking me out completely.


  “What’s going on?” Louise says as though I’m not hiding behind a wall of man.


  The guy in front of me is rotund. He’s at least six feet and then some, with a large Santa-like belly protruding out, nestled against my form. He has both of his big hands on my biceps, but he’s not digging in or touching me inappropriately. More like he’s simply keeping me still, hidden behind his girth.


  “Got you, girl,” he whispers through his lips, which are encircled with a mustache and craggy beard. I look up into his kind green eyes and smile wide.


  “Thanks!” I whisper back.


  “Camera two is flickering. Need maintenance on this one. We might need to switch it out before we go live in a couple of days,” one of the guys below says up to the booth, but I can’t see him behind the wall of man guarding me.


  I breathe as slowly as I can, trying to make my heart calm down from the little freak-out I had going regarding being caught. Still, I know Royce saw me.


  “How about you guys take a thirty-minute break, everyone get a snack, and we’ll get back to it after we diagnose the problem,” Louise says, and presses the button blacking out the glass behind my human wall.


  “That was close.” Ellie lets out a labored breath and leans against the table.


  “Pretty sure Royce got a good look at me. He’s going to tell Parker I was here.”


  Ellie shrugs. “Then we’ll tell him he saw Tara, your look-alike. Problem solved.”


  “Oh yeah! Perfect. Have they met her yet?”


  She shakes her head. “Nope.”


  Louise cuts in. “The female contestants come later today. We have several so that we can see which two will work best for the first few episodes. Can’t wait to watch that go down, now that I see just how much Tara and you look alike. This is going to be epic TV. Totally epic!”


  I let out my breath and rub my hand over my heart. “I hope so. I have a lot riding on how all of this plays out.”


  “Very true. How about we go to my office and talk about the specifics of what you’ve concocted, and I’ll see how much of it we can make happen, if not all of it. Sound good?”


  “Great!” I smile wide and follow Louise and Ellie out the door.


  Just outside of the box is my dream team, Rach and Nate. They pull up the rear, following us down the corridors, up a flight of stairs, and into a pretty room filled with flowers and TV posters. I scan each one and note how old some of these must be.


  There’s a Remington Steele poster. A Moonlighting poster. Love Connection. Though my personal favorite is the X-Files image of Mulder and Scully. As a kid, I watched a lot of that redheaded Gillian Anderson running down streets in heels and beating down bad guys. It was a show my mother and I loved watching together, even if some of the episodes were pretty scary. That show and the time I spent watching with my mom are part of what made me fall in love with acting.


  As Louise offers the chairs in front of her desk to us, my cell phone rings.


  “Shit. It’s Parker!” My heart instantly starts pounding wildly as if I’ve already been caught.


  Ellie pats my shoulder. “It’s all good. Just breathe and take the call. Pretend like nothing is amiss, or your plan is going down the toilet fast.”


  I take a deep breath and let it out before hitting the green button and pressing my cell to my ear.


  “Hey, honey.”


  “Hiya, Peaches.”


  “What are you up to? It’s pretty early there, right?” I do my best to leave any jitters behind, focusing on steadying my voice.


  “Late afternoon. We’re taking a break. Cameraman is having some type of functionality problem with his camera.” His voice is smooth and reminds me of how much I miss him, even though it’s only been a few short days.


  I nod. “Ah. That does happen. They’ll get it up and running, I’m sure.”


  “Yeah. How about you? What are you up to?”


  The lie ripples up my throat and out my mouth, tasting foul. “Oh, you know, a little of this, a little of that. Have you met all the contestants yet?” I change the subject back to him.


  “Nope. The females are supposed to show up anytime. Roy and I have been working the fellas, and although it’s a rough bunch, I think they’ll make for good TV.”


  “Mm-hmm. That sounds good.” I pace the office and try to keep up my ruse.


  “You’ll never believe this . . .” His tone changes to one that sounds painted in humor.


  Fuck.


  “Uh, what’s that, honey?”


  “A little bit ago, we were working, and Royce swears he saw you in the production booth. Crazy, right?” He chuckles. “I told the brother he needs to get his eyes checked, because my girl’s pretty face was three thousand miles away pining for her man.”


  “I’m not pining!” I snort-laugh.


  His corresponding laughter fills me with happiness. We’ve had such a hard road, every time we can laugh is a moment to be cherished.


  “Just wanted to be sure you were paying attention. Though I swear, baby, even the mention of your name got me hopeful to see you.” His voice dips low when he adds, “I miss you.”


  Now I’m grinning like a lunatic. I finger a lock of my hair and twirl it around and around, butterflies once again filling my belly with excitement. “I miss you too. When are you coming home?” I pose a standard question I would normally ask if he were really away and I didn’t know all the details.


  “Probably in a few days. We do the pilot filming in two or three days, depending on how the female contestants do.”


  “Makes sense to me. I hope you’re having fun even if it’s without me.” I pout, imagining him all alone in his hotel room at night, no one to keep him company. These images lead me right to the thought of me crawling beneath the sheets, lips pressing to warm flesh until I reach his hard, long cock. I close my eyes and imagine my lips pressing a simple, adoring kiss to the bulbous tip before licking in a swirling motion that always makes him groan and thrust his hips, seeking my mouth and a deeper connection.


  “I wouldn’t say I’m having the time of my life, but I am enjoying this. It’s nice to know that, when the job is done, I’ll be coming home to you and our dogs and our life back in Boston, with no crazy stalker or whacked-out lunatic trying to harm either of us. Baby, I just like the idea of being normal with you. Plain, old, boring, day-to-day family life.”


  “I like the idea of being boring with you too, honey.”


  I glance at Ellie and Louise and find them both blatantly staring and listening to every word of my conversation, not that I’m being inconspicuous or speaking at a lower volume. It’s hard when I get Parker’s voice in my ear, and I haven’t seen him for a few days. It’s like being served a hot-fudge sundae. You don’t think of or worry about the calories; you just indulge with fervor. That’s how I feel when I’m talking to my man. Indulgent.


  “Um, Parker, I need to go. Elliott is trying to get ahold of me on the other line. She has an opportunity she needs to discuss with me. We’ll talk tomorrow?”


  “Yeah, baby. Sleep well tonight.”


  “I will. Love you.”


  “Love you more.”


  I press the “End” button and slip the phone into my back pocket. “He loves me.” I shrug.


  Ellie’s gaze is on me, eyebrow cocked, and a saucy smirk is on her lips. “That, Skyler, is obvious.”


  “I hate lying to him.” I frown, the dishonesty clutching at my conscience. “Takes some of the goodness out of what we’re planning.”


  Louise nods and leans against the arm of her chair. “Think of it this way: the end result will be worth the means.”


  I straighten my spine and firm my shoulders. “It better be.”


  Elliott tilts her head to the side. “It will. Have a little faith.” Her tone is soft and compassionate.


  “When it comes to Parker, I have all the faith in the world.”
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  A warm, paw-like hand grips my shoulder. “You good, brother?” Royce asks, his tone low and private.


  I nod. “Yeah, yeah. I didn’t think it would be this hard being away from her, you know?”


  Royce sucks in his bottom lip and holds it in his mouth, a thoughtful expression on his face. “It’s been a long time since I felt that way about a woman, but I get you. Can’t say that I don’t envy what you’ve got. I know what’s happening in my own situation right now, and it’s rocky as fuck, but I’m hoping to get through to the other side unscathed. Definitely don’t want to have to go through what you and Sky did to find your happy.” He licks his lips, squeezes my shoulder again, and dips his head. “Though I will say, what you got is special. The fact that you survived all the odds and came out on top means it’s meant to be. You can’t live life afraid every time you gotta take a trip for work. Have faith that no merciful God is gonna put you through any more of that shit. Believe it, bro. Sky’s and your time is now. Dig deep, and it will be all right.”


  I close my eyes and let his words sink in. It’s normal to travel, normal to be apart, for any couple. We have to get back to living our lives day to day in the knowledge that the worst is behind us.


  With my brother at my side, supporting me in my every move, I inhale full and deep before clasping both of his shoulders. “Thanks for the pep talk.”


  Royce gives me an all-white, giant grin. “Anytime. I got your back. Always.”


  “Same.” I grip him on the bicep and look beyond us as a line of females walk in from the back of the room. Six in total. I shake my head and squint, zeroing in on one in particular.


  Golden hair.


  Dark eyes.


  Tall.


  Smokin’ hot body.


  “What the fuck?” I narrow my gaze and squint to get a better look.


  Royce turns around. “Shee-it. Is that . . . ?”


  I don’t hear the rest of what he has to say because I’m storming over to the line of women approaching the stage. “Hold up, ladies,” I say, one step down from yelling.


  The six of them stop where they are.


  I move right over to the last woman in the line. When I get closer, my eyes adjust to the light, and I realize it’s not her. But holy fuck, she looks like my woman. “Who are you?”


  The blonde blinks dumbly, raises her hand to her chest, and looks from side to side before she settles her gaze back on me. “Um, me?”


  “Yeah, you.” I can feel my entire body tighten.


  “I, uh, I’m Tara Darling. Contestant for the show.”


  I frown and take her in from her hair to her ballet flats. She’s taller than my Sky, but if I didn’t look close-up, she’d be a dead ringer for her. Eyes a little wider apart, chin pointier, but the entire package together is uncanny.


  “Who brought you here?” I ask, while Royce walks up and stands beside me, crossing his arms over his massive chest and staring down the blonde.


  “Uh, Louise Gonzalez picked me out of a casting call. Is there a problem?” She grabs a lock of her hair and twirls it around her finger in a move that’s so much like Skyler I have to grind my teeth not to rip her head off.


  “You look a lot like Skyler Paige,” Royce rumbles, laying the issue flat out.


  She pouts and tilts her head. “Yes, I’ve heard that before. Is it a problem?”


  “Did someone put you up to this?” My heart constricts as I think that maybe the shit storm hasn’t passed. Maybe this is another person trying to fuck with me and my girl. Get my mind off the real Skyler while focusing on her carbon copy. My skin starts to tingle and itch as the need to call Sky becomes almost unbearable.


  “N-no. I’m not sure what’s going on or why I’m being singled out. I came to the casting call, got a call back, and here I am.”


  “Why did you choose to come to this show?” I ask, my temperature rising with every second I’m in this woman’s presence.


  “Because I need more airtime on the screen, it’s a paying gig, and I get a free attempt at a love connection. Wouldn’t any woman want that?” She blinks prettily, and I want to point my finger at the door and kick her out. Unfortunately that’s not what we’re here to do. Royce and I have to get these women ready to woo the audience and the men they can’t see sitting behind a wall in order to get the show off the ground and high on the rating board.


  Royce places his hand on my elbow and urges me to walk with him about ten feet away. He leans close. “I know you’re thinking this is some type of setup, but even if it is, I don’t think it’s for nefarious purposes.”


  Just as I’m about to speak, Louise, the production director, enters from the back of the room where the ladies came from.


  “Do we have a problem here, gentlemen?” She walks up, her dark ponytail swinging as she goes.


  “Louise, my friend and I are taken aback by one of your candidates as a contestant on the show.” Royce points to the women.


  Louise’s dark gaze lasers in on me, then Royce, before scanning the contestants. “Am I to assume this has to do with Tara?”


  Interesting how she knew exactly who we were referring to.


  Can you say . . . setup?


  “Yeah.” I cross my arms over my chest in a defensive move. Her dark gaze glances at my arms, and her lips twitch.


  “Would it have anything to do with the fact that she’s Skyler Paige’s doppelgänger?” She announces the exact concern we have without making us give it up. Strange tactic.


  “I think that’s obvious, Ms. Gonzalez. Care to tell us why you’d have a look-alike on the show when everyone in the world knows that my man here”—Royce hooks a thumb over his shoulder toward me—“has been in a relationship with the actress for a year?”


  Her lips press together before she tips her head back and laughs. “Uh, you just answered your own question. Skyler Paige is hot stuff. Tara Darling looks just like her. With you two in the judging panel, the audience is going to eat that shit up with a shovel! It’s pretty genius, if I do say so myself, and since I chose her, and your contract is with me, she stays. Do you have a problem working with someone who looks like your girlfriend, Mr. Ellis?”


  Holy shit. Louise turned the situation around on me so fast I didn’t even feel my head spin around on my neck.


  Before I can speak, she continues.


  “Honestly, I think your issue with her says a lot more about you and your inability to see beyond your personal life than it does about me and my show. Are we going to have a problem?”


  I open and close my mouth, feeling like I just got bitch-slapped. I shake it off and put my hands in my pockets while taking in Tara Darling. She looks so much like my Sky it’s almost hard to look at her . . . but, she’s not my woman. I just have to remember that and do what I came here to do.


  “No. Though I assume you’re up to date on the things that have plagued me and my girlfriend over the past year and have been spread all over the newspapers and celebrity rags.”


  She nods.


  “Please excuse me if I jumped to conclusions about Ms. Darling’s involvement in the show.”


  “Straight up, Mr. Ellis, she’s here because she looks like your woman and will bring more viewers based on that alone.”


  I inhale, giving myself precious moments to calm down. She’s not here to hurt me, or mess with me; she’s here to up the ratings. Now that is something I can deal with. Heck, Skyler will think it’s a hoot.


  “Fine. We’ll continue on as planned.”


  “Excellent. Do your thing. We need to have the women ready in forty-eight hours. Then we’ll mix and match up the contestants and the women for some practice rounds, making sure they don’t see each other. We’ll choose the final pairings for the live show at that time.”


  Royce’s head shoots to the side. “Live show? I thought you were taping this.”


  “Yeah, we were going to, but once upper management realized we could do it live and have you and Parker sitting in the judging booth, we could pan to the two of you and the live audience reactions more often and hopefully score more viewers.”


  I close my eyes and grind my teeth.


  I have to remind myself that they’re paying through the nose for this contract, and people use Skyler’s celebrity status all the time to get ahead. The happier the client, the more likely they’ll refer us additional business contacts in the future. Win-win. I just need to focus on ending this job with a happy client so that I can go back home to my girl as soon as possible. They want to change the plan and go live with the pilot, that’s on them.


  Royce holds his hand out to Louise. “Thanks for the discussion. We’ll get back to work.”


  She shakes his hand and reaches around to me. I shake hers.


  “This is going to be fun, Mr. Ellis.” She grins wide and saunters off toward the production booth stairs.


  Fun. Yeah right.


  Hmm. Something deep inside my gut is telling me there’s more going on here that Royce and I are not part of. Tingles prickle at the back of my neck as I watch her walk up the stairs.


  I turn around and take in the six females standing patiently under the bright lights, waiting for direction.


  Royce looks at me and nods toward the ladies.


  I clap my hands. “All right, ladies, let’s have a quick introduction and find out what your goals are for being on Mix and Match.”


  [image: image]


  “Let me get this straight, Crista. You signed up for Mix and Match because you want to get married and have a baby in the next two years?”


  The pretty, redheaded woman with a lush, curvy body and big, bouncy curls hanging down her shoulders nods emphatically. “Exactly! You know me so well!” she practically squeaks.


  I look down at her detail card. “Nope. Sweetheart, you put it down under the section marked interests.”


  She pouts, and I’m not gonna lie, with the woman’s puffy, plump lips, she looks cute doing it. I can’t imagine, based on her looks and mannerisms, that she would be unable to get a date or hook a man to her star. Though I have an idea why she’s striking out.


  “Do you tell men on your first few dates that you’re looking to get married and have a baby?”


  She smiles wide and nods. “Oh yes. I believe in complete honesty, always. I tell them on the very first date.”


  Sweet Jesus. “And uh, how many second dates have you had recently?” I soften my tone.


  She frowns and purses her lips. “Hmmm, not many . . . Actually, come to think of it, I haven’t had a second date in a while.”


  “See a pattern there?”


  Crista scrunches up her face in a manner that makes me believe she’s attempting to connect the dots but coming up blank.


  “Let me lay out something you need to know about men. We don’t often want to think about marriage and children even on the fifth date, let alone the first. Maybe after six months of a committed relationship when we’ve had a chance to really get to know a woman, spend time with her family, see how we pair up in the other areas of the relationship . . .” I let my words dangle in the hopes that she’ll pick up on what I’m getting at.


  She frowns and fiddles with the hem of her too-short skirt. Don’t get me wrong, I’m a man who loves a lot of skin and a lotta leg on display, but when you’re first trying to score a man who’s going to last long-term, the last thing you want to do is lead with your physical attributes. This woman is going to need to turn on a man’s mind as well as his body if she’s going to have any staying power with him.


  “Meaning . . .”


  “In the bedroom.”


  She grins wide and lifts her chest in a move akin to being prideful. “Oh, I sleep with them on the first date if I’m attracted to them, so there’s no worry there.”


  I groan and rub my temples with thumb and forefinger. “Crista, right off the bat, I’m going to warn you against sleeping with a man you’re interested in on the very first date. It can give the impression that you’re easy even if you’re not.”


  Her eyes widen. “But then how are they going to know what I give in the bedroom is so good they’re going to want to keep it in their bed for the rest of their lives?”


  “Sweetheart, what goes down in the bedroom is a definite plus for a man, especially if his woman has skills in that arena. However, it’s not the only thing that matters. Regardless of popular opinion, not all men think with just their dick. I know when it comes to my girl, I fell in love with her smile and laughter, her giving heart, the way she makes me feel, not just how good we are together in the sack.”


  Crista taps at her chin. “What you’re saying is I’m giving up the goods too quick, and freaking men out by talking about what I really want, which is marriage and children.”


  I reach for her hand and take hold, putting my other one on the top. “Let a man fall in love with you, not with what you can do for him in the future and vice versa. You need to really think about what you want in a man who you plan to spend the rest of your life with. Date. Have fun. Relax a little, and stop worrying about what the future will bring.”


  “You’re not married, and you’ve been with that awesome actress for, like, forever!” She pouts. “I don’t want to wait a long time to have my family.”


  I shake my head and sigh. “You don’t have to wait forever. Though it’s not unusual for a couple to date for a year or several before taking that ultimate step.”


  “So you don’t want to get married and have babies with the world’s hottest woman?” Her voice rises. “If she can’t get you to commit forever, I don’t stand a chance in hell.” Her voice wobbles, and I can hear the emotion pouring through, which usually is a precursor to tears. And I hate to see a woman cry.


  “Crista, you misunderstand. I absolutely plan on marrying my woman, when the time is right for the both of us. Every couple is different. There’s not an exact amount of time that has to pass, but the ideal scenario is you getting to know one another for a while before you make that life commitment. Understand now?”


  She sniffs, and I can see her chin wobble, but she holds it together. “I just . . . I just want to find the right man so bad. I’m not getting any younger, and I just know I’m meant to be a wife and mother. That’s all I’ve ever wanted to be, and the older I get, the less likely it is I’m going to find a man who wants me.”


  “Sweetheart, that’s not true. You can’t be more than what, twenty-five?”


  “Twenty-six actually.”


  “Well, I’m thirty. My woman is your age. We’ve been together a year, and we’re working on our forever and what that happy ending looks like for us. I promise you will find the right man for you; just don’t play all your cards on the first go. Make him work for the beauty that is you. Get me?”


  She tips her head from side to side as if she’s thinking about it. “Yeah, I guess I could try your way for a while, see how it goes.”


  “And as for the show, just pick the guy who seems the most fun to go out on a date with. No crazy questions about marriage and babies or you’ll scare the three of them off right away.”


  She giggles, and it sounds musical. “I can do that.”


  “All right. Head over to Royce now so he can go over your TV persona.”


  Crista stands up and tugs down her skirt.


  “And make sure when you do the show that you wear a skirt just a tad longer.” I grin and waggle my eyebrows. “Give the man something to look forward to uncovering on a future date. Hopefully somewhere around the fifth!”


  She laughs and waves her hand as she struts off in high-heeled sandals.


  Before the next one is done with Royce, I pull out my phone and note that my brother called and didn’t leave a message.


  I go to the favorites and press his name.


  Paul answers in his standard bark-like manner. “Yo, P-Drive.”


  “You called me, dude. What’s up? How’s Dad?”


  Paul sighs, and I can hear him moving around, a door opening and then slapping against wood. That noise is the distinct sound of my parents’ back screen door slamming shut. I’ve heard that sound a million times in my life and can recognize it anywhere.


  “Bastard’s cagey as hell. Tired of being locked up in his house. He’s in his fifties and doesn’t like to be told what to do, how to do it, and how hard to push his own body. He’s mad as hell, and the rest of us get the brunt of his anger. Mostly, he wants his body to bounce back as if he’s still twenty years old, but it’s not that simple.”


  “And therapy?” I ask, knowing my dad. He’s a terrible patient when he has a cold. I can only imagine what he’s like having to go to therapy two or three times a week.


  “Aw, brother, Pops hates going to physical therapy, but he’s actually improving. Was able to put a little bit of weight on his feet when the therapist and I held him up today.”


  The image of my father standing between two metal bars, spaced apart enough to fit his body, burns my mind like a blowtorch to the chest.


  “And Mom?”


  Paulie chuckles. “Ordering him around like normal. Only this time she does it when he’s stuck in his lounger and can’t run off. The thing is, in the end, what she nags him about, he listens to. He may bicker back, grumble, but he’s not giving up. He’s a fighter, always has been, always will be.”


  “It’s what he taught us. Never give up if you want something bad enough.” I rub at my forehead and sigh. “What you’re doing, Paulie, stepping up for Dad and Mom . . .” I run my hand through my hair and stand up to pace the room. Anxiety and negative energy pump off me so intensely I have to move in order to calm them.


  “Wouldn’t be anywhere else. ’Sides, you and the brothers have got Lucky’s, and I’ve been living here, so no reason not to pony up, yeah?”


  “Yeah. Still, I know it’s got to be a lot on you when you and Denny are going through the start-up of Ellis Imports. Still can’t believe he named it after you.”


  He chuckles full and deep. “Yeah, well, I think that was a subtle hint that my man wants us both to carry the Ellis name.”


  I grin. “Denny is definitely slick and goes after what he wants, which is you, my man!” I laugh, enjoying Paul’s romantic ups and downs.


  “Speaking of . . . I’ve got good news!”


  I smile, needing a dose of some happy family news right about now. “Lay it on me, brother.”


  “Not only did Denny and I start the interior design on the business, we found a little house, bro.”


  “No shit?”


  “Straight up. We finally found a pad of our own. Denny is over the moon. I thought he was excited when he bought the warehouse on the pier for our company. Not even close. My guy is ecstatic about the house.”


  “Tell me about it. Where is it? Close to me and Sky?”


  Paulie laughs again. “Too rich for my blood. It’s a two-bed, two-bath with a yard big enough for me to have a dog, and the kitchen and living room are open plan so Denny can entertain to his heart’s desire. He says he can’t wait to have you all over for dinner.” His voice dips into a command rather than a suggestion. “We’ll be setting that up soon, so I can make my guy even happier he made the move from his country to ours. You good for that?”


  “Definitely. Sky and I are in all the way. Stoked for you, man. Layin’ down roots with your mate, buying a home, building a business . . .”


  “It’s what it’s all about. The American dream. The nice thing about that is everyone’s dream is different, but it all settles on being free to live life how you want to.”


  “It’s why you fought so hard, brother. This is your time. You’ve served your country with honor and commitment; now it’s time to give that same attention to your guy. Give yourself and your man the life you’ve always wanted.”


  “Fuck yeah.”


  “Fuck yeah.”


  “When can I tell Denny you’ll be back, so we can show you the house? He also wants to get with Skyler about the interior. He said he likes your home so much he wants to soak up your girl’s talent for making a house a home.”


  I smile wide. My girl has done a damn fine job making our home perfect for us. Even though some of her choices seemed wild and wacky at the time, I’ve chosen to just trust her judgment. There’s nothing you can’t paint over or replace except for the woman who put it there. I prefer to let her go wild and sit back and watch the show. It’s always a good one and ends with both of us being happy.


  Paul continues. “Figure Denny and Sky can knock some ideas around, and while they do that, you and me can toss some meat on the grill. Maybe get Mom and Dad outta the fuckin’ house for once in the past three months.”


  “Grilling with my brother, my mate and yours shootin’ the shit about interior design while we leave ’em to it? Bring Pops and Ma outta their shell for some food and easy laughter? Sounds perfect to me. When I get home, we can set it up. In the meantime, happy for you, Paulie. It’s all coming together for you. After what you’ve done for our country, you deserve this. All of it. Everything good the world has to offer.”


  “Man, I don’t need or want for much. Just my man, my family being around me and healthy, a cold beer, and a place to put my feet up and lay my head at night. Everything else is just aces.”


  And he’s right. The bare necessities are what truly make a person content.


  “We’ll set it up. Happy for you,” I say again.


  “Thanks, Park. Call when you’re back, yeah?”


  “Will do. My love. You know you got it,” I say, my voice thick with emotion.


  “You know you got it right back, little bro.”


  I chuckle and end the call. When I turn around, Tara Darling is sitting in the hot seat waiting for my instruction.


  “Are you going to grill me like Royce did?” she says as I approach the empty seat in front of her and maneuver my body into it.


  “Absolutely.”


  
7
   SKYLER


  “Calm down, Skyler. You’re making me nervous, and I never get nervous.” Ellie walks over to the bar in our hotel room, pours a glass of red wine, and brings it over to me. “Here. Drink this and relax. She’ll be here any minute.”


  I nod, grab the full glass, and take a sip. The cherry and currant notes of the wine flutter against my taste buds in a welcoming flavor I can appreciate. I lean back into the cushy leather chair and let the anxiety of the day flow out of me with each sip.


  “You know, we’ve worked every angle of this plan from top to bottom. Worst-case scenario is he finds out what you’re up to and that you’ve been fibbing recently.”


  “No, the worst case is him finding out and breaking up with me because I lied to him. We promised we wouldn’t ever lie to one another again.” I worry the bottom of my lip with my thumb and index finger.


  “Skyler, are you having second thoughts?”


  I frown and drink more wine. “Not exactly. It’s just the longer it goes on before the big reveal, the more scared I get of doing something that will make me lose him. He’s my life now, Ellie. Without him, Tracey might as well have taken me out that day.”


  Ellie makes a slashing move with her hand. “Cut that thought off right there. I do not want to hear any more negativity. You’re deep in this now. There is no going back. The pieces are in place, and a lot of people are in on this. It’s time to go with the flow and let the plan work its magic.” She places her hand on her hip and taps her foot. “Honestly, Skyler, if I thought Parker was going to be unhappy about what you’re going to do, I wouldn’t have agreed to help. That man dotes on you. He’s a hundred percent in love with you. You share a home. Animals. Friends. There’s nothing to worry about. Okay?”


  I suck in a huge breath and let it out slowly. “Okay. I just needed a little pep talk, I think. I’m good. Back in the game.”


  She chuckles as the bell to our penthouse suite rings. We chose to stay in a different hotel than the guys to be extra careful that we wouldn’t accidently bump into them.


  I gulp down a good deal of wine as I wait while Rachel and Ellie go to the door. Nothing like liquid courage to soothe all that ails you.


  Elliott enters from the hall with a tall blonde trailing behind her, and Rachel behind them.


  “She’s clear. Patted her down, checked her purse.” Rach lifts her chin and goes back to her crossword puzzle where she was sitting at the bar-top kitchen area across the suite. She sits in a way that’s still facing us so she can assess the group and keep an eye on the door and balcony at all times. Nate is in his room getting a much-needed nap. He hates to admit it, but even though he’s back, he still has to take it easy and build up his strength.


  “Oh my God,” I whisper, my mouth dropping open in shock when Tara Darling shuffles toward me with her hand out in greeting, a wide smile on her face. It’s not every day that you meet your doppelgänger.


  “Ms. Paige, it’s such an honor to meetcha! I’m a huge, huge fan of yours.” She squeezes my hand brutally and yanks it up and down. “I can’t believe this!” the woman practically squeals as excitement gets the best of her.


  I yank my hand out from hers and shake it. “Wow. You’ve got quite the grip.”


  “Oh shoot, I’m so sorry. My daddy always said I had the handshake of a wrestler.” Her voice dips into a bit of a southern accent.


  “Yes, well, thank you for coming, Ms. Darling,” Ellie says. “Would you like something to drink?”


  “A Coke will do just fine if you have one. And you can call me Tara.”


  “Sure.” Ellie opens a cabinet in the bar until she finds a can of Coke, grabs a crystal tumbler, adds ice, and pours the drink before bringing it over to Tara. She then picks up her own glass of wine and proceeds to sit on the couch next to the woman, turning her body toward her.


  “We appreciate you coming to speak with us,” she says to start the conversation.


  Tara pushes a lock of her hair behind her ear, licks her lips, and swallows. “Oh, surely it is all my pleasure, Ms. Black.” Tara’s gaze moves to meet mine. “I’m just so thrilled to be working on a project with you, Ms. Paige. I can’t even express my gratitude.”


  “You’re welcome. And you may call me Skyler or Sky. Everyone does.”


  “Sky . . . ,” the woman says with a hint of wonder in her tone.


  I smile and set my wine on the glass coffee table before bringing my hands together in front of me, my elbows resting on my knees in a casual position. “Let’s talk about how it went today, shall we?”


  Tara nods several times while twisting her fingers in her lap as though she’s an eager puppy looking for attention. “I played it so cool. At first, I was worried he was going to throw me off the stage. He did not like seeing a look-alike of you appear in the lineup of contestants. Definitely made him uncomfortable,” she gushes.


  A niggle of worry taps at my subconscious. The last thing I want to do is make him uncomfortable. I know leaving me was hard on him in the first place after all we’ve been through recently.


  Maybe I’m going about this the wrong way?


  The scary thought is a seed in my gut, growing bigger with each word that Tara says.


  “And then when Louise came in and laid it out that she intended to hire a look-alike, he seemed to feel a little bit better about that, though I don’t know why.”


  “Shit, he was probably worried more drama was happening.” I look at Ellie, my heart pounding and my stomach twisting into knots.


  She shakes her head. “Skyler, it’s not a big deal.” She gestures to the woman sitting next to her. “Did it seem like a big deal in the end, Tara?”


  Tara shakes her head. “No. Though his partner, Royce, that really hot African American guy . . .” Her voice deepens. “You ever see a man wear a suit better than him?” Her eyes bug out as she fans herself with one hand.


  “Yeah, I have. Parker,” I state flatly, my mind flashing on a variety of images where my man was suited up and looking fine as hell.


  Tara beams. “Well, he wasn’t wearing a full matching designer suit, so I guess I’ll just have to wait until I get the pleasure of seeing that to base my decision on.”


  I clench my jaw. “You were saying about Royce . . .” I lead her back to the point of the conversation, the part that I’m interested in hearing.


  “Oh yes. He grilled me. Wanted to know where I came from, who my parents were, what school I went to, and why I wanted to be an actress, as well as why I wanted to be on the show.”


  “And what did you tell him?” I ask, my heart thumping against my rib cage in a beat so loud I can almost hear it outside of my body.


  “The basics. Answered everything truthfully except why I was on the show. Told them I was looking for airtime—which isn’t untrue, I totally am—but also that I wanted a love connection.”


  “And do you think they bought it?” Elliott interrupts.


  “Definitely. I’m a good actress. I’ve won awards and everything back home in Tennessee.” Tara lifts her chin and stretches her spine, making her seem taller.


  I grab my wine and sit back, tapping the edge of the glass with my nail. “They’re going to have her story checked. They’ll find out that she doesn’t usually look so much like me and will wonder why.”


  “Didn’t you say that Wendy was on her honeymoon? Who are they going to have drop everything and look her up?” Ellie asks.


  My publicist . . . on point and so freakin’ smart.


  “That is true! Mick will not let Wendy anywhere near her phone or laptop. They’d have to call him and only if it were an emergency. If they called about a random actress who happens to look like me, he’d hang up on their asses so fast.” I giggle and lift my hand to Ellie, who high-fives it. I turn to Tara, and she smacks my hand in the air too, following along, not really knowing who we’re talking about or why we’re excited but doing it anyway.


  “Rach!” I lift my hand in the air, and without her even looking up from her crossword, she air-fives me.


  My badass guard. So cool!


  Rachel’s always paying attention, even when I don’t think so. It’s a little creepy and a whole lot awesome.


  “Okay, I feel a little better. What did Parker ask you?”


  Tara maneuvers her body so she’s sitting exactly like I am. Her gaze flickers from my hand movements to my body, and she matches me exactly. Not too shabby. In our business, every actress loves having the object of her role available to her so she can pick up on subtle nuances, gestures they make, their body language, how their voice rises and falls in cadence in order to make the character we’re portraying more realistic.


  “He asked me what type of man I was looking to connect with and why.”


  “And what did you tell him?”


  She chuckles. “Basically, I told him everything I saw in him. Tall, brunette, light eyes, great physique, talented in business, knows a good woman when he sees her, and makes those moves to secure his position in her life.”


  “And what did he say in return?”


  “He laughed rather brilliantly and said in a joking manner, ‘Have you been talking to my woman?’ I waved it off as if it wasn’t anything, but I knew what I’d said hit the mark.”


  I can’t help but enjoy this, even if Parker’s a little uncomfortable. Tara doesn’t have any ulterior motive other than to move her career forward, and she’s not being too pushy. It’s all going to make for really great TV when it’s all said and done . . . provided it goes my way in the end.


  “Skyler, it seems as though Tara is doing as requested of her. Do you have any concerns?” Ellie asks.


  “Besides the risk of my man being pissed that I concocted this entire thing? No.” I toss back the rest of my wine and stand up. “You’re doing a fine job, Tara. Actually, really great.”


  “Anything you need, I’m your gal!” Tara pours on the charm.


  “Thank you so much, Tara. We appreciate your work so far. We’ll let you be on your way then.” Ellie stands, gesturing quite specifically that it’s time for the woman to get a move on.


  I reach out my hand. “Thanks again.”


  This time she doesn’t strangle it.


  “Like I said. Anything you guys need, I’m your go-to gal. Thanks, y’all.” She waves, heading toward the door. Rachel is already there, prepared to walk her out.


  When Rach returns from the entryway, I take my glass and head over to the bar to refill my wine. “I want pizza, with extra cheese and extra pepperoni,” I grumble, wanting to consume my feelings. The same could be said when I pour a much-larger-than-standard “four” ounces of wine, almost draining the bottle before I take the remainder over and top off Ellie’s glass.


  “You think Nate is going to let you get away with pizza? You’re outta your mind.” Rachel shakes her head. “And I’m not even going to tell him you’re knocking back three-quarters of a bottle when you are supposed to be training for the first day of shooting, which I will remind you starts in two weeks.” Rachel turns the page of her game book, moving to another puzzle. I’m not sure if she finished the first or is just moving ahead because she’s stuck.


  “I can have pizza,” I state snottily.


  “You can. You can also have three times the number of burpees to do, miles you have to run in the morning, pull-ups, and the row machine for partaking.” She shrugs in a bored manner. “Up to you.”


  I suck in a sharp breath, wincing. “Not if you don’t tell him.”


  Finally, Rach lifts her head up and nails me with an ice-blue stare. “Really?” The way she says really is sarcastic, but it also carries a hint of a challenge.


  I smile around my glass and stare her down. “I’m positive my girl can get her husband’s mind off my diet and onto other things . . . oh, let’s say, whatever else pops up.”


  Rachel grins. “Are you suggesting I seduce my man with some mind-altering monkey sex so he’ll forget about your diet?”


  I lift one shoulder and take a big sip of yummy wine that’s getting even yummier the more I drink down. “If you think you’ve got the skills.” I sigh dramatically.


  “Oh, I’ve got the moves.” She stands with her hands on her small hips. “Don’t ever doubt my man is well satisfied in the sack.”


  Smirking, I glance at Ellie. “Guess you’ll have to prove that while Elliott and I hammer back a large pizza, my friend.”


  “Large! For real? You can’t even get a personal size for yourself? One that has tons of veggies on it?”


  I shake my head and wait out the storm brewing behind that icy gaze.


  Rachel groans and looks up at the sky. “I’m going to have to bust out the big guns for this. We’re talking bedroom calisthenics, maybe a little yoga thrown in for flair. Don’t expect us to arrive early tomorrow. My man is going to need to sleep in after the smackdown I have planned.”


  I laugh hard, covering my mouth.


  Rachel points at me and narrows her gaze. “Don’t you dare say I didn’t do you any favors. Freakin’ large pizza,” she gripes. “You better follow up tomorrow morning with a serious dose of protein. I’m talking egg white omelet filled with spinach and a touch of asiago, no cheddar!” She continues to grouse, then firms her chin and puts on her game face, which makes her look even more fierce than usual. “Fine. Challenge accepted. Order your freakin’ pizza already. I’m getting antsy to attack my man now that you’ve got me all riled up.” She moves from her space in the kitchen to the open area in front where she can lean against the couch and do some push-ups.


  Both Ellie and I watch her stretch as if she’s preparing for a full marathon.


  “Pizza!” She snaps her fingers. “Now. Or I’m going to change my mind.” She shakes her head. “The crap I take for the sisterhood.”


  “Oh please, like you’re not going to be getting yours.” I roll my eyes for dramatic effect.


  She grins wickedly. “For every one I give, I get two to three in return. It’s Nate’s own personal man scale of orgasms. He thinks if a woman’s not getting it on a one-to-two or one-to-three ratio, a man is no man at all.”


  Damn. Go, Nate. And yay for Rach. I want to applaud, but I rein it in so I don’t get clobbered or get my pizza taken away.


  “Did you say whether or not Nathan has brothers?” Ellie queries, holding up the phone to her ear without missing a single beat in the conversation.


  I look at Rach, who stops mid–side stretch and stares at me, and then we both move our gaze to Elliott and crack up laughing.


  [image: image]


  “Baby, it was the weirdest thing. You have no idea. This chick looks so much like you, I did a double take. Then I got pissed and was convinced our shit luck had come back.” Parker’s voice is in my ear lulling me to a relaxed state while I rub my very full and totally protruding belly from the pizza baby I just ate.


  “Yeah, that’s strange. It was all good after you grilled her and spoke to the director, right? Just designed to up the ratings since the public knows you’re working the project and I did that promo piece for the show?”


  He sighs, and the sound has me imagining him lying cuddled up with me in our bed, my leg slung over his thighs, his hand on my ass, and his breath moving me with every exhalation. I can almost hear a phantom echo of his heartbeat in my ear, the same one that usually knocks me out within minutes each night. We can’t even get through one TV program before we’re both conked out, especially after a round of Parker-style lovemaking, which is usually pretty adventurous and physically draining.


  “It felt odd seeing this woman who looked like you, had some of your mannerisms, but wasn’t you. Like I was being pranked,” he grumbles, clearly put out by the experience.


  A knife prods at my heart. “Honey . . . ,” I whisper, wanting him to know I’m there for him. His tone makes me want to call the entire surprise off, but I’ve put too much into it to go back now. Elliott was right earlier. There are a lot of people counting on the success of my harebrained idea.


  “I know what you’re going to say . . . ,” he groans. “Don’t read too much into it. Not everyone is trying to screw us over all the time.”


  “Only some of the time,” I say with a hint of humor.


  He chuckles and lets out a long breath once again. “Being away from you is harder than I thought it would be.”


  “For me too. It’s like a piece of me is gone and I’m waiting patiently to get it back.”


  “Yeah.” He clears his throat. “Tell me something good about your day.”


  I smile, enjoying the fact that he’s trying to put us both at ease prior to bed, talking about something positive in our lives.


  “Well, Ellie and I halved a large pizza that had extra pepperoni and extra cheese! We also drank a bottle and a half of wine to wash it down.”


  He laughs. “Bet that didn’t go over well with the big guy. How’d you manage it?”


  I grin wide and snuggle deeper into my blankets. “I challenged Rach to seduce him into submission so that he would be busy giving her the business while Ellie and I gobbled down two nights’ worth of calories and fat in one go.”


  “Shee-it.” He uses Royce’s coined curse word. “Nate’s going to be pissed if he finds out.” He laughs hard.


  “Part of the secret of the sisterhood. I promised her I wouldn’t expect them to work early if she made sure he forgot to ask me about dinner.”


  “Nice. You think it will work, or do you gather you’ll be paying in blood in the gym tomorrow?”


  “Mmm, it’s a risk I was willing to take. Now me and my pizza baby are going to sleep like a rock.” I rub my gut, which is finally starting to feel less stuffed.


  He snickers. “Your pizza baby?”


  “Yep, I’m naming him Gordo.”


  “Gordo is fat in Spanish, baby.”


  I lower my voice. “Shhh, he doesn’t know.” I add to the ruse. “He’ll have hurt feelings if he knows his momma called him fat.”


  He cracks up laughing, and it fills my heart with such joy. “Ah, Peaches, I miss your brand of crazy. It suits me just right.”


  “And I miss your dick.” Oh shit, did I say that out loud? Looks like the wine is still in effect. I can’t stop the train of my thoughts while my mouth keeps talking, spilling all. “Yeppers. Your cock, honey, suits me just right. Literally fills me up so I don’t feel so empty when I try to sleep without you. I don’t have to drink and eat myself into a food coma in order to catch some z’s.”


  “Damn, Peaches. If you could see me, you’d see that the object of your current obsession is standing up waving its flag of surrender. It’s hard on me too. Physically and emotionally, but I know what might help.”


  I grin. “What?” I say in what I hope sounds like a sexy timbre.


  “First I want you to put your thumbs into the sides of your panties and shimmy them down those sexy-as-fuck thighs and kick them off. Then push the tank you’re wearing up and over your perfect tits. I can’t get over how beautiful your tits are. Perfect handfuls, just right for my hands. Enough that they spill over in a way that makes me fuckin’ crazy to put my mouth on them. Then I want you to hang up the phone and play with your nipples the way I would.”


  “Hang up?” I say with a strained tone. “But . . .”


  “No buts, baby. We’ll get to your ass another time. Right now, I need you to hang up the phone and play with your tits. And don’t you dare think about touching your pussy. Do you understand me?”


  “And what are you going to do?”


  “I’m going to get settled in bed and call you back with your surprise. All right? Take direction from your man and play with your titties for a few minutes and wait for me. Can you do what I say?”


  “Honey, I can do anything for you.”


  “Prove it, Peaches. Prove it now.”


  
8
   PARKER


  My dick is painfully hard and weeping at the tip when I kick off my boxer briefs before wrapping my hand around the base to stave off the need to rush through what I have planned.


  Pressing up into a sitting position with my back against the headboard, I widen my knees and let them drop to the sides as my cock stands at attention.


  Taking my phone in my other hand, I rest my forearm against one of my knees and point the screen down, then press “Record.”


  I close my eyes and wrap my left hand around my length, imagining it’s Skyler’s small warm hand. Pleasure ripples up from my groin to my abdomen, making me clench those muscles as I work my hand up slowly, swirling my thumb at the tip to spread the wetness there and bring it back down again. I gasp at the need curling inside me and thrust my hips as I work my length up and down to a beautiful rhythm.


  More precum drips from the slit as I imagine Skyler working my cock, her tongue circling around the tip. She’d sop that mess up with her mouth and moan while tasting me. My girl loves to suck my cock. Loves the control it gives her over me.


  I bite back a groan and move my hand faster, until I can feel nothing but nirvana, every inch of my cock buzzing and tingling, ready to blow.


  “Fuck yeah,” I whisper under my breath, watching my hand move up and down, keeping my other as steady as possible so that she’ll get the perfect fucking view. I want her to watch what she does to me, how thoughts of her mouth on my cock, her hand on me, her heat wrapped around me set me off.


  Only her.


  I’ve never been so taken with a woman in all my life. Never been able to just imagine the same woman every time I jack off, but she does it for me.


  Every. Fucking. Time.


  I grit my teeth as I run my hand down to my balls, then cup and squeeze them until the need to come is moments away. I wrap my fingers once again around the base and grip hard, harder than I normally would; it’s as if I’m physically pulling my seed out of my cock for her benefit.


  Stars light behind my eyes, and my abdominals tighten and flex with each thrust and grip until there’s nothing but bliss. The need roars through my body, balls lifting high, dick straining as jet after jet of my release pumps out of the tip, coating my hand and belly in a messy display of my desire.


  Puffs of air burst out of my lungs with every aftershock until there’s nothing left to give. I’ve given it all up . . . for her.


  I hit the button on my phone to stop the recording. Put the phone down and grab for the tissues by the bed to clean myself up. Once I’m done, I hit the head, wash my hands, and go back to my bed naked.


  I pull up the messages section of my phone and find our text string at the top, then attach the video I just took and click “Send.”


  Once I see that the entire thing has gone, I call her back.


  “Honey . . . ,” she sighs, her voice sounding needy and sexy as hell.


  “You’ve done what I asked. Played with your pretty titties until now.”


  “Bay . . . bee, they’re on fire. I need . . .”


  “I know what you need, Sky. I’ll always know when and how to give you pleasure.”


  She moans, and I know she’s being naughty, touching her slit before being told.


  “Are you touching yourself?”


  “Mm-hmm.”


  “Does my voice turn you on?”


  “So much . . . ,” she gasps.


  “Put your phone on speaker, then go to the messages on your phone. Click on the video I just sent but leave the phone on speaker. I want to hear you.”


  “Uh, okay.” She sounds breathless as I listen to her moving the phone. I know the second the video starts because she sucks in a sharp breath.


  “You see my cock, baby.” I lower my voice to the sexy, deep timbre that gets her going.


  “Oh yeah . . .”


  “Watch me pleasure myself for you. While you’re watching I want one of your hands playing with the sweetest cunt I’ve ever tasted.” I bite down on my lip, thinking about being between her thighs right now, her scent in my nostrils, her taste on my tongue. I have to fight back the urge to grind my teeth at the carnal images flooding my mind.


  “God, Parker . . . ,” she moans, her breath so loud I can hear it coming in labored gusts through the speaker.


  “See my hand all over my dick and balls . . .” I taunt her with my voice as much as the image on the video.


  “I-I want it.” She stutters in her desire.


  “I know you do . . . Shove your fingers deep inside like I would. Right now, fuck yourself with two fingers, baby.”


  She cries out, and my dick perks back up to attention. Jesus, the bastard is hard up for her. Literally.


  “It’s so good. Watching your beautiful hand stroke your length. Oh God . . . ,” she whimpers.


  “Now bring those fingers out of your pussy, baby, and press them to your clit. I want you to spin them around and around while I jack off to you in the video.” Though technically, I could take my dick in hand again just from hearing her get off on my gift.


  “Parker, baby, I . . .” Her voice is strangled, lost to the sensations overcoming her.


  “Mmm, you gonna come, Peaches?”


  “Yeah . . . ,” she whispers.


  “Go ahead and come. Let me hear it.”


  A tortured groan and whimper tease through the line, and I can’t help but wrap my hand back around my cock, giving it a few tugs while she comes.


  “Don’t stop, Peaches.”


  “Wha-what? But I . . .” Her voice is strained, so I know she’s still got her fingers on her clit.


  “Another. Have I come in the video?”


  “N-no, but I . . .” She loses her ability to speak clearly.


  “Keep watching. See what you do to me? How hot and hard you make me? Put three fingers inside your cunt.”


  “Honey . . . ,” she gasps.


  “Do it,” I growl, and know the second she does because the tortured moan coming from my girl is so long and deep.


  “Are you pretending it’s my cock or my fingers?” Either makes me hard as stone in my palm.


  “Your fingers. Your cock is way too big to pretend.”


  I grin. “Good. Now watch me stroke my length, how hard I thrust into my tight grip. Mimic my thrusts.” I follow my own instructions, fucking my hand for the second time tonight.


  “Now use your thumb on your clit the same way I would.”


  “Oh my God, Parker!” she calls out in ecstasy.


  “Fuck yourself harder. I want to hear how juicy you are watching me fuck my hand. I’m so hot for you, Sky, I’m jacking off again. Right now.” I groan. “Am I moving faster in the video? Tell me what you see, baby.”


  “Yeah, yeah, I think, oh, I want to put my mouth on you, swallow you down and suck it so hard. I’d suck you so good, honey,” she promises.


  “Jesus!” I growl into the phone, my mind spinning with visions of her doing that very thing.


  I listen closely to her ragged breaths, knowing exactly when to push her further with more instruction.


  “Hook those fingers high, baby. Take hold of your pussy the same way I would, and fucking come when I do.” I close my eyes and listen to her moans and cries.


  “Oh God, you’re coming on the video. It’s so sexy, I’m going to . . . ahhhh . . .” She whimpers and moans. The sound is so high pitched it’s as though she’s being fucked into next week.


  “Jesus, fuck me!” I groan as my dick goes off for the second time tonight, covering my hand in my own release.


  For at least two to three minutes we both lie there just listening to one another breathe.


  “Peaches?” I call out.


  “Mmm.”


  “You good, baby?”


  “Mmm,” she sighs. “So good. I love you,” she whispers, and her voice seems to be fading away.


  “Sleep good, Sky.”


  “Mm-hmm. Dream of me,” she mumbles sleepily, and I smile.


  “Always, baby. Good night.”


  I can hear her soft puffs of air signaling that my girl is knocked out. She’s fallen asleep while listening to my voice, probably with the phone right next to her head.


  I leave my phone on and put the volume way up so I can hear her breathing and sleepy little sighs as I clean myself up. Once done, I get back in bed, flick off the table lamp, and turn on my side with the extra pillow in my arms held tight to my chest as if it’s my girl instead. I set the phone on the bed right next to my head.


  “I love you, Skyler. I love you so much.”


  She hums and mumbles, “Love you, Park.”


  I grin, close my eyes, and fall asleep to the sound of my woman breathing, the same way I do every night back home.


  It’s the best night’s sleep I’ve gotten all week.


  [image: image]


  “All right, ladies and gents, stand on your marks. We’re going to run through this group first, then the second round. Tomorrow is showtime, and we do not want any of you to look unprepared,” Louise calls out in a stern tone that demands attention. Royce and I sit to the right of the stage in the voting booth on the guys’ half.


  “Okay, action.”


  The male host lifts the mic to his lips as one of the cameras zooms in on him. “Today is the day you’ve all been waiting for. The next generation of love connections making television history on . . . Mix and Match!” His voice rises on the name of the show as he nods and smiles wide into the camera. He looks out to a pretend audience; his hair is perfectly coiffed, his trendy designer suit fitting his frame like a glove.


  “Thank you to our live audience for being here, and all of you at home. I’m Rod Gentry, your host, and this is Mix and Match! Let’s meet our first three male contestants. First up, Lamar Williams . . .” Rod’s voice rises and dips excitedly.


  Lamar approaches the stage just as we taught him. He stops in front of his chair, looks at the camera, and offers a sexy smirk and a chin lift before sitting down. Thankfully he sits with one leg on the rung and the other on the floor. He’s wearing shorts and a polo, but on the day of the show he will be dressed to the nines. The outfit Royce and I chose with the show’s stylist should make him look his best.


  “Welcome, Lamar!” Rod waits an appropriate amount of time as the stagehand plays the sound of an audience clapping in the background. It fades away, and Rod addresses the camera again. “Next up, Joshua Tipton.”


  Josh enters the stage, his blond hair swept back, his blue eyes dazzled with excitement. He struts over to his chair, lifts a hand, and offers a jaunty wave before easing down and putting his ankle up to his opposite knee like we practiced. He rests his hands on the crossed leg at the knee and ankle in a casual yet still attractive pose.


  “Thanks for coming, Joshua,” Rod announces. “And last but definitely not least, we’ve got Jimmy Handle.”


  Jimmy Handle? What the hell was the kid thinking? He went from Jimmy Jones, sounding like a sausage or a pizza place, to a name that makes people think of grabbing their dicks?


  I shake my head and sigh.


  Royce grunts under his breath and covers his mouth while he laughs silently. Fucker. He knows I’m going to have to have yet another uncomfortable conversation with the guy.


  Jimmy walks across stage, his ever-present folk-inspired hat on, ginger beard trimmed to perfection. He smiles so wide when he sits down he looks like a loon. Switch out his rounded fedora, place a dunce cap on his head, and you’ve got a life-size garden gnome. I roll my eyes and press my finger and thumb to my temples to work out the tension.


  “Shee-it, brother looks like a creepy leprechaun in his plaid shirt, hat, and crazy-as-hell smile. He needs to tone that back.”


  “Yeah, I’ll talk to him. When I’m telling him about his name . . . again.”


  Royce grins and dips his head.


  “Next up is a beautiful lady some of you may recognize from her screen time and Broadway appearances, Ms. Tara Darling!” Rod watches Tara strut out of a special side of the stage blocked off so the guys can’t see her. She’s working the camera, swaying her hips from side to side. Rod licks his lips as if he’s interested in far more than just her attendance on the show. His eyes are glued to her body and travel up and down her form so fast I swear he has X-ray vision and can see through her clothes or is trying damn hard to.


  Tara stands in front of the camera that focuses in on her. She winks saucily and smiles before spinning around, her golden locks flying behind her as she goes to her chair.


  “Men, if you’d seen this girl, you’d be beyond excited to meet her.” Rod rubs at his bottom lip with his thumb, his eyes on Tara a moment too long.


  The guys make different gestures to this, like clapping their hands and fist-bumping, and Lamar does the super over-the-top kissing of two fingers and directing them out toward the audience as if he’s LL Cool J himself. Hell, he probably doesn’t even know who that is.


  The show does a great job of keeping the male and female contestants out of sight from one another, except for the questions. For now, we’re practicing with questions the writers put together, but when the show goes live tomorrow, we’re allowing the two females we’ve chosen to decide what to ask their potential suitors. The showrunner and producer will have viewed the questions to make sure they’re not inappropriate, eliminating stuff like “Have you ever had anal sex?” or “What type of veggie would you compare the size of your dick to?”


  You know. The obvious no-no’s.


  “Thank you so much for having me here, Rod.” Tara pours on the charm.


  “Oh, the pleasure is all mine,” Rod says instantly; then his eyes widen as though he just realized what he revealed. He plays it off. “I mean, the pleasure is all of ours, right, gentlemen?”


  This time I chuckle under my breath.


  “Speaking of gentlemen, we have two very special guest judges. One you may recognize since his face has been plastered all over the media lately.” I narrow my gaze at the comment but force a fake smile to keep with the plan. “We’ve got Royce Sterling and Parker Ellis from International Guy Inc. They have been instructing our male and female contestants on how to best be ready and open for love. How are you doing, guys?”


  Royce leans forward and smiles. “Just fine. Ready to hear how our boys do tonight.”


  I smile at Tara and then glance across all of the eager men waiting to be asked their questions. “Looking forward to seeing who Tara chooses. All I have to say to you men is, one of you is going to be very lucky indeed.”


  The men clap, hoot, and holler jovially, adding to the fun of the practice round.


  “Well, all right, I’d say it’s time to get right to business.” Rod instructs the candidates on how the show will work, making comments to the pretend audience, which will be a full house tomorrow.


  “All right, Tara, why don’t you ask a lucky gentleman a question so we can get this party started?”


  She smiles into the camera and lifts a blue card. “Contestant number one, what do you think makes a woman beautiful to you?”


  Lamar rubs at his chin as if he’s thinking about it. “Well, sweetheart, she’d have to be confident and sassy. Nuthin’ prettier than that.”


  Tara giggles. “Contestant number two, same question.”


  “Well, Tara, I can already tell by your voice that you’re beautiful. So, for me, her voice being sultry like yours goes a long way,” Joshua says.


  “Okay . . .” She smiles and looks down at her card. “Contestant number three, if I choose you, what would be a perfect date?”


  Jimmy sits up taller in his chair. “For you, Tara, I’d take you to a music festival. Bring along my banjo, a blanket, some great food I’d make myself, and we could sit under the stars, watching the people, hearing great music, where I’d then break out my own little ditties for you.”


  Tara makes a face of surprise. “Wow, that sounds like a blast.”


  “Pick me, darlin’, and I’ll make it your reality.”


  The questions continue for another half hour, the director stopping and starting them again, giving feedback on things she likes and dislikes.


  The first group finishes, and the men are ushered off to a separate section of the stage to keep Tara hidden. The second group goes through the process next. There are even fewer problems with this group. They seem to fit right into the program and have taken our feedback to heart and put it into action. Louise is thrilled and decides that they’ll be first up, with Tara in the second group.


  Once the rehearsal is finished, Tara hustles over to where Royce and I are sitting at the edge of the stage, coffee in our hands.


  “Hey, um, guys, I just wanted to get your thoughts, see if there were any pointers you had for me. I’m pretty nervous about tomorrow.”


  “Don’t be. You did well out there,” I offer.


  Her corresponding smile is wide and enthusiastic. “Thank you.”


  “Have you given any thought to who you’re going to pick for your date?” Royce asks.


  She shrugs. “Based on their answers, I’m leaning toward Jimmy,” she says, surprising me.


  I glance at Royce and see that he’s surprised too, especially since we know what he looks like. Now I really need to make sure he’s on his A game tomorrow.


  “He seems really funny and nice. He’ll be so focused on making me happy, I might actually have a fun date. Lamar and Josh seem a little too full of themselves. And besides”—her eyes lift to mine—“it’s not like you’re on the stage, Parker. If that were the case, those other guys would have to watch out, because I’d be gunning straight for you.”


  A niggle of trepidation pricks at the back of my neck and runs down my spine. “Uh, Tara, that’s really sweet of you to say. Though you know I’m completely off the market.”


  She moves a couple of steps closer and puts her hand on my knee.


  Royce lets out a breath. “Aw damn.” He looks the other way, trying to give me a little privacy but still be there in support.


  “We could, you know, have fun together and maybe, um, not tell anyone.” She whispers low, but I can tell Royce heard because he grunts loudly.


  I grab Tara’s hand on my knee and remove it. “Like I said, Tara. That was a nice compliment, but I’m gone for Sky. There is no other woman on this planet for me.”


  She takes a couple of steps back, giving me space while pushing her hair off her neck. She presses her lips together. “Does she know that? In my experience, all men are dogs, and they never tell a woman what they really think. Usually the woman finds out the guy’s not as committed as she is when she hears about her man in bed with another woman.”


  Damn, this woman has some issues hiding under the surface, some demons the next guy she finds is going to have to unearth and get to the heart of in order for them to find happiness together.


  “I’m glad you’re a good guy and didn’t take what I was offering. Not a lot of guys turn me down, even when they’re in a relationship. I sure hope your Skyler knows you’re so committed, since you haven’t put a ring on her finger or anything.”


  Spear. Right to the heart.


  I frown. Do women expect that?


  I mean, I get that women want their men to be so into them they take that ultimate step, but we’ve already got a house together, dogs, share just about everything. Sky and I have talked about our future. She seems ready to take that leap, maybe even a little eager to, but I’ve been worried that she’s doing it to substitute for something she’s missing, like her ex-best friend and her parents. Now that things are settling in, I want her to be happy and confident in the fact that I’m not going anywhere. I guess an engagement ring might go a long way toward showing her that in action instead of my just telling her that I’m committed.


  “Shouldn’t you be getting back?” Royce gestures with a chin lift to where the other female contestant is being chatted up by the producers, getting her orders for the next day.


  She hops and then claps her hands, twirling around. The move is exactly like something my Sky would do. My heart clenches at the thought of Skyler back home, all by herself, waiting on me. At least I hope she’s waiting. Not pining, but at least thinking about me too.


  I groan and rake my fingers through my hair, leaning back and looking up into the dark abyss of the studio ceiling. Pipes, walkways, and a variety of other equipment, all painted black, crisscross paths like a spider’s web above our heads.


  Royce puts his hand on my shoulder. “That woman don’t know shit about you or Sky. Don’t take anything she said to heart, hear?”


  I frown. “Yeah, but doesn’t mean it doesn’t make me think.”


  “Thinkin’ is good. What you did, pushing her off without being a dick, was kind. You took the compliment and told her like it is. You’re into your woman. You’re all about her, and she’s got no in. Period. No harm done on either part. She made her play; you thwarted it. That’s done.”


  “Still, she had a point. Sky and I have been talking about the future, about marriage and kids. The whole enchilada.”


  “Did you come to a conclusion?”


  “Not really. She seems ready to move forward, but—”


  Royce interrupts. “What, you’re not ready? Puh-leeeze. Brother, you’ve been ready since the two of you fell all over yourselves in London working the James case.”


  “Yeah, and then all hell broke loose in our world, but most especially in hers. I don’t want to rush into something when her head isn’t clear. Sky needs to want to be my wife because she wants nothing more in life than to build a life with me, not because it’s an answer to all the loss she’s sustained recently.”


  Royce sucks in his bottom lip so it disappears before he lets it go to speak. “I think you need to give your woman a little more credit. She’s smart. Not the type of woman who doesn’t say it like it is. If she says she’s ready, brother . . . she’s ready. A woman doesn’t fuck around when it comes to putting on that white dress if she’s got her man willin’ to give it to her.” He purses his lips. “I say you roll with it and buy your girl a big rock to prove you’re all in.”


  “Is that what you would do?”


  “Damn straight. That’s what I did do a long fuckin’ time ago when I thought I had it all. Wish like fuck I’d sealed the deal before shit went haywire.”


  I reach out and grab Royce’s shoulder and give it a squeeze. “Things happen for a reason. Back then, it wasn’t meant to be. Maybe that time is still coming, maybe not. Only time will tell, but I do know one thing for certain.”


  “Yeah . . . What’s that?” His dark gaze meets mine.


  I grin wide. “I’m going to enjoy the hell outta watching you two figure it out.”


  Royce narrows his gaze and pushes me away. “Fuck you.”


  I laugh heartily and catch up to where his long strides are eating up the concrete floor heading to the back door.


  “As a matter of fact, I take it all back,” he says. “I hope she leaves your punk ass for a rock star. A girlie-man type with long-ass hair, a belly ring, and a tattoo that says ‘Mother’ across his heart.” He points a long dark finger at me. “That would serve you right.”


  I can barely contain the wheezing that comes with the uncontrollable laughter spilling out of me. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it. Well, I did, but in a good way!” I try to catch up to him, but I’m still laughing hard, which hinders my ability to move quickly.


  As he walks away he lifts his hand above his head and flips me off.


  
9
   SKYLER


  It’s showtime. My palms are sweaty, and my knees are shaking. I clench my teeth and watch as the live audience screams when Parker and Royce are introduced and walked to their special seats in the judging booth. The plan is in place, and today is the day. There’s no going back from here.


  Royce and Parker sit, and the host announces the first set of three men, then moves on to the woman. She’s a brunette, pretty, very girl-next-door looks that will connect easily with the viewers. It’s ideal for a show to have individuals who viewers can swap places with in their minds. She’s not exactly thin or thick. She’s average sized, with a simple beauty about her.


  The host introduces each man and then the woman. While Parker and Royce are watching I wait for it to happen as planned.


  Louise rushes over to Parker and Royce when the cameras are off them, leans down, and whispers something frantically in their ears. She has another man standing behind her. Royce and Parker both stand up, but Louise shakes her head. Parker ends up coming with her while Royce stays behind and the other man sits next to him, taking Parker’s place in the booth.


  I know for a fact that Louise just shared that Jimmy Jones Handle, whatever his name is, had a family emergency and had to leave. There was no emergency, but Parker and Royce don’t know that.


  Louise will be freaking out behind the scenes, telling Parker the entire show is a bust and that she’s screwed. Parker will offer to help in any way he can.


  While I wait, it feels like a hundred years have gone by and, as planned, Parker and Louise do not return. The contestants go through the first half hour of the show, the woman picks her guy, and the audience roars with glee, clapping loudly for the new match.


  “You ready to rock and roll?” Elliott’s hand curls around my bicep and nudges me toward the side of the stage.


  I follow behind her, hoping that Louise was able to pull magic out of her ass and set the next part of the plan in place.


  When we get to the curtain where Tara is standing, she gives us a cheesy smile and a thumbs-up. I sneak a peek through the black curtain and hold my breath.


  Lamar walks onto the stage as Rod introduces him. He looks polished in a fine black suit that plays against the bright color of his dress shirt and his dark skin.


  The crowd whistles at his entrance. He does this weird move where he kisses two fingers and makes a peace sign to the audience, which I don’t get. Is it supposed to mean peace and love? I don’t know.


  Next up is a young blond guy who looks like he strutted right off the pages of Abercrombie & Fitch, complete with a white cable-knit sweater tied around his shoulders, a rich-boy smirk, and a golden tan that sets off his pretty blue eyes.


  And then it happens: the audience goes quiet as the third guy doesn’t come out yet. I cross my fingers and my legs in a gotta-pee dance move, hoping against all hope that Louise made it happen. Then I see a pair of arms push my man out onto the stage. He stops and looks at the camera, shakes his pristine navy suit jacket, and casually buttons it while walking up the steps and onto the platform.


  “And here we have Jimmy Handle,” Rod says without looking, until he sees another stage person shake his head and wave a hand to Parker. Rod looks his way. “Oh wow, we have quite the treat for the audience and the show. It looks like the third contestant is actually International Guy’s very own CEO, Parker Ellis. Looks like he’s left the judging booth to participate in tonight’s Mix and Match!”


  The crowd goes absolutely bonkers.


  My man gives a sexy smile he’s perfected and that always hits the mark, making my panties wet from it. Especially when it’s blazing down on me when he’s hovering above my body, naked. Parker gives the audience a little wave, and the ladies lose their ever-loving minds, screaming so loud I want to cover my ears to save my eardrums the pain.


  He makes the universal hand gesture for the audience to settle; then he puts his finger in front of his lips in a shushing gesture.


  “Okay, well, after that little surprise, let’s have you meet our female contestant. One who I’m sure has no idea who’s sitting on this stage right at this moment. Let’s play along with it, shall we, friends?” Rod asks the audience, and they nod, pump their fists, and clap.


  “All right, and your prospective match tonight is . . . Ms. Tara Darling.”


  Two and two get put together as Tara walks out, and the entire crowd gasps. I can’t help but have a very recognizable look after so many blockbusters, and Parker and I have had a rather public relationship. Their seeing Tara and how much she resembles me is a surprise. After the initial shock wears off, the crowd once again goes berserk, screaming, yelling, laughing, clapping, and stomping their feet.


  Rod makes a gesture for the audience to simmer down so the game can begin. That’s my cue to move around to the side of the stage. Ellie follows me, her hand on my back in a supportive manner.


  Tara asks the guys her first question, ones that I’ve already written for her.


  “Contestant number one, if you could fall in love anywhere in the world, where would it be?”


  Lamar licks his lips and nods. “Excellent question. I’d have to say Paris, because it’s known to be the most romantic city in all the world.”


  Tara shimmies in her chair. “Oooh . . . I like. How about you, contestant number three?” she asks Parker.


  He cocks an eyebrow and looks right at the camera. “Anywhere. New York. London. Rio. The only thing that matters is I’m standing in front of the right woman for me.”


  “Awww.” Tara touches her heart. “So sweet.”


  While Tara asks number two a question, I start walking on the stage from where Tara entered. The audience goes dead silent. One of the stagehands rolls up a television on Tara’s side of the wall, showing the three guys so that the two of us, as well as the audience, can see them respond. We want the audience in on it so they realize that this is all a setup and don’t yell out my name.


  I put my fingers up to my lips the same way Parker did and make a point to show the screen, and tiptoe to stand next to Tara. When I get there, she grins. I stand by her side and hand her another card. A special one.


  “Contestant number two. If you could have your dream girl—I’m talking celebrities—who would yours be and why?” Tara says.


  Josh grins wickedly at the camera. “Dakota Johnson. Any man who sees her in Fifty Shades of Grey . . .” He shakes his hand and whistles. “Whoo weeee, absolutely stunning woman.”


  I make a point to shrug my shoulders and nod, then shake my head while pointing a thumb at my chest without saying anything so I don’t ruin the surprise. The audience chuckles.


  “Contestant number three, same question,” Tara says.


  Parker grins and shakes his head. The audience laughs even louder, all smiles on their faces and shimmering eyes centered on the stage, their necks twisting from one side of the stage to the other where Tara and I are.


  “Hands down, my dream girl is Skyler Paige. There is no substitution for her beauty, intelligence, that smokin’ hot body, and how big her heart is.” He looks straight into the camera, and the audience this time makes a collective aw sound at his statement.


  Tears prick my eyes, but I hold them back and patter my hands against my heart so the audience here and at home gets the real experience of what’s happening.


  I hand Tara another card.


  “A follow-up to that question then, since you seem so smitten. If Skyler Paige were here right now, professing her love, faith, and commitment by getting down on one knee and asking you to marry her, would you?”


  The camera zooms over to Parker and gets close-up. I watch the screen in front of Tara, and the entire room fades around me. There’s nothing in this moment but the man I love on the screen in front of me. I barely refrain from reaching out and tracing his beautiful face.


  Parker licks his lips, closes his eyes, takes a breath, and opens his eyes again.


  Love. Honesty. Determination. All flash across his face as I wait with bated breath.


  “Absolutely, yes.”


  I smile wide, take my cue, and grab the little black velvet box I had set on the table next to Tara.


  I step down the few steps and move around the wall.


  Parker sees me and stands up. He looks left and right as if something is happening, but he doesn’t know what it is.


  “Baby, what are you doing here?” He points to Louise. “I got thrown into this show! You can ask the producer. There was no way I was going on a date with someone else. I swear!” He makes a “safe” gesture with his arms and hands the same way an umpire would call a play in a baseball game.


  I smile wide and stretch my arm out for him. He takes my hand and steps right up to me. No delay whatsoever and no distance. Just the way I like it.


  “What’s going on?” He smiles but looks completely confused.


  The cameras zoom in closer to both of us, but I ignore them. In this industry you have to.


  With my heart in my throat, I take a breath and look right into his smiling face. “Parker James Ellis. You came into my life during a time when I thought I’d lost it all. With your smile, your support, and eventually, your love, I came out of that strange place better than I’d ever been.”


  Parker cups my face and caresses my cheek with his thumb. His other hand is holding mine against his chest, right above his heart. I continue, needing him to know how I feel.


  “We had the hardest year of our lives. People we loved got hurt. Still, you were my rock. The one calm spot in a sea of crashing waves. Always there for me. By my side through it all, taking away my pain and filling me with hope and love. I want that forever.” My voice shakes, and a tear slips down my cheek. “I want you forever.”


  I take a deep breath and let it out, looking intently into his beautiful blue eyes. “So today, in front of millions of viewers and this live audience, I’m making the ultimate leap of faith, and I’m going to ask you to take it right by my side.”


  I step back, keeping hold of his hand, and get down on one knee.


  His eyes widen to the size of saucers, and he tugs at my hand. “Peaches . . . ,” he whispers.


  I shake my head and clear my throat so the words I’m saying are loud and clear to him, and to everyone viewing this moment.


  “No. I kneel before the man I love, showing you and the entire world that there will never be another man for me. I’m ready to make it official. You and me, against it all. Forever.” I close my eyes as tears gather and my voice wobbles. “Parker James Ellis . . . will you marry me?” I open the black velvet box to show him the simple, thin, handsome platinum wedding band I picked just for him. Its beauty is in its simplicity and lack of frills, just like the man I love.


  Parker swallows and looks up at the sky. “My woman is always outdoing me.”


  “Well . . .” Fear ripples down my chest as I wait with my hand out, my heart balancing at the tippy-top of my fingers for him to take. Begging him to.


  “Come here!” He grips me under my armpits and hauls me up and into his arms. I wrap my legs around his waist, thanking God himself I had the foresight to rock a sexy jumpsuit that allows for the gesture. With one hand wrapped around my ass and the other around the back of my head, he smashes his lips over mine. He delves his tongue deep, instantly taking the kiss to a heated one thousand degrees and then some, before he eventually lets me go and rests his forehead against mine.


  “Skyler, I’ll marry you today. I’ll marry you tomorrow, and every day after until we take our last breath, if that’s what you want. I give everything I am, all that I have, to you.”


  I smile wide. “I love you.”


  He kisses me softly and then makes a funny face. “Always a dramatic event with you, Peaches.” He kisses my nose, dips his head into the crook of my neck and shoulder, and inhales deeply. When he leans his head back, he smirks. “Now gimmie my ring,” he announces, and a burst of laughter and clapping rings throughout the room.


  I slide down Parker’s body and pull out the ring, dropping the box to the ground. I take his hand and slide it on his left ring finger. “There.”


  “Your ownership mark? Right where it’s supposed to be.” He tunnels his hand into the back of my hair, cupping my neck. “Woman, you are crazy. Crazy beautiful. Crazy mine.”


  “Crazy in love with you.” I smile and accept his kiss. Eventually he lets me go, and the audience goes wild as ever, chanting, “SkyPark, SkyPark, SkyPark,” at the tops of their lungs.


  Parker puts his lips to my temple and whispers, “You know now I’m going to get a ration of shit from Ma and Pops because you did the asking.”


  I lift a shoulder and drop it. “I think they’ll be happy with the end result.”


  He grins wide. “I think you’re right.”


  I cuddle into his arms as confetti bursts out from the ceiling and drops in sparkling pieces over all of us. Music blares, and the host starts his spiel about the end of the episode and joining the show next time when they have another set of couples wishing for a mix and match.


  “You happy, honey?” I hook my arms around his neck and stare up into the only eyes that have ever looked at me with love shining from every inch of their depths.


  “More than happy. I’m elated, and to tell you the truth . . . kind of relieved. Proposing to Skyler freakin’ Paige in front of the world would have been a shit show!” he jokes, smiling.


  Laughter bubbles up my throat and out my mouth. “This is true.”


  “Thanks for saving me the trauma, baby.”


  I frown. “Oh, you’re not off the hook.”


  He dips his chin and pouts. “What do you mean?”


  “You still have to ask me back. I did the hard part. And besides . . .” I smile and pat his ass. “I want my own ring to show off!”


  He shakes his head, lifts me up, and spins me in a circle, confetti floating like snow all around us, creating the most magical moment of my life.


  Until later that evening . . .
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  “Jesus. Christ. Fuck. Me. Woman!” Parker pounds me against the headboard. He’s up on his knees, one arm locked around my back and up, cupping my head, the other at my waist. I have my arms spread out wide against the headboard, fingers curled around the wooden edge, legs wrapped around his waist, ankles locked at his lower back as Parker fucks me raw.


  We’ve been going at it nonstop since we tumbled into the hotel room hours ago. The first time was on the floor in the entryway.


  Let’s just put it this way: the badass jumpsuit didn’t survive. It’s a pile of shredded fabric lost somewhere between the tile floor in the entry and the kitchen area.


  “Honey, please . . . no more. No. More!” I moan in ecstasy at the same time I beg, my head shaking back and forth as if I can will myself not to fall apart again.


  Parker won’t hear it.


  He’s relentless.


  Sweat drips off his brow, and his face twists into a snarl as he rocks his hips. The muscles of his shoulders, arms, and chest are straining, veins protruding with his effort to sink so far into me he makes a Skyler imprint on the headboard behind me.


  “Need. More,” he growls, before sinking his face into my neck and sucking the skin there.


  Chills race out my arms, gooseflesh rising as another intense wave of pleasure shreds me from the inside out.


  “Want you to come again. Squeeze the goddamned life right out of my cock. One last time, baby. Come on. You can do it. Give. It. To. Me.” He groans an animalistic sound against my skin that reverberates down my spine and straight to my clit. A pulsing throb starts there and spreads out as he continues to hammer his length deep inside.


  I move my hands from the death grip I have on the headboard to tunnel my fingers into his hair. With all I have, I lift my chest, then rock my hips with every plunge, wanting to take every centimeter of him inside me. Parker hisses with pleasure or pain. I don’t know anymore. The line is so fine between the two that I can’t tell the difference. All I know is they are both brilliant and life altering at the same time.


  Parker uses his chin to nuzzle his way between my breasts, pressing me firmly against the headboard until he’s got my nipple in his mouth. He sucks so hard I cry out, splintering apart with every pull of his lips. My eyes water, and I enter this space of nothing but dead air and silky bliss. I can feel that my skin is soaked in sweat and saliva from his endless kisses, my limbs locked so firmly around his body that I no longer feel the pain of the overused and abused muscles. My mind swims on this plane of bliss until he crushes my clit with his pelvic bone, and I’m gone. My pussy locks down around the base of his cock, and I scream, and scream, and scream . . . letting it all go in that one final moment of eternal ecstasy.


  Parker makes a choking sound and buries his mouth at my neck. Heavy bursts of air rocket against my heated skin as his body jolts and jerks.


  One thrust.


  Two.


  Three . . .


  He bites down, so hard he might actually break the skin, adding another bruise to the wasteland that he’s made of my body. His own form shakes as his release heats me up from the inside for what feels like the millionth time tonight before he grips me fully. My guy loses his strong hold once we fall to the bed and are against the sheets, him shifting immediately to his side, taking me with him, still connected. One of his hands lands on my ass and stays there, keeping me close. His other is under my head and around my back. I’m locked in his embrace, a happy prisoner.


  After our breathing calms down, I can barely open my eyes long enough to see his baby blues rolling up, and he’s out. I follow him a moment later.


  
10
   PARKER


  I wake to the incessant ringing of a cell phone. It stops for a couple of minutes, then starts back up again.


  Hers. Mine. Hers. Mine. An endless, devilish loop of annoyance.


  For a minute I take stock of my body. I’m warm. Crazy warm. My entire body is hot, with a heavy weight pressing my bicep into the mattress to the point it’s now numb. I open my eyes slowly and find I’m face-to-face with the prettiest woman alive. My Skyler, sound asleep, her body half-glued to mine. I wiggle around, and my dick slips wetly out of her.


  Jesus! I groan as copious amounts of our combined lovemaking trickle out of her, sliding down one toned thigh, then trailing onto mine. I glance down and watch the proof of our passion with a twisted fascination. It may be sticky as hell, but I sure as fuck love watching my seed drain out of her. I scan what I can see of her body and wince as bluish fingerprints appear on her thighs and hips where I gripped too hard, got carried away. At the tantalizing curve of her neck and shoulder I can see a series of teeth marks and a whopper of a hickey.


  Shit. When was the last time I got so lost in the moment I gave a woman a hickey?


  Skyler does that to me, and after her asking to tie herself to me for life, I couldn’t keep my hands off her. I literally fucked her until we both passed out. We’ve had some serious sexathons in the past, especially when we first hooked up, but nothing like last night. I lift my hand that now carries an unfamiliar weight and inspect the ring she put on my finger. It’s thin with a simple twist of metal running down the center looking like two lines that have merged. The same way Skyler and I have merged. Two people on our own paths, now tangled up seamlessly with one another.


  I grin wide until the damn phone starts to blare again.


  Skyler mumbles in her sleep and swats at me. “You fuck too much.” She sighs, and her mouth lands in a sultry bow-shaped pout, her lips swollen as fuck from my nonstop kisses.


  I chuckle under my breath at her cuteness and watch the little puffs of air leave her beautiful lips. God, I’m one lucky son of a bitch. And last night, I simply could not get enough.


  She rocked my world when she proposed to me on live television, and I couldn’t get the image of her on her knee, professing her love to me in front of the world, out of my mind. Every time I thought about it or caught a glimpse of my ring I lost it. My dick got hard, and I had to have her.


  She didn’t turn me away. Not once, even though she repeatedly begged me to stop giving her orgasms. A request I straight-up ignored, making her sing as many times as I could. I’m pretty sure we hit a record last night.


  The phone starts to ring again, and this time, my sleepyhead beauty finally hears it. Sky opens one eye, and her golden-brown gaze meets mine. “Honey . . . why is someone blowing up our phones?” She lets her face fall back onto my bicep, where she nuzzles and then kisses me a few times.


  I lock my arm around her, lifting her limp body and dragging her on top of me. Her wet slit makes contact with my once-again hardening cock.


  She moans but also groans. “Honey, you broke my lady parts,” she says, playfully miffed, and yet . . . her hips start to move, picking up a scintillating rhythm. Up and down my cock, spreading the moisture that’s between us.


  I cup her ass cheeks and grind her back and forth, allowing her body to lazily move against me. It feels so good I don’t care that I’m not inside her.


  She continues to shift her weight, rubbing her clit along my cock. “God, honey, you feel like heaven . . . I just can’t stop!” She catches the opening of her cleft at the wide knob of my tip and gasps. I grip her ass more fully and grind hard.


  I help her rock her hips, dragging along my length, but especially making sure the tip grates along her sensitive bud over and over until her body moves faster and her breath picks up a laborious pace. “Park . . .” She sets her lips over mine, not exactly kissing, just letting them touch, sharing our breath as our bodies rock and roll. “Honey, you’re gonna make me come.”


  “Fuck, I hope so, or I’m going to look like a horny goddamned teenager when I come all over you.” I slam my lips over hers and delve my tongue deep. She sucks hard on the bit of flesh as her body arches and she loses her hold.


  Sky cries out, and her body tightens with her release. I grip her hips, keeping her body sliding up and down my cock, the tips of her breasts rubbing along my chest until I follow her over the edge.


  We both breathe against one another, enjoying the sated feeling of being together like this once more, this time during the light of day, until the damn phone starts ringing again. She lifts her head and looks at me with her dazzling, sex-hazed gaze. “That was, um . . . different.”


  “Different good?” I cock an eyebrow and wait for her thoughts.


  “Oh yeah, different good. Made me feel young again,” she teases, as if she’s old. The woman’s only twenty-five, but she is about to get another year older.


  “Well, since your birthday is next week, I’m glad I could be of service.” I smack her ass, and she howls, sliding off.


  “We need a serious shower . . . and, um, probably some new sheets.” She picks up the rumpled mess of our linens and makes a sour face as though what she’s touching is smelly as well as dirty.


  “First, we need to find out who the fuck is on our ass with these calls . . . ,” I growl, getting out of bed and storming over to the pile of discarded clothes.


  She giggles and stretches her sexy-as-fuck body along the mattress, her hands out above her head, her toes pointed toward the headboard. Jeez, we didn’t even sleep the right way. Just conked out where we dropped after that last bout of sex. Though I can’t say that shit wasn’t inspired.


  A shiver races down my spine with the memory of taking her up against the headboard and wall.


  “I thought I was the one who was on your tip . . . ,” she teases.


  I filter through our clothes and pick up the phone. It says “Mom and Dad” on the display. I point at my girl, still holding the phone. “Quiet, before I fuck you again.” Any mention of her and my tip will make “the beast” rise again.


  She grins and makes a motion of zipping her lips.


  Fucking cute.


  I hit the answer button and put the phone to my ear. “Yeah?” I growl into the phone, not wanting to talk to anyone right now, least of all my parents.


  “You’re getting married! It’s all over the news! Oh my God!” Ma screeches into the phone. I hold it away from me and toss the phone to Skyler, who heard the scream and is smiling like a loon.


  “Baby, it’s for you,” I say, before walking my naked, filthy ass to the bathroom for a much-needed piss and a shower.


  I turn around and see Skyler sitting up on her knees holding the phone to her ear, a big smile on her face. “Hi, Cathy, you got me, Sky,” I hear her say. “I know. He said yes. Isn’t it awesome! I can’t wait to be part of your family.”


  My family.


  Me. Skyler. Mom and Dad. Paul and Dennis. And the rest of our wild clan.


  Skyler Ellis. It has a nice ring to it. Now all I have to do is get her a ring and pop the question in reverse. And then it dawns on me. What Skyler did, she made public, which I think she did because she wanted everyone to know I was it for her. It was a beautiful statement not only to me, but to the rest of the world. Except Skyler is the kind of girl who craves belonging, and she wants to belong to me. To a family. Be a crucial part of something real and everlasting.


  I grin wide as the idea comes to me. I’ve got the perfect fucking place and plan for when and how to pop the question right back.


  Opening the shower door, I flip on the hot water while I do my business at the toilet, then step into the steamy shower.


  I’m going to need some reinforcements.
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  “It’s all ready to go, man. Trust me. I got this on lock,” Bo says jovially in my ear as I pace the entryway of our house waiting for Skyler to finish getting ready and make an appearance.


  It’s been a week since we’ve been back from LA, and it’s my woman’s birthday. Everything needs to go smooth or I’ll lose it.


  “Today is the day, man; it has to be perfect. Make sure every single fucking person is there,” I warn.


  “You’ve got Nate and Rach, right?”


  I glance up and look at Nate, who’s standing on the porch, surveying the front of our house, waiting for us to exit and get in the car.


  Rachel is sitting on the bench in the entryway rebraiding a chunk of long platinum hair that’s part of her ponytail.


  “Yeah, they’re here. You got Ma and Pops? The Sterlings? Mick and Wendy. Annie. Kendra. Paul and Dennis. Baylee. Elliott. Geneva. Rick the Prick.”


  “Aw, man, that’s not right. Rick’s a cool cat.” Bo’s tone is chastising, but I don’t give a rat’s ass.


  “Bogey, the guy has seen Skyler naked, had his mouth and hands on her body, and pretends regularly that he’s in love with her,” I grate through clenched teeth.


  “Yeaaaah.” He drags out the word. “Good point. I’m sure you hate that shit.”


  “I’ve learned to live with it.” I let out a strangled breath, pushing any thoughts of my woman and her costar out of my head. No good thoughts come of that. “Still, he’s her friend. What about Sophie? She and Gabriel were cutting it close as I recall . . .”


  “Brother. Re-fucking-lax. You gave me the list. Annie made sure every flight was booked and arrived with plenty of time. Sophie is chatting up and charming the pants off Ms. Sterling and Roy’s sisters. All that we’re missing is you, the birthday girl, and He-Man and She-Ra.”


  I chuckle. “Don’t let Nate hear you say that or you might be in some trouble.”


  Bo lets out a hiss. “He’s not the one I’m afraid of. That chick could make Wonder Woman shake in her red boots, and she’s got a Lasso of Truth that I imagine hurts like hell when Superman takes a lashing.”


  I shake my head and press my fingers into my temples. Leave it to Bo to bring sex and superheroes into regular, everyday conversation.


  “You’re trying my patience. Is the food ready?”


  “Yep. Cook’s got the roast for the pulled pork cooking low and slow, all the fixings, that special potato salad that Sky loves, and everything. We’ve even got champagne chilling for the toasts. Just get your asses here already. Got shit to do,” he clips, before hanging up abruptly.


  I drop the phone to my side and keep up my pacing.


  “Park, you’re making me dizzy, and you’re wearing a circle in the rug,” Rachel says. “It’s all going to go perfectly. Stop worrying.”


  “It’s an important moment. I want it to be just right. For her.”


  Rachel smiles a wide grin, her ice-blue eyes sparkling. She stands up and puts her hand to my forearm and gives it a squeeze. “It’s not like you don’t already know the answer. Remember that. You’re wearing her ring already. Take it easy, or you’re going to ruin the surprise.”


  I nod and place my hand in my pocket, making sure that the ring is still there. Yep.


  I hear a noise from the other room, and then my girl is here, pretty as a picture.


  Skyler spins in a circle, showing off her tanned, long legs. The outfit she’s wearing is a black chiffon bohemian minidress that’s tied at the waist, but the front is a wide V straight down past her boobs. If she weren’t wearing an electric-blue lace bralette-type job, her tits would be falling out of the thing. The blue of the lacy bra matches the teal and aqua flowers running down the front of the dress. The fabric hits midthigh and is flowy and flirty. On her feet are a pair of coral wedges that zip up the front.


  “You’re enchanting. What’s this look? Rocker chick?” I tease, and flirt with the edges of her short dress even though my heart is pumping a wild beat in my chest and I’d like nothing more than to ravage her where she stands.


  She wiggles her body away from me. “I call it boho chic. Do you like it?” She looks up, and her gaze meets mine. Those beautiful brown eyes swirl and sparkle with pure joy. Her golden hair is in beachy waves, parted down the center, except she has something bright clipped in the mess of waves.


  I lift my hand and reach for the colorful item and find it’s a series of multicolored feathers. My Sky, always a bird in flight, but she always comes back home, back to me.


  “You are gorgeous. Now let me take my best girl out for dinner on her birthday.”


  She skip hops to the door. Rachel holds out a tan purse that has a leather fringe dangling off the base.


  “Thanks, Rach. I always forget my purse.”


  Rachel grins. “Job security, babe. You’d forget your head if I weren’t there to remind you to take it with you when you left somewhere.”


  Skyler winks. “Too true.”


  I open the door for the ladies and let them through before setting the alarm and locking the door. Nate is already at the SUV holding the back door open for Sky and me.


  After we get in, we’re off.
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  It doesn’t take long for us to make it to Lucky’s on a late Sunday afternoon. When we roll up, Sky turns to look out the window, her nose scrunched up.


  “You’re taking me to Lucky’s?” A hint of sarcasm in her tone. “We go there all the time.” She pouts. “I figured we’d go somewhere new, maybe a place we haven’t been a bazillion times?”


  I run my fingers through her hair and cup her nape. “Just a happy-birthday drink with the folks. Now that Pops is in better spirits, they wanted to wish you a happy birthday too.”


  She grins wide. “Well, why didn’t you say so? Come on, let’s not keep them waiting.” She opens the door, and Rachel is right there, ready for anything.


  Nate walks around the back of the SUV before I can maneuver out. Even though the paps aren’t staking out the place every second, I’m a little surprised to not see any creeping out of the bushes since they must know it’s her birthday.


  Not wanting to push our good fortune, I rush forward to the front door and pull it open for Skyler. The second she walks in everyone in our private party screams, “Surprise!”


  Skyler stops in her tracks and puts her hands up to her face, covering her mouth. She spins on her high shoes and loses her balance but I’m right there to catch her.


  “You did this? A surprise party? For me?”


  I tip my head down and look at her teary eyes. Not at all what I expected for a happy occasion. “Baby, what’s the matter?”


  She sucks her bottom lip between her teeth as another couple of tears slip down her pretty cheeks. I hook her around the neck and bring her face into my chest. She cries there silently, and I let her as our friends look on, concerned.


  “Sky, what’s wrong?”


  She presses her nose into my chest harder and moves her head back and forth before eventually pulling it out. I keep her tucked close but far enough away I can look into her eyes.


  “I haven’t had a birthday party since I was five and my parents were alive. We never had the time when I was working, and I didn’t have any real friends, and then they were . . . you know . . . gone.”


  “Are you uncomfortable?” I whisper. “I’ll turn us both around and tell them I’m not feeling well, and we’ll get the hell out and have a private date, just you and me.”


  She shakes her head and pats my chest. “No, I’m okay. Happy. Really happy. Just taken aback by all the love.”


  I grin wide and loop my hand around her waist, turning her toward everyone. “My girl just got a little choked up at how amazing you all are for coming. Now who in this place can hook us up with a drink? Get that music going; it’s time to celebrate!”


  Our friends and family clap and cheer while Baylee hits the remote for the jukebox to start playing. The first song up is Maroon 5’s “Girls Like You.”


  I grab Skyler’s hand and push her out, twist her around and back against my chest, before dipping her in front of everyone and giving her a sloppy kiss.


  She kisses me through her laughter but enjoys it nonetheless. I swing her back up, and she’s grinning wildly.


  “Love you, honey.”


  I nuzzle her nose and kiss it. “Love you more, Peaches.” I run my hand down to her ass and give it a playful smack. “Go say hi to our friends and family.”


  She hops out of my arms and claps, then screeches when she sees Wendy and Mick across the room. “Oh my God, I can’t believe you’re here! You’re supposed to be on your honeymoon!”


  Wendy opens her arms and runs toward Sky. “Can’t miss my best friend’s surprise birthday party. Parker got ahold of Mick, and he fired up the jet. Said we needed to make a pit stop in our travels for a couple of days, and here we are!”


  “I’m so happy you’re here.” Skyler looks around at everyone, awe filling her expression. “I’m so happy you all are here. This is the best birthday ever!”


  Knew with my girl simple was better. I just hope the next surprise is just as exciting, but I’ll hold out for a bit to let her get loose, have some fun, eat, and hang out with our friends.


  While Skyler greets everyone, I see a pair of chocolate-brown eyes I adore waiting for me across the bar. I make my way over to Sophie and Gabriel. I hold my arms out, and she comes into them easily. Her sugar-and-spice scent fills my nose, and I breathe it in.


  “SoSo,” I say softly. “Glad you’re here. I missed you.”


  She hugs me tight, eases back, and double kisses my cheeks. “You are quite dashing this evening, mon cher. Love looks good on you.” She smiles sweetly and cups my cheek.


  I smile and take in her long, dark hair, familiar face, and rosy cheeks. “As it does on you, my sweet.”


  Sophie hums and turns toward her fiancé, who’s standing a few feet behind us, watchful yet respectful, as I have come to expect from him.


  “Must have something to do with your fella.” I keep one hand locked around my friend as I hold out my other hand to Gabriel. “Gabe, always a pleasure.”


  He takes my hand and shakes it. “Any occasion we can spend with Sophie’s extended family is a good one.”


  Extended family.


  I look around the room and realize, yes, we are an extended, big family, one that has come together over time and circumstance, but our bonds are solid, unbreakable. We’ve chosen to be together, and I believe we’re better as a group than any one person apart.


  “Congratulations on securing our girl here.” I jiggle Sophie in my arms a little for emphasis.


  Sophie pats my chest playfully.


  “The same for you, I hear. It’s all over France.” Gabriel lifts his chin, clearly proud that he’s following American celebrity gossip. After our dinner together in Paris, Sophie introduced Gabe to American blockbuster movies. He felt a little embarrassed he hadn’t heard of Skyler, so they now subscribe to several American celebrity rags and read through the bits about Skyler and me. And Sophie is constantly calling to verify whether or not something is true. It seems she hasn’t exactly picked up on the fact that most of what she reads is bullshit. Since I like hearing from her, I play along.


  Eventually I take my leave of Sophie and Gabe while they chat it up with Bo. I catch Baylee at her usual station.


  “Hey, Baylee, shouldn’t you be enjoying the party, not behind the bar working? You do that most days, right?”


  Baylee licks her lips and nods. She’s a very beautiful woman with wide sky-blue eyes and incredible waves of honey-brown-colored hair that are hanging down to her lower back. I usually don’t see her hair down, and it’s a damn shame. It’s gorgeous.


  I glance down her body and note she’s back to wearing the simple jeans and shapeless male Lucky’s T-shirt. “You know, we can swing for some Lucky’s shirts in a female cut if you’d like.”


  She glances behind me, her gaze going to where Bo and Sophie are before she looks away again. “Let me, uh, get you a drink. Gin and tonic?”


  “That would be great. Thanks.”


  She nods and goes to get the gin, but the bottle is superhigh, which has her reaching her long body up to get the bottle. I’m about to look away when I notice something weird about her jeans. At the front they’re unclasped but still held together with a rubber band looped through the hole and around the button as if it’s to give her an extra inch or two at the waist.


  Weird.


  Baylee gets the drink made and passes it to me alongside a glass of champagne for the birthday girl.


  “What about you?” I gesture to the glasses.


  “I can’t drink. Um . . . I mean, I’m not drinking tonight.”


  “Okay, well, thank you.”


  Before I leave, Baylee reaches for my arm and stops me. “Um, quick question. Is Bo in a relationship with Geneva or, um, that other brunette?”


  Fuck. And this is why you don’t sleep with your coworkers.


  I shake my head. “Bo doesn’t do relationships. He has fun with, uh, friends. Geneva is a friend, and Sophie is marrying Gabriel, the man who’s standing off to the side.”


  Baylee plucks at her shirt, pulling it down over her waist. “Ah, okay. Thanks. Um, have fun tonight, Parker.”


  Everything about the encounter is disconcerting and something I need to talk to Sky or Bo about. Maybe both. I don’t want to get involved in Baylee’s personal life, but why would she wear jeans that don’t fit and make a point to try and hide it? And second, she’s asking after Bo like a girl who’s interested in more than the one-night stand they had. This does not bode well for any of our futures if she gets hung up on Bo. He is not the relationship type. Far from it.


  I walk over to my girl and hand her the glass of champagne.


  “Ohhh yummy! Thank you, honey.” She takes the glass and clinks it with mine. We both look in one another’s eyes as we take a sip.


  “Happy birthday, baby.”


  “Best. Birthday. Ever,” she responds excitedly.


  I shake my head and kiss her cheek. “You’re too easy to please. My father’s bar, our family, friends, and you act like I just hung the moon.”


  My girl wraps her arms around my neck, her glass in one of her hands as she kisses me. “Maybe to me, Parker, you did hang the moon. I can’t think of anything better than this moment.”


  “Oh yeah?”


  She smiles. “Yeah.”


  I shrug and purse my lips together. “I think I can top it.”


  Skyler giggles. “I doubt it. My man, friends, family, booze. And I can smell the roasting pork. What more could a girl like me want on her birthday?”


  “You’ll see . . .” I smirk and turn sideways. “Everyone, may I have your attention? Baylee, the music, please.”


  The music cuts out, and everyone turns toward where I’m holding Skyler. “First of all, I want to thank you all for coming. Second, I couldn’t think of a better way to show the woman of my dreams how much I love and adore her.”


  I set my drink down on the table in front of me, grab both of Skyler’s hands, and drop down to one knee.
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   SKYLER


  “Oh my goodness! You’re going to . . .” I look at all of the people watching Parker down on one knee in front of me. “Yep, you’re doing it now.” I stomp my foot. “I thought I’d be prepared!” The tears prick my eyes for the second time tonight.


  “Relax, baby, and go with it.” He grins.


  “I love you so much!” I blurt, and our friends laugh.


  “Sky, baby, you gotta let your man do this right. Be quiet and listen to me!” Parker aims that heart-melting smile my way, and I swoon all over again.


  My hands feel heavy in his, but my body is light as air. If he weren’t holding me to earth, I’d float away on a cloud of bliss.


  “Skyler, you shocked the hell out of me when you asked me to marry you on national television. As you know, I was worried you weren’t ready, that you might want to get married in order to replace the hurts you suffered recently. I know now that was stupid.”


  “Yeah it was!” Bo shouts alongside a couple of catcalls.


  “Anyway, I realized with my time away from you that, for one, I hate being away from you. I want to spend every day of my life waking up to you. Every night falling asleep with you by my side. And I want to do those things not as your man but as your husband. The man who’s meant to protect and love you for as long as we both are breathing.”


  “Honey . . .” I want to share in the gift of his words. “I want those things too.”


  “Good, because you’re gonna be mine. I’m not asking you to marry me; I’m telling you, baby, you have no choice. You’re it for me, and I’m it for you. Fate, destiny, whatever you want to call it, decided the minute you opened the door in your underwear.” He grins wide. “Kidding.”


  Embarrassment floods my cheeks with heat as everyone chuckles. “It was a misunderstanding!” I say to everyone else, but feel my fingers being squeezed so that my attention goes back to my guy, on his knees at my feet.


  “Skyler Paige Lumpkin, you’ve always been my dream girl. You will always be my dream girl. I will do my best to give you an incredible life. In front of all the people we love the most, I’d be humbled and honored if you’d agree to be my wife. Will you marry me?”


  He pulls out an aqua box with a white ribbon on the top. I’d recognize that Tiffany brand anywhere.


  My throat clogs up as he opens the top, and inside is the thinnest band of diamonds meeting in the center where an emerald-cut diamond sits delicately. The stone seems huge to me, with no real experience to compare it to, and it sparkles like a full moon on a dark night.


  I gasp and reach out my finger to touch the stone but pull back at the last second, almost afraid to get burned it’s shining so bright.


  “Yes. As long as you always remember that I asked you first!”


  Parker laughs while pulling out the ring and placing it on my left hand. He leans forward and kisses the stone. “No going back. It’s you and me against the world. From here on out.”


  I smile so wide my cheeks hurt. “It’s the only way I would have it.”


  “Kiss the girl already, you fool!” Randy Ellis hollers out.


  Parker stands and glares over his shoulder. “I’m getting there!”


  Then my man wraps his arms around me and kisses me so fully I forget where we are, and I lift my leg, wrapping it around his thigh in order to get my lower half closer to every dreamy part of him.


  “That’s enough!” Cathy calls out. “Hoo-boy. If they keep going at this rate, I’m going to be getting grandbabies before the wedding takes place. Praise the good Lord above!”


  Parker snort-laughs against my mouth and pulls back enough to speak against my lips. “She’s already talking about grandkids.”


  I shrug. “You know I’m game.”


  He kisses me hard once more. “I’m thinking when the A-Lister movies finish up, it’s something we can talk about.” Parker dips his lips to my neck and inhales deeply. “I want you all to myself for a little while if that’s okay.”


  He’s not saying no. He’s saying a couple of years from now. “That I can handle. Though I plan to talk about it . . . a lot, mister!” I poke his chest playfully.


  “Speaking of having babies, when you due, pumpkin?” Momma Sterling gestures across the room.


  I turn around and realize she’s got her eyes locked on Baylee, who’s behind the bar, wide eyed, fingers kneading a bar towel as though it’s a pound of dough.


  “Um . . .”


  “Oh please, no hidin’ from me.” Momma Sterling keeps going. “You’ve looked green since we got here. You keep running off to the bathroom, and every time someone mentions the pork, you make a gagging sound. Mm-hmm. That will pass, pumpkin. I know morning sickness. It don’t last forever, child.”


  Baylee’s mouth drops open, and she grabs for the bar, maybe to hold herself up.


  Momma Sterling is relentless as she lifts her hand and points a perfectly painted red acrylic nail in Baylee’s direction and swirls her finger in a circle. “And that little trick you’re using on your pants, to widen them at the waist because your stomach’s gettin’ too big but you’re not quite ready for maternity clothes. Sho’ been there. Done that. What, you about ten to twelve weeks?”


  Bo’s chair scratches across the wood floor, sounding unusually loud. He stomps up to the bar and stares Baylee down. “Is this true? Are you pregnant?”


  A tear slips down Baylee’s cheek, and it is not one of happiness.


  Ho-lee shit!


  “Is it mine? We fucked on Christmas Eve.” He waves his hand. “Someone tell me how long ago that was.”


  “Twelve weeks! I know because I got pregnant on New Year’s Eve. So I’m eleven weeks. Yay, we can be prego sisters!” Wendy claps.


  Bo lifts up a hand behind him to shut Wendy up without even looking at her.


  “I asked you a question. Are you pregnant?”


  Cathy gasps and holds her hands over her mouth.


  Baylee’s eyes grow wide as she glances around the room, looking at everyone but Bo. He slams his hand down against the bar, and she jumps back, covering her stomach and her face at the same time.


  Shit. She’s scared.


  I move out of Parker’s arms, but he tries to hold me back. “Sky, no. This is none of our business.”


  I shove his arms down. “She’s scared out of her mind!” I strut on my wedges over to the side of the bar, lift the latch, and go to Baylee. I loop my arm around her waist. “Sweetheart, we’re all family here. You don’t have anything to fear.”


  “Are. You. Pregnant. With. My. Fucking. Child!” Bo grates, his tone rising with every word. “I don’t give a shit if you’re scared. I have a goddamned right to know!”


  Momma Sterling stands up. “Bogart, you better stop right there, or I’m gonna knock some sense into you, boy. You’re frightening the poor thing. Calm down and let her speak, son.”


  Baylee’s body shakes uncontrollably in my arms, but she nods her head up and down. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to. D-don’t h-hurt me,” she stutters, and the tears flow down her cheeks in buckets.


  Hurt her?


  “Oh Lord, dear child.” Momma Sterling’s voice dips in understanding as she shakes her head.


  Bo backs up one step at a time until he runs right into Parker, who puts a hand to his neck. Next to him Royce curls a hand around his shoulder.


  “Brother, it will be okay. We’ll hash this out. All is well,” Royce reassures him, his tone steady and calming.


  Bo’s mouth twists into a snarl. “All is not well. I’m going to be a father. A goddamned piece-of-shit father I never wanted to be.” He lifts a hand up toward Baylee. “This shouldn’t have happened. It never should have happened.”


  “I’m, I’m so sorry!” Baylee sobs as she pulls out of my arms, then rushes through the opening at the end of the bar and out the front door.


  Kendra gets up and takes off after her.


  Bo drops his head to stare at his boots. His shoulders slump, and his hands hang in fists at his sides. He looks destroyed.


  “Come on, man, let’s get you a shot . . . or four.” Parker leads Bo over to the bar, and I spin around and pick a bottle of Patrón, grabbing a glass and setting him up with a double. Before I can even cap the bottle he’s already slammed it back.


  “Another,” he rumbles. I fill that up, and he repeats it. “Again.”


  “I don’t think—” I start to warn him off. He’s already had two doubles.


  “Don’t think. Just pour.” I glance up to Parker, who nods his assent, so I fill that glass again. This time Bo sips it.


  “We’ll figure this out,” Parker assures Bo, speaking low enough so only the four of us can hear.


  Bo shakes his head. “Nuthin’ to figure out, man. I knew it was coming. One day the curse would hit. It’s my legacy. Happened to my father, his father, and his father before him. No matter how many times I wrapped it, there was always a chance I’d end up right here.” He taps the top of the bar with his index finger. “Should have gotten a vasectomy. Tried once, but the doctor said I was too young. Wanted me to wait until I was thirty. Well, fuck you very much! I’m turning thirty this year, and wha’ d’ya know, I’m going to be a father.”


  “It will be okay, brother,” Royce rumbles in that deep baritone all women love.


  “Naw, man, it won’t. It will never be okay again.” Bo scoots off the stool and heads for the door. Mick stops him with a hand to his chest when Bo reaches the door of the bar, preventing any exit.


  “You’re not driving. We’ll take you wherever you need to go.” Mick’s voice is a command, not a request.


  “Not driving. Just gonna take a walk. A long fuckin’ walk.” He pats Mick’s chest and pushes past him and out the door.


  As he leaves, Kendra comes in and shakes her head. I guess she couldn’t catch up to Baylee.


  Cathy Ellis bustles around our friends and then claps her hands. “Okay, now I know that was a bit uncomfortable, mostly for Bo and Baylee, but let’s move on. This is a party, for crying out loud, and we’re celebrating Skyler’s birthday, and my baby is getting married! I think it’s time for some pulled pork!” She raises her hands in the air like a cheerleader.


  I love that woman, and more so, my mother would love her. And she’d love Parker, but she’d love Parker for me above all.


  Parker sits at the stool, and Royce takes the seat next to him. Since I’m standing behind the bar, I grab another three shot glasses and pour us all a shot of tequila.


  “Thanks,” Parker says.


  “Baby girl.” Royce dips his chin.


  The three of us shoot the fiery liquid back.


  “So what do you think?” Royce asks Parker.


  “I think we’re going to have another interesting year,” Parker responds flatly, not sounding very excited that more drama is on the horizon.


  Royce smiles wide and glances over his shoulder at Kendra, whose hazel eyes are lasered on the three of us. “Brother, I heard that.”


  “At least we have each other’s backs.” Parker pats Royce’s. “Looks like we’re going to need it.”


  I wait until there’s silence between the two guys and pour us all another drink.


  “So . . . I’m guessing it’s too soon to be excited that two of our extended family are having babies?” I clap just my fingers together.


  Parker chuckles and Royce groans.


  “You hooked your star to a handful.” Royce laughs for Parker’s benefit and winks at me.


  Parker’s gaze lifts to mine, his blue eyes dark and intense as love seeps out of them and straight at me.


  “I definitely hooked myself to a star. To my dream girl. My future wife.” Parker nods his head to me and spins on his stool. Royce follows his lead. I come around the bar and curl into Parker’s side. He squeezes my hip, and we take in the room.


  Our friends and family are laughing and carrying on. Cathy and Wendy are dishing out plates piled high with food. Momma Sterling is cackling away with her daughters and Paul and Denny. Rachel and Nate are canoodling in the corner when they think no one is looking. Gabriel kisses Sophie sweetly while always keeping her close. Mick watches his woman like a hawk, seemingly unhappy about her carrying plates, which I can only imagine he thinks she shouldn’t do in her condition. My buddy Rick and his girlfriend are shooting the breeze with Geneva and Elliott.


  There’s one woman who doesn’t look as happy as everyone else—Kendra. She’s sitting next to Annie, but her gaze shifts to Royce every couple of minutes. Parker told me that Royce confessed he’d been sleeping with her on and off but that their relationship seemed more explosive and combative than anything else. According to Parker, I am definitely not supposed to ask Kendra or Royce about it, nor am I allowed to get involved. I figure I’ll wait this out until Wendy gets back from her honeymoon, and we’ll put our heads together and come up with our approach, regardless of what Parker said. We’re family, and when one or two of us is hurting, it’s our job to pitch in, help lighten the load.


  First up, however, has to be Bo and Baylee. Neither of them seems pleased that she’s having his baby. Besides, what do we really know about Baylee? Her name. That she’s a sweet, beautiful woman who hides behind boxy shirts and ill-fitting jeans. She’s hardworking, has been instrumental in keeping Lucky’s afloat alongside Bo, but what else? I don’t even know where she lives. Never met any of her family. She doesn’t have any friends come in the bar to visit, which, when I think about it, seems really strange.


  I tap my finger against the shot of tequila I’m sipping. More than ever before I feel the need to wade into another person’s life. Another few persons. I smile and catch Wendy’s gaze as she comes up with two plates of food.


  “Here, take these before Mick kills me. He thinks they’re too heavy for a pregnant woman.” She rolls her eyes. “I told him he could suck it.”


  Parker chuckles. “How’d that work for you?”


  She grins coquettishly. “Very well. I’ll be blowing him in the limo on the way home as punishment.” She smacks her lips and dips a shoulder before sauntering away in impossibly tall, knee-high leather stilettos paired with a cotton T-shirt dress that stylishly accentuates her thin body.


  I snicker and kiss my guy on the temple.


  Parker nudges my side and lifts his chin. “You happy?”


  “Happiness is a choice. And I choose all of this. Everyone here.” I run my hand down his face and cup his cheek. “Most of all, I choose you, because you’re what makes me happiest.”


  “We’re going to have a beautiful life together, Peaches.” He says it low and deep, a promise I’ll cherish forever.


  I lift my arm, showing him my leather bracelet. He does the same so that our wrists are next to one another, our bracelets touching, engagement rings gleaming.


  “We trusted our hearts and lived our truths,” I whisper against his lips.


  “Yes, we did, and it brought us to this very moment.” He cups my cheek and locks his gaze with mine. “You’re my truth. You’re my heart.”


  “And you’re mine.”


  
EPILOGUE
  Three years in the future . . .


  I’ve never seen a more beautiful sight in my life, and I’ve been enormously blessed in my thirty-three years on this planet. Not even the moment my dream girl walked down the aisle toward me in her white dress tops this one.


  Skyler looks up as I stand in the hospital doorway holding a desperately needed cup of coffee. A tired but glamorous smile slips across my wife’s lips before she looks back down. I shut the door softly and walk over to sit at the end of her bed, not wanting to disturb her. She’s cradling our world to her chest, softly stroking his rosy-pink cheek as he suckles from his mother’s breast.


  A tear slips down Skyler’s cheek, and her voice is but a whisper when she says, “I never thought I could love another human being as much as I love you, Parker. Until now. How is it possible that I’ve known him an hour and have so much love for him bursting inside of me I don’t know how to contain it?” She glances at me, tears running down her face unchecked.


  I set the coffee cup down on the nightstand and shift my body so I can wrap her and our son in my arms as he feeds. She sighs against me when I press my lips to her temple.


  “I think that’s the way the big guy intended it. When you’re given such a precious gift, you cherish it. He’s a product of you and me, the best thing we’ll ever do until we give him a brother or sister down the road.” My voice cracks as I reach my hand out and cradle my son’s head to my wife’s breast. After a minute or two, his puckered lips falter while his breathing relaxes.


  “No, my love bug, the nurse says you need to stay awake to eat,” Skyler admonishes lightly, so I tickle his cheek, and he picks up the suckling once more.


  He’s amazing. Just like his mother.


  Together we watch our son feed for the first time until keeping him awake is impossible. Skyler slips him off her breast and hands him to me so that she can adjust and get up to use the bathroom.


  I take my boy for a little walk around the small hospital room and pat his back until a small burp leaves his mouth, but he doesn’t wake.


  While she does her business, I share a moment with my son, taking in his dark hair and long lashes. I dip my face to his neck and chest area and inhale deeply. I close my eyes as his baby scent imprints on my soul for eternity. I’ll never, ever forget the scent of my son. Sweet, a little powdery, with a hint of his mother’s peaches and cream wafting at the edges like a protective coating.


  My son.


  Montgomery Sterling Ellis.


  Named after the two extraordinary men we’ve chosen to share our lives with as family.


  “You are loved, son. More than I can ever say, but I will spend my entire life showing you just how much.”
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  Five years in the future . . .


  “Monty, your mother and I have someone we want you to meet!” I hold on to the small bundle in my arms and watch as my ma stands from where she was playing blocks with our son. My father is holding down the fort at the couch, looking on at his wife and grandson playing. He too gets to his feet when we enter.


  “Momma! Da-Da!” Monty dashes his little toddler legs over to where Skyler crouches.


  “Mommy missed you, love bug. So, so, much . . .” Skyler kisses our son’s face anywhere she can reach. He tries to cling to her so that she’ll pick him up, but after having just had a baby, it’s impossible for her to lift his weight right now. “Let’s go over to the couch. We want to introduce you to someone, sweetheart,” Sky instructs.


  My mother helps Skyler up and ushers her over to the couch. My father leans on his cane, resting some of his weight on it but otherwise standing strong. “You look happy, son,” he says with pride in his tone.


  I grin wide. “Every time I think it can’t get any better, life hands us another blessing.”


  “Absolutely. Felt the same when your mom and I brought you and Paul home. Though I gotta say, there’s nothing like seeing my son bring home his own children, my grandchildren. Proud of you. So damn proud.” My father wipes at his eyes quickly, dashing away the flood of emotion as fast as he shared it.


  “Da-Da!” Monty squeals, sitting next to his mother.


  “Okay, little man, you ready to meet your baby sister?” I bring my precious load over to Skyler and hand off my sweet girl.


  Skyler takes our daughter and lifts her own chin. I dip down and kiss her softly. Monty leans over and kisses us both messily on our cheeks and pats our faces. He never misses an opportunity to share in the love.


  I cup the back of my son’s neck. “Now be careful, Monty. She’s delicate. Remember how Mommy taught you with your baby?”


  Monty’s eyes widen, and he scrambles off the couch and rushes over to his toy area, where there’s a baby doll in a basket. He grabs the doll’s hand and brings it over. “Baby!” He shows me the doll and then hugs it to his chest.


  Maybe the doll wasn’t a great idea. He’s not supergentle with it now, and I don’t want him thinking he can pick up his newborn sister that way.


  “Cuddle baby,” Skyler urges.


  Montgomery gets up on the couch next to his mother and cuddles the doll in his arms as softly as a two-year-old can manage.


  “Good, love bug. Now look . . .” She maneuvers our daughter so he can see her face.


  His little lips open wide, and he claps his hands together. “Sissy!”


  Skyler beams. “Yes, it’s your sissy, my love. Your baby sister, Jillian Catherine.”


  Behind us my ma makes a choking, sobbing sound. It’s the first time she heard the middle name. We wanted it to be a surprise for when she could meet her granddaughter. We had my folks stay home with Monty since he’s so small, and we thought introducing him at home where he’s comfortable would be better than amid the busy nature and strange antiseptic smells of a hospital.


  My mom is just barely holding back from barging in with grabby hands for her newest grandchild, but so far, my father’s arm is around her waist, and they’re enjoying watching the show.


  I glance up at them and smile at my mother. “We named her after your grandmas, little man. Jillian, after your grandma Jill in heaven, and your grandma Cathy.”


  Monty looks at his grandmother and points. “Memaw Cay!”


  “That’s right, little man. Memaw Cay.”


  “Sissy!” he squeals, and leans down and kisses his sister on the top of her head. “Wuv sissy.” He kisses her again.


  I clear the emotion in my throat and wipe at the tears building in my eyes. “Yeah, bud, we love your sissy. And we love you.”


  Monty reaches out his arms toward me, and I pull him off the couch and rest his precious weight against my chest. He squeezes my cheeks. “Wuv Da-Da.”


  “I love you, son. So much.”


  He kisses me sloppily on the mouth and then kicks his feet to get down.


  I look over at Skyler, and the joy on her face is unmistakable.


  “You’ve done well, Peaches. One of each. We’ve finally got it all.” I inhale full and deep, feeling completely relaxed now that my entire family is home.


  She grins and looks up at me. “Oh no, we’re not stopping at two.”


  The floor falls away from beneath my feet, and I have to catch the arm of the chair to sit my ass down. “Uh, I thought . . .”


  She shakes her head. “No way. I want more.” She purses her lips. “I’m thinking two more.”


  My mother raises her arms in the air and looks at the ceiling. “Praise the Lord!”


  “Peaches . . . ,” I attempt, but she leans her face down toward our daughter and kisses her cheeks.


  Her chocolate gaze lifts away from our girl and meets mine, stealing my heart all over again with just a glance. “We’ll talk about this again in six weeks.” She winks.


  “Fuck me,” I groan.


  She’s going to use sex to get what she wants. The beast stirs in my pants just thinking about how it’s going to be a stellar reunion. In the meantime, I’ll become familiar with Lefty over the coming weeks.


  “Tuck me, tuck me, tuck me.” Monty stomps around, cursing in baby speak.


  Skyler’s head shoots up. “Honey . . . ,” she says in warning, her brown eyes now blazing with frustration.


  I move over to my little man and scoop him up. “How’s about we go play with Midnight and Sunny? Wanna go throw the ball?”


  “Ball, ball, ball, ball!” He pounds on my back as I hold him on my hip.


  I point at Skyler. “We planned on two,” I remind her with a stern tone, not that my woman ever listens to my serious voice.


  She shrugs and lifts our daughter, pressing her nose to her little forehead. “Jilly Bean and Monty need another playmate or two.” She kisses our girl again, and my heart implodes.


  “You’re lucky I love you, woman,” I say while Monty tries to grab my face.


  Skyler smiles wide. “I know. I’m the luckiest woman in the world.”
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  Ten years in the future . . .


  The sun is high and warm as I watch the horde of children play in our large pool, their uncles and grandparents making sure everyone is safe. Monty is long and lean at seven years old, diving into the pool like a mini-Olympian in the making. His dark hair is curly on top like mine was as a kid. My sweet baby girl, Jillian, is on her uncle Paul’s shoulders hitting the ball back and forth with her cousin, Paul and Denny’s daughter, Paula, who’s just a year older. The two are inseparable when together.


  After we had Monty, Denny got the baby bug, and bad. He would not leave Paul alone about having a child. And as the Ellis men are prone to do, Paul set about giving his man what his heart desired.


  Paul found a woman who was widowed and needed the money in order to take care of the three young children she already had. Denny wanted a child with his husband’s characteristics, so they determined that Paul would be the biological father. She got pregnant through in vitro and gave them a little girl they named Paula. The situation worked so well with the birth mother that she agreed to have another child for them two years later, using Dennis as the biological father this time, giving them their son, Luca. Since the children are related by blood to Paul and Dennis, as well as to their birth mother’s three children, they have added Sheila and her three kids into their lives. They share birthdays and holidays together, and Paul takes care of the handyman duties in her home while Dennis is her best friend, but as a job, she runs a day care center and watches Paula and Luca. The three adults make it work smashingly, and in the Ellis clan, the more, the merrier.


  Off to the side, Rachel and Skyler sit on a sun lounger playing a game with our three-year-old twins. We named Randi Lynn after my father, Randall, and Wendy’s middle name, Lynn, then our son Pritchard Steven after Mick, and Skyler’s father.


  Man, the twins were a whopper of a surprise. When the doctor told us we were having fraternal twins, I laid down the law with my wife. No more. Four children were more than enough. Twins with a four-year-old and a two-year-old in tow had me seeing stars, as in I got dizzy in the doctor’s office and almost passed out. Skyler has taken it all like a champ. She exudes motherhood from every ounce of her being. Me, I got a vasectomy after the twins turned one to ensure my wife’s charms couldn’t win me over again. Don’t get me wrong, my kids are my life, but four are more than enough for anyone.


  Once Monty was born, Skyler quit the big-screen jobs and focused her attention on building an activity center in Boston for the less fortunate. She’s since hired a program director and some staff to run the place so she can focus on her four children. She says she might go back to acting one day, but for now, her life is with her family.


  I still run the day-to-day operations at International Guy, but we have a new team of men and women running the jobs while Royce handles the finances and Bo trains the travel teams.


  Off to the side I see Nate manning the grill, cooking up burgers and dogs, his sons by his side. They are exact duplicates of Rachel and Nate. Nine-year-old Theodore, who we all call “Thor,” is a towheaded mini–macho man with a kind voice and his mother’s easy smile. Their seven-year-old rascal, Jack, who they call “Joker,” is just like his namesake from the Batman movies. He’s wild, charismatic, and a true charmer.


  Standing at the deck of our veranda, watching my family, makes me wonder where the guys are. Royce and Bo and their families should be here soon. As I think that, off in the distance I can see Wendy and Mick making it over the hill down the path we built between our two properties. They’re carrying their swim gear and holding the hands of their two children.


  I head inside to grab a few extra towels, a fresh bottle of IPA, and a chick beer for my wife. She’s been into the Angry Orchard apple ciders lately. On my way to the linen closet I pass through our master bedroom and glance at the red lipstick streaked across Skyler’s vanity mirror. It’s a message we wrote together the night I asked her to marry me, ten years ago. She refuses to wash it off even ten years later. Thinks it will bring bad luck if she does.


  Today and every day, I wake up and see that message we wrote to one another, and it still fills me to the brim with peace and serenity. The words mean as much today as they did the day we wrote them, and they remind me to never take my beautiful life for granted.


  To my Dream Girl . . .


  To my Dream Maker . . .


  HAPPINESS IS A CHOICE . . .


  Love,


  US

  

  The real end.


  
  


  Though this is the end of this particular International Guy’s adventure, stay tuned for more sometime in the future. Bo, Royce, and Wendy have their own stories that need to be told, and I don’t imagine their voices will let my muse rest for long.


  Until next time in the International Guy universe, I hope Parker and Skyler’s love story ended the way you needed it to. Thank you for following along as they found their happily ever after.


  

  In love and friendship,


  Audrey
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  I couldn’t ever leave out the fantastic photographer who captured my guy exactly as we’d hoped. Wander Aguiar, you have a keen eye and a stunning talent. Between you, Forest, and Andrey Bahia, you helped bring my story to life. Thank you.


  Jena Brignola, you are a rock-star graphic designer. The teasers, banners, and IG swag you’ve created for this series are absolutely stunning. I love how you’ve helped make the IG team a household name!


  I must, must, must thank my readers group, Audrey Carlan’s Wicked Hot Readers. You guys lift me up when I’m down, cheer me on when I’m afraid no one cares, and keep me laughing every day. If you’re a reader and want to join my Hotties, just look up the group name on Facebook. Together, we Hotties are living life . . . one book at a time.
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  Audrey Carlan is a #1 New York Times bestselling author, and her titles have appeared on the bestseller lists of USA Today and the Wall Street Journal. Audrey writes wicked-hot love stories that have been translated into more than thirty different languages across the globe. She is best known for the worldwide-bestselling series Calendar Girl and Trinity.


  She lives in the California Valley, where she enjoys her two children and the love of her life. When she’s not writing, you can find her teaching yoga, sipping wine with her “soul sisters,” or with her nose stuck in a steamy romance novel.


  Any and all feedback is greatly appreciated and feeds the soul. You can contact Audrey through her website, www.audreycarlan.com.
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