
        
            
                
            
        

    


 

 

 

[image: ]




 

 

Copyright © 2018

THE ENLIGHTENED by Cassandra Robbins

 

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, or scanned in any manner without written permission of the author, except in the need of quotes for reviews only.

 

This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, and establishments are the product of the author’s imagination or are used to provide authenticity and are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to any person, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

 

Edited: Nikki Busch Editing

Cover design: Michele Catalano Creative

Formatting: Elaine York, Allusion Graphics, LLC




 

 

[image: ]

 

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Epilogue

Connect with Cassandra Robbins

Also by Cassandra Robbins

Acknowledgements

About the Author


 



 

 

 

 

 

for·give

1. To give up resentment against or stop wanting to punish someone for an offense.
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We loved with a love that was more than love.

—Edgar Allan Poe

 

TESS

Present day – twenty-five years old

New York, NY

 

I clutch Lilly and Luke tightly to me, trying not to scare them. He is coming for us. I need to run, but I don’t move. Instead I face my enemy head-on. No longer shall I bend to him, regardless of what I’ve done. My penance is not his to dole out.

“Tess, let me have Luke and Lilly.” Brance’s warm touch is on my shoulder as he simultaneously attempts to pry one of my children from my arms. My fist tightens as Reed approaches. My children squirm, I’m sure because I’m holding them so tightly.

Danger! It’s like a bright neon light blinking in my brain.

“Tess,” Brance says with a hiss, “let me have the twins.”

Strangely the only thing I notice is how dark the sky is getting as if a storm is coming. The loud noises of the airport sound slightly muted and my brain tries to catch up to the scene that’s unfolding. He’s wearing a charcoal suit, and my heart immediately flutters. Not because of love. That died years ago. The truth is I’m terrified of the man who is almost standing in front of me.

“I’m right here, Tess. Nothing is going to happen.” Jax’s calm voice goes in one ear and out the other. Fucking traitor!

“Mommy, too tight!” My son wiggles. I can’t respond because he’s here.

There are times in our lives we look back on and wonder why we did what we did. If only we’d said or done that moment differently. I refuse for this moment to be that. Reed wants a fight, then a fight he will have.

Lifting my chin, I’m blinded for a moment at the sun peeking around a dark cloud. Thankfully Brance is behind me. His gentle arm holds me up. Reed is upon me. I wait for his rage. After all, I’ve made him my monster, the terror in my head. Every single noise has vanished as I lock eyes with his. My mind starts to scramble as I shift my weight from one hip to the other.

And all he does is stare. What’s he waiting for? The thought occurs to me that maybe he doesn’t know. But only an idiot would not be able to tell that these two children are from his seed. Reed might be a lot of things, but stupid is not one of them.

“Tess…”

My eyes snap to his turquoise gaze. I take a step back, the reality of what I’ve done all over his face. He stands and stares at Luke and Lilly. His eyes travel from my face to theirs. It’s tortured and heart-wrenching. I hear a deep sob, not loud, but I hear it. And that is worse than any amount of rage he could throw at me.

“You wouldn’t, right?” His voice cracks. Turquoise eyes with ridiculous long black lashes swim with tears. I watch as he reaches out to touch Lilly’s curly hair.

“Jesus, Tess.”

I don’t want to look at him but can’t seem not to. It’s morbid, like when there’s a car accident and you try your hardest to look away but it’s impossible. Pain oozes out of him, and soon, it will morph into hatred. I want it. Better his anger than his agony.

“I have no words for you right now.”

Gutted, I stare like a deer caught in the headlights. This isn’t how it’s supposed to go. He’s not behaving like the person I used to know. This man is different; it’s all over his very presence.

Regret and shame hit me like a bullet has pierced me. All I can do is give him a moment to take this in. I owe him that. As he peruses our children, his eyes seem frantic, absorbing every detail about them. Amazingly both of them are calm, not at all disturbed by his presence.

“Mommy? Why does he look like Uncle Jax?” Lilly chirps.

His breath stutters and still I can’t seem to form words past the lump in my throat.

I try to swallow. “We’ll talk about this later, okay, Bunny?” It comes out raspy and unnatural.

Reed’s eyes jerk to mine and narrow, and for a split second, he seems ready to unleash his anger. Give me what I want so that the albatross around my neck can finally break free.

“I need them to know” is all he says. His deep voice fills the tarmac, almost making it cave in on me.

I blink at him. “Of course, but not now.” I raise my chin in defiance.

We stare at each other in silent battle. My eyes roam his face and his do the same. The faint lines around his eyes are new. He looks different, harder. Handsome doesn’t do him justice anymore. He’s now achieved a level of sex appeal, a magnetism that draws you in.

His icy eyes have a darkness, or maybe he’s sad. It makes me feel cold and wary since I have never seen it before. There is a maturity in his presence that surpasses his twenty-five years. His hair is short, my favorite dark curls gone.

“Tell them, Tess. I want to hear it.” His voice is still irritatingly demanding.

I glance around as I lick my glossed-up lips, searching for mercy from one of the people I’ve lowered to my level.

Jax has his back to us, as if the scene that is unfolding has become too painful for him to witness.

Brance, my dearest most loyal friend has tears cascading down his chiseled cheeks.

Agony! It surrounds us, cocooning us in these dirty lies we live. My children are the only ones who seem unaffected, still blessed with innocent light that I will do anything to protect.

Luke looks at Reed then grabs ahold of my neck tighter as he whispers, “Twell us, Mommy.”

He says it in such a sweet voice, his yummy breath caressing my hot cheeks as if he already knows.

“Luke and Lilly meet your father!” My voice is low and I cringe at how pathetic that came out. Instead of being quiet, I continue to make it worse by saying, “He’s been working out of the country and—”

Reed interrupts me. “I have been waiting for this moment my whole life. You two are my biggest gift. Quite frankly, you’re my salvation.” He levels his harsh stare at me. “Now you can come clean,” he sneers. “Tell me.” I jump slightly and Lilly looks at me.

His accusatory stare lasers into me. The guilt that’s been eating a hole in my stomach tightens. His beautiful jaw is clenched so tight I fixate on it, knowing it must hurt. But I hurt more. I sniff back any remorse. All the lonely, scary months I waited for him to return. I waited every day until slowly my love turned to hate.

I know he expects the old Tess, much like I thought I would get the old Reed. But today is full of confessions and enlightenment.

“They’re yours.” The words are void of emotion as if I’m ordering from a bland menu.

He lets out a hiss. “Thank you.” The bitterness is unmistakable.

I swallow as if I’ve signed my own death warrant, my mind trying to catch up while he walks away. I need to pull myself together. My first priority is my children. Though their sweet faces are scrunched in confusion, they remain quiet as if they know I’m doomed.

I smile reassuringly, refusing for them to be scared. Reed is a lot of things, but I’m sure he is not going to murder me. At least not in front of them. Shaking my head at my dramatics, I turn to face Brance. “Are you okay?” His chocolate eyes are swimming with tears that continue to spill down his face.

“I think seeing that has aged me ten years.” He puffs out some air, his tears falling to the hard concrete.

Glancing down at the little wet dots at his feet, I acknowledge they should be at my feet, from my eyes. But mine are dry, sore, and destroyed.

“It’s over, Pretty Girl,” he chokes out, his voice so lovingly gentle. Like a robot, I nod because I know he doesn’t believe it but is trying to be supportive.

This moment, this glaring truth has bound me to Reed forever. I will never be free. My stomach acid stings and burns its way up my throat like a fire burning freely.

Luke holds his chubby hands out to Brance. “Downt cwy, Uncie Bwance.”

Brance wipes his hands up and down his face. “All right, Buddy, I won’t cry.”

“Tess?” I flinch at Jax’s hard voice. “You should let Brance take Lilly and Luke to the hotel. I’m sure you and Reed need to talk privately,” he says without looking at me.

Traitor! I want to scream, but instead, I look at my children, both of them squirming like little worms to get down. In a daze, I let them slowly slide their bodies down to the floor. They instantly start running from one side to the other, laughing at the echo it causes.

“You two be careful.” I look around, the smell of rain not far off.

A black Audi SUV pulls up and stops. The driver steps out to open the door.

“Lilly and Luke, come here, guys.” Waving them over, I glance to where Reed stands silently judging me.

My hands straighten Luke’s backpack. “Okay, cuties, I’m going to talk to Reed… I’m going to talk to… him.” Their big green eyes look confused. “I need you two to go with Uncle Brance, and Mommy will be back later.” I hate that I sound choked up.

“Okay, Mommy,” they chant.

“Is Daddy coming home with us?” Lilly asks.

My heart drops, right when I thought they didn’t care or maybe were still too young to understand it. I ignore the question and grab them both. Hugging one, I smother kisses on the other’s chubby cheeks then trade to do the same to the other. They both giggle and squeal.

“Is he, Mommy? Lilly presses like she really wants him. My eyes roam her stunning face, and I bite my lip before I say something confusing, like the truth. She is a complete combination of Reed and me. Luke, on the other hand, is Reed’s clone. Besides his green eyes, there is no question who his father is.

“No, Lilly, your father is not coming home with your mother!” Brance speaks for me. “Now let’s go, cookie.”

The twins instantly start arguing with him as they get put into the Bentley and wave enthusiastically at me. Brance buckles them into their car seats. I feel lightheaded—not enough food and sleep will do that to you. I throw kisses at them and my whole body starts to relax. The Bentley pulls slowly out of the private terminal and out of sight. My children are safe with Brance.

Jax is waiting for me at the Audi. Pulling my purse close, I walk toward the black SUV. My life is about to change. But I’m not scared anymore. My secret is out and nothing he can do can hurt me. I hesitate a moment at the open door. Reed is inside—he has gone from my greatest love to my worst mistake. He’s tortured my psyche and ruined my childish belief in love at first sight and happiness. Everyone was right. No one finds their soul mate at eight. Slipping inside, I face my past.
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REED

Past – twenty-one years old

Las Vegas, NV

 

I can’t see anything but a big black ball. I hope it’s only the sun blinding me. My feet throb, so I know I’m alive, and my rapid heartbeat vibrates down to my toes. Blinking, I try to get rid of the dots. I’m barefoot and confused. What the fuck? How can I have no recollection of my life the last couple days?

It seems to be morning and already hot as shit. I’m guessing I’m in the desert.

“Fuck me,” I groan, not fully processing that I’m lying on the hot cracked dirt. My feet are swollen, blistered, and cut. I pat my chest and try to sit up. My dirty T-shirt seems to have permanently glued itself to my chest.

Christ, I’m thirsty. The stale taste of tequila and tobacco haunts my dry, thick tongue. I try to look around, but it’s a chore to lift my hand to shade my eyes.

There’s a red truck parked around a hundred feet away. It’s like a bad dream, the kind you try to forget but it stays in the back of your mind nagging you. I close my eyes as the tsunami of my memory returns. And my whole shitty life crushes me.

Thankfully, I’m already down; otherwise, it would have brought me to my knees. The pain is so piercing, I instinctually grab at my chest, wincing at the tenderness. Blood is keeping the T-shirt glued to my body, I realize. I rip at the T-shirt and it peels off me making a weird sucking noise as I lift it off. I sigh. The fresh air feels good for about a minute. I touch rather than look at my chest. It’s bleeding, and with the sun beating down on me, a wave of nausea takes hold. I turn my head and retch. Like a movie that’s been edited on fast-forward, I remember. I cut my heart to shreds trying to extinguish Tess from it.

My tattoo, our life, our baby.

Our baby.

“Jesus stop.” I reach for my head as I squeeze. The buzz of flies makes me reach for my chest still trying to protect my tattoo. I look down and see that the flies are real and they seem to be all over me. My hand shakes as I try to flick them away. The wetness of my blood seeps through my fingers, trickling all the way down my abdomen, and I shiver.

Lying back, I smile. I didn’t rid myself of my tattoo. All I did was scar me. My eyes close against the sweltering sun and I give in. She’s broken me much like I’ve broken her… like waves hitting the rocks. As I drift off, I hear a voice.

“Hey, brother? You okay, man?” Again, I blink and try to shield my eyes. A tall man approaches me.

“Here.” He squats down and hands me an open bottle of water.

“How did we end up out here?” I test my voice. It sounds like I took a handful of the desert dirt and swallowed it. Guzzling the water, I toss the plastic bottle in the dirt and it rolls into some dry brush. The man gets up, crunches it, and puts it in his back pocket.

“Rented the truck, picked up the tequila, and made our way out here.” I can only see his profile.

“We should head into town. Get a hotel. You need to have yourself checked out by a doctor. I’m all for abusing my liver, but we might have to cut your feet off if they swell any larger.”

I sit up and though I try to stay focused on my throbbing feet, my mind spins back to Manhattan…

I left Tess weeping on the floor of our penthouse. Pregnant and wanting to abort. Abort! Abort! That’s all I could hear. I died that day, and what was left was a bloody, shirtless, shoeless man wandering the streets until it got dark. Like a zombie, I flagged a cab. David picked me up. David was the cab driver. He is a poet, a writer of fucked-up life stories. No wonder we get along so well. He literally gave me the shirt off his back. Weeping and bleeding inside and out, I had him drive around the city for hours.

“Reed, man, seriously, we need to get the fuck out of this hot sun and find you a doctor.”

I zero in on David. “I need a phone. Can I borrow your phone?” He looks at me. His face blocks the sun. A clear picture of him comes into focus. He has blond hair, but weird gray eyes. I suppose they are blue, but so light they look gray. Dark stubble from days of not shaving. I think he said he was from California? Although everything that’s happened since I left Tess is somewhat fuzzy.

“Christ, how long have we been out here?” I grunt as I try to stand.

“A couple days. My phone’s charging in the truck. Let’s get the fuck out of here.”

I feel like I should thank him. Somehow, I think he saved my life. I’ve probably been living off tequila and chips. My skin pebbles with goose bumps as I sway.

“You need help?” His weird eyes open wide with concern.

Shaking my head, I say, “Nah, I like the pain.” I limp to the truck, my feet feeling like I’m walking on broken shards of glass.

“We left Manhattan three days ago?” I’m trying to piece it all together. David doesn’t elaborate, and why bother? I remember enough.

“You ever been to Las Vegas, man?”

“Nah, I’m just a poet. I’m from California. Moved to New York to write and get away from shit. That’s as far as I’ve gotten.”

“Today is your lucky day. I’ll pay for your trip if you want to go. Actually I’ll pay for everything.” I’m shaking. “I can’t be alone, man. Everyone I know loves her.”

I open the Dodge Ram’s door and barely make it into the seat. My left foot is bleeding.

“Christ.” Taking the dirty shirt I was wearing, I wrap it up. I’m freezing, which is crazy since it’s hot out.

“Dude, you’re shaking.” David’s eyes are wide as they dart from my feet to my chest.

“I’m fine,” I growl, leaning my head back on the black leather seat. “My eyes feel like shit though.” To be honest, I feel like death. So I close my eyes hoping to relieve them. And there she is, my Kitten. My eyes snap open. “What the fuck, man. Why is my girlfriend on the roof?”

David looks up, then over at me. “Do you want to use the phone? Otherwise, I’m taking you to a hospital.” His voice is filled with concern.

“No fucking way. No hospitals. Take us to the Wynn. Why the fuck would I need a phone? Tess is here.” I punch the top of the car then apologize because I have never been violent with Tess before. She’s pissed of course but tells me the words that I need to hear.

“I love you, Reed, and I love our baby.” It’s so clear, I look at David somewhat embarrassed to hear her confess that in front of him. But he seems like he hasn’t heard her. His eyes are on the road. My insides are so hot, so filled with love for her it’s burning out of me like lava spilling out of a volcano.

“David? I should forgive her, right? You heard her say she loves our baby?”

“Reed, man, I think you should close your eyes and let Tess be with you. We’re almost in town.” His voice is calm and he has a point. Why talk? After all we’ve been through, we need to sleep.

“Hey, can you turn down the air? It’s freezing in here. I don’t want Tess getting sick you know.” My teeth are chattering and I hear nothing but Tess. Her beautiful, raspy voice is telling me she loves me.
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“How long has he been out?” My body jerks to Jax’s voice.

“His friend checked him in late this morning. Both of his feet are severely burned. We’re working on getting the infections under control, which will stop the fever from getting any higher. Besides his feet, he had glass embedded in his chest that had to be removed. We did numerous stitches. He’s on an antibiotic drip and morphine for the pain.”

An annoying beeping vibrates through my brain.

“How long has he been talking to his girlfriend?” Jax sounds agitated. I wish I wanted to open my eyes and talk to my brother. I need to tell him that Tess is with me now. Her beautiful face smiles at me.

An unknown speaker breaks my train of thought. “He’s been talking off and on to a Tess and his baby? Does he have a baby?”

“No.” Jax sounds unhappy. Now I really want to open my eyes, but I’m floating.

“Reed?” Jax’s voice fully awakens me. My eyes find his, and I can’t help but smile. He looks like shit, tired and grumpy.

“What the fuck?” My voice sounds like a stranger’s. My brain feels like it needs to be rebooted. I look around and see whiteish walls, a large window, and a chair. A bulky bag sits in the corner. I try to sit up. “Seriously, what the fuck?” The smell of disinfectant or Lysol wakes my brain up and makes my nose twitch.

“Relax. Don’t start going crazy again.” Jax pushes me back down.

I’m surprised how easily I fall back. My whole body is weak. “What’s happened?”

“You’re in a hospital in Las Vegas, Reed. Your friend David called me. Apparently you gave him my phone number. No, wait.” He holds up a finger. “That’s not true. He told me Tess gave him my number! Are you kidding me? You’re so fucked up that you hallucinated Tess. You’ve been having long, lengthy conversations with her all day,” he hisses.

“What are you talking about?” I try to get my brain to work.

“What have you done?” he demands, his voice taking on an edge.

And like someone flips on a light, my heart burns and agony rolls over me.

Sitting up, I try not to throw up as the room spins. I blink. “Call the nurse. Get the doctor to discharge me.” The gravel in my throat seems to have changed my voice.

Jax glares at me like he’s trying to decide if he should have me committed then sighs as he pinches the top of his nose. “Reed, talk to me. Where is Tess? She’s not answering her phone. You were talking some crazy shit…”

“Tess is dead.”

His face pales and blurs. “What?” He pulls out his phone, his eyes frantic.

“No, not dead, dead. She’s pregnant, Jax.” I snort, blinking to clear my eyes. “Or she was.” I choke on the words.

“What are you saying?” He looks around the room as if he needs help. “I’m not letting you leave the hospital until you make sense.”

“She aborted it, Jax!” I yell as he takes a step back. “Killed it! My baby because she was too scared to be a mom.” I turn my head, not able to look at my brother. Tess’s sin is so awful, I can’t bear to see the pity in his eyes.

“Reed.” He steps toward me, his hands gripping the rail on the bed. “Explain yourself. You left Tess pregnant in New York?” His voice is slow, almost as if he can’t believe it.

“Jesus, Jax, yes I left!” I strain my eyes, trying to see outside the door for a doctor or nurse—someone to get me out of here. All I see is a couple holding hands, whispering in the hallway.

“She aborted our baby. She’s that weak.”

Jax stares at me.

“What? Can’t defend her on that, huh?” I sneer at him.

“Why would you leave her?” He sounds incredulous, making me feel like an ass. “This is Tess we’re talking about.”

He starts to pace “You know she needs time to ease into situations. She must be in shock. Christ, Reed.” He looks at the ceiling then spins on me. “Did you rage out and leave her pregnant and alone?” His voice is loud and accusatory.

I leap out of bed and collapse. The pain in my feet is excruciating.

Jax moves toward me, but I hold up my hand to stop him. “Are you fucking kidding me?” I say, using the rail to get to my feet. The sting is so unbearable I should sit. But truthfully it’s a welcome distraction from the agony in my heart. “You’re taking her side over mine?” My eyes blur. “Jesus, you’re my brother.” I may pass out. Not from physical pain but from the betrayal.

“No!” he snaps “But what the hell, Reed? You of all people know how she gets. She’s holed up in your penthouse scared.” Frustration oozes out of him.

And I snap. Literally, I hear something in my head snap. “Shut up, Jax.” I collapse back onto the shitty hospital bed. Jax’s words have made me physically ill. “You weren’t there. She. Didn’t. Want. It!”

I roll my head back on the plastic-encased hospital pillow. It throbs, my heartbeat pounding through my skull. I place my arm over my eyes. Darkness is all I want to see.

“Just leave, Jax.” What the hell is happening to me? My stomach cramps. I need more pain meds. I lift my arm and look at my brother. He’s a fraud and he’s in love with Tess.

Jax scrubs his hands over his face and drops them. “Reed you’re upset. I shouldn’t have said anything.” From the sound of his voice, he’s still judging me; his eyes look wary as they dart from me to the hallway.

“Get the fuck out of here and out of my life.” The poison has taken over my brain. Jax loves Tess. How did I not see it? I clench my fist into the shitty starched hospital sheets. “Go home. Tell Mom and Dad I’ll contact them when I get situated.” I sound out of breath.

He simply stands and stares like I’m the insane one. “I’m tired, Reed. I need a shower and a nap. I’ll be back later.” His voice is full of disgust.

I push myself up, so fucking weak my body shakes with the effort.

Jax sighs and closes his eyes as if he’s trying to get control of himself. Finally, he says,

“You need to come home to Tess. Work this out, beg her to forgive you. Because if you don’t, you will never forgive yourself. You love her. And yes, you’re right. I’m protective of her. She’s like a sister to me. You tell me you got her pregnant and left her alone? How would you expect me to react?”

“Beg her?” This time I do stand, and adrenaline fuels my body. “You should be happy I’m gone. You’ve been panting after her like a dog waiting for her to go into heat,” I spit.

Jax looks at me like I’ve slapped him. “Reed!” His nostrils are flaring, but he takes a step toward me. “You’re sick, so I’m going to pretend you did not say that. You need to shut the fuck up before you say something you’ll regret.”

I take a step forward vaguely processing that I’m in a hospital gown and the floor is cold even with my bandaged feet.

“Fuck you.” I push him. He doesn’t move, so I use my words. “I always knew you loved Tess. Always so concerned with upsetting her. Making sure she is happy. Lying for her when you knew she was in the wrong.” I grab ahold of the bar behind me as my legs wobble.

“She’s a bad person. A murderer,” I whisper.

He flinches, so I continue. He needs to know the truth. “She played you, Jax. She played me too. But I have seen her for what she is. You still defend her.” My dizziness is threatening to take me down, but I don’t care—I hope it does. Because even as these words leave my mouth, they are only words. My heart still beats for her. I love her and I hate that. It makes me want to reach inside my chest and rip out my heart to get some relief.

“This is the drugs talking.” He snaps me back.

My body keeps shaking, sweat pouring down my rib cage. I feel moisture all the way to my feet. Looking at Jax reminds me of who I used to be. I need him gone… maybe forever.

So I tell him, “Drugs? You feel guilty because you want to fuck Tess.”

Jax takes a step back almost as if he’s afraid of me or maybe afraid of the truth of my words. It’s getting hard for me to focus on him. My eyes are definitely blurry.

“Don’t get me wrong. She has the sweetest-tasting pussy. And the things I taught her to do with her mouth and tongue. A fucking pro would have a hard time beating her at sucking cock…” I’m falling. Unfortunately, Jax hasn’t hit me although he does have me pinned at the neck, his strong hand squeezing.

“Just fucking stop. You’ve made your point. You want to disappear? Fuck you! You have a whole family that loves you. Tess loves you!” His hand tightens and I wish he would make me black out.

I’m tired, thoroughly exhausted. Someone is screaming at us. I think it’s a nurse. And blackness is upon me.
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TESS

Past – twenty-one years old

New York, NY

 

My phone is ringing again. “God, make it stop,” I yell at no one because I’m alone. I have given up thinking it’s Reed. He has been gone for fourteen days and nine hours. I could rattle off the minutes, but I’m too exhausted, although merely thinking about Reed makes my face boil.

“Asshole,” I yell again. I’ve found if I scream, I don’t cry and that helps—I need to get myself together. Today is the day. I slide my fingers through my straightened hair. Without any judgment I look at myself. I’m pale, gaunt, with eyes that look too big and have dark circles beneath them. I roll them and search around my makeup case for some dark plum lipstick. My cheeks are so pale that even when I put blush on I look like a streetwalker in the 1800s. Sighing, I guess I should put on some mascara and more concealer too.

Deeming myself presentable, I grab my new oversized camel cardigan, Prada bag, and my giant pair of Chanel sunglasses. Even putting my arms in my cardigan sleeves is a chore. Pushing for the elevator, I turn toward the annoying buzz of my phone. Frowning at it, I decide I should probably bring it in case of an emergency. I’m back to blaming my phone for all bad things that have happened to me. Only now I’m twenty-one, soon to be twenty-two, getting ready to make the biggest decision of my life. As our private elevator takes me down, my fingers scroll through all my missed calls. Most of them are from Dr. Miller and my new doctor. My sad excuse of a mother made one call but didn’t leave a message. More than likely, she was trying to call someone else. I suck on my bottom lip as I see a bunch from Jax and Caroline. Great! I’m not ready to face them. Caroline is Reed and Jax’s mom, yet she feels more like mine than my biological one. I rub my forehead as my stomach does a flip. Did Reed tell them? Do they hate me? Is that why they are calling? The elevator opens and I’m almost too terrified to step out. What if they are waiting? I’ve pretty much been a hermit, staying in our penthouse, waiting for Reed to return. Because there is no way he wouldn’t. He promised to love me no matter what! No matter what. But he lied. That makes me put one foot in front of the other. Peter, one of the daytime doormen, smiles as I pass. He’s always so happy. Half the time I feel guilty talking to him since I never have anything good to say.

“Good morning, Miss Gallagher, can I get you a cab?” He comes around from the marble desk. I don’t belong with the happy. I belong to the dark, depressed, wounded, and broken. Make no mistake, that’s what I am.

“Tess?” His voice brings my eyes back to his kind hazel ones.

“Sorry… yes, Peter. I need a cab.” I glance over at the woman who is watering and tending the plants. Even she smiles at me. When did New Yorkers start to smile?

“I’ll get right on it.”

“Thanks.” I force myself to return her smile before I bring my phone back to my face trying to block out both of their good vibes.

“Tess?” I jump almost dropping my phone.

He frowns. “Sorry, are you okay?” I notice that he has a cab and is waiting for me to get in. I put my phone in my bag. I puff out some air and push my hair off my face. “I’m a little tired.”

He nods. “Listen, if you need anything, please don’t hesitate to ask.” He holds my elbow gently like I’m an old lady. “You have a great day.” His chipper voice makes me bite my lip. I sink into the seat.

“By the way, you look really pretty today, even tired.” He flashes me a big grin. Thankfully he shuts the door, so I don’t have to engage. I rub my temples. My head hurts. What I wouldn’t give to take four Advil. But Advil is on the “no” list, along with coffee and sushi, wine, whiskey…

“Where to?” the cab driver asks. I rattle off the address of this apparent god of an obstetrician and sit back. If only I could turn my mind off for even a minute. I try to concentrate on the grayness of Manhattan, the hundreds of people on the streets. The horns and smells that I truly wish I didn’t smell. I hope I don’t throw up in this guy’s cab. I already purged my breakfast. After some deep calm breaths, I will the nausea away.

I look down at my thin hands—they’re shaking. If only I had the strength to follow through with what I told Reed I needed to do. A small, sad sigh escapes me. I’m all alone, and I’m scared. I’m about to face the truth—the real truth: I’m not going to abort. I can’t. It’s all I have of him.

The cabbie swerves quickly to the curb forcing me to grab ahold of the handle and glare at him as my stomach tries to catch up.

“How much?” Yes, I sound like a bitch, but I couldn’t care less. He mumbles something degrading. I’m too tired to participate, so I toss him a fifty and slam the door. This is one of the many reasons I need to leave New York. As soon as Brance gets back from Africa, I intend to.

Somehow, I make it to the expensive but welcoming doctor’s office without having to make a pit stop to throw up. The calm celery-colored walls and soothing music seem to help my terror.

I’m told to pee in a cup then sit and they will call me in shortly. Crossing my legs, I try not to stare at the woman who sits across from me. She looks far along and she’s crying. Her husband appears terrified as he tries to soothe her.

I take my phone out of my purse. I can’t help but stare at the flat-screen TV promoting laser treatments. Apparently when you go through menopause you will experience painful sex due to a dry vagina, but with this new treatment, you will be back to your old self.

Perfect!

Again, I look over at the woman. Her husband is being supportive as he rubs her leg. And the loneliness that I’ve been pushing back grabs me. My eyes dart around. I’m the only one alone. Every other woman has a someone. This can’t be my life. How the hell did this happen?

“Tess Gallagher?” I stand up, tossing my phone back in my bag. “That’s me.”

The nurse is wearing Winnie the Pooh scrubs. She’s older and somewhat intimidating in stature. She instructs me to follow her. I’m bombarded with pictures of happy babies. Literally, they are crawling up the walls. Thank-you cards, Christmas, Hanukkah, you-name-it cards. Jesus, how many babies has he delivered?

“Sit here.” She’s all business as she silently takes my blood pressure, temperature, and draws blood. At last, she speaks. “When was your last period?”

“Um a while ago. I can’t remember.”

Reed knew the day. I’ve purposely blocked it out. She types everything in her laptop, then asks me to step on the scale.

I stare in shock. “This can’t be right.” I huff.

“I assure you it is. We get it checked every week. This scale is right on.” She purses her lips. “What is your regular weight?”

Do I lie? Because yes, I’ve been sick, but ten pounds… That seems like a lot of weight to lose. “Um. I think I usually weigh around a hundred and twenty.”

She types it. “How tall are you?”

“Five eight. Again, silence.

“Is that bad?”

She looks up and gives me a small smile. “Follow me. Dr. Blumen will see you shortly. Please put on this gown. Everything from the waist down off.”

Then she’s gone. I rub my arms, all of a sudden cold. I look around the huge room. Another giant TV is mounted on the wall. An ultrasound machine is parked next to the chair with stirrups. There’s a chart of the stages of pregnancy to my left and a giant watercolor of a visibly pregnant woman on my right.

I undress from the waist down and hop up on the paper-covered table, which crinkles. The white exam paper rips in half as I adjust and wait for the doctor. I’m feeling sick and desperately lonely, so I look down at my hands and start fiddling with my nails, unable to stop my mind from punishing me more. Reed should be here, wanted to be here, begged to be here. And yet here I sit, cold and alone.

A small knock causes me to jump. A handsome man in his early fifties enters. His eyes twinkle with kindness. He seems like the kind of doctor who’s understanding. I almost burst into tears.

“So, Tess, welcome.” He holds out his hand to shake. “Glad you finally made it in. Dr. Miller has been worried.” He smiles, clearly a master at bedside manner. I feel better already.

“We have your test results from him and we did blood work today. I will have the results soon. I’d like to do an ultrasound if that’s all right?”

“Of course,” I croak as he calmly gets everything ready.

“I’m sure Dr. Miller explained that your HCG levels were very high. Now with Mr. Saddington being a twin, I suspect you are carrying two.”

My breathing speeds up, my nerves causing me to sweat. I’m not even nauseous—that’s how nervous I am. I nod like a mute, not trusting myself to talk. The monitor comes to life as I stare at the flat screen.

“First, I’m going to check your lining… which is perfect and… And yes, there they are.”

“Oh my God.” I cover my mouth, glad I’m lying down because he is right. I see two beans… little beans that have a white fluttering dot. Dr. Blumen pushes a button and the room is filled with what sounds like a loud whooshing beat.

“That’s their heartbeats, and”—he listens some more—“I love the way they sound.” I watch as he punches in some keys and prints me out a bunch of pictures then removes the wand. He gently tells me to get dressed and meet him in his office. I do with limbs that feel like they are weighted down with rocks. Numbly, I clutch my pictures, knowing that this is the very moment my whole life changes.
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TESS

Present day – twenty-five years old

New York, NY

 

I try not to jump as the driver shuts the door after me. Sliding onto the buttery-soft seat of the Audi, I mentally send both the Saddington brothers horrible energy. Logan would be so disappointed in me.

Jax is sitting up front with the driver, leaving me with Reed in the back. I tuck my body as close to the door as possible, leaving a huge gap between us. Symbolic, yes. Biting my lip at the tense energy in the car, I glance at the driver—even he seems to feel it. His brown eyes dart back and forth nervously as he accelerates.

Fuck this. I reach for my cherry red Louis Vuitton bag and search for my phone. When I can’t stand his piercing stare, I give up. Crossing my arms, I force myself not to look at him even though my body is pulling me toward him. I smell him, sense him, and suddenly I feel trapped. I am trapped. Like a fox being hunted by a hound. I take a quick breath and Reed’s fresh scent invades me, enters me, making me remember… except it’s different.

It’s as though I’ve swallowed a small razor and it’s ripping its way down my esophagus. What is wrong with me? Who cares if he smells different? I argue with my brain. But for whatever reason, tears sting my eyes. I care. He smells manly, spicy, different.

I turn to look out the window, the city whirling by as we make our way to Ian Saddington’s estate. The uncomfortable silence makes me face the truth that we are strangers, more than likely enemies. The love that we once shared is gone, incinerated.

Guilt! It’s hemorrhaging out of me, eating me up. I expected… well, I don’t know what I expected, but not this. A small shudder goes through me as I pull my black leather jacket tight around me for warmth. The car is nice and toasty warm, but I’m freezing inside.

I flinch at Jax’s phone ringing. God, I’m a wreck. I need another Valium. The one I took on the plane obviously isn’t enough today. Jax frowns at his phone before he answers it.

That leaves Reed, who’s burning a hole into me with his stare. Setting aside my bag, I give up on the Valium idea. I cross my legs and stare out the window. It’s starting to rain; big wet drops pound the windows. The clouds are dark, menacing, and I can’t help but think this is our punishment. Reed and me: both of us so ugly inside with all our secrets and lies that black clouds follow us.

Jax is arguing with someone. I try not to eavesdrop, but it’s hard when he’s the only one talking. Suddenly, I feel a strong warm hand clamp down on my leg.

I almost shriek, but the painful grip stops me. My eyes snap to his, my breath coming in harsh bursts. Christ, the last thing I need to do is panic. He holds my leg tight almost punishing.

“Get your hand off of me,” I hiss, kicking my leg out. My high-heeled boots graze his shin as I recross my leg. He leans back, his energy dominating the vehicle.

“Take your drugs, Tess,” he sneers.

Asshole.

I didn’t even realize I was doing it, and he knows that. Ever since I can remember, I’ve shaken my leg—it calms me. Reed always hated it, which makes me almost want to do it again. I clear my throat. I’m almost twenty-six and a mother. Aggravating Reed is not my top priority.

Looking away, I grab my hair and twist it into a low bun at my neck. He grabs my bag and tosses it at me. It lands painfully on my lap, almost falling over. I shoot him a death stare, trying not to notice that my hands are shaking.

“I said, take your drugs.” His voice is flat, unrecognizable, like his scent.

He’s going to be awful. Ruthless—I can see it in his eyes. He wants to hurt me, which is almost laughable since he has betrayed me and sliced my heart apart over and over. What is there left to hurt? Luke and Lilly, that’s what. My love for my children is fiercer than I ever could imagine.

Diving into my bag, I pull out my pill case and pop one into my mouth, chewing it up, not even bothering to ask if there is water. The bitterness of the pill causes me to shudder. At least I have the pill as an excuse. Jax is barking out orders. Something is going on in LA. He seems to be trying to explain that he can’t leave New York.

Reed reaches into his suit pocket and pulls out a pack of cigarettes. The flick of his lighter snaps the tobacco to life, and he takes a long, slow drag. I’m stunned. Reed has always hated smokers.

“You don’t smoke!” I say accusingly, my face growing warm.

His eyes narrow as he zeros in on me, causing me to bounce my leg again. He’s trying to intimidate me. His eyes roam my face and his full lips latch on to the tip of the cigarette. He inhales deeply again, and for a split second, my body and mind remember what his mouth feels like when it latches on to me. Shifting uncomfortably, my clit throbs, causing me to recross my legs.

“Reed! What the fuck, man? When did you start smoking?” Jax, who is still on his phone, snaps at his brother. Reed looks at him, exhaling the smoke. It dances around his pretty, lying face like it has a life of its own.

“Christ.” Jax opens the front window.

I follow, pushing the button to open mine. Happy to have a distraction, I let the rain and wind caress my hot cheeks. It’s been so long since I’ve felt the rain and its cool wetness. I used to hate when it rained. Today, I welcome the sound of the windshield wipers gliding on the glass back and forth. They somewhat hypnotize me into a false sense of peace. It takes me a few moments to register that another phone is ringing. It’s mine, and I fumble around in my bag. I’m sure all my makeup has worn off, making me feel vulnerable and exposed. Looking down at my phone, expecting to see Brance’s picture, instead it’s a smiling Scott.

Shit! Instantly I decline it, lifting my eyes to see if Reed saw anything. Why didn’t I handle Scott before I left? Grinding my teeth, I berate myself for letting Reed make me feel like I’m doing something wrong. His lean, fit body exudes confidence as he lounges in the seat.

My gaze travels to his hand as he brings that damn cigarette to his lips and inhales deeply. I lean farther back into the door. He exhales the smoke at me, his anger and hatred sucking all the fresh oxygen out of me. Here he is, the Reed I expected. His power and rage ooze out of him like molten lava from a volcano as he smokes. His nostrils flare as he looks at me like I’m dirt, which makes me grateful. Better that he looks like a monster than like a man who wants to be a father.

My phone starts ringing again, and as if in slow motion, Reed latches his lips around the cigarette, holding it with his front teeth. He reaches over and takes the phone from my numb hand. An electric shock zaps me at his touch, and I can’t help but hiss out a breath.

“Reed, don’t answer that!” His eyes stare at the screen then at me. He takes his cigarette out of his mouth and tosses the phone at me. Of course, I don’t catch it and it falls under Jax’s seat.

“God damn it!” Frustration makes me show emotions I want to hide. I hate him.

The ringing stops. My breath sounds labored, but that could be me being hypersensitive.

I reach down for it then feel myself being jerked slightly back as the seat belt locks up on me. I glare at Reed as if he made the seat belt do it. His eyes narrow on my lips, and he takes one more solid inhale. The wind and rain whip my face as he zips down his window. A quick flick and it’s gone.

A ding alerts me to a voice message. I unlatch myself only to be stopped by a strong hand.

“Leave it,” he snarls. “Put your seat belt back on.”

“What the hell? You’re hurting me.” My eyes lock on to his.

“The roads are wet. You can find your phone when we get home.” His voice is rough and gravelly, yet another thing that is different. He releases me and I jerk back against the door.

I stare daggers at the back of Jax’s head. It would be nice if he would hang up and help me.

“I need my phone. What if Brance calls? What if it’s an emergency?” We stare at each other and he reaches down and easily picks up my phone. “Here.” He looks away almost as if staring at me is painful. “Tell me, Tess, were you ever going to tell me?”

I look at him, startled at the bitter honesty of his question. Was I?

“I thought I would and then time went by.” It’s not really an answer but it seems to satisfy him.

He stares out the window. “You’re saying that had I not come back, you probably wouldn’t have?”

I squirm. “No, eventually I would have told you.”

“Hold on a second,” Jax snaps at whoever he is talking to and twists around, his eyes assessing the situation. I almost sag in relief. “This is neither the time nor the place.” It’s as if he’s speaking to us like we’re children. He turns back to the front and continues his conversation.

Why? Why couldn’t I be at the Plaza with Luke and Lilly, happily ordering room service? I grab my bag and shove my phone into it. Turning, I stare out the window, needing to block him out for my own sanity. I breathe in and out, concentrating on the rain and greenery that pass me by rather than the nightmare that has finally awakened.
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REED

Past – twenty-two years old

Las Vegas, NV

 

Slap.

David lifts his tan hand. He grins at me like an asshole. What looks like a white-yellowish crystal is glittering on the table. Lifting my aviators, I raise an eyebrow. He plops into the lounge chair to my right.

“Is that what I hope it is?” I lean over to inspect the large crystal rock. Twirling it around in my hand, I can’t help but smirk at him. I take a sip of water and set it down. “I ordered you your usual.” Leaning back against the cushions, I lower my sunglasses again.

He reaches for it. We’re both like kids in a toy store. The sun causes it to look magical because that’s what it truly is. It can make all problems vanish. You’ll never experience a high like it.

“This is fucking Grade A Moon Rock! What time is it? You want to take it now?” His voice sounds way too excited considering I’m nursing my headache from last night’s debauchery. I take another sip of water and snicker as I lean my head back on the striped cushion.

“Ten. Can’t be later. No one has been let in yet.”

David looks around. We’re in a private cabana facing the enormous pool at the Wynn. Its twinkling turquoise water reflects a warm calm. Sunlight spills around us creating the right amount of heat. Soon, the pool will be crazy packed with beautiful bodies all trying to be seen. Girls of all colors, shapes, and sizes wanting to get fucked or get fucked up or maybe both. Guys barely able to wait to get one alone, which is a perfect distraction for me. David and I have been living in the three-bedroom Encore Duplex at the Wynn for months. At least I think it’s months. To be honest, I have no idea what day it is or how much time has gone by. All I know is that I’ve buried myself in pussy, booze, and drugs pretty much twenty-four seven.

I gave in to my darkness and embraced it.

I open one eye and look at David. He seems in much better shape than I am this morning.

“What’s the occasion for starting so early? And where did you find this?” My fingers caress the crystal rock of MDMA. “I thought you wanted to write for a couple hours.”

He looks down at his hands, which are clasped in his lap.

“Nah, today is not a day to write, and I never divulge my secrets.” He sits up and flags a waiter. Whatever demons chase David today, they have him.

I don’t ask him his past. He once offered that he was raised in Los Angeles and he and his father were in some motorcycle club. He rarely mentions it and I get the feeling whatever went down was bad. The best thing about David is even when I act my worst, he shrugs it off. He doesn’t judge; he simply rages with me. We live in harmony. Probably because both of us are running from shit.

After the blowout with Jax, I haven’t heard or reached out to my family. The loss of my brother has been my biggest shame. As soon as I got discharged from the hospital, I picked up the phone to call and tell him I was wrong. Instead, I snorted cocaine and I’ve been trying to stay one step ahead of reality. Because my reality sucks. It’s filled with privilege and the harsh reality that everything I ever wanted has been taken away. Tess. She’s my reality in my dreams and in all my fantasies. She’s still my obsession. So how do I face that? I’m fucked up enough from last night not to want to forgive her. I sigh as I look up at the blue, cloudless sky. My poor parents. I need to sober myself up one of these days enough to at least call them. With the prostitutes, drugs, and other shit we’ve been doing, it’s a good thing I’m rich. At least David gets up and writes. I do nothing but block my pain, numb myself. I look over at him, then the Moon Rock. Clearly there will be no nap for me—only sweet bliss.

“How can I help you, Mr. McCormick?” the polite blond beach boy-attired waiter appears

David chuckles, still not comfortable with the wealthy lifestyle we live.

“A Bloody Mary, please. What about you?” He frowns at me for a second. I realize I must be zoning out, so I sit up and say, “Two double Bloodies, extra spicy, and what time is it?”

“It’s ten thirty, Mr. Saddington. Anything else?” He smiles. The staff is top-notch here.

“Just the drinks and the breakfast I ordered.”

Like I’m a king, two guys approach with our breakfast. “Here it is as we speak. I’ll go get your drinks.” He leaves and I turn my plate as I inspect the food.

“I’m fucking starving. Remind me not to drink the whole bottle of tequila ever again.”

David chuckles and rubs his hands over his face. “I did, man, but you were on a mission. What did you think of Tabatha?” He arches an eyebrow.

I shrug as I shovel in some egg. “From what I can remember, she sucked me off twice never uttering a sound.”

“Told you that you’d like her. She’s into all that submissive shit you like.” He snickers as he starts to demolish his omelet. That makes me raise my head, sit up, and reach for a slice of bacon.

“Just because I don’t like them to talk doesn’t mean I like them submissive.” I take a bite of the maple bacon and groan at the sweet honeyed taste. “I hate that shit.” I want to say more, but the waiter comes back with our Bloody Marys.

David shakes his head as he downs half of the Bloody. “Reed, I don’t care what your kink is. You have rules that a lot of women might find”—he waves his fork in the air—“demeaning, domineering, rough. Need I go on?”

Before I can defend myself, the DJ starts doing his test. Loud music pounds out all around us, and I can’t help but have a rush of adrenaline that makes my stomach tighten.

Fuck it—it’s not even noon. I break the Moon Rock off a crystal, one for me and the other for David. “To an interesting day.” I pop mine into my mouth.

“That’s my boy.” David jumps up, tearing off his shirt as he pounds his chest.

“I have a feeling today is going to go down as one of those days we probably shouldn’t have left our room!” He finishes his drink.

“Here they come, man.” He pushes open the cabana curtain. We watch as the slow buzz of people trickles in. The quiet, calm fairy-tale pool has turned into a harem of beautiful people who laugh at anything and drink all day. The smell of suntan oil and chlorine permeates the air.

“I’ll be back.” David follows a long-legged brunette to one of the outdoor bars. The large tattoo on his back says The Disciples, a glaring reminder he has a dark past and not to fuck with him.

I look down at all the food on the table, suddenly losing my appetite yet knowing in about half an hour or less, time is going to cease. The brunette David followed made me have thoughts better kept locked away. Forcing myself to finish my plate, I order yet another Bloody, already feeling the beautiful buzz of happiness waiting to blossom out of me.

David’s right—we should probably have stayed in our room because my cock is already swelling as I glance over at the girl David is buying a drink for. Wonder if he wants to share today? She’s a brunette, but nothing besides the brown hair reminds me of her. It’s also way shorter and stick straight. Tess has thick, long, dark brown hair. So when I grab it, touch it, it feels like silk, soft silk… Also, she has curly hair. Pain in my ass when she decides to straighten it because it takes at least an hour. I smile at the memory of Tess… What the fuck is wrong with me? Jesus Christ. I tilt my head back on the striped cushion. I’m so fucked! Stretching out my long legs, blocking out the music that is thumping through my chest, I almost give in and let my mind find her…

“Reed.” A breathy voice awakens me from my delusion.

Blinking, I see colors and long thin legs in a silver string bikini. Making my way to her face, I blink again.

“Lexi?” I sit up and she moves closer. Her flowery perfume invades my cabana. I lean back and cross my arms over my chest unable to help but smile. “Well, what do you know.”

“Can I sit down?” Her blue eyes averted, she gazes at her high-heeled silver stilettos.

Silently, I make her wait as I look at her. She hasn’t changed that much. Her blond hair seems longer, but her face and body have remained the same. Good for her. Somehow, I’m pleased that Lexi has stayed natural. Give me her small breasts over big fake ones any day. To be honest, I’m surprised at how hard my cock is as I watch her wait for my command. Not going to lie, it turns me on. Although the Moon Rock is definitely flowing through my bloodstream, which might have something to do with it.

“Sit, Lexi.” I’m king of the world. This girl will let me do anything. Years ago we dated, sort of. I never could let it go further than spanking and tying her up. Tess always haunted me… I shake my head. Well, not this time. Tess is nothing but an oxygen thief.

Lexi sinks into the chair David vacated.

I lean over close to her. “Lexi, Lexi, Lexi, you little stalker. How the fuck did you find me?”

“Your mother mentioned that you were here.”

“Ah.” Relaxing, the weight that I’ve been carrying on my shoulders seems to disappear.

“How is my family?”

“Well, okay, although your parents are worried. I heard about Tess.” This makes my eyes snap to hers.

“I have certain rules, Lexi,” I snarl. “No one mentions her. She doesn’t have any significance. Do you understand?”

Turning red, she wiggles her chest, her breathing labored. Lexi is a fucking freak. The shit she likes to do was way too dark for me years ago. Her blue eyes lift to mine and I see into her twisted head.

My cock grows almost painfully hard. Yeah, Lexi is exactly what I need.

I can’t help but flash her my dimples. “Lexi, I want you to close the curtains, then crawl to me and take out my cock. I think it’s time you and I finally fucked.”

She leaps up and efficiently unties the cords. People are all around us and anyone could walk in. Not that it matters. The cabana darkens and slits of sunlight peek in through the bottom. She drops to her knees and crawls, her ass high, back slightly arched as she slowly degrades herself across the hard cement. What she doesn’t have in breasts, she has in her ass. It’s perfectly round, unlike Tess, who had amazing curves but her ass was definitely on the skinny side.

Fuck, Reed, focus. She’s crawling to you. I take a breath in and wait until she slithers up in between my legs. She does exactly what I tell her and pulls down my swim trunks, taking out my throbbing cock. She holds it, waiting for me to tell her what’s next.

“Do you need pain to get off?” Lexi bites her thin bottom lip and nods. Her eyes are alive with pent-up excitement.

“Fuck… that’s good, because I’m in the mood to give you some.”

Darkness, like a cartoon where the evil hand takes ahold of you, forcing you to become someone else—that’s how I feel. It wraps its arms around me. And like a python, it squeezes the last bit of life out of the old Reed Saddington. I will be reborn today. This is who I deserve. And this is who I am. Lexi can call me master and together we can destroy each other’s souls. Untying the strings at her neck, I watch as it falls off her small breasts. Her pink nipples are tiny and jut out. I close my eyes for a moment as bright colors swirl in my head. Pleasure pumps to the music yet I don’t even hear the music anymore.

“Turn around, ass in the air.” She circles around, and I pull the strings on the back of her bikini. “So fucking hot, Lexi. Look at you on all fours.” My voice praises her, but I stop for a moment: I only praise one woman and she’s hundreds of miles away.

“I’m going to redden this.” I slap her ass hard and she hisses.

“Then I’m going to fuck it, but… only if you don’t make a sound.” My fingers go straight for her hole and rub it. She puffs out some air but stays quiet.

“Yeah, you stay quiet, and I will put my cock so far up your ass we will both see stars.” She shuts her eyes, ecstasy on her face. I smirk knowing I’m a demented shit not letting her make noise, but I can’t stand it. Only one woman’s moans do it for me.

Roughly, I pull down her bikini bottoms and smack her hard again. I don’t need her to count because I don’t care enough about her to care. Over and over I spank one cheek then the other until her body convulses with her orgasm.

I knew it—she likes the pain more than the sex. It’s why I never had any real interest in her sexually. She wants a Dom, a master who will hurt her so she can forget whatever nightmare she needs to.

Just like me.

I sink to my knees, my hand throbbing. I grab a cushion off the lounge chair for my knees. My fingers spread her bright red ass open, then I spit right on the hole. I don’t bother to ask her anything or get her a pillow. I line my thick cock up and slowly push through her tight entrance.

“Fuck yeah, that feels good…” Again, I don’t want a response. Her silence is everything I need. I thrust into her. My balls are so tight against her warm cheeks. God damn, I love it. Grabbing her hair, I twist it around my fingers as I rut into her, back and forth. I try to enjoy it without seeing her, but the drug is stronger than me, and a euphoric feeling tingles through me. I close my eyes and hear her. Fuck, it’s Tess, and I’m loving her tight hot hole. My heart is pounding and I hold on to her hips. I whip my eyes open right as I’m ready to come. My cock jerks as I release into her. My Tess. Her sapphire eyes stare up at me, ruby red lips part for me. She’s here with me, and I don’t want her to leave me. Because she will as soon as I blink.

I sigh and slowly let in some air. My eyes adjust to the room and a kneeling Lexi. Pulling up my trunks, I grab a napkin and toss it at her.

“Clean yourself up.” Sitting down, I look at her as she pulls up her bottoms and ties her top.

“Sit,” I say, tilting my head. “Did you like it? Everything you’ve been wishing for?”

She’s still breathing heavy, excitement in her eyes. “Yes, the best I have ever had, really.” She licks her lips and crosses her legs. “Did you like it?”

My eyes lock with hers, and I look away. Not because she makes me feel anything, but because she doesn’t. I truly have become indifferent.

A monster.

Rubbing my hands up and down my face, I’m amazed at how I feel nothing. I’m floating, so I guess that’s enough.

“I like your darkness.”

“I told you years ago I would wait. Do you remember?”

“I won’t talk about my past.” Already tuning her out, I hear the beat of the music in my chest.

“That’s fine, but I’ll be anything you need. Just let me stay with you.” Her voice cracks as she looks at me like I’m a god.

Would that it could be so easy. I reach out and touch her hair, rubbing it in between my fingers. It’s dry and coarse. I drop my hand and push open the curtains. The pool is packed, and my eyes scan the scene. So much happiness surrounds us: everyone laughing, drinking with pure joy. Inside this cabana are two fucked-up souls. Lexi wants darkness and pain. And I’m… ashamed.

Cracking my neck, I answer, “Why the fuck not?” I snort. Lexi and I deserve each other. Nothing but misery is in our future. I smile, and she returns it.

“I fuck who I want, Lexi. If you want to fuck someone, all you have to do is ask me.”

She walks up behind me wrapping her arm around my stomach. My first instinct is to pull away, but my skin tingles, so I let her stay.

“I will do anything you want. You are going to be so happy with me. I’ll give you what you need.” It’s starting to heat up. The warm sunlight brings out her colors and my vision takes it all in.

Turning around to face her, I cup her chin. Her blue eyes sparkle with victory. She thinks she’s won and is ready to claim her prize.

“I don’t love you.” She flinches. “I will never love you.”

“But, it’s only because you loved the wrong gir—”

I cut her off, smiling. “Shhh. The heart wants what it wants. Someone wrote that. It’s true you know.”

She stares at me. “What are you on?” Her voice takes on a slight edge.

“See?” My voice is back to being commanding. “We need to be clear. The old Reed is gone, Lexi.” As I shake my head, my curls fall over my eyes, and I pull my hands through my hair, making a mental note to get a haircut.

“I get the feeling he is who you want. If that’s true, then you should leave because I’m so far from that guy now.”

She smiles, her eyes strangely glassy, or maybe it’s because I’m so high and feel so fucking good. She looks fixated on me like she honestly does worship me. No one should have that kind of power, especially a monster like me, but I’ll take it.

“You need to catch up.” Reaching over to the crystal lying on the table, I break off a piece. “Open.” She does.

“Have you ever tried Moon Rock before?” I inhale her flowery scent, wishing it was vanilla, my mouth tracing her lips.

She shakes her head no. “Well, get ready for the ride of your life.”

Yeah, David was right. I shouldn’t have left my room today.
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TESS

Past – twenty-one years old

New York, NY

 

The park I spotted when I left my doctor’s office is loud and swarming with kids of all ages. Instead of getting a cab, here I sit.

My head still spins as I simply try to be. Horrified, I watch as a kid of indeterminate age throws sand in another kid’s face for no reason. The other kid lets out a bloodcurdling scream. I jump at the high-pitched wail and start to sweat.

“I can’t do this.” I move to another side of the playground. It looks peaceful, it’s green, and it has some picnic tables. Jesus, don’t any of these mothers ever wipe their kids’ noses? The sand and the dirt and the snotty noses. Do mothers seriously do this every day?

I try not to be obvious as I listen. In my defense, all these two women near me do is scream at their kids and rapidly talk to one another. It’s frantic, like they’re scared they won’t get it all out, and they don’t even make eye contact when they talk, their gazes constantly focused on the playground.

I pretend I’m looking at a tree above one of their heads, so I can take in their appearance. They look tired, with ratty hair and no makeup. I guess I’d better stock up on sweats and tennis shoes. Apparently, that is what you wear once you become a mom. Even the nannies are in sweats. A plane flies over us and the kids squeal and point. I can’t help but grin at a chubby, dark-haired boy. Dark curls cover his head and he can barely walk yet. My heart squeezes. Is that what our babies will look like? Tears spill down my cheek. This is so surreal, I think as my hand touches my small bump.

“You okay?” one of the moms I was spying on asks.

“Oh, um… yes.” Wiping my tears with my fingers, I add, “Sorry, I don’t know what came over me.”

She nods sympathetically. “First trimester is the worst. It gets better, don’t worry.”

“I’m eleven weeks, I really hope you’re right.” Trying to smile makes me even more uncomfortable.

“Well, usually it does. When I had my daughter, I threw up the whole nine months. God that was awful. But with my son, after the first trimester was over, I felt great. So keep your fingers crossed.” All of a sudden, her son starts screaming. He fell and skinned his knee and is bleeding. She jumps up. “Good luck.”

“Thanks, you too.” My voice sounds weak. I glance up at the sky where the plane was. Had I not gotten pregnant, Reed and I would be in Europe. It’s too painful to think about, so I start walking toward my lonely penthouse. Reed is gone. I need to face the truth—he is never forgiving me.

I’m pregnant. It’s time I called Lana and my dad.

Lana is my dad’s girlfriend, and besides Brance, she is my best friend. Two months ago, she had a baby herself—a little girl. So she’s been busy and sleep deprived; otherwise, I would never have gotten away with not telling her the truth about Reed. I feel horrible keeping this from her. Lana has always been in my corner. She’s going to freak when she finds out. Which is why I keep putting it off. I know it’s going to upset and worry her, and she already has her hands full. But it’s time. I need her and Brance!

I stop right in the middle of the sidewalk. People curse at me and swerve around me. Moving to the side under a small awning, I pull out my phone and email Brance. I don’t care that it probably makes no sense and sounds desperate. That’s pretty much my state of mind right now. I guess I should feel guilty. After all, he is off with Logan saving the world. But right now, I need him to save me. I can’t wait another month for him to come back.

Taking a breath before I lose my nerve, I push Lana’s name on my phone. With a quick glance my watch, I cringe. It’s 5:00 a.m. in London. Shit! If she doesn’t answer after three rings, I will…

“Tess, thank God. I was about to send your doorman to check on you,” Lana snaps, her slight Russian accent barely there anymore.

“I’m sorry, Lana, did I wake you? Or the baby?” I can barely choke out the words, the lump in my throat so large. Swallowing it down, I start to walk again, surprised that I’m almost home.

“No, please, I never sleep anymore. What is going on with you? I know something is wrong! And don’t say the flu.” Her voice sounds demanding.

“Lana, I need you to support me when I tell you this. Promise me.”

“Tess Gallagher, you’re scaring me. Spit it out.”

“I’m pregnant! And I told Reed I wanted an abortion. For which he decided I was a horrible person and that he doesn’t love me anymore. And he’s gone. Vanished!” I take a breath because I don’t think I’ve breathed the entire time I vomited those awful truths. Silence is all that greets me. Horns are honking, people are laughing, talking, cars are whirling by. But the phone line is eerily silent.

“Lana?” I whisper. “Are you there? Did you hear me?”

Suddenly I hear my baby sister cry. “Shh… It’s okay, Holly. Mommy didn’t mean to wake you.” The baby quiets and again Lana is silent. At last, she clears her voice. “Tess, how far along are you?”

I look up, and I’m standing at my building. How long have I been walking? No wonder I feel like I could fall asleep in the lobby. Peter opens the door for me. He also walks me to my elevator. He’s worried. After earlier, I don’t blame him. I give him a weak smile. “Thanks, Peter.”

I wait until the elevator door shuts to answer her. “Eleven weeks and don’t wake up Holly when you hear the rest.” I close my eyes and take a breath. “I’m pregnant with twins.”

All hear is Russian, which is bad. Lana only speaks Russian when something is a disaster.

“Lana… Lana please,” I yell over her rant. “You promised! Please, don’t tell my dad.” That stops her. “You’re kidding, right? He has to know. He is your father for fuck’s sake! And I did not promise anything.” Holly starts crying in the background again.

“Lana?” I hear my dad’s voice.

Shit! “Lana, not now. I’ll tell him later. I can’t deal with him right now. I don’t feel good.”

I hear her sigh. “Robert, go back to bed. I’m sorry I woke you. Holly’s being fussy.”

“Who are you talking to? Why do you look like that?” His voice is coming closer.

“Just Tess. She knew I would be up early. We’re catching up.” Her voice is so chipper it’s obvious that something is wrong. God, she is the worst liar ever!

Suddenly I hear my father’s voice and I almost hang up. “Tess Rose Gallagher! Why haven’t you returned my calls? This is not acceptable behavior for someone who is an adult. I expect and demand more. Why are you so selfish?” I open then shut my mouth since he continues. “Lana has been worried sick about you. This is how you treat her after she has given you a baby sister?”

I’m so tired I want to crawl into bed. I walk out of the private elevator straight to my couch and drop onto it. I should get off the phone because the way I feel, I’m about to get ugly. “Dad, I haven’t been well an—”

“Don’t give me any of your excuses. You’re spoiled and have no consideration for anyone else’s feelings.”

“Jesus, Dad.” My head throbs. “I called to talk to Lana, not you. But since you have called me all kinds of awful names, I think I deserve a moment to tell you why I haven’t called.”

He snorts. “I don’t want your pathetic excuses—”

I interrupt him because I’m done. Fuck him and anyone else who wants to judge me. “I’m pregnant, Dad! Almost three months, and I’m no longer with Reed.” Puffing out some air, I lean back into my soft leather couch.

“What did you say?” His voice is a hiss.

“You heard me, and I’m too tired and sick for a lecture, so save it.” I rub my forehead.

Silence again. Perfect!

“Get an abortion.” Three little words that sound so cold and unfeeling. No wonder I’m so fucked up. Truthfully, I feel gutted. This must have been what Reed felt like when I told him the very same thing. He said I was my father. Suddenly I don’t care what he’s done. I only want him home. I need to tell him I was wrong and the last person I want to become is my father. Tears fill my eyes.

“No, I’m keeping them.” My voice cracks.

“Them? Jesus, Tess, are you telling me that my daughter, who is only twenty-one years old, is pregnant with twins? And the fucking entitled prick who knocked her up has deserted her?” He’s yelling, so I hold the phone away as I look around my apartment. It feels so empty without Reed. One huge void.

“Tess?”

My father’s voice brings me back to this nauseating conversation. “He only left me when I told him I was going to get an abortion and now that I’m not, I can’t find him.”

“Good.” He sighs. “So you still have time. Do yourself a favor and get one, Tess. Do it tomorrow, before you completely ruin your whole life.” His voice is so full of passion it makes me cry. I know he has always resented me and that our relationship is strained. But this… this is unacceptable.

“I’m not going to lie. I’m hugely disappointed.”

“You are unbelievable. You have absolutely no empathy, nothing.” I almost start to gag. “And I’m having these babies. I thought you would want to know you’re going to be a grandfather.”

A bitter snort comes through the phone. “So you expect me to support you since he’s left you, huh? I warned you years ago this would happen.” His breath comes in heavy on the phone, and I hear Lana trying to pacify him.

My stomach churns. This time, I do gag and my eyes water. “You know what, Daddy? I don’t want anything from you. You keep your precious money. I’m done with you. You want to see your grandkids? You let me know. Because quite frankly, you’ve got some nerve judging me when you are fucking a woman eight years older than me, and you’re still married to my mother. Let’s not forget that you just had another baby yourself and how old are you?” I hang up as I hear him yell, and I race to the bathroom, barely making it as I heave and heave. Lifting a weary hand to my mouth, I prop myself on the counter and sit on the cool travertine. An amazing sense of relief fills me. I finally stood up to him. I’m done with my father and being a slave to his money.

“He’s crazy.” I mean he basically has been in competition with Reed since we were eight. Who does that? I love Lana and hope she’ll still be able to see me. But the way my father controls her, I doubt it will be for a while.

I need Reed! I miss him, love him, where is he? Shaking my head, I pull myself up and splash some icy water on my face.

“Fuck Reed! I need Brance.”




 

 

[image: ]

 

TESS

Past

 

After looking like a complete idiot. I have finally found the area where Brance and Logan will be coming out of customs. In my defense, it’s not my fault I have never flown commercial before. It’s my first time in this area of JFK. I’ve been waiting for an hour and still no Brance or Logan although I’ve confirmed that they have landed. It took two weeks to get ahold of Brance via email, but as soon as he got it, he was on the first plane out. Suddenly I see people pushing carts of luggage up the last leg of customs. Excitement and relief course through me as I see Brance. At least I think it’s Brance. This man has muscles and his blond hair has grown out sporting at least three inches of dark roots. He is so tan, and rugged looking I can’t stop staring. Leaving his luggage, he marches over to me and grabs me into a tight hug.

“Oh my God,” I say, burying my head in his hard chest. I let go, and all my tears and anxiety pour out of me as I silently weep into his rag of a T-shirt. Brance is murmuring encouraging words as he strokes my hair.

“Um, Brance, you should probably move out of the way. Why don’t we take Tess home and we can talk in private?” Logan sounds embarrassed and slightly annoyed. I clutch onto Brance harder.

“Don’t leave me. You’re all I have.” My voice cracks, but after the last two weeks, let’s say I have a new appreciation for everything. My dad followed through and cut off all my money. All my cards are canceled and accounts closed. I’m over twenty-one but he never put it in a trust for me. It was always his to give. I never even thought about it because I lived off Reed. Lana’s beside herself. I don’t envy her and I’d hate to be in her position. So I have been sitting in the penthouse trying to figure out my next move. I almost broke down and called Jax, but my pride wouldn’t allow it. Thankfully Reed always kept cash lying around the house. I never really thought about it until I needed it for food. His accountant must not have been alerted that he’s no longer living with me because I still have electricity and the water is still working. I have never wanted for anything in my life, so it has been a major slap in the face.

Brance stiffens. “I’ll never leave you. You know that. Come on, let’s get our stuff in the car. Logan’s right. We will talk in private.”

I nod. “We have to take a cab. I’m sorry, but I don’t have a driver. I barely have money for food.” Great. I’m completely losing it in the middle of JFK airport.

Brance holds me tighter, but I can tell he’s having a hard time breathing. His anger is almost bouncing off the airport’s walls.

“I warned that motherfucker,” he spits out as he walks, holding me up. Bending down for a moment, he grabs a bag, leaving the rest with Logan.

We all pile into a cab. I know I need to pull myself together. But I’m blaming the hormones because I can’t pull myself away from Brance or stop crying. No one says anything and I lift my head at last to see Logan staring out the window. I try to pull back, but Brance simply kisses my nose and tucks me back under his arm.

The cab pulls to a stop, and I step out as Brance pays. I walk over to the bags trying to help since Logan does not look happy. Thankfully, Peter and Ben come out and take charge, leaving Logan to watch me use my thumbprint to activate my private elevator.

“Good Lord, you have a private elevator?” I guess he is trying to break the ice, but it comes out accusatory.

“Um, yes, we have the penthouse, so we get our own elevator.” I shoot a glance at Brance as he steps inside the building. The elevator is quick, opening into my impressive apartment. Reed bought it four years ago, and Brance and I decorated it. My eyes sting as I hold back the tears at the happy memories. Up until four months ago, this whole apartment has held nothing but joy. I was truly happy here living with Reed being in love. It’s almost unbelievable to find myself in this situation. Glancing back at Logan, I notice he’s staring openmouthed at my place. The tall ceilings and glass windows that snake around the entire penthouse make it unique. I mean, not many people get a view of Manhattan when they are taking a shower or a bath.

“Logan.” I clear my throat. “Can I get you anything to drink?”

Brance is already at the refrigerator. “Tess, I’ve been in Africa for over three months and all I want is food, and this is what you have?” He groans his displeasure.

“I told you, I’m on a tight budget.” He slams the refrigerator shut and takes my phone. I hear him ordering groceries for delivery. Then he turns to me, takes my hand, and pulls me down the few steps leading to the great room where we both sit on the couch.

“Logan, why don’t you go take a shower. I need to figure some things out with Tess.”

Logan looks stunned then snaps, “Sure, if I had any idea where a shower is, you shit.” He glares. “You’ve got some nerve. We just spent three months helping people, who really need help! Tess emails you and we have to drop everything and leave early because her billionaire boyfriend left her pregnant.” He moves toward us, hands on his lean hips. “The worst part is, I love you. I am going against everything I feel strongly about so that you can rescue her.” He points at me accusingly. I slink behind Brance.

“A little common courtesy isn’t that much to ask.” His breathing is harsh and his cheeks are flushed.

Brance stands, running a hand through his two-toned hair. “I’m sorry.” He crosses to Logan and grabs his face. “I was not thinking. Forgive me. You’re right. I’m a dick. Let me show you to our room.” He turns to me. “I will get him situated and be right back.”

“Of course,” I say.

Brance grabs Logan’s hand and pulls him up the stairs.

God, I’m the worst! Logan is right. People have it so much worse. And I made Brance leave because I’m pregnant. I stand up to get some water and pineapple. I’m obsessed with pineapple and eat it nonstop. Leaning over the island, I hear the shower turn on.

Logan has Brance and they love each other. I’m alone and pregnant with twins. Also, let’s be honest. Who will ever want me now? A single mother with twins? I’m only twenty-one, way too young to never have sex again. Yet the thought of anyone but Reed touching me is not something I can even think about. I gave him all my firsts, which he greedily took. And what did he give me?

My hand caresses my small belly, and I marvel that I’m almost four months along now. My small ball is starting to show more every day. I swear I feel fluttering, but that would make this all too real. I’m so caught up in my misery, I don’t even hear the shower stop.

“You okay?” I jump at Brance’s voice. He holds up his hands as he walks into the kitchen, his face full of concern. He’s shirtless, his lean body mouthwatering. My eyes dip to his abs and the lounge pants that sit low on his waist. He smells fresh, clean. A wave of pain makes me close my eyes for a second.

“Tess? Come on, let’s talk.” His voice is gentle as he lifts me onto the counter and opens the pineapple container for me. He grabs two forks, handing me one. We both spear a piece, sitting comfortably together, eating and not saying a word.

I’m a third wheel. It’s like someone has slapped me awake, making me face my ugly truths. And to make matters worse, I’m probably going to ruin my body having twins and never feel Reed’s touch again. Because if he has not come back by now…

“I’m sorry,” I blurt out.

Brance grabs my hand, setting down the fork. “Don’t do that. You never need to say you’re sorry to me, especially about needing me. I know you, Tess.” He grabs my chin and forces me to look into his pretty brown eyes.

“I know you are beating yourself up over wanting me to come back early.” Hot tears spill down my warm cheeks. “But it’s pointless, Tess, wasted energy. I worked my ass off for three months. I helped build a school and a hospital, which is in your name thanks to the donation from Reed.”

Twisting, I pull my face out of his hold, my heart hurting at the memory of Reed wiring the money into Brance’s account. The only thing he requested was to have Brance name the hospital after me. Puffing out some air, I hold my shoulders back, trying to get some fight back in me.

“I don’t want Logan to resent me,” I whisper.

“When we first started to get serious, I told him that you were going to always be in my life… that you’re my family. So I’m the one who should be apologizing. You have been sick and scared for months and I didn’t even know.” He lowers his forehead to mine. We stay that way until the phone beeps alerting us that the groceries have arrived.

“Logan hates me, doesn’t he?” I reach for his hand as he turns to go.

He frowns. “Logan doesn’t know how to hate. He’s uncomfortable with our relationship.” With a shrug, he adds, “But I just fucked him, so he will be in a better mood. That’s the thing about Logan—he needs to feel loved all the time.”

I slap his chest. “Jesus, Brance.”

The elevator dings and Peter and a couple delivery guys enter and drop off three boxes of necessities on the island.

“Thanks, Peter.”

He smiles at me. “Anytime, Tess.”

Scooting off the counter, I check out one of the boxes. I need something salty to eat. I grab some peanut butter pretzels. Brance is behind me as he reaches for a can of Pringles.

I arch a brow at his choice. He snorts. “Like yours is any healthier?” He pops open the lid. “Should I have my dad’s men find him?”

“No, do not get your father involved!” As I put away the groceries, I eat a couple pretzels. I love the sweet peanut butter mixed with salt.

“Does Jax know?”

“No one knows besides Lana and my dad, and look how well that went over.” I stare at him.

Brance crosses his feet at his ankles and shoves giant mouthfuls of Pringles into his mouth as crumbs fall onto his chest and my hardwood floor.

“Where the fuck could he be? I’m trying to think like Reed, but that’s impossible.” Before I can answer, he moves me aside to wash his hands at the sink. “I mean, this is serious. Reed has never disappeared. I think you broke him, Pretty Girl. Otherwise he would have come back.”

“He doesn’t love me anymore. That’s what he told me, and then he left.”

“Your main priorities have changed, Pretty Girl.” His tone is serious. “Reed is no longer first. These two are.” He caresses my bump. “I think we should wait and see what happens. I’ll send Logan home to LA. He can come and go. And when you’re feeling better, maybe we will consider contacting Jax. He’ll know where Reed is.”

“Thank God, you’re back.”

Brance grins. His brown eyes look tired but alert. Already, he’s plotting.

I feel better. The guilt that’s been hanging over me lessens slightly. That’s what Brance does—the longer he stays, the sooner he will have me up and functioning.

“Have you both gone insane?” Logan stands in red-and-black-checked flannel pajamas with a huge frown, his blond hair slicked back and wet from the shower

“Babe, this is something that you have to trust us on.” Brance dumps the last of the Pringles into his hand and tosses the empty can in the garbage.

He shakes his head. “No. This is wrong. I don’t know Reed well, but he deserves the truth.”

“No one is saying that we are not going to tell him.” Brance reaches into one of the boxes for a bottle of red wine and starts fishing around in my junk drawer for the wine opener. “We’re trying to figure out the best way to proceed.” He pours two glasses of red wine and hands Logan one with a soft kiss. I look away. Seeing their affection makes me want to cry again.

“This is not like a pair of shoes that you don’t want him to know about. You’re keeping his children from him!” His eyes dart to me then Brance who has crossed his arms and is smirking at him.

He shakes his head. “This is going to backfire on you guys and I want you both to remember I said this.”

“Thank you, Logan. We look forward to you telling us so.” Then Brance turns to me as he pulls out a bottle of ginger ale. “You want some?”

“Yes, please.”

Logan looks around my kitchen. Sitting on one of my barstools, he sips his wine as though deep in thought.

“Since he hasn’t even tried to make contact, he doesn’t want to be found,” Brance says, opening up a Chinese food menu and sliding it to Logan. “I need to use the bathroom. Tess knows what I like.” My face heats up as I pull out a barstool and sit next to Logan.

“Of course she does,” he mumbles as he opens the menu then shuts it dramatically. “You are making a mistake, Tess.”

I sigh and give him a weak smile. “I’m sure you’re right, but I need my strength to deal with Reed.” I reach for the menu, not that I need to look at it. Reed, Jax, Brance, and I order from this place all the time.

“Brance mentioned that your father took away your money?”

I slowly look up, shocked. “Um, yes.”

Logan has the all-American thing going on. Blond hair, blue eyes, polar opposite of Brance. Dark to light. Brance with his model beauty and Logan, the boy next door.

“Brance loves you, but is it fair to expect him to support you?” he whispers.

“No, of course not,” I snap. What else should I say? I hadn’t even thought about that. We all have money, so I never considered how this would look from an outsider’s view.

“What are you two whispering about?” Brance reaches over me for his wine.

Before I can lie for Logan, he says, “I was inquiring how Tess is going to support herself and the twins. Since her father has cut her off and you two have decided not to tell Reed…” He shrugs, letting it hang in the air.

Brance lowers himself to the barstool next to me and takes Logan’s rough hands into his tan ones. “Logan, my love?”

Logan’s face blushes at Brance’s endearment.

“Did you order the food?”

Logan’s cheeks turn beet red. I can’t help but notice that his face matches his pajamas.

“Where I’m from, if you are broke you go to work,” he announces.

Brance smiles at him like he’s a three-year-old. “That’s not how we do it and it’s completely unrealistic for Tess.”

He nods and takes a large sip of his wine. The tension in the room makes my head throb. Logan hates me.

He snorts into his glass. “I guess you guys need to rethink your ban against Reed since he’s the father and a billionaire!”

“Logan, please, I will figure this out. I shouldn’t have involved you two.”

“Are you kidding me?” Brance is starting to get fired up, and I flash back to Reed always saying he was the scariest out of all of us.

“No, I’m not. He should pay child support.” Logan raises his nose in the air. I look away because it’s hard to take him seriously when he crosses his legs wearing flannel jammies.

Brance clears his throat and grasps the side of my marble island. “Logan, I have plenty of money. She’ll be fine.”

Oh God, this is awful. At least with Reed, he accepted Brance. He never made him feel like a third wheel or a mooch, which is exactly how I feel right now.

I reach for Brance’s hand. “Logan is right. You need to go back to Los Angeles. I will be fine. If I need anything, I’ll call Jax.”

Brance leans over and grabs his glass of wine, his eyes narrowing on me. “So you’re saying that out of the blue, you can handle all this by yourself?”

I blink at him, unsure what to say.

“Brance, look around.” Logan waves a hand dramatically. “Tess is living in a million-dollar penthouse for heaven’s sake. She could sell one of her bags and survive for a month.”

How did I not think of that? I glance around my apartment. I do have a fortune in stuff I could sell.

Brance bursts out laughing. “Again, Logan, this is not how it works. I’m going to stay here with Tess to get her situated. You are welcome to stay or you can go back and forth. It’s up to you.”

“So that’s it? I’m supposed to stay quiet and watch you two plot and ruin people’s lives?”

Brance stands up, the barstool scraping my wood floor. “I’m going to say this one time, Logan. You’re either with us or against us.” They lock eyes and Logan takes his glass and stomps up the stairs. The slam of the guest bedroom door makes me jump.

“Fucking drama queen.” Brance shakes his head, a small smile on his lips.

“Brance, I’m serious. If you need to go, I will ca—” I stop when he shoots me a death stare.

I lift my hands. “Fine.” I can’t help but smile. “Obviously you know him better than I, but some of the stuff he said was right.”

He doesn’t respond and picks up my phone and orders a shitload of food. Hanging up, he grabs the bottle of wine and my hand, dragging me to the couch. We both sigh as we sink into its soft, warm comfort. I’m so tired I could nod off. He picks up my feet and lays them on his lap as he starts to massage one. A small moan escapes me.

“I’m jealous of what you have with Logan. It’s sinking in—I am probably never going to have that again.”

He smiles. “Oh, Tess.” He leans his head back and closes his eyes. “You will have it and more, trust me.” His strong hands rub my tired feet.

“Do you think he’s right? Should we call Jax, have him get ahold of Reed?”

He sighs. “Probably, but let’s give it some time. I need you to tell me everything. Start with Reed leaving and then Lana and your dad.”

So I do, for hours, until there is nothing left for me to say.
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TESS

Past – twenty-two years old

 

“Hi, Cindy.” I’m at the park again having left my doctor’s office for my six-month visit. I wave at Pauline and her cute redheaded daughter Cindy. This kid looks so much like Little Orphan Annie it makes me smile. Big red chubby cheeks and bright red curls.

“So how did it go?” Barb, one of my new friends snaps my attention to her. My eyes take in her disheveled appearance. Poor Barb always looks a little frazzled or like she’s going to cry. She has one of those faces that always looks sad.

“Good, I think.”

“What does that mean?” Her eyes zero in on my face.

“It’s nothing. The twins are growing. They’re big and healthy.” I sniff and put my hands in the pocket of my coat. “He did mention for me to rest.”

“Wait what? Why would he say that?”

“He said my blood pressure was slightly elevated. So he wants me to come back next week.” I glance away from Barb’s eagle-eyed stare.

“Jesus, he wants to keep an eye on it, that’s all.”

“Hmm… okay.” She squints at me as if that will tell her whether I’m lying. I must pass because she squats down to her son. She takes his hands and rubs Purell on them.

“Want some?” She shoves the bottle at me.

“Um, sure.” I hold out my hand and she squirts a generous amount of clear jelly and rubs my hands together for me. I have to bite my tongue. She’s like super mom, but I don’t think she knows she does it.

“He didn’t mention bed rest, did he?”

“No, no mention of that,” I say. Her face is now twisted with worry.

“He said to take it easy and no stress, which shouldn’t be hard since all I do is hang out with Brance, do some yoga, and come to the park.”

After that first day, when I discovered this place, it’s been like a calming safe zone for me. I love being around these women. They give great advice and make me feel hopeful.

Brance even started joining me, so now we’re regulars. I mean, this is what you do if you want to be a good mom, right? You take your kids to the park. My parents never took me to the park. I don’t even know if they knew parks existed. Brad would, though. He took Reed, Jax, and me all the time. We loved it and ran and played in the sand. Well, I played in the sand. They threw sand, causing all kinds of chaos.

Stopping my thoughts from wandering to Reed, I turn to Pauline. “Did Cindy get over that cough that was bothering her?” We all look at Cindy playing in the sand.

“No.” She groans. “Still hacking all over us. I keep sending her to preschool in the mornings. Do you guys think that’s bad?”

See, I love this. Like I would know, but I love being included anyway.

“What color is the mucus?” Barb questions.

“It’s clear, so I keep sending her.”

“She’s fine,” Barb answers with conviction.

I can’t help but grin at my friends. If you had told me six months ago I would be gossiping with women older than me by a decade or more, I would have thought you were insane. But here I am, talking about breastfeeding and what diapers I should use. Brance calls it baby school. He sits and takes notes with them, buying things on his phone as they tell him. The amount of stuff we have piled up in the twins’ room is embarrassing.

“Tess? Is that your phone?” Barb snaps me out of my day dreaming.

“Wow, how did you even hear that?” I dig around in my bag. “Damn it, I mean darn it,” I mumble, frowning at my Chloe bag that’s lying in the dirt, half of my junk rolling out of it. Gritting my teeth in aggravation, I’m not thrilled with having to bend down. It’s always a bit tricky getting back up. Even though I’m only six months, my stomach has popped.

“Hold on.” Barb pulls me back as she squats down easily, gathering all my lipsticks and wallet that are now covered in dirt.

“Thank you. I need to go through this thing—it’s out of control.” She keeps shoving all my stuff into my bag, then hands me my phone. Throwing her a grateful look, I take a breath. The babies are so active lately. It’s fantastic, and the few times they haven’t moved, I’ve freaked.

“Shoot.” Somehow I have missed three calls. Two from a number I don’t recognize and one from Brance.

“It’s Brance,” I announce. They cheer much like all women. They’re huge Brance groupies.

“I need to call him back. He’s calling to find out about my doctor visit.” Frowning for a moment at the other number, I’m filled with a shiver of unease. I brush my long hair behind my shoulder and look up at my friends. “Remember, he went home to Los Angeles for this week.”

“Oh, right. I can’t wait for steamy details about Logan.” Pauline’s voice gets all girly.

Rolling my eyes, I say, “I’m sure he will give you some.”

God, what must these women think? I’m amazed Barb hasn’t asked the question. It has to be driving her crazy. I mean Brance has been nothing but honest about his love for his boyfriend and their healthy sex life.

Before I even call back, my phone lights up with a picture of Brance and Logan. Crossing my arms, I revel in the feel of my heavy jacket; it’s like a plush pillow. I know I look like a snowman, but that’s the great thing about hanging out with moms. They don’t care.

“Hello?” My eyes scan the playground in front of me. I stare at all the kids running and playing. Most are laughing and happy, but there are always a few who sit and cry the whole time.

How the hell am I going to do this? It would be hard enough with one, but I’m having two. And thanks to Logan, I’m reminded that I live off my best friend and his father’s drug money! Suddenly exhausted, I need to go home. A small headache is starting to take over. It’s guilt eating a hole into me—I know it is. I wish I felt better about my decision. Closing my eyes for a moment, I take a breath of cool air into my lungs.

“Tess?” Brance’s voice breaks through my brain fog. My eyes snap open to Barb’s worried look—or she could simply be staring at me. Like I said, she has one of those faces. Clearing my voice, I say, “Perfect timing. I just left Dr. Blumen’s office.”

I walk over to one of the benches and lower myself.

“What’s wrong?” He fires off the question.

“Nothing.” I sigh. “The babies are growing and I gained five pounds. They were happy with that.”

“What aren’t you telling me, Pretty Girl?” His voice is demanding.

I look up at the gray sky. “How’s the weather? I’m so sick of gray skies.”

“I’m coming home.”

“Stop it.” Silence. “Fine. My blood pressure was a little high. He wants me to take it easy, and he will check it next week.” Silence. “Hello?” I look at the phone to see if I lost him.

“Yeah, I’m here. How high was it?”

“I didn’t ask, Brance. Sometimes ignorance is bliss.”

I hear him blow out some air. “I’m coming back.” One of the babies kicks. I can’t help but smile. They love Uncle Brance already.

“Don’t you dare. You just got there. I demand that you enjoy yourself. I am fine! Seriously, I have enough guilt. Logan is only now warming up to me. Please stay your week. If something happens, I’ll call, but I’m doing great.” I take a quick peek to see if anyone can hear me. Of course, Barb is not even trying to be discreet in her spying.

“Don’t you try to guilt me with your guilt,” he growls. “I will stay a couple days, but then I’m coming back. I don’t trust you.”

“Whatever, I love you. Go have hot sex with Logan. The girls at the park can’t wait for details.” Pauline squeals.

“Wait, you’re at the park?” He sounds stunned like I’ve robbed a bank.

“Of course. I’m pregnant, not sick. He didn’t put me on bed rest yet.”

“He mentioned bed rest?” His voice is clipped, and I know he wants to yell but doesn’t want to upset me.

My lips twitch. “Brance, go have fun. I’ll call you later.”

“Go home, Pretty Girl. I will be calling—”

“Got it. I’m on my way. Please don’t make a big deal about this.”

He’s silent again then says, “Love you.”

“Love you too.” Hanging up, I stuff my phone back into my purse and heave myself to my feet.

“I’d better go. He’ll be calling to make sure I’m home resting.”

Barb nods and gives me a warm hug. “Men, they get so bossy when you are carrying their baby.”

I wince. Brance has gone above and beyond for me. He doesn’t need to be labeled the dad.

Biting my lower lip, I blurt out, “Brance, is not the father. He’s my best friend. My babies’ father left me and Brance has stepped in to help.”

I see confusion and sympathy on their faces. “The bastard left you pregnant and alone?” Pauline whispers as she moves closer, her eyes alive with anger.

“Well, it’s complicated.” My face heats up. Why did I say anything? Both babies kick as if they are sticking up for their dad.

Barb grabs me and gives me another hug. Tears mist her eyes, and I feel a stab of shame but shake it off. They’re never going to meet Reed, so why should I care if he is the villain?

“Are you telling me that Brance has stepped up and is basically taking on the responsibility of being the dad and husband?” Her eyes search my flushed face. “The man is a saint.” She gasps and covers her mouth. “What about Logan?”

“Well…” A nervous laugh escapes me. God this is awful!

“He’s the real saint. I mean, it can’t be easy. Being in love with Brance and having to deal with me.” I laugh again.

“Don’t be silly. You’re fabulous, and babies are the biggest blessing in the world.”

I swallow the lump in my throat.

“Forget him!” she yells, causing me to jump and the babies to kick. “This is his loss.” She points at my stomach. “He will be the one sorry when he realizes that he is missing out on the best days of his life. And trust me, one day it will hit him like a brick.”

I swear lightning is going to strike me. I look around and a small shiver gives me goose bumps as if Barb’s ominous words will make Reed appear.

“I have to go. My feet are swelling.” Both Barb and Pauline nod, pity all over their faces. I hate myself. Plastering on a fake smile, I wave goodbye.

Great. I’m horrified. Now I don’t want to come back. Tears sting my eyes. Why did I have to ruin it? Why couldn’t I let them think Brance, Logan, and I were into some kinky shit? Better that than the truth or the version of truth I told them. Raising my hand frantically for a cab, I cringe as my throat burns. All this anxiety is making my acid reflux act up. I shift uncomfortably. My feet actually are swelling, and I look at the cars speeding by somewhat dejected.

People passing me don’t even spare me a glance. I observe a young woman throwing a dirty diaper into the beat-up trash can next to the bus bench. Gross!

Finally, I get the attention of a cabbie and almost cry in relief as I slide into the back and rattle off my address. Indian music plays loudly. I rub my nose, trying not to gag on the pungent, stale odors in the cab. I crack the window to get some fresh air in. I haven’t thrown up in a while and I’d like to keep it that way.

Closing my eyes, I make a mental note to start using Uber again. The cool wind caresses my warm cheeks slowly. I open my eyes and look out at the city. It’s always seemed like New York has something against me with its massive number of people and buildings. We stop and start in traffic, and I’m done. I’ve overstayed my welcome here. Reed… Reed means New York, Manhattan. I’ve been staying here, hoping he’ll come back, but he’s gone and with every minute that he stays away, the less I forgive him or myself. I glance down at my hands and notice my dirty Chloe bag. Not being able to help myself, I brush it off. No one is going to notice more dirt and dust on the ripped-up dark seat. I don’t have more time to dwell on it as the door is being opened by one of the doormen at my building.

I do a quick glance, making sure I haven’t left anything. Handing the driver fifty dollars, I tell him to keep it. It’s the least I can do seeing as I’ve added a layer of dirt to his backseat.

“Tess?” I freeze, my world starting to tilt.

It can’t be! The leap of joy, adrenaline lights up my chest almost causing me to choke on my heavy breathing. Turning, I face him and my heart does skip. Usually that would bother me, but at this moment, I don’t even give it a second thought. His tall, muscular form walks toward me. I go to grab the cab for support. In five steps, he is in front of me. My breath comes out in a whoosh and my rapid pulse slows down. Releasing the cab, I step forward.

Warm strong hands are on my elbows as he steadies me. “Tess, what the hell?” His turquoise eyes sweep my face then my body. “Hey, come on. It’s all right.” He pulls me into his strong arms.

It’s not Reed. It’s Jax.
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TESS

 

Jax’s hands smooth my hair. His lips are on my forehead as he tries to calm me. He’s saying something, but I can’t hear him. My mind spins as I clutch his sweater. My large belly is a glaring reminder of my dirty secret that is about to be brought out in the open.

He shakes me and my head snaps back. “Tess, stop crying.” It’s a command.

I try to take in a breath. My eyes are filled with tears and Jax is nothing but a blur.

“I’ve been calling you. Didn’t you get my messages?” His eyes sweep my body. “Christ, what have you done?” He pulls up my puffy white parka and a small hiss escapes his throat.

“I can explain…” My voice comes out raspy, but it doesn’t matter. He’s placed his arm under my elbow and is propelling me inside the building and into the private elevator.

“Jax, please, let me explain.” But how am I going to explain this? I have no excuse. He instantly unzips my jacket. I almost burst into hysterical laughter at the look of concern on my doorman’s face. He’s new and sweet. Thankfully the elevator closes. Jax backs up, breathing heavily as he focuses solely on my stomach.

“Jesus, did it kick?” His pretty blue eyes find mine. I nod. My throat is so full of emotion I can’t speak. The babies kick again, and this time, he reaches over to my stomach. His strong, warm hand rests there, waiting. The twins don’t disappoint; they must feel my anguish. “Tess…?” His eyes are glistening. “Reed is missing this?”

That simple painful truth makes me want to start screaming and never stop. The elevator dings gracefully and the doors glide open.

“I need the restroom, Jax.” Bolting past him, I lean against the bathroom door. This is finally happening. I’m not innocent, but the guilt is not all mine either. I stand in our guest bathroom, my eyes darting around, my mind digesting that for better or worse, my decision has been made for me. Brance missing all this sucks. Not only is he going to be pissed, but I need him right now.

Staring at my reflection in my antique gold frame mirror, I think I’m in shock or maybe numb. My dark hair is long and thick, falling down my back. My lips, my poor lips seem to be growing. The more I swell, the puffier they get. I look good. The only thing that’s different besides my enormous belly is my eyes.

Sad.

Reed always said I had sapphire eyes because they were such a deep blue that glistened and sparkled. Now they look dark and haunted. I expect to see Jax waiting outside the door for me. That’s what Reed would do, and even though they look identical, they’re completely different. A pain hits my heart. Seeing Jax is like an old wound being ripped open again and again. And although I’m numb, I have to face my actions… the truth.

I walk straight to my kitchen. It’s freezing in here. Either that or I’m shaking from the adrenaline. It’s also eerily quiet. Using my smartphone, I adjust the heat. The small click of the heat turning on makes me rub my hands together as warm air filters through. I’m starving, but something tells me to wait until after I talk to Jax, so I grab us a couple waters.

He’s sitting on my large couch with the fireplace on, his tall form leaning forward as if he’s deep in thought.

“I need you not to judge me right now.”

His eyes snap to mine and the pain I see almost makes me cry. Instead I sink my pregnant body onto the couch next to him and hand him a water.

“I’m struggling here.” He takes a deep breath. “Do you have any idea?” He looks away. “I can’t even begin to tell you the damage you have caused.” His eyes flash with anger, and I can’t blame him. Amid the fear and pain of losing Reed, I shut him out.

“Forgive me.” I reach for his hand.

He pulls away. “No, Tess. No fucking way. You don’t get to feel better with a ‘forgive me.’” He runs a hand through his thick hair. “Why didn’t you call me? Jesus Christ, we’ve been best friends since we were eight. What the hell have you done?” He stands up as if he can’t stand being near me. I have no excuse and I’m not even trying to defend myself because he’s right.

“I should have called.” My raspy voice is almost hoarse with the strain. I look out my window. It’s already getting dark.

“I even stopped by twice. The doorman said you were out. You were here all along, weren’t you?” He looks at me.

“I never asked for the doorman to turn you away.” But my voice sounds hollow. For the last three months, I told them I was sick and couldn’t see anyone.

“What are you doing? Have you even thought this through?” His turquoise eyes zero in on my stomach. “Christ.” He turns away in disgust and looks out at Manhattan.

“You weren’t going to tell us, were you? How could you possibly think to get away with this?”

I open my mouth then close it. “Speak, Tess! Defend yourself. Say something that will make me understand. Because all I feel is betrayed and that breaks my heart.” He turns and his beautiful eyes, identical to Reed’s, hold mine.

I lick my dry lips. “Jax, please, I can handle anything but that.” When I try to push myself up, he rolls his eyes and sits me back down, placing a pillow behind me. I reach for his hand. “I never meant to hurt you or Reed. I’m so ashamed. Then I was terrified that Reed had told you that I wanted an abortion and I thought you would hate me. It’s all my fault.” I take a breath. “Reed loved me and I ruined that.” I nod, the lump in my throat almost choking me. “It’s true, I was scared and sick and we said such horrible things. He called me my father and he was right.”

I look at the last picture I have up of Reed and me. We’re probably thirteen and laughing together. I can’t even remember what made us laugh that day. No matter how long he has stayed away, I couldn’t seem to get rid of this picture.

“I destroyed us,” I whisper, still transfixed on the picture of us.

“He loves you no matter where he is.” Jax squeezes my hand and I look at him, but he too is looking at the picture.

“Reed needs to know, Tess.”

“I know.” I look at my hand clasped in his. “Brance and I have been discussing how best to go about it.”

Jax cocks his head. “I thought Brance was in Africa.”

“He came back early for me. I needed him.”

“I knew it.” He exhales and stands shaking his head. “Fucking Brance! Where is he?” He looks around my penthouse like he’s hiding somewhere.

“I knew you wouldn’t do this alone—it’s not only you. Was it his idea not to tell Reed?”

“Absolutely not.” I slap the couch with my hands. “Brance is truly the most wonderful person in the world. I don’t know what I would have done without him.” I reach for a Kleenex on the side table and blow my nose.

Jax’s eyes bore into me. “What the hell?” He looks at the ceiling exasperated then back at me. “Christ, Tess stop. I can’t stand you crying.” He sits down and pulls me onto his lap the way he always does whenever Reed and I fight. I cry into his chest as he strokes my back not saying anything.

After I can’t cry anymore and I’m hiccupping into his neck, he sighs. “This is serious. How many months are you?”

“Six,” I whisper.

He nods, his eyes going to my stomach. “This stops today—all the crying, the guilt, it stops. Reed is not innocent. Both of you said things that I’m sure you want to take back, but this isn’t good for the baby.”

I slide off his lap so I can take a good look at him. “I swear to you, I was getting ready to tell everyone. I guess a part of me was still believing that Reed was coming back.”

Jax pulls my hair off my face. “I haven’t seen or heard from my brother in months. The last time I saw him was in a Las Vegas hospital. He was out of his mind with grief. It didn’t go well.”

“Is he okay?” My chest tightens. It’s agony that I did this to us.

“I have no idea,” Jax states. “He knew, though. In the hospital, he was delirious with fever and he knew you were keeping the baby. At the time, I thought it was the drugs. I mean he was saying all sorts of crazy shit.”

“Why Vegas? Reed hates Vegas.”

“He wasn’t in his right mind, so God only knows how he got there.” He rubs his hands up and down his face, and I have to look away. That gesture is pure Reed.

“If I could take it back… you have no idea. Every day I get up and he is the first thing I think about. As soon as I found out I was having twins, I knew I was never going to abort. As fucked up as my parents made me, I’ve decided to do the opposite. I’m confident they will turn out all right.” I try to smile.

His eyes snap to mine. “You’re pregnant with twins?” His voice cracks.

“It’s crazy, right?”

He takes both my cold hands and cups them like we are praying with his warm ones. “We have to tell him. No matter how fucked up he is, he needs to know.”

“I agree.”

“Good.” He lets go. “I will have to get my grandfather on it. None of us know where he is or have a number.”

I take a deep breath, feeling better already. Maybe Reed will come back.

“Twins, huh?” I look at him. He lifts his hips up to get his phone out of his back pocket. “I don’t know why I’m surprised. You two never do anything easy.” He snickers as he tosses it on the coffee table.

Tears fill my eyes again. “Enough with tears, Tess. I couldn’t stand them when you were eight, and I can’t stand them now. I forgive you, but you need to trust me to handle this, okay?”

I nod and wipe them away clearing my throat. “I trust you.”

“Good.” He stands, picking up his phone. “Call Brance. I want to talk to him,” he demands.

“Jax, it’s not his fault. Please, don’t be mad at him. He’s in LA visiting his boyfriend. I don’t want to bother him.”

“Bother him! And I’m staying with you until Reed comes back.” He holds up a finger when I start to argue. “Trust me, Reed would want me to. This is a family situation. Brance can stay in LA.”

Great, this is going to be ugly. “Jax, please, you know Brance is my family. Be nice. I don’t know what I would have done without him.”

He rolls his eyes at me. “I do! You would have called me. But that’s beside the point. I don’t want you to worry about anything. I know you love Brance, and I’m not going to be an ass, especially since he’s been taking care of you. I only want to talk to him.”

Staring into his eyes, I see they are sincere. “Fine, and by the way, my dad disowned me because I got pregnant with twins and Reed left me. So Brance has been financially supporting me also.”

He stiffens. “What?”

“You heard me. I’m broke and Brance has been supporting me emotionally and financially.”

“Another reason to talk to him. Of course, we’ll pay him back. From now on, you only take money from the family.” He kisses my forehead like I’m a child, then gets on his phone, I assume to call Grandfather Ian.

Slowly, I walk up the stairs and into my bedroom. I set my phone down. I’m so exhausted and my feet are tired and swollen. The thought of calling Brance and having to explain everything that has happened makes me look at my clean, cool, welcoming bed and decide to let Jax and him fight it out. Brance can hold his own and then some. I, on the other hand, can barely keep my eyes open. Pulling off my pants, I slip in and sigh as I put a soft pillow between my legs and snuggle in under my sheets and comforter. I shut my eyes, letting my subconscious for a moment actually dream that Jax locates Reed and he miraculously forgives me with a kiss.

I snort into my pillow at my pathetic fairy-tale delusions. If Reed wanted to come home, he would have. Jax and Brance are right. My babies need me. And not the sad, weak Tess who can’t function without Reed. But the one who is strong enough to raise two kids on her own and love every minute of it.
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TESS

One month later

 

“Jax? Is that my phone ringing?” I yell, almost falling. One of my Ugg boots is the culprit. I’m so big I trip all the time. Staring in dismay at my numerous outfits, I stand naked in my large walk-in closet. Nothing seems right. What do you wear when Ian Saddington, Reed and Jax’s grandfather, comes over with a phone number for Reed?

I’m a nervous wreck, but in a strange way, it’s a giant relief. I need to get this off my psyche. Should I wear a dress or pants? I procrastinate in my closet, putting off the inevitable as long as I can.

“Fuck you.” I hear it loud and clear from downstairs. Brance must be arguing with Jax again. He didn’t take kindly to Jax’s phone call that day. The next morning, he and Logan were at my penthouse and haven’t left since. Jax also hasn’t left. He’s moved in and seems happy to wait for Reed to come and fetch me. God, if only I could be so lucky. Somehow, I know in my gut today is not going to go the way everyone is hoping.

Rubbing my stomach, I try to calm my nerves. The twins have been more active over the last week or so. I lower myself onto my vanity chair and slip one foot and then the other into my underwear then put on my super ugly maternity bra—after fighting it for months, I finally had to get a few. My breasts are enormous.

“I swear to God, Tess, Jax is on my last nerve.” Brance bursts into my closet. “Why aren’t you dressed?” His lean body takes up most of the doorway. He’s wearing tailored charcoal pants and a crisp white-collared shirt. Logan lucked out—Brance is all-around yummy.

Puffing out some air, I start to sweat. After blowing out and straightening my hair, I’m burning up. Unfortunately, ever since I got pregnant, the simple act of using a blow dryer turns my whole body into a sauna. Then Brance insisted I make some big curls. The effect was fabulous until I started to perspire. Also, every time, I turn, a big curl gets stuck on my glossy lips. So I’ve got smeared lip gloss, along with sweat pouring down my breasts and trickling down my sides. I want to roll into a corner and cry.

“Brance, you have to turn on the air,” I snap at him.

He frowns. “Tess, it’s cold. We keep the penthouse freezing already. I can’t turn on the air. That’s insane.”

I shoot him a death glare. He holds up his hands in defeat, laughing. “Okay, I’ll turn it on.” His brown eyes focus on me.

“What?” I can only imagine what I look like, face red and sweaty.

He reaches into his pants pocket and pulls out his phone, adjusting the temperature. Instantly glorious cool air blows on my face and body.

“Thank you. I love you,” I shout, slumping into my built-in shelves that hold my impressive shoe collection. I can no longer fit into any of them.

Brance steps around me as he efficiently filters through my maternity section.

“Here, wear this.” It’s a gray cashmere dress. I take it gratefully. I’m starting to feel better with the cool air. And this dress is super comfortable. Its soft cashmere wraps around me like a second skin. I push my hair out of my face and turn to Brance.

“Well?” I place my hands on my hips.

He tilts his head, examining me from top to bottom.

“I never thought I would see the day, but you are more beautiful now than ever.”

Snorting, I turn to face the full-length mirror in the corner. “You’re completely biased. I’m as big as a house.”

“No, this”—he motions with his hands—“this is what poets write about.” His eyes get misty. “This is the closest I’m ever going to get to experiencing pregnancy with a woman.” He’s sincere. Brance is loving every minute of my pregnancy. Two weeks ago, he hired a photographer to take pictures of me. By the end of the shoot, Brance, Logan, and Jax had joined in. I blew up a picture of all of us and had Jax hang it over the fireplace.

“You’re sure you can deal with this? I’m worried about the stress of this upsetting your blood pressure.”

Brance pulls my hair off my lips, then gets on his knees and grabs my ballet flats. Gently he lifts one foot and rests it on his thigh, slipping on the black flat, then does the same with my other foot. He rubs my swollen ankles. “There, you’re ready.”

I grab his sleeve. “Brance, I… I really love you. I can’t tell you how much you mean to me.”

“You don’t have to tell me. I know, Pretty Girl. I’ve always known.” He rubs my cheek with his thumb.

“This is the right thing to do. I want to be free. I’m sick of waking up at three a.m. in a cold sweat because I’m a liar. I have my faults, but keeping Reed from his children was never in the plan.”

He nods as he massages my shoulders. “And we won’t be the bad guys anymore. It can be all Reed.”

“That doesn’t sound positive.” He gives me the “we both know how this is going to turn out” look.

“I know.” My ballet flats sink into the soft carpet of my bedroom. I take Brance’s hand as we descend the stairs.

Jax is yelling at the TV. Monday night football is on, so nobody even notices as Brance and I enter. Jax, Ian, and Brad sit glued to the end of the couch, screaming for Tom Brady to do his magic.

“Hello.” For some reason I feel shy and extremely pregnant. Brad jumps to his feet first followed by Grandfather Ian. Jax gives me a wink and turns back to the game.

“Tess…” Suddenly I find myself in a tight, warm embrace. “Look at you.” Brad pulls back holding me at arm’s length. He pulls his proud, handsome face back, taking in my condition.

“I want to be angry at you, but I can’t. This is too wonderful. I’m at a loss… and twins. You know Caroline is hurt. You need to call her, sweetheart.”

My cheeks heat up. “I’m sorry. I never meant not to tell you. It’s been difficult. I was sick, and…” I look at the men in the room. “The truth is I have no excuse. I hope you can forgive me.”

Grandfather Ian walks over to kiss my cheek. “Let’s sit and talk. Jax, please turn off the television.” His commanding voice is so much like Reed’s it hurts.

I lower myself onto the couch, adjusting and trying not to flinch at the sharp kicks the twins are doing. Brad hands me a pillow and I smile, grateful. The television snaps off. I turn to look at Ian. His wrinkled tan hand reaches for mine.

Even in his eighties, Grandfather Ian is undoubtedly handsome. His hand may be covered in age spots, but it’s strong and warm as he holds mine.

“You have been feeling better?” He flashes me those damn Saddington dimples.

“I was sick in the beginning, but I feel better now.”

I smile into his green eyes, and he reaches up and wipes a tear from my cheek. I had no idea I was crying.

He sighs. “I’ve located Reed.”

My heart skips a beat. Shit, this is truly happening. Suddenly I want to run. I wiggle trying to get comfortable.

“Before we continue, I have talked to Dr. Blumen. He informed me that your blood pressure is of some concern?”

Adrenaline races through me, pounding in my head, making my arms are weak.

“Tess honey?” His kind green eyes show understanding. “We can wait. All our main concern is your health and the babies. If this is too stressful, please be honest.”

Brad stands up and clears his throat. “Dad, I feel strongly that Reed should be told. After all, these are his children too. We can’t keep this from him.” I clutch Grandfather Ian’s hand tightly. Then realize my nails are leaving marks in his old soft skin.

“Sorry,” I mumble, pulling my hand away.

“Tess?” Brad gets my attention. “Reed is not perfect but he loves you and he will adore his children.”

Jax comes over and looks down at me. “What do you want to do, Tess?” My heart beats so hard I can feel it in my forehead, which probably means my blood pressure is skyrocketing. But I’ve gotten this far. Why prolong the agony?

“I need to tell him.”

I hear Brad whisper, “Thank you.” He rubs the back of his neck, looking exhausted. Actually, everyone looks tired. Thank God I’m ending this.

“You sure? You’re awfully pale.” Brance looks at me like a mother hen.

“I’m fine, I’m nervous so…”

Grandfather Ian takes my hand again. “Tess, I have a private investigator on Reed.” He hesitates and I swallow. “He’s not in a good place. I honestly do want to know if you are up for this. Or we wait until after the babies are born.”

God, I’m lightheaded and the sweat is making the cashmere sticky and slightly itchy. I can’t have a panic attack. So I take a small breath. It’s almost as if Grandfather Ian wants me to say no. Dread creeps around my lower back and the babies kick enough to make me gasp a little.

“Please, let’s get this over with.”

Grandfather Ian’s shoulders slump for a second and I almost think he is going to refuse. Instead he reaches into his pocket and hands me a number.

“Hold on.” Jax takes the paper from me. “Where the fuck is he?”

“Amsterdam.”

“Christ, I need a drink. Anyone else?” He turns away.

I almost faint when I hear Logan accept one. Oh God, this is so awful that Logan is reduced to drinking.

I clear my voice. “I’ll use our home phone.” As I pull myself up, Brance stops me. Jax walks over with a Scotch in one hand and the phone in the other.

“Do you need some privacy?” Grandfather Ian asks.

I freeze, staring into his kind eyes. “Tess, no matter what… Reed loves you more than he loves himself.” He nods. “He’s lost and he needs you. I truly believe this.”

Before I can chicken out and let the anxiety take over, I push the number, my hands shaking. Holding my breath, I hear Jax snap for me to breathe. My eyes pop to his and for a moment, I let myself think it’s Reed and he’s breathing with me.

“I don’t like this. Fuck.” Brance stands in front of me frowning. “Hang up. We will deal with Reed later.” He takes the phone from my cold hands even though I’m drenched in sweat. “He’s not answering. That’s enough for today,” he informs the room.

“Try it again, Brance. I want this done.”

He shakes his head. “I don’t like your coloring. Look at her, Jax.” They all stare at me like I’m some precious piece of art.

“Brance is right. You’re pale. How about some orange juice?”

“Oh, stop it, Jax.” I take the phone out of Brance’s hand. Suddenly, I desperately need to hear Reed’s voice. I need to hear that he still hates me or loves me. Either way, it’s time to atone.

Standing up, I cradle the bottom of my belly. As I walk into the kitchen, Jax and Brance follow closely behind. I press redial and hear the weird overseas ringtone. I’m not feeling good at all. I should hang up for my own health, but something makes me wait.

And then I hear it. A woman’s voice!

I reach for my kitchen island. It’s cold marble, making the tips of my fingers numb. A small cramp in my lower back causes me to focus.

“Is Reed there?”

“Who’s calling?” The woman sounds tired and I assume I have woken her up. My mind is already going there and I grip the counter tighter. Why had I naively thought he would stay true to me? Reed always breaks my heart.

“Who is this?” The woman’s voice picks up volume. I walk slowly to the sink in case I need to throw up. Pain like I have never felt slices through my heart then twists around and ends up slashing down my back. I whimper and Jax and Brance are at my side.

“Give me the phone, Tess,” Jax demands. I can’t see him because my eyes are blurry with tears.

“TESS?” the woman speaks.

A shudder goes up my belly, straight to my throat, which is barely holding back the bile.

“How did you get our number? Well, it doesn’t matter.” She sighs as if she’s so tired she can barely be bothered with me. I want to give the phone to Jax. He’s trying to take it from me, but I seem to have a death grip on it.

“I need… is Reed there?” My voice sounds so far away.

“He’s in the shower.”

Silence.

“Listen, I’m probably the last person you want to hear this from… but Reed and I are married.”

“What?” I don’t recognize my voice. It sounds almost robotic.

She sighs or maybe yawns. “Tess, this is Lexi. Reed and I got married a month ago.” She sighs dramatically again. “This might sting a little… Well, come on, you aborted yours so maybe not.”

“Excuse me?” The hair on my arms stands up.

“I’m pregnant, Tess.” The room starts to spin. “Reed is thrilled, but you calling is well… uncomfortable for me. I hope that’s not rude, but my main concern is giving Reed a healthy baby and the last thing he needs is an old girlfriend calling.”

“No,” I wheeze into the phone. It’s as if the ground has opened up and transported me to another time, place. Because this can’t be happening.

“I’m sorry, but it’s true.”

I shake my head.

“Hello? Tess? You still there?” Her voice drifts off. “Okay, you have a good day.” Then all I hear is nothing.

I lower the phone and announce, “Lexi is pregnant. She’s giving Reed what he wants.”

“That piece of shit. I swear to God, I’ll get my father’s men to take care of him.”

I scream, grabbing the first thing I see, which is a coffee mug. I fling it across the kitchen. It smashes against the wall and brown coffee splatters and trickles like paint. Brance’s strong arms are around me, comforting me. I can’t breathe. I can’t function. All I feel is pain. I look up at his face that must mirror my own.

“I think I need to go to the hospital.”

“Call 911,” Brance yells.

I’m falling and I don’t have Reed to catch me. He lied again.
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“Tess, sweetheart, wake up.” I hear Jax and an ambulance. But all I really hear is Lexi. I’m pregnant! Pregnant…

“She can’t have his baby,” I whimper. “She can’t.” My eyes swim with tears as I clutch Jax’s hand.

“Fuck Reed.” Jax is crying. Absently I wonder, when was the last time I saw Jax cry?

A nice woman in a blue outfit is in front of me. Like a roller coaster, we go up and down hills. The sirens torture my ears.

“Jax?”

“I’m here, Tess. You’re fine, just making sure—” I moan because it’s too painful to scream. This agony is indescribable.

“She’s only seven months. Give her something,” he demands. “She can’t go into labor.”

“We gave her something for the pain. It’s up to her doctor if he wants to give her something to stop the onset of labor.” The woman speaks calmly.

And then the pain is better or maybe I don’t care. I squeeze Jax’s hand and close my eyes.
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REED

Present day – twenty-five years old

New York, NY

 

I smell her. It’s her own unique smell. Vanilla and Tess. From the moment I left her, I have searched for this smell. Craved it really. It’s become an unobtainable obsession of mine. I’m working on barely any sleep, which my mind and body thrive on most of the time. But today… today’s different. Today has marked a new chapter in my life. I don’t need to look at her. I feel her. Every single movement—I know all of hers. She’s nervous even as she lifts her nose in the air, giving me a prime view of her rapid heartbeat in her neck.

I almost reach for another cigarette to saturate myself with smoke rather than her addictive smell.

Instead, I do the opposite because I’m into punishing myself. I lean into her and breathe her in and take it all the way to the back of my throat.

A small inhale escapes from her lips, but other than that she remains silent. Sitting back, I hold it, savor it, then blow it out. My cock hardens, and the urge to toss her onto her back and rut into her is amusing.

Looking out the window, I notice everything is slightly blurry with the rain on the windows. I try to get my dick under control. It’s laughable because I can’t stand her. That doesn’t mean I don’t want to fuck her. Sink into that hot sweet pussy and forget all my shit and darkness. I have two innocent people who need me. So fucking with their pathetic mother is not an option.

Two beautiful cherub faces with green eyes and dark hair. When they smile at me, their dimples are identical to mine. They are carbon copies of me—well, Luke is. Lilly favors Tess with the shape of her eyes, and she inherited her mother’s fucking lips.

I’m a father.

She didn’t abort.

And she didn’t tell me. She kept this life-altering secret from me. Shutting my eyes, I cringe at the searing pain. As of this morning, I believed I was coming to pay respects to my grandfather. Although if I’m honest, I knew in my gut there was something more. Always something more. I’m on unstable ground here. My insides feel like I’ve sipped acid. Because I swear my chest feels like it’s on fire.

I don’t love her. I can’t. But the feeling of love that spills out of me for my children almost cripples me.

She kept them from me, ruined any chance of forgiveness. With three words, she ripped my heart out, causing me to hemorrhage for years and become a man I never would have dreamed of becoming. A man incapable of loving. At least that was what I thought until I looked into the eyes of my children. The old childhood movie The Grinch Who Stole Christmas flashes into my head and I almost smile thinking that my heart has grown three sizes today. My whole life changed in a moment.

I almost wish I felt anger. It would be easier than what I feel toward this stunning creature.

Pity.

She destroyed us when all she had to do was trust herself and me. She made the decision to crush us, and her regret and sadness are boiling out of her. I want to feel something other than agony at the way my life has turned out. My mind spins back to the past and what we had. It was powerful, consuming. She was my obsession and I’ve had to dull my senses or work myself so hard that I literally collapse with exhaustion to forget her.

Hmm, maybe I can work up some anger. It seems to be running through my veins, pumping up into my heart and brain.

She shifts and I open my eyes and look at her. She’s so beautiful, and for a moment, we connect. But it’s a façade I remind myself. Behind that beautiful face is the soul of a selfish, insecure person. She uses her looks as a weapon. Always has.

Her hair is slightly longer but her face. That face… still so fucking gorgeous. It has been my constant companion and tormentor.

Knowing that I hated her fueled my need for her even more. And her fucking lips… Unfairly, I judged every other’s woman’s lips, always wishing, needing them to be hers. Tess was made for me and solely me. And I haven’t been truly sexually satisfied since my cock was deep inside her silken walls. I enjoy controlling my women now. Dominating them fully, all I have to do is take what I need. If they can’t find satisfaction with that, then they are welcome to move on.

Her leg is bouncing again. I don’t bother to stop her. Her anxiety has not improved. She used to be better. I used to be all she needed. She took my breath and my heart with one look. I lost myself drowning in a pool of sapphire eyes and porcelain skin.

Christ, this might be the longest day I have ever endured. I rub my hands across my face.

My mind wanders back to the last six months. The numerous phone calls with my grandfather. His strong voice didn’t sound strong. It was tired and restless. When he talked in cryptic messages, at the time, I disregarded it as old age. But now, his constant pleading with me to come home made it almost seem as if he expected me to sense their meaning. But how could I? And yet, hadn’t I?

For the last two weeks, we’d been playing phone tag. The time difference kept both of us missing each other’s calls. I’ve lost track of how long it’s been since I actually talked to my parents. And I need to make it right with them and Jax. Unfortunately, I can’t make it up to my grandfather. But somehow, I know he forgave me, loved me. He was a great man. He made me believe in true love because he truly believed in love and was absolutely confident that people do have soul mates.

He never accepted Lexi, not that I wanted him to or even cared. I guess he thought of both of us as weak and he would be right. My farce of a marriage is the result of an unfortunate drug and alcohol impairment. His anger when I chose to stay married to her caused a rift. I didn’t hear from him for almost a year after that. Then out of the blue, he called and dumped on me all the European business. From then on, not only did I give up drugs, I threw myself into work. We talked frequently. He never questioned me again about Lexi. Or any of the women I saw after that.

“You need to come back and find what you need, Reed.”

Chuckling, I say, “How much have you been drinking, Grandfather? You know I only get in trouble when I come home.”

Silence.

“Grandfather?”

“I want you to know that I have only done what I did… because I love them, and I wanted you together.”

“Are you talking to me?”

“It doesn’t matter. You will find out soon enough. When might you be coming? There are things that need to be said face-to-face.”

“I told you, Grandfather, soon, but I have to finish up. The contracts with Bjorn and then the press conference in Germany. Maybe, I can take some time off after that.”

“Yes, you need to have all your stuff taken care of.”

“Is something wrong?”

“No, but it’s time to come home.”

That was the last time we talked. He all but told me then. Yet how could I ever imagine what he was rambling about?

Adjusting my eyes, I think about whether coming home years earlier would have changed anything. Of course, it would have. It’s been a series of self-destructive behavior that has kept me from returning. Yes, Tess is to blame, but so am I.

I know why Tess did what she did because I know Tess. I should have let her be with our children tonight. I don’t intend to hear any of her justifications or excuses about how I should forgive her. This will be the last night that I am away from Luke and Lilly. If their mother wants to join us, she can.

The morning events are still fresh in my mind, burned into my brain.

The skies are dark when the G5 pulls into the private tarmac. The rain has yet to start, an omen of what’s to come. Jay stands tall, waiting for me in one of my grandfather’s Bentleys.

He greets me with a nod, which I return. The entire drive is silent.

It’s not until he turns into the entryway and the massive wrought iron gates swing open that my heart gives a painful thump. As a man, I take time to actually appreciate the grandeur, the history, the roots of my family. Because this incredible estate is where it all started.

The magnificent mansion has been passed down to the Saddington men. The old, beautiful, winding brick driveway that swirls up to the house is still maintained. The tires crackle, gripping the old brick. I can’t help but imagine my ancestors riding horses up this very driveway leading to the house. The beautiful green, manicured lawn is peppered with numerous trees that stretch for as far as I can see.

There has never been a time where I haven’t been excited and happy to come and stay in this house. I have had the most incredible memories at this estate. So many memories that I hadn’t even realized I cherished until now. In my mind’s eye, I see Jax and me laughing, tackling each other as we run across the grassy lawn.

Absently I wonder if my parents will move here. Will they love it like it deserves to be loved? After all, this house was built by my great-great-great-grandfather, a duke from England.

Looking up ahead my heart speeds up. “Why the fuck are my mom, dad, and Jax all standing at the entrance waiting for me, Jay?”

I like to think it’s because they haven’t seen me in almost four years, but I know deep down in my gut, it’s more. My mother is clutching my father, her pretty face swollen with tears.

He snorts. “I was beginning to wonder if you were alive back there.”

“This is about more than my grandfather dying,” I say, looking at all the cars and limos. So many people are coming and going to pay their respects. My parents should be inside with them, not waiting for me.

He pulls into a spot and turns off the engine. My eyes narrow on the back of his head. Jay hasn’t changed much in appearance or personality.

“Welcome home.” He steps out and opens my door. If I didn’t feel like something terrible was about to be dropped on me I’d get in his face, but now is not the time.

My eyes move over his shoulder and I stare at my twin. A knifelike pang of guilt pricks my chest. Jay shuts the Bentley’s door, and I approach my parents. My mother doesn’t wait, throwing her small, thin form into my arms.

“Mom!” I hug her, and again, that feeling of apprehension prickles down my spine.

“Shhh, I’m here.” I don’t know what else to say. I’ve never seen her this hysterical. Her hands shake as she grabs my face.

“Reed, you have to forgive me. We did what we thought was the best. It never was supposed to go on this long.” She shakes her head, and my neck hair stands up. Instinctively I take a step back. And I know whatever she’s talking about is going to change my life.

My dad pulls my mother from my arms. “Let’s go inside, son. Your mother is not feeling well and we have something to tell you.”

Looking up at the sky, it has gone from a light drizzle to a steady rain and the wetness feels good on my tired face.

Clearing my voice, I say, “It’s good to be home. I wish I had come sooner.” I don’t know why I’ve said that. I guess it’s because I feel like shit for staying away for four years. Not to mention all the other things that have happened. My dad stiffens and my mom wails louder. Jax puts his hand on my shoulder. His is face wet with the rain, his eyes a reflection of mine: regret and pain.

“Jax, Mom is obviously… distraught. I don’t want to get into the shit that happened in the past. I was wrong, you were right, let’s leave it at that.”

I turn and walk into the grand house. I can sense him staring at me, and I almost turn to say something kinder. But that’s not me anymore, and what is there left to say? Thanks for not beating the shit out of me when I was at the lowest point in my life? Thanks for taking her side over your own flesh and blood?

Fuck, I’m tired. Even though it’s morning, all the lights are on in the lobby, and I breathe in the house. It smells like lemon, or more specifically, lemon oil. So much of the house is old, ornate wood. The maids always use a lemon-scented oil to protect and make the wood shine. The grand staircase glistens. The giant crystal chandelier in the middle of the room twinkles, and small rainbows reflect on the walls. My father opens my grandfather’s study and I stop. Jax bumps into me.

“Reed?” He walks around me, nervous energy radiating off him.

Again, I know something waits for me inside. If my mother’s condition is any indication, I’m not sure I’m ready for what’s to come. As I enter, my father is pouring a large amount of bourbon for my mother. His eyes find mine.

“Want one?”

“Why not?” I respond, glancing around the beloved room. This was where my grandfather spent most of his time. I mean, he lived here alone in this incredible mansion with fifteen bedrooms and twenty bathrooms, a tennis court outside, and a hockey rink on the lower level. Two pools, a sauna, a gym. Not to mention the most incredible library ever built, with books that are originals and hundreds of years old, passed down by each Saddington man and woman.

My dad pours a generous amount for all of us. He hands me mine. I look up and freeze. Behind my grandfather’s chair are two pictures.

One is of Jax and me as toddlers.

The second is of two children I have never met yet already know. The glass that my father handed me smashes to the floor.
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REED

Present day – twenty-five years old

 

A phone is ringing. It’s annoying and snaps me out of my morning horror. This time, it’s mine. I glance at the screen. My lawyer-slash-truth-seeker Michael Ratzenberg is returning my earlier call. Not being able to stop myself, I stare at Tess as the car keeps moving. My lips twitch at her attempt to blatantly ignore me. I shouldn’t be amused, but everything feels right with her next to me. Even my cock agrees as it hardens, a painful reminder that I want her. As she stares out the window, I allow myself the luxury of stalking her with my eyes and answer the call.

“Michael, what do you have for me?”

“Reed…” Michael is direct and has absolutely no filter. Hearing him hesitate makes me sit up. “Fuck man, I’m sorry.”

That stuns me for a second. “For what part?”

“All of it, you losing your grandfather then all this shit with Tess. Seriously, I don’t think I would handle it well if all of this got dumped on me.” He inhales loudly. Michael’s a heavy smoker. “Anyway, here’s what I’ve got so far. Tess Rose Gallagher has been living for almost three years in Santa Monica, California.”

As if she knows we’re talking about her, she turns and stares straight into my eyes.

“Go on,” I say, not breaking our gaze.

“She is mother of Luke Brandon Saddington seven pounds, one ounce, and Lilly Rose Saddington six pounds, three ounces born via C-section in Manhattan, on December 9, 2015 at 11:58 p.m. A Dr. Blumen was her physician. Apparently, she had been put on bed rest six weeks earlier.”

“Why?” I interrupt him.

“Hold on. I have it here.” I hear him inhale again, along with the sound of papers shuffling. As I wait, I break eye contact and my gaze travels slowly over her lips then leisurely down her body, which is mostly covered up with her leather jacket. But I can still see her long thin legs in her dark skinny jeans. She huffs, bringing my eyes back to her incredulous stare.

Michael starts reading again. “It was blood pressure and premature labor. Yeah, apparently she was rushed in for emotional distress which caused her blood pressure to spike dangerously…”

“What?” I growl

“Um, I guess it caused her to go into premature labor.” I stop breathing for a second. What the fuck?

“But it says here the doctor stopped it. She had to spend six weeks in the hospital until the twins were born though.” He whistles. “Shit, that would suck. My wife would go insane. Six weeks in the hospital on bed rest!”

My eyes narrow on her. “Alone? Was she alone?” I demand, not caring in the least if she knows I’m talking about her.

“Yes, well, I mean your family was with her.”

“Who?”

“Jax, your dad, and a Mateo Brance Martinez checked her in.”

Another whistle escapes him. “You’re going to like this one, Reed.”

“What?” Rubbing my head, I’m getting sick of his dramatics.

“She put you on the birth certificates as the father. Which means if you want to go after her, you have a solid case since she purposely kept your children from you.”

My head starts to throb. Do I want to go after her like that? Make her suffer?

“Leave it, Michael.” A second—that’s all it took. I won’t hurt her using our children. That is her cross to bear and it would upset and damage Lilly and Luke. From what little I have seen of them, they both seem to be healthy, happy kids. Tess has embraced motherhood, and she adores them, which makes me angry because I knew she would be an incredible mother. My war is with Tess and I don’t want my children hurt.

“I want this handled quietly. Now that I’m back, the press will of course see them. Make sure it is known that I am their father and that they have been a part of my life even though I have been overseas.”

“You’re sure, Reed? Once you go public, it will hurt you, not her. She’s the mother. Always remember, the mother has the control. That’s why if you want custody, don’t play nice from the beginning.”

“No, we’ll share and get a handle on the story. As soon as the funeral happens and the paparazzi see them it’s going to be insane.”

Tess starts to fidget with her fingernails. Her leg is bouncing and she looks about as drained as I feel.

“As your lawyer, I must advise you that I think playing nice with Tess is a mistake. As your friend, I’ll make it happen.” He sighs.

“What about the name I texted you?” I stare at Tess. Her eyes are glued to the scenery we pass.

“Hold on. He was easy… Okay, so one Scott James Warner. He’s thirty-two and owns his own window company. He has no record, pays all bills on time. Owns a small house in Venice Beach, California. From what little time I had, it seems they met through a Logan Rupert and have been dating for a year or so. He is a nice white guy who makes a decent living and is desperately in love with your girl.”

That makes me wince. “She’s not mine.”

The thought that another man has seen Tess naked, been inside her makes me want to punch the seat in front of me. Instead, I blink a couple times. What does it matter how many men she has wrapped those skinny legs around? Clearing my throat, I say, “All I care about is going forward. I have two children who need me. Thanks, Michael. The funeral is tomorrow.” Tess looks over at me. Her eyes swim with tears. It distracts me enough that I forget everything for a second and lose myself in her sapphire eyes.

“Reed? You still there?”

“Yeah, sorry… lot of stuff on my mind.” Tess looks away. “So I will need a top realtor obviously. I won’t be returning overseas.”

“Reed, please…” Tess bites her bottom lip.

“What?” I smirk at the death stare she gives me.

She clutches her red purse. “Never mind. You do what you have to do. It doesn’t concern me anymore.”

“Anything else?”

“Yes, you’ve been paying child support to Tess from the day your children were born.”

“How much?”

“Thirty thousand a month. You also bought the house where she and your children live in Santa Monica.” I smile, not caring if Tess sees me.

“Perfect.”

He chuckles. “Yeah, I thought you might like that last bit. You basically own her.”

I look around. We’ve made it to my grandfather’s estate. The rain seems to have stopped for the moment. Tess seems ready to leap out of the SUV.

“Keep doing what you do best, Michael, and I’ll be in touch.”

“Yeah, yeah, tell your parents I send my best. I’ll have almost everything you requested by tomorrow morning.”

I put my phone in my jacket pocket and grab Tess’s wrist before she can bolt from the vehicle.

“What are you doing?” she all but hisses.

“You need to understand two things. One, I don’t give a shit about your reasons. Two, you are the mother of my children, so for them, I will play nice.” She glares at me and tries to pull away.

Jax has finally hung up. He turns, an eyebrow raised at my hand wrapped around Tess’s thin wrist.

“You guys ready?”

“No, I’m not ready,” she snaps. “I have to go back to Luke and Lilly. They are my responsibility.” She scoots forward to talk to the driver. I open the door and reach over pulling her with me. She digs in her heels and rips her hand away. I reach for her again when Jax groans.

“Jesus Christ, you two.” He opens his door angrily. “I’m fucking tired. There’s probably paparazzi. Can we not make a scene on our grandfather’s front lawn?” Both of us stare at him.

“Tess, please stay here tonight, okay? It’s getting late and the rain is coming…”

“You of all people know that’s not happening. I stay with my children.” She crosses her hands over her chest.

I don’t know what triggers me. Is it the fact that she’s not responding the way I want, or that I can’t seem to keep my hands off her? Or is it because she’s a liar and refers to our children as hers? But I want to wrap my hands around her flawless neck and squeeze.

Jax rolls his eyes. “Great. I’m tired. You two do whatever it is you guys need to do. See you in the morning.” He steps out of the Audi and slams the door. Tess jumps, along with the driver who clears his voice and gently shuts his door, leaving me alone with Tess and her icy silence.

She tries to open her door, but the childproof lock is on. I almost laugh at her disappointed face. “Unbelievable.” She grabs her bag and tries to scoot over me. It’s almost too easy, but I’ll take it. I reach for her waist and pull her back. She falls right on my hard shaft and starts to squirm. I should let her go, but when have I ever done what’s right? I wrap my hand around her neck, holding her in place while I place my lips at her ear. She gasps but stills her breathing and it comes in short puffs. I let my other hand wander up to her full breast and squeeze painfully.

“Reed,” she whimpers. I can’t help but smirk. She’s scared, which makes my dick twitch as if it wants out and in her. I should toss her away. Instead I leave her breast and force her ass harder on my erection.

“Feel this?”

“Yes,” she whispers. I bite her ear and she jerks but says nothing more.

“This is the kind of man I am now.” I press harder against her ear. “So be a good girl and don’t piss me off and I might let you go.” My voice comes out rough. I didn’t set out to do this. I never thought about how I would handle my sense of injustice with her.

“You’re shaking. Are you scared?” Unable to help myself, I want to get into her head and fuck with it.

“What are you going to do to me, Reed? Murder me? Rape me? Beat me? Or are you going to let me go inside so that I can give my regrets to your parents?” Her words are strong, challenging, her raspy voice wrapping around me like a silk ribbon.

I tighten my hand on her neck. She finally struggles enough for me to know I’m in her head. The one thing Tess hates is lack of air. That was always a weak spot thanks to her anxiety. It’s unfortunate for her that I know all her weaknesses.

“I bet if I stuck my hand down these jeans, I’d find you wet.” Unable to stop myself, I put my hand in between her legs and spread mine wide to open hers and rub her through the thick denim of her jeans.

“That’s it, Kitten… your cunt is so hot.” My fingers pop open her top button and I slowly drag the zipper down. I breathe in her scent, fueling my excitement. “Let’s see how much you hate me.” I slide my hand over her flat stomach and into her tiny panties.

“Reed,” she hisses.

Ignoring her, I tighten my grip, sliding my hand into her slick honey.

“Fuck,” I rasp because she is wet. I forget that I hate her, that she’s a bad person. All I feel is her delicious cunt quivering on my hand.

“Christ, Tess, I’m barely touching your pussy and your slick wetness is dripping on my hand.”

She tries to close her legs, but I tighten her neck bringing her head back so I can stare into her eyes. “I’m gonna finger fuck you and you’ll come only when I say so.”

Power. It’s like a drug and it’s ten million times more amplified with Tess.

She’s panting as I roughly take two fingers and rub her clit. Her eyes are wide, but her body is back to obeying. I see the moment it happens—her eyes glaze over with need. It’s almost burning out of her, which makes me growl as my balls tighten.

“I missed this plump clit, you know.” I rub it hard. Her pants are tight, so it’s easy to create the friction that makes her moan. Her face that I love to hate almost looks too perfect to be real. As she latches her nails into my forearms, she’s completely at my mercy and I love it. I lick her ear and travel down her long neck.

She bites her lower lip to avoid screaming as her pussy pulses, and I haven’t even dipped inside her slick core. When I loosen my hand on her neck, she whimpers. She’s flushed and her full lips are the color of deep red cherries.

I can’t help but smile as her orgasm drenches my fingers and her beautiful eyes glaze over in satisfied bliss.

I bring my hand out and shove the wetness into my mouth. “Yep, it’s you… I have to say you have the best-tasting come, Tess.”

Her breath is harsh. My crude words wake her up and she utters a mortified gasp. She brings her hands up, and I let her go. She catches herself on the back of the driver’s side headrest.

“What the fuck is wrong with you? You’re completely insane!” Her hands shake as she frantically buttons and zips her jeans. Then she scurries to the other side. “You…” She pushes her hair back. “You’re not normal anymore.”

If she thinks that’s an insult, she is going to be sorely disappointed. I laugh. “You have yourself to thank for the man I am today.” And to rub it in, I flash her my dimples and watch as her eyes change from blue fire to sad, defeated slits.

She reaches up with her delicate hand and rubs her forehead then glances out the window at the rain starting to sprinkle. “If you’re done torturing me, I’m tired and need to call Brance and check in.”

“Not until you say thank you for making you come. I did it as a favor to you.”

She hisses in some air, her eyes flashing with anger and humiliation.

We stare at each other, our energy thick and heavy in the backseat. “Fuck you, Reed. You gave me no choice.”

Her raspy voice goes straight to my already hard erection, and I have to fight myself from grabbing her head and forcing her to choke on my cock. Instead, I take a breath and try to calm down. I need to make arrangements for Luke and Lilly.

Stepping out of the SUV, I hold out my hand for her.

She slaps it away. “You’re joking, right?” With a quick grab of her purse, she scoots out. Tossing her hair off her shoulder, she walks up the steps, her graceful strut a brutal stab in my heart. I always loved her walk. She makes it to the top and surprises me by not fleeing.

She spins toward me. “Please don’t think you can bully me. If you want to talk like adults, you know where you can find me.” And like a queen, she grabs the old door handle and enters my grandfather’s mansion.

I don’t know how long I stand out in the rain replaying what happened, but I do know I need a cigarette. Not ready to face anyone, I go to the Audi and sit in the back, the splatter of drops somewhat calming as they pound the vehicle. I light up and lean my head back to enjoy it. With the twins, my smoking will have to go. Keeping the door cracked, I inhale and wonder who started me smoking? David or Lexi or both? Or maybe the fact I didn’t give a fuck drew me to them and to cigarettes. Hanging one foot out of the car, I look down at drops of rain dripping on my shoe.

“Christ.” Why can’t I ever control myself around her? Tossing the cigarette out, I pull out my phone to call Jay’s number. Tess’s smell still clings to my fingers and I take another breath to focus on my children. Getting to know them is my number one priority not fucking their mother.

“What can I do for you, Mr. Saddington?” Jay’s sarcastic voice brings me back to the now.

“Where are you?” Jay is a dick, but he’s loyal and I trust him.

“I’m sitting in a suite at the Plaza, waiting for your phone call. You’re late. I had money on you calling half an hour ago.”

“I want the best men watching that door twenty-four seven. And in the morning, make sure Brance packs up and checks out. Bring my children here. They will not spend any more time away from me. Any questions?”

“No.”

“Thanks, Jay. I’ll see you and my children in the morning.” I need a hot shower.

A delivery truck is pulling up behind me. I open the front door for the man carrying more flowers in and take the spiral staircase two at a time up to my room.
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TESS

Present day – twenty-five years old

 

I pause to catch my breath. I’m shaking and go straight into one of the many guest bathrooms. Nodding at a security guard, I shut the door, lock it, and plop myself on the toilet seat. Breathe in and out. That was awful on so many levels. Reed has become a monster. A monster my body responded to way too quickly.

“God.” I cringe and cover my face. It’s not that big of a deal. Reed and I have a history. My body is trained to respond to his touch even if it was only to scare me, punish me. Even now that we’ve left the car, his touch still burns my skin like I’ve been singed.

“He’s a maniac,” I whisper. Great, I’m talking to myself. Had I not witnessed the love in his eyes when he looked at Luke and Lilly, I would have him locked up. Not that I have that kind of power, but still. Closing my eyes, I will my hands to stop shaking, get my phone out, and tap on Brance’s name.

“Yellow?” He sounds so happy I want to scream.

“It’s me.” I jump up and start to pace in the ornate turquoise-and-gold bathroom.

“Why are you whispering? Lilly, do not even think about turning that channel. It’s Luke’s turn… Sorry, how we doing?”

My mind pictures all three of them cuddling up together getting ready to watch Disney Junior or some other kid show. I want to burst into tears.

“It looks like I’m staying here tonight and the funeral is tomorrow.”

“Jay already filled me in. We’ll be there bright and early. Get some sleep. I’ve got this.”

“Brance?”

Giggling and happy squeals fill the phone and I can’t help but smile. “Hold on a second… You two are going to fall off the bed if you continue to jump like that.” I hear both of them say they are fine.

“Make it quick, Tess. I feel a disaster coming.”

I wave my hand even though he can’t see it. “It’s nothing. Go have fun. Tell them I miss and love them.”

“Tess, spit it out.”

“Reed’s different, right?”

“Um, from what little I saw, he seemed like the same ass as usual. You’re just not used to him being an ass to you.”

I look up at myself in the giant gold mirror. “Is that true?”

He chuckles. “Reed is Reed.”

“And…”

He sighs. “He’s going to be a good father. He wants them. I watched him. He looks at them like he used to look at you.”

I flinch. For some insane reason, that statement hurts—so much so that I almost rub my heart. I drop back down onto the toilet seat as I try to tell myself that I don’t care. “Yes, Reed will be a great dad. I’m so depressed.” And I almost tell him what happened.

“I’m not engaging in this conversation. I thought you hated him, remember?” He snickers, and if I could reach inside the phone and punch him I would.

“Why do I hear an echo?”

I sigh. “I’m in a bathroom hiding I guess.” Wondering how I’m going to survive the rest of my life.

“Jesus, come on, really? Go out and hold your head high. Reed doesn’t control you anymore.” I hear Luke and Lilly in the background saying something. “I have to go… Luke, man, you promised.” The line goes dead.

I hate my life. I hate Reed and Jax. I would give anything to be with Brance and my kids right now. I take a big breath then wash my hands and dig inside my bag to fix my makeup a little. My poor hair that Stacey worked so hard on earlier is now curly thanks to the rain. As I apply my lipstick, my mind drifts back to Reed’s despicable behavior. He thinks he can control me? I almost laugh—he’s not the only one who’s changed. I have survived too much to give up and let him control everything. And yet somewhere in the back of my mind, I know that’s not true. Reed and I had a give-and-take relationship, and when he did control things, it’s because I wanted him too. Unlike now where he seems to think he can prove that my body still wants him. Craves him. That he’ll make me fall at his feet. Oh God, is he right? I did let him finger me to orgasm in record time.

Unlocking the door, I peek out at a couple walking by dressed in black, crying. I need to find Caroline.

“Tess?” I almost scream and turn to see Brad walking toward me. “There you are, sweetheart. Reed said you came in. I’ve been looking for you.”

He looks awful, simply awful.

“I’m so sorry. Are you okay?” He gives me a hug and a tight squeeze. I feel horrible. Poor Brad has lost his father and I’m locked in his bathroom, mad at his son, and have to stay here tonight. So I hug him again.

He pats my back. “Thank you.”

His green eyes look like shimmering emeralds and much like Luke’s. Apparently, it’s a Saddington trait. Reed’s and Jax’s eyes are turquoise but not Luke’s and Lilly’s. They’re bright emerald green although Lilly’s sometimes have a few flecks of blue. He escorts me through the lobby and into the parlor.

“To be honest, I feel like a truck ran over me, but I’ll survive. It feels good to have Reed back and everything out in the open.” His eyes get misty again. “He took it really well, Tess.”

I nod. “Yes,” I croak as my cheeks heat up.

He looks far away for a second then smiles down at me. My heart aches at his pain and resemblance to his son.

“We explained everything to him. He knows about Lexi lying and you being sick. He agreed that all of the drug use would be a huge concern.”

I can only nod not trusting myself to speak. I mean what am I going to say? Dream on, Brad. Your son despises me and seems to be planning his revenge by terrorizing me and turning my body against me.

He walks us into the parlor, which is full of a bunch of people I haven’t seen in years but recognize.

Sure enough, that old feeling that I don’t belong takes hold and I hate it. Thankfully, I don’t feel like this anymore living in Los Angeles. It’s a whole different vibe. I paste on a fake smile as I walk through the room looking for Caroline. I have always hated this about being rich. It’s one of the reasons I’m raising Luke and Lilly differently. All these people are so out of touch, never talking about much of anything except what benefits them. They don’t have a clue what the rest of the world is doing nor do they care. Not that I’m poor. Ian and Brad made sure I was taken care of. I live in a great neighborhood in a three-bedroom house. I have a dog and a large backyard with a wooden playground. I don’t have a nanny or a house cleaner. I don’t even drive a fancy car. My money goes to my kids and the house because something always seems to need to be fixed. It’s a far cry from my penthouse days and dropping fifty thousand dollars on a shopping spree.

Brad points out Caroline to me and excuses himself to speak to some well-wishers. Quickly I make my way to her side. I’m exhausted and want to give her a hug and go to my room and sleep until the whole nightmare repeats itself tomorrow.

“Caroline.” I gently touch her shoulder. She’s dressed in a stunning black dress with heels, talking to a short older woman. They stand by the fireplace; flames dance inside it.

She looks over at me as she fans herself with a white cloth napkin. “Tess, thank God you’re here.”

Poor Caroline looks as bad as Brad. Remorse trickles down to my stomach. After all, they have had to harbor my secret for four years also.

I clear my throat and hug her. “I’m so sorry. I mean that in more ways than I can count,” I whisper as we rock together in a tight hug.

“Don’t, Tess. You have nothing to feel guilty about with me.”

I guess that means I do with Reed, but since I’ve been torturing myself with it for years, I own it.

“Olivia, you remember Tess, right? My God, this fire is melting me.” She dabs the napkin at her face.

Olivia looks at me with her glasses then at Caroline. “Get on hormones, Caroline. It will do wonders for you.” She turns to me. “Still a skinny thing aren’t you? Just like your mother. I heard you have been traveling?”

I stare at her blankly.

“Olivia, excuse us. I need to borrow Tess for a moment.”

I follow her, my eyes scanning the room for Reed. My tiredness must be the only explanation for my disappointment when I don’t see him.

Caroline opens the door to Grandfather Ian’s study and shuts it behind us. It’s the same as it was the first time I entered. Except it’s quiet without Grandfather Ian’s strong presence. His mustard-colored walls and dark wood cabinets have always fascinated me. Let’s be honest—few rooms can pull off mustard walls. My eyes drift to his Monet. It’s one of my favorites and I’ve loved it since I was a child.

“How do you think Reed is taking everything?” She whirls to face me. I take a step back, exhausted with the subject.

“You tell me. He said all of ten words to me and none of them were pleasant.”

She walks to the liquor buffet and pours herself a drink.

“Caroline, you look tired. Why don’t you get some rest? Tomorrow is going to be stressful.” She sighs and looks out the window.

“It’s raining and it should be snowing. Everything is off right now.” She turns her head to look at me. “I thought once we told him it would magically fix everything.” She takes a large drink of her whiskey. “I feel like he took it too well. Does that make any sense?”

I lower myself into the beautiful large hunter green couch next to the fireplace, its warmth almost beckoning me to sit, curl up, and hide. “I don’t know Reed anymore. He’s different with me now, but we’ll work it out for Luke and Lilly’s sake.” Rubbing my forehead, I force a smile. She must see I’m lying because she brings her drink and sits next to me.

“Just so you’re up to date, Brad and I have announced Luke and Lilly to everyone. We played it off like you and Reed have been together in Europe.” She waves her slender wrist in the air.

Stunned, I drop my hand. “You did what? Caroline, last I heard he is still married to Lexi. You didn’t actually tell all those people that, did you?”

She looks down at her drink. “I did. Half of them already know about Luke and Lilly anyway.”

I stare at her. “I thought we weren’t going to lie anymore?”

“Reed has been separated from Lexi for almost two years. I’m not even sure they are still married.”

I must be looking at her like she’s insane because she raises a waxed brow. “What?”

I sigh and groan at the same time. “Nothing. I’ll say whatever you want. It’s only that… I mean, won’t Lexi be here tomorrow?”

“Let Reed deal with that. I will not speak to her. I don’t care that she has apparently gotten sober. After she lied to you about being pregnant and considering she was a heroin addict…” She whispers the heroin as though someone other than I will hear it.

I sit up. This is ridiculous. The mere mention of Lexi reminds me how we got to this spot. “Which room is mine?” I say this out of politeness already knowing what room is mine.

“The pink suite is ready for you.”

I stand and turn. “Are you going to be all right?” I chew on the bottom of my lip, watching her eyes go to the massive oil paintings of Reed and Jax and Luke and Lilly.

“I’m sad, but it’s a sad time.” She shrugs. “Nobody gets a rose garden.”

“He was a great man. I’m going to miss him.”

She nods and sips her drink. “He was. Reed looks good, doesn’t he?”

This stops me cold. “Reed always looks good.”

She looks over at me, her eyes so sad. “Good night.”

I move to hug her, yet she stops me. “We should have told him.” Her voice is barely a whisper, but it hits me and I close my eyes to the wave of pain that flows through me.

“Yes, and in hindsight, I should have said I’m sorry for making you a part of it.”

She squeezes my arm, and I open my eyes to see hers swimming with tears. “I want you to forgive him. Like he has forgiven you.”

I almost laugh because she can’t honestly believe that, but then again, he’s her son. “I’ll try.”

She pulls me in for a tight hug. “It’s all going to work out this time. I can feel it.”

I give her a supportive smile. I wish I had something to say that would make her feel better… better about that day in the hospital when all our fates were decided.
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Closing the door behind me, I take a moment to get my mind functioning. Despite my exhaustion, it will be impossible to sleep with him so near. Pushing off the door, I climb the steps. This house holds too many memories. I’m trying to process all that has happened in the last twenty-four hours. Who am I kidding? I might as well go back four years.

My stomach grumbles, and I should grab something light, but I’m already at my room. I’ll eat in the morning. Entering the pink suite makes me grin even with the sadness clinging to every wall. It’s completely gaudy: gold, ornate furniture and matching French art adorn it. A smaller bedroom for the kids is connected. Ian made his interior decorator create children’s classics. Mother Goose, characters from Where the Wild Things Are, and Jack and the Beanstalk are hand painted on the walls by a local artist. We haven’t been here in probably six months. But stacked neatly in the corner are Luke and Lilly’s toys and what seem to be some new ones.

This time, I allow myself to sink to my knees and curl up and cry. I cry for Ian Saddington. He loved my children and me, he loved his family, and now he is gone. Lying back on the fluffy white rug, I look at the pretty clouds painted on the ceiling. How did it all get so screwed up? I’m not a bad person. I guess I made some bad decisions, but what sane person would do it differently?

I can still see the ridiculous amounts of balloons the day I took them home—the day I made my decision.

Pink, blue, sparkly, shiny. All are bundled up in the corner of my large suite at the hospital. The toilet flushes and a happy but tired-looking Brance emerges, dousing his hands with hand sanitizer. He leans over and tries to stick my baby boy’s hand back in his swaddled blanket. The nurses have given us numerous lessons on why a baby must be swaddled—how it mimics the womb and makes them feel secure and how all babies love it. All babies except my son. He seems to hate it. We’ve tried everything, but he’s like Houdini. He can escape the most professional swaddle. Now, my daughter, she sleeps like an angel—all tucked in like a cute baby burrito.

I’m discharged and I have my drugs for the pain, although having a C-section was a breeze compared to even the thought of pushing them out. Anyway, I’m ready and waiting for Brad, Caroline, and Ian to finish doing whatever they do, and we’re taking my babies home.

Home. Without Reed. I lay my head back and try not to go there. After all, today is a happy day.

“I’m not sure premed is my thing.” Jax strolls in pushing a brand new red Bugaboo Donkey2 stroller.

“Why? You’re a genius.”

He snorts. “I’m far from a genius. And you need to have a true passion to be great. I’m working on something else anyway.” He stretches and smiles down at Lilly who gives a big baby sigh. All of us “Ahhh” and Brance hurries over like he’s going to miss something.

“Okay, you’re all checked out,” Ian informs us as Brad and Caroline trail behind. Caroline is carrying a pink bear and a blue bear. I sigh because everything they keep bringing to the room is yet another thing we have to load.

Ian clears his throat. “Before we leave and since we are all here, I need to tell you something.”

All eyes are on him. Dread creeps up my stomach and I want to sneak out and hide. It’s obvious from his tone what this is about… Oh God, I don’t know if I’m ready. The nightmare of the last phone call is still fresh like an open wound that refuses to heal.

I sit on the edge of the bed. Brance sits next to me and takes my hand.

“So I have been having Reed watched. He is married to Lexi, but she lied about being pregnant.”

I think I’ve stopped breathing. Did he just say she’s not pregnant?

I look around the room. Brad has his arm wrapped around Caroline as they stare out the window at the dirty snow in Manhattan. Jax is standing next to me. It’s his strong voice that breaks me out of my stupor.

“Go on.” He crosses his arms.

“Lexi is on drugs, specifically heroin. According to my PI, Reed is not, but he is barely around and his lifestyle is not something a child should ever be exposed to.” His jaw is tense causing his right eye to twitch.

“I can’t make this decision for you, Tess, but until I can get to him and have him cleaned up, I don’t feel comfortable…”

I jump up then flinch at my C-section staples. “Wait, Reed is on heroin?”

“No, Reed is not, but Lexi is. There is also some other man living with them, and he is using with Lexi.”

My breakfast is churning. What the fuck? Never in my wildest dreams did I actually think he wouldn’t come back. Or that he was so far gone that he couldn’t come back.

The room is silent apart from the faint beeping of a monitor far down the hall.

I clear my voice. “I… I want to go home and when Reed gets himself together, I will tell him. My main concern is my children.” Is that actually my voice? I sound like a bad soap opera actress.

“Tess, are you sure?”

I look at Brad. “It was one thing to keep this secret while you were on bed rest, another altogether now that the babies are born. I feel we should tell him. He deserves to know about them. He deserves to be a father.”

He’s right, and if Lexi wasn’t involved, I would. I shake my head. “No, I’m sorry, but I can’t have him near them and I can’t take the chance that he wouldn’t try to fight for them. I will never let my children near Lexi.” As if in defense of his father, Luke opens his eyes and out comes an earsplitting wail, jolting me to action. Suddenly the eerily quiet room is a cacophony of raised voices and screaming babies.

“Time the fuck out.”

“Jax,” Caroline scolds. “The babies.”

He rolls his eyes at her. “Everyone needs to calm down! You’re upsetting yourselves and the twins. Tess is making the right decision. Reed is disturbed right now. He needs some serious help. This isn’t forever. It’s a day at a time. He may show up tonight being the old Reed. But the Reed I dealt with in Vegas was not someone who is capable of coparenting.”

And that was the end of it. It was only supposed to be temporary. A way to protect my children.

That day, as I looked around the hospital room, I saw it in their eyes, except Brance’s. Every single one of them blamed me for Reed’s ruin. And now, they still blame me; they love him. It was only supposed to be a day, a week, maybe a month. But time flies and somehow here I lie, staring up at painted clouds, wondering if anything I remember matters anymore.

I drag myself to bed. Not bothering to remove my makeup, I take off my bra and pants and crawl beneath the clean sheets.
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White light fills my room and I sit up as the loud thunder follows. The clock on the night stand says 4:30 a.m. I feel like hell. Lying back down, I wait for everything to crash onto me. I don’t think I’ve been this depressed ever. Even on bed rest I had Brance or Jax or even Caroline to keep me company. As the rain rages outside, the old estate seems to embrace it. If I hadn’t heard the lightning, I probably wouldn’t have woken. Tossing and turning, I know I won’t go back to sleep. My body feels feverish and I have to fight not to touch myself to take the edge off. Masturbating would make him win. It would be acknowledging that I want his touch again.

I groan in frustration. Scott. Think about Scott. After all, he is supposedly my boyfriend. Closing my eyes, all I see is Reed. I open them and face the truth that it is over between Scott and me. And if it wasn’t 1:30 in the morning, I would call and tell him the truth.

I huff out a breath. He should know. I haven’t been intimate with him in over two months, and the last time was rushed to put it nicely. His touch was too gentle, too hesitant, and his lack of control never fulfilled me. We were great friends and that’s how it should have stayed. But after no one had touched me for so long, my loneliness was my only weakness. That and my desperate need to replace Reed or at least pretend I did. I turn on my side toward the large French doors and watch the rain and wind blow the large beech tree outside.

Hot tears spill down my cheek. Why do I have to still love him? It’s like I can’t stop myself. Loving Reed is the closest I’ve ever come to an addiction. If only I could close my eyes and sleep for a week.

I swing my legs over the bed. No use lying here crying about my life and the fact that no matter what he does to me, somewhere deep inside I will always want him, crave him.

Thank God Brance and the twins will be here soon. I smile at the thought of Brance having to tackle getting them ready this morning. Lilly will be easy. She loves Brance primping her. Luke, not so much. In fact, when I showed him his suite he said, “No way” and ran out of the room. Each day they grow, and I fall a little more in love with them. So much that I’m willing to do anything to make sure they are mentally healthy and safe.

I rub my eyes. They’re clumped together since I was too tired to remove my makeup. My stomach growls as I stretch. I have to eat more today. That’s probably adding to my all-around crappy feeling. Someone has unpacked all my stuff for me. It’s nicely hung or folded in a drawer. I decide on a black bell-cuff sheath dress. Even though I’m skinny, I have fantastic breasts and a great waist with long legs. This dress complements all that and it’s classy and elegant. With black silk stockings and some Jimmy Choo black pumps, I should be able to make myself look presentable. I want to look fantastic, but as I take in my eyes, I’ll settle for good. Following a long, scorching-hot shower, I dress and pull my hair back in a low bun. I add some light makeup—after all, I’ll probably cry all day, so what’s the point. I do pull out my dark berry lipstick and coat my lips. Moving to the full-length gold mirror, I assess myself. With my hair pulled back, you can see my face. Turning to see the back of me in the mirror, I’m surprised I turned out this good. Amazing what good skin and fantastic clothes and shoes can do for a girl. I reach for my phone, which has been charging, and try to tiptoe down the wooden hallway. Every squeak as my heels click on the old wood makes me cringe.

The wonderful smell of coffee and cinnamon buns beckons me. I will have to grab a couple rolls for Luke and Lilly. If it’s Caroline’s recipe, those will go fast. Entering the large kitchen, I notice a woman busy checking on them.

“Good morning. I’m going to grab some coffee and maybe a banana.” I smile at the slightly flushed woman.

She smiles back, hands on her plump hips. “Well, you’re up early. Please let me get you some. And my goodness, you’re so beautiful.” I don’t recognize her at all. She must be someone new. This kitchen is enormous and I know Ian Saddington has a large staff. He redid it and updated all his appliances a couple years ago. Apparently, he had the original color matched and repainted the kitchen.

“Thank you. I’m Tess. It smells delicious in here.”

I watch as she brings out a platter of croissants from another oven. Grabbing a large cup, I pour coffee for myself.

“I’m Anne,” she utters as she opens another oven checking on whatever’s baking in that one.

“I work for Mrs. Saddington in the city. But seeing as this house will be full, she brought me to help. I’m the only one who can make her cinnamon buns right.” She blows a piece of hair out of her face.

“Well, Anne, I have a little boy and girl who will be coming shortly and if we don’t save them some of Grandma’s buns, we could have a problem.”

“Already taken care of. Caroline made sure she made theirs herself. I have them ready to bake as soon as they arrive.” I’m touched at what a good grandmother Caroline is. My mother is worthless. She’s in Spain and I haven’t heard a word from her. Absently, I wonder if I was the one who was supposed to let her know about the funeral.

“Thanks, Anne.”

“Here, honey. You enjoy this while it’s hot.”

“Was I that obvious?” I smile and take the pastry plate. I can’t help but wince at the memory of me accidently dropping a teacup when I was twelve. My mom freaked out. Apparently Wedgewood no longer makes this particular pattern. So anytime I see it, I get nervous.

“Thank you, Anne.”

Again, I try to tiptoe into the great room. It overlooks the main lawn of the estate. With all the rain, the yard is lush and green. Even with the trees bare, it’s beautiful. A large bay window greets me as I stop and watch.

I set my coffee on one of the tables and eat my croissant, which is so good I wish I had ten.

It starts with a tingle, a second sense, but I don’t need to turn around to know it’s him. It’s always been this way. I thought it would be different by now but it’s not. That pull is as strong as ever. The overcast morning is waking up. It doesn’t look like we are going to have sun, but the rain appears to have left. I close my tired eyes, trying to stop my heart from beating too fast for a man who shouldn’t exist for me anymore.
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REED

 

She stands at the window, and for a moment my hand finds my heart. My fingers feel the rough scar tissue that covers my tattoo. I’ve grown used to finding my rough skin. My hand still seeks it. I thought I could get rid of it much as I thought I could rid myself of wanting Tess. I didn’t mean to get up this early. I must be jet lagged, although the reason for my lack of rest is standing in front of me. She taunts me like a shiny new present. I used to say she had some sort of magical spell on me. It was a joke, but as I stare at her, I’m not so sure.

Looking down at my black polished Magnanni shoes, I try to shake off any emotions concerning Tess. She’s the mother of Luke and Lilly and that’s where it ends. But yesterday in the car, touching her, smelling her… I force myself to think about the conference call I had with my second in command in London. I promoted him, and he’s more than ready. I also looked over all the documents Michael sent me. A file on all things concerning Tess, my children, and Scott. It’s rather laughable to read about Tess fucking a guy who goes to yoga. He seems to be the most boring man on the planet. Apparently, she’s been pulling back. If her phone records are anything to go on, she hasn’t spoken to him in weeks. To be honest, I feel sorry for the guy. Tess is ruthless. So even though I wouldn’t mind taking a baseball bat to his head, he’s getting off easy with her obvious avoidance. I take a sip of my coffee and watch her as the gray morning light casts an almost ethereal look to her profile. She has grown even more beautiful if that’s possible. Breathtaking is how I would describe her. Her dark hair is back off her face, making her long neck and stunning face more visible. She’s thin, but that’s Tess. Her stomach is so flat, no one would guess she’s given birth to twins. This need for her is unexpected. She’s been my constant fantasy over the years. But this is different. I want her. I need to watch her face light up, see her smile, laugh. What the hell is wrong with me? I should despise her, but I can’t. I want to breathe in her scent and chain her to my side.

Obsessed.

It’s that tug between us. Even across the ocean, she called to me.

“Do you remember that day you told Jax you would pay him a million dollars if he ate one of the night crawlers in those roses?” She doesn’t turn but keeps staring at the spot where I dared my brother to eat the worm. In my defense, we were ten and Jax was bragging about how you can survive on worms if you had to.

“Of course, and he threw up over there.” I lean my shoulder on the cool windowsill so I can torture myself with seeing her face. This time, she turns to me. Her sapphire eyes scan my face, and instead of stopping this conversation, I go there with her.

“I remember Grandfather Ian yelling at us from his office saying that worms carry parasites and that we all needed to get checked.”

She grins. “He was horrified.”

“And you stayed and held Jax’s hand the whole time Dr. Miller checked him out.”

Shaking her head, she says, “God, we were bad. It’s a wonder we didn’t get in way more trouble than we did.”

“Well, we had you. So we never did anything too bad for fear you would get hurt.” I stop. Why the hell did I say that? It’s the truth, but I don’t want to remember.

“I have no childhood memories without you,” her raspy voice whispers and I’m caught in her web. Our past, our connection never seems to break even when we seem to be broken.

She takes a breath and hesitates. “Reed.” She sucks on her lower lip. “I… well, I was hoping we could talk, maybe learn to forgive each other.”

It’s like she dumped a bucket of ice water on me. How did I let myself get taken in again? I’m such a fucking jerk. For a couple of minutes, I let myself smile and remember. But she’s a master at deception—it’s why I’m in the condition I am.

She must see or feel the change because she stiffens. “Okay, I understand that you’re angry. If you would talk to me instead of—”

“Angry?” I move closer to her. I sense her need to back away, but she stands her ground.

“Why can’t we try to be friends? I—”

Now I laugh. Not because anything is funny, but because she can’t be serious.

“Friends? Well, let’s see…” Using my fingers, I tick off the reasons. “Friends don’t fuck each other over! And I mean that literally. Friends don’t keep something so sacred, so beautiful from someone. Especially when that someone is the father! So no, Tess, I don’t think I can be your friend.” I push off the cold glass and walk toward the door clenching my fists and unclenching them.

“Reed? Please.” Her voice breaks. I roll my neck until it cracks.

“I’ve added extra security for you and the twins. I don’t want you talking to anyone unless you know them.” She’s silent. I turn to look at her. “And Luke and Lilly will stay here until I decide what we are doing.”

A loud snort comes out of her. “You can’t hold us prisoner, Reed.”

I move to her, grab her arm, and bring her close.

“You are welcome to leave anytime,” I say, gritting my teeth as her warm body and intoxicating scent fill me.

Her head snaps back. “Don’t threaten me. I’m not as helpless as you think.”

I take a small inhale of her. Just a small bit of her then step back. “You’ve changed.” I drop my hands. “Or maybe this is the real you.” I half laugh looking out the window.

“You keep saying that.” She spits, “I guess that’s what happens when the love of your life walks out on you while you’re pregnant, sick, and hysterical on the floor of our penthouse.”

I almost engage, almost take the bait, but it’s my grandfather’s funeral today, so my battle with Tess can wait. Actually, I don’t even care to battle. I only want to fuck her, spank her, control her.

“I’m not asking you, I’m telling you—stay away from the press.”

“Reed.” She sighs and looks at the ceiling as if it can give her some help.

“I’m sorry that… that was not fair. I’m trying here, really trying. If you would let me explain, if we could talk. I feel like I’m the bad gu—”

“The bad guy? You are. I didn’t do this to us. You did. You can twist what happened any way you want. At the end of the day, you’re in the wrong.”

She takes a step back like I’ve slapped her. She’s so pale I have to make myself leave before I do something I’ll regret. The realization that she’s still my kryptonite makes her dangerous. I need to leave before I let her get any closer. I’m not ready to deal with all these emotions that I thought were dead and locked away for good.
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REED

 

I walk out into the crisp, wet morning air, my breath visible as I try to calm every part of my body down. My phone vibrates and I look at the number. “What’s up, David?”

“Hey, we’re at the gate and security is giving us a hard time.”

“Reed.” I wince as Lexi’s voice carries from the background. “These idiots won’t let us in.”

She’s loud and clear now and must have taken David’s phone. “Even after I told them who I was.”

I take another deep breath. “I’ll take care of it.” Hanging up, I text security.

I pull out my pack of cigarettes and light one up as the sky lightens a little more each second. My mind travels back to the last time I saw Grandfather. It was just like this—early morning and the condo we had been renting on the beach was almost too quiet…

A shiver goes up my back, my mouth thick with cottonmouth after I smoked way too much hash last night. I open the sliding glass doors to a clean living room. No trash or bottles of booze litter the floors or tables, which causes another shiver because we have been living in Maruata, Mexico for months. David and Lexi’s drug usage made having the luxury of a maid nonexistent. I don’t give a fuck. I’m rarely here, and when I do stop in, I drink myself into not noticing or caring about the filth. But this morning, the smell of disinfectant is strong.

“David? Lexi?” Fuck, did they OD? I push open my bedroom that I share with Lexi. She seems to be alive and sleeping alone. The bedroom is immaculate too. There are pills on the nightstand next to the bed, but everything else is clean and orderly. No David which is weird. Ever since they started using heroin, David sleeps and fucks Lexi. I don’t. I rub my hands over my face and shut the door.

Making my way into the small kitchen, I open the refrigerator. It’s filled with fresh cut fruit, juices, and vegetables. Moving around all the health shit, I look for a beer or anything alcoholic but find nothing other than Fiji water.

I hate Fiji water, mostly because it reminds me of my past, but I need something to cool my swollen tongue.

“Reed.” I freeze midguzzle and slowly lower the water bottle and squint at my grandfather sitting quietly in the shadows.

“What the fuck?” I whisper, wondering for a moment if he’s a hallucination. “Grandfather?” Panic courses through me as he stands and moves into the light.

“Reed, are you okay? Do you need a doctor?”

I stare at him. “I don’t understand. Is everything all right?” Cold dread works its way through my numb brain, causing it to work harder. If my grandfather has decided to track me down now after I’ve been gone close to two years…

“That depends on you, I guess.”

I shake my head, my eyes stinging. “Is it…” I take a breath. “Is Tess okay?”

He stares at me and I notice a tear slowly travel down his old cheek.

“I want to get you some help, Reed. Your friend David already accepted my offer of rehab and is gone. As for Lexi, she refused, so we’ve been keeping her comfortable until you return.”

I puff out some air and notice that I have cracked the end of the old wooden island separating me from my grandfather.

He glances down at it then up into my eyes. “You need to persuade her to get some help. When I showed up two weeks ago, this place was filled with rats, garbage, and drugs. Four other addicts were sleeping on the floor.”

“I’m sorry.” My shame burns through my cheeks. The man who I have always looked up to probably found my wife and best friend in bed together and God only knows who living with them. Dizzy, I raise a shaky hand to my forehead, trying to figure how long I’ve been gone. A month maybe two. I don’t do heroin, so I’ve been staying away longer and longer. Lexi’s not a bad person and for about a week, we had fun; then I sobered up. She’s nothing but a drug addict. A twinge of responsibility nags at me. Had I not let her stay with me would she have become a different person?

“Do you need rehab too? There is no judgment, Reed. I want to get you healthy so that you will come home. You need to come home…”

“Reed? Earth to Reed?” Lexi stands with David and claps her hands in front of my face as they both come into focus. I blink still caught up in the past.

“Are you okay?” She places a hand on my arm, and as always, I want to shrug it off. Instead I allow it.

“I’m fine.” I give her a hug. “You didn’t have to come, Lexi. I know you hate flying and being here has triggers for you.” I give her a squeeze and can’t help but feel her weight gain even through her winter coat.

“Well, I’m not going to say it was fun to fly sober, but I did it.” She lights up a cigarette. Her nails are bitten down to the quick and she has a yellow stain on her fingers where she smokes.

“You look good,” I lie and ruffle her hair.

“I look like shit, but since the only two guys I want to impress are standing here, I guess I’ll have to do.” She inhales and I turn to David. Surprisingly, he looks good. His coloring is healthy, he’s cleanshaven and his blond hair is cut short.

I put the cig in my mouth and give him a hug. “I’m glad you’re here, man.” And I mean it. David and I have been through a lot.

“As soon as I heard, I was on my way. How are you holding up?”

“I don’t know if it’s all sunk in yet. I told you I’m a father, right?” I can’t help but let the excitement come out.

He chuckles. “Yes, we heard. Congratulations. Are they up yet? I can’t wait to meet them.”

I hesitate, not because of David. Tess will freak if Lexi is within ten feet of them, and I don’t blame her. Luke and Lilly are way too pure to be around her.

“They’re with Brance, so maybe later.” I shrug, remaining noncommittal. Numerous vans are pulling into the brick driveway. Most of them are florists carrying more bundles of arrangements. I follow a swarm of people as they walk on the wet, manicured yard to the south side of the estate. White chairs and a large podium are being set up. I’m assuming this is where the service will be held. A pain throbs in my head, reminding me that this is real. I’m standing on the huge brick steps with Lexi and David getting ready for my grandfather’s funeral while the bane of my existence is inside calling to me like a spirit calls to a psychic.

An uncomfortable silence coats us. At last, I say, “You guys want some coffee?”

“I do.” Lexi raises her hand like we are back in elementary school. “But first I need to go pee.”

Classy. I have pretty much used up all my tolerance for her and she just arrived.

I lift my thumb behind me. “There are two right at the entranceway. One on each side.” She shivers and rubs her hands. “I have to say it feels like it’s going to start snowing and I do not miss that at all.” She hurries off as David and I smoke in silence, the uncomfortable vibe leaving with her. His strange gray eyes move back and forth. “So where is she?”

“Inside, torturing me.” I rub my hands over my tired face. They smell like cigarettes and vanilla. Tess, they smell like Tess.

David drops his cigarette, snuffs it out with his shoe, then picks it up to throw away. That simple consideration almost makes me laugh. He’s so far ahead of us—he still has a soul.

“Be honest with her, Reed.”

I laugh. “What does that even mean?”

He sighs. “I want you to be happy. One of us deserves it.”

I snort, feeling the chill of the morning. “If only it were that easy. But keeping my children from me for three years is a hard pill to swallow.” Absently I watch one of our security staffers escorting a photographer off the property.

I turn to him. “Do you remember Tess ever calling? Or did Lexi ever mention it?”

He frowns. “No. When did this happen?”

I shrug. “Before the twins were born. I guess she called, and Lexi answered. She told Tess that we were married and she was pregnant. It sent Tess into premature labor. She had to be on bed rest for six weeks. At least that’s what Jax and my parents say.” I shrug, dropping my cigarette and using my shoe to snuff it out.

“Jesus.” He rubs the back of his neck. “We were all kinds of fucked up then.”

Suddenly I’m tired. I almost wish Tess would come out of the house. At least when I see her, my heart starts to beat and I have some will to fight. David and his god damn compassionate eyes are making my heart heavy.

“I would have gone to her, David,” I say, rubbing a hand through my hair. “Christ, all I dreamed about was her calling me.”

“I know, brother. Take it easy.” He lifts his hands. “Are you going to say anything to Lexi?”

I stare at him as all the cars start pulling into the estate’s vast driveway.

Slowly I shake my head. “She fought dirty, but that’s Lexi. I doubt she’ll admit to it anyway.”

“Okay. How you holding up with your family backing Tess? You able to forgive them?”

I look up at the sky. “If the situation were reversed, I would have done the same thing.”

“Exactly. You were in no condition to be a father back then.” He clears his throat as his shoe hits the brick step. “And let’s be honest—you did leave her. And all we did was drink and do drugs, and don’t forget you did marry Lexi.”

“What the fuck, man? Whose side are you on?” I growl, holding up my hand to stop him.

“Yours. I’m only saying to give yourself a break. Forgive her. Be happy, man. It’s all over your face that you want her. You’re practically glowing.”

I snort and roll my eyes. “I want to fuck her. It’s like I’ve been white-knuckling it for almost four years.”

His mouth twitches. “Keep telling yourself that. I can feel your obsession building from here.”

“What’s building?” Lexi interrupts us.

“Nothing,” I snap and gentle my tone. “Everything okay?”

“Yes, I found the bathroom and I have a surprise for you.” She links her arm with mine, causing me to arch a brow at her.

“Not today, Lexi. I need to check on when my children will be arriving.” I remove her hand from me and start to walk away.

“I’m here to sign the divorce papers,” she blurts out, waving her hands like jazz hands.

I cringe for her and glance at David who looks wide-eyed. “Today? You pick today?”

She nods, putting her hands back in her pockets. “I think it would make your grandfather happy. He was kind.” She sniffs her runny nose. “My therapist says I need to let you go.”

I nod. Adrenaline pumps through me. “Your therapist sounds good, Lex. I’ll have Michael send them over and we can sign them after the service.” I already have my phone out texting him.

“That excited to get rid of me, huh?” Her voice catches and I look at her then David for help.

He looks away and I grit my teeth and sigh. “Lexi, you of all people know that we should never have gotten together much less marry each other.”

Her eyes, which always seemed soulless, have a spark of life for the first time. “Oh, I know. Trust me, Reed. Every day, I knew I wasn’t Tess,” she snaps, pulling out her pack of unfiltered Camels.

“You know, at first I thought that I was the winner. I mean, you married me not her.” She lights up her cigarette, takes a huge inhale, and blows it over her shoulder, looking like a dragon with smoke coming out of her nose. Flashes of Tess saying she reminded her of a lizard spin around in my head. “But you never even considered me a girlfriend much less a wife. My therapist thinks you are very harmful to people like me.”

I nod. “Well, again, your therapist sounds like she or he is worth every dime.”

She’s biting her nails and smoking, completely ignoring me. “I should apologize to Tess for stealing you.”

“Christ, no. Stay away from her entirely.” I stop her crazy rant and give David the look.

He clears his voice. “Come on, Lex, let’s go explore this place and see if we can get some coffee to feed our new healthier addiction.”

I can sense her looking at me as I type out specifics to Michael. He needs to have everything ready while I have Lexi here. Then I can lock away this chapter of my life for good. I look up and walk over to kiss her forehead.

“Do you feel better now that you got that off your chest?” She nods and gazes at her feet and I roll my eyes. “Keep working. You’re making progress.”

Jax comes out of the house looking refreshed in a dark navy suit and I marvel at how different we look now. Drugs, alcohol, and sun have aged me if my brother is any indication of what I should look like. He stops when he sees Lexi in my arms.

“David.” His eyes narrow. “Lexi.”

She pulls away and laces her arms with David. “Fuck off, Jax. I’m here to pay my respects to your grandfather and divorce your brother.”

David starts laughing. “God, I missed you guys. My life is so much duller without you, Reed. This kind of stuff doesn’t happen to me.”

“Glad I can entertain you. Coffee is in the kitchen, or grab any staff and ask for some,” I say, dismissing them.

“Will do.” He salutes me. “Good seeing you, Jax.”

I shake my head at him as he takes Lexi inside. Jax stiffly nods as they walk past us into the massive hall.

“Thank fuck. Get her to sign today.” His eyes are so serious I chuckle. The sun is trying to peek out, so I turn to see my phone better.

“I’m having Michael get the paperwork ready as we speak. After the service, I’ll get her to sign.” I run my hand through my hair. The thought of being able to move past that horrible night is like a giant monkey off my back.

He touches my shoulder. “Maybe you’ll get your happily ever after, after all.”

We both watch the black Bentley pull up and my heart instantly starts pumping. One of the valets is putting on his tie and opens the door. Brance steps out and I go down to meet him as he unbuckles the twins.

“Daddy!” They both race for me. Luke is dressed in a three-piece suit that matches Brance’s, which for a second aggravates me, but I’ll live. My daughter is wearing a black velvet dress with white tights that seem to have ruffles on the butt. I know this because she keeps lifting her dress up as she runs.

“Lilly, please, sweetheart, always keep your dress down.”

Jax starts laughing. “Nice parenting.”

Brance looks around. “Where’s Tess? I need a drink. You got them?”

I grin then feel like a shitty grandson. I mean, I shouldn’t be happy, but being close to my kids brings a smile to my face.

“I got them… and Brance?” He turns. “Thank you.”

His brown eyes lock with mine and in those few seconds, we both allow each other to make peace. He nods slowly. “They’re all yours. I’m going to find Tess.” He turns and walks up the brick stairs to the main house.

I look down at my children happily skipping around the wet grass. And I look up at the sky and can only hope that my grandfather can see this.
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TESS

Present day – twenty-five years old

 

“Are you planning on fainting? Maybe you should try to eat something. It’s been a stressful day.” Brance eyes me. We’re walking back into the huge mansion having left the cemetery where they laid Ian Saddington to rest next to his beloved wife. The service was emotional but lovely. Jax and Brad gave beautiful speeches and told stories. An orchestra played Grandfather Ian’s favorite opera, La Bohème. The flowers and all the swans they placed in the pond, which they somehow heated to keep the swans happy, would have made him smile.

Luke and Lilly are jumping as they hold Brad’s and Caroline’s hands.

“My feet are throbbing. If it wouldn’t cause a scene, I would jump on your back and have you carry me,” I groan as I grab Brance’s arm.

“Eat something, please.”

“I’m too wound up to eat. We’ve been on this treadmill for so long and now that it’s over, my body feels like it should still be running.”

He rolls his eyes. “Speaking of eating, did you see how much weight Lexi gained?”

“Shhh.” I look around to make sure no one hears us. Besides a couple of people I’ve never seen, we’re alone.

“Oh my God, I was going to gossip about this later, but she’s huge!” I hate that I’m happy about it, but Lexi is the worst.

“Well, let’s not get crazy, but obviously being sober has made her put on some pounds.” We stop right outside the door.

“Who’s that guy?” I casually nod.

Brance turns to look at the man smoking alone by the trees. We both watch as he takes a drag then puts out his cigarette and starts to walk toward us.

“I have no idea. I saw Lexi clutching his arm all day.” Brance opens the door, hurrying me inside. A blast of warm air hits us as soon as we enter.

“It’s so weird, right? I mean why wasn’t she at Reed’s side?” Both of us stop talking midsentence as the man enters. He doesn’t glance at us as he passes. I gaze around the lobby to make sure we are alone again. “It must be because of Luke and Lilly.” I hang up our coats in one of the closets.

“That and he’s still obsessed with you. He made sure everyone knew that you, Luke, and Lilly were his.”

I almost smile but stop. What is wrong with me? I straighten my dress so that Brance can’t see my eyes. I’m sure they are shining with excitement. When I do look up, I’m met with his knowing smirk.

“God, you’re obvious.” He rolls his eyes as he fixes my hair.

“I’m not going to lie and say I like Lexi.” I wave my hand. “Do you think we should get a lawyer?”

“Of course we need a lawyer. I already have a call in to one.” Brance leads me into the magnificent ballroom where large round tables cover up the old ballroom floor. All the family china, bearing the Saddington crest, is out along with the silver.

“Just play nice. We don’t want Reed getting his lawyers involved first,” Brance whispers and smiles at an older couple eyeing us.

“Well, dream on about that one.”

“Okay, but he’s playing nice, so you play nice. It’s not like we need more attention thrown our way.” He tightens his grip on my cold hand. The overwhelming, sweet fragrance of the numerous flowers in the house is already giving me a headache.

I look up at his handsome face. “Have I told you how grateful I am to have you?”

“Always.” He smiles. “Let’s grab some food and take it up to the room. We have the best excuse with Luke and Lilly.”

“God, I was thinking the same thing.” I almost stop when I see who Caroline is talking to, but Brance is behind me and propels us forward.

“Brance,” I hiss a warning.

“Excuse us, we need to get Luke and Lilly.” Brance barrels in on the conversation.

“Oh, Brance and Tess have you met David yet?” Caroline grabs my arm so I can’t escape.

I shake my head. “No, not yet. Nice to meet you.” I extend my hand. He has the most unusual-colored eyes. I turn to Caroline. “Sorry, but I’m going to take the kids upstairs and give them a bath. It’s been a long day, and they need to get a good night’s sleep.” I avoid looking at David and stay focused on Caroline.

“Come on, baby girl.” Brance scoops Lilly in his arms. “Let’s go get your brother. Nice to meet you,” he calls over his shoulder as he pretends Lilly is an airplane and flies her over to Jax and Luke. Caroline follows, mumbling about putting a plate together for us.

Fantastic. Sighing, I turn my attention to David, who is calmly watching me. “I need a drink.” I gesture toward the bar. “Want one?” I hold up the blue Bombay Sapphire bottle.

“No, thank you.”

“I’m not a big drinker, but today I need one,” I mumble as I pour myself a gin and tonic. Cool and refreshing bubbles burst into my hot mouth. I might have gone a little heavy on the gin, but I can only hope it knocks me out tonight. My eyes sweep the room for Reed. I hate myself for doing it, but I can’t seem to stop. He’s been missing since we left the gravesite. Of course, I can’t help but notice that Lexi is mysteriously missing also. I take another deep sip. Already my head and shoulders feel lighter.

I turn my full attention to this mystery man who seems as interested in me as I am in him.

“So, David, how do you know Lexi and Reed?”

A small smile twitches at the corner of his lips. He reaches over my hand and pours himself a soda. I notice what appears to be a dragon tail tattoo that makes its way down his hand and wraps around his ring finger

“I lived with both of them for two years.” His voice sounds casual as if that’s normal. The brown soda he pours bubbles and sizzles in the crystal glass.

“I’m confused. Wasn’t she married to Reed then?” This gin and tonic is going down way too easily.

Beethoven is playing quietly in the background. Dinner must be served because people are wandering around with plates of food. If everyone wasn’t wearing black, the large room would look like there was a party instead of a funeral. Dusk has set in, and the front part of the estate holds about five hundred paper lanterns. People are already starting to drift outside to release them into the night. A final farewell. I had wanted the twins to see it, but honestly, I’m too tired to wait.

David smiles and he kind of looks like Thor, or that actor who plays him.

“I was a cab driver in Manhattan. I’m the one who picked Reed up that day.” He says all this like we are a couple of old friends talking about old times.

“You okay? You look a little pale.” Those silver eyes of his aim toward my face as if he can get into my mind and find out all my secrets.

“You’re the guy who was living with Reed and Lexi? The other drug addict?”

He grins and nods as he takes a sip of his soda.

“That sounded awful. I’m sorry, I need food and sleep.” Like that excuses what I’ve said.

He chuckles and sips his soda. “Don’t be sorry.” He leans a little closer. “Although I got help first. Does that make me a little bit better?” His pretty eyes tease me.

“No, this is none of my business.” My mind starts racing. This is the guy who knows everything… the guy who picked up Reed when he left me.

“Was Reed on drugs too?” I almost cringe at my obviousness.

He smiles and takes another sip. “Those are questions you will have to ask him.” He sets down his empty glass. “Good luck, Tess. I’m so happy to finally meet you.”

I pour myself another gin and tonic and nod. “Yes, pleasure. I need to get back to my children.” God, he’s as closed off as Reed. No wonder they got along.

He looks at his watch. “I need to find Lexi and take her to the hotel.”

“Wait.” I look around the room that has pretty much emptied out. “She’s leaving with you? Not staying with Reed?” What kind of weird crap are they into anyway?

His lips twitch. “She came today because Reed has been wanting her to sign the divorce papers. That’s what they’re doing now. I’ll put her on the plane tomorrow so that she can go back to Florida.” David puts his hand in his pocket and pulls out his pack of cigarettes.

“Talk to Reed and if you still have questions, I’ll be in LA in a couple of weeks. We can grab a coffee and I’ll tell you what I know.” He grabs a cocktail napkin and a pen that is sitting next to the bottles.

I look at the napkin with his number, and for a brief second, I feel like I’m doing something wrong.

“Take it, Tess. I’m not trying to pick you up. Reed would beat me up.” He gives me a wink. “Give him time. He loves you.”

I snort and take a gulp; the gin lightly burns the back of my throat. “Yeah, he loves me all right.” I look around for Brance, needing him to come save me.

David grabs his pack of cigarettes. His silver eyes search my face.

“One question.” He holds up a finger. “I’ll answer one question, so make it good.”

I blink and say, “Why did Reed marry Lexi?”

Disappointment is all over his face. “Really? That’s your burning need to know? Huh, I thought you might go a little deeper. I mean, you know Reed never loved her.”

I stand their tongue-tied. “Take a breath. Reed will kill me if you pass out.” He looks around. “Lexi wanted to try heroin and I knew where to get it. Reed wanted to forget you.” I want to stop him because he’s right. All this is going to do is make me hate Reed. David’s gray eyes focus on me and he leans his elbows on the table. “We did a speedball.” I must look at him like I have no idea what he’s saying.

“It’s cocaine and heroin. I knew Reed would like it better than heroin alone. Boom, done. We were all feeling no pain. Lexi said, ‘Let’s get married,’ and Reed said, ‘Sure.’”

I take a gasp of air. “Why did you tell me that?”

“Hurts, doesn’t it? Why would you ask it knowing it’s going to cut into your heart because you still love him?”

I take a step back. “I don’t,” I snap. “He’s a drug addict and a whore and he promised me.” This last part I almost scream at him. David takes my arm and walks me over to a table in the corner.

“Let go of me.” I jerk out of his hand, my face on fire.

“He didn’t even remember doing it. That night is nothing but a blur. Reed never touched heroin again. While Lexi and I went down the rabbit hole.”

I shake my head. “It doesn’t matter. I hate Lexi! Hate her—do you hear me? And since you seem to be so close with her, you can take your answers and shove them up your ass.” I throw the cocktail napkin with his number at his chest.

“I need to find my children.” I spin on my heels slightly dizzy.

He steadies me. “I want Reed to be happy. I don’t know you, but I know him and he would die for you. In fact, he almost did.” He drops my arm and walks out of the room, his shoes echoing on the wooden floor as he retreats.

“God.” I grab my glass and pour myself another drink.

“You okay?”

I almost scream as I swirl to see Brance holding Luke’s and Lilly’s hands.

He grins and rolls his eyes. “Sorry. I got caught in a political conversation with some ass Jax was talking to.” Then he frowns as his eyes sweep my face. “Let’s go eat. You need more than gin in your stomach. Why are you flushed?”

I want to start crying or screaming that I was wronged by a man I can’t stop loving.

“I’m tired. Let’s go.” Brance looks at my large gin and tonic.

“Okay, who wants to tell Mommy what we are having for dinner?”

“Cheeseburgers and French fries,” Luke yells, jumping up and down.

“And chicken tenders, and that white stuff you like to dip your fries with,” Lilly yells louder. I smile as we all climb the stairs.

Later, I close the door to the twins’ part of the suite and walk over to the table, which is a mess from our dinner. Luke and Lilly scarfed everything down and splashed around in the tub for another half an hour.

“Right, Logan.” Brance sneers into his phone then snaps, “Oh, I know everything you do is perfect.” The anger in his voice makes me look over at him. He lounges on the large gold-and-pink-striped satin couch, rubbing his forehead. His bare feet are crossed and propped up on a gold wooden coffee table.

“You know what? I’m tired. Tess is back in the room. We’ll talk later.” He moves his phone to his other ear, miming that he needs a drink. I nod and walk over to the liquor cabinet and pour us two more gin and tonics. I’m already slightly buzzed, and with the way the conversation is going for Brance, I decide to add a little more Bombay Sapphire to his.

He lets out a huge sigh. “I don’t want to hear that, Logan. You should be here. I know you think you are somehow excused because you said it was wrong, but… hello? Hello?”

I sit down next to him as he gazes at his phone, his striking features twisted in pain. I hate Logan at this moment.

“He hung up on me. That’s a new one for us.” Brance throws his phone on the gold table. It lands with a loud thud.

“Here.” I hand him his drink. “He hates that you’re here, right?”

Anxiety at the thought of Brance leaving me makes me take a big swig of my drink. He snorts and looks up at the ceiling. “He’s unhappy about everything I do, Tess. I can’t even take out the garbage right.”

I stare at him and set my drink down, giving him my full attention. “What are you saying?”

“I’m saying that we’ve come to a point where everything each of us does is an argument, an aggravation. He ‘disapproves’ of us.” Brance uses air quotes.

I eye him, wondering if he didn’t have a couple cocktails while the twins were in the bath and going to bed.

“I don’t know, Pretty Girl. I’m walking on eggshells in my own home. He makes me feel like I’m beneath him.” He drops his feet to the floor and leans forward.

I reach for his shoulders and he turns, letting me massage him. “I don’t understand… you haven’t mentioned all this in a while. You said you two were committed to working things out.”

I feel him breathe in and out, trying to relax his muscles. “He makes me feel inferior, like I’m scum because I’m Colombian and my father is who he is.”

I freeze. I knew Brance and Logan were having issues, but I had no idea Brance felt like this. Have I been so self-absorbed in all of my own drama that I’ve completely not been there for him? “Why haven’t you said anything?”

He reaches for his drink and downs it in one big guzzle. I stop massaging and lean back, letting him get it out. “What should I say? I’m miserable and living with a stranger.”

“Yes. Yes, that’s exactly what you should say. I tell you everything.”

He shrugs. “Fine. I haven’t fucked him in months.” He gets up to make himself another drink.

“Oh, well everybody goes through rough spots.” I lick my lips. “It’s not that big of a deal, right? I mean, I haven’t slept with Scott in a long time too.” I’m trying to be supportive, but even when I’m intoxicated, it sounds all wrong.

He laughs. “Pretty Girl, when the sex goes, your relationship goes. Now some people are able to adjust to it and they create a new relationship based on love and companionship.” He waves his hand around. “But that’s not us. We used to fuck like you and Reed.” My face grows hot at the mention of sex and Reed. Thankfully Brance is completely on a rant, so he doesn’t notice, or maybe he does since not much gets by him. “Logan hates my heritage, my family and he’s jealous of the most important person in my life.” He points at me.

“Great, I told you he hated me.” I shove my empty glass in front of him. He arches a dark brow but reaches for the gin.

“God, we are a pair, huh? Me with Reed and you with Logan.”

Brance’s eyes snap to mine. “No comparison.” He waves the bottle, his cheeks flushed. “Reed always put you first. His love was so obsessive and pure for you he lost his mind.” My mouth must be hanging open because Brance chuckles and tells me to shut it.

“You need to stop drinking,” I snap, because what the hell? “Are you saying that Reed is… I don’t even know what you’re saying.”

Brance taps my nose and laughs. “You two are so in love with each other it’s… well, it’s beautiful.” He brings his drink to his mouth. His chocolate eyes search my face.

“He hates me, Brance. Trust me, he hasn’t forgiven me.” My face heats up at the mere thought of his dirty voice and talented fingers.

“He will, and all will be right.”

“God, you’re drunk.” I roll my eyes. “Earlier you were telling me we need a lawyer. Now you’ve jumped on the Reed bandwagon?”

He slowly sets his drink down. “No, I can’t lie about you two. I see it in your eyes and his. I feel it when I’m in the same space as you two. And I’m getting too old for drama—I get enough of that with my fake of a husband.”

“Holy shit. Reed always said he was a fake.”

“I know, but when your dick is involved, you don’t think straight.” Brance’s phone lights up and starts vibrating. We both stare at it.

“I’m going to bed.” I kiss his pretty frowning lips. “Answer it. He’ll only keep calling, and what good does putting off the problem do?”

Brance arches a dark brow at me and I turn. “Are we talking about you or me?” he calls after me.

I ignore him as I undress and throw myself into bed.
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“You need to get up and in the shower, Tess. The lawyer is here. Brad dropped this off about an hour ago.” Brance shakes me then tosses a slick black folder next to my head. “This appears to be your copy of the will. I’m assuming there is going to be some formal reading of it.”

“God,” I groan as I massage my neck and blink the sleep out of my eyes. “I feel horrible.” I glare at him. He looks bright eyed and fresh—so unfair. “Why are you not hungover? I’m not going. I already have a copy.”

Brance stares at me. I sigh and sit up. “Fine, what does it say?”

He tosses it on the bed. “A lot. Your children are rich. You, not so much, although I think he did bequeath you your favorite Monet.” My eyes snap open to Brance’s brown ones. I reach for the extravagant folder.

“Brad personally asked me to make sure you are there.” He goes to the closet and comes out with my form-fitting black suit.

I toss the folder on the edge of the bed. “You go in my place. I’m not in any condition to face this today.” I pull the soft, downy comforter up around my ears. “Whatever it says can wait until I feel better.”

“Yeah… No. I promised Luke and Lilly we would go frog hunting.”

“What?” I lean up on my elbows. “Jesus, we didn’t drink that much did we? I’m feeling it this morning.”

“I tried to warn you to eat. You can’t drink without food, Tess.” His eyes remain focused on my wardrobe.

“I tried to eat. The food was cold by the time I got Luke and Lilly out of the bath.”

“Right, because it’s so hard to have the personal chef make you something no matter what time.”

“I hate your sarcasm.” I moan into my cloud of a pillow.

“Get your skinny ass up. We drank almost a whole bottle of gin last night.” Brance claps his hands in my face making me jump and nearly pee the bed.

“Stop it, Brance.” I throw the covers off me.

“Come on, Pretty Girl, up you go.” He holds out his hands and I take them, forcing him to pull me up.

“Wait, why is it so quiet? Where’s Luke and Lilly?” Panic fills my brain. It’s amazing how I can go from zero to one hundred in seconds.

He ignores me. “Brance?”

He holds up a hand. “I’m trying to decide on shoes,” he snips.

“Where are they?” Dread replaces my dissolving panic.

“Reed came by and got them an hour or so ago. He wanted to make them pancakes.” He sighs.

I sit back down on the edge of the bed. “And you let him take them?”

“Well, yeah. It’s pancakes.” He sits down next to me and takes my hand, looking at my nails. “And they want him, Tess.” He brushes my hair off my shoulder. “He’s their father. How could I possibly say no?”

I stare blankly around the room. It’s a mess. Toys have somehow found their way onto the tables and my bed. My clothes from yesterday are on the floor.

“My head is pounding.”

He nods. “Go take a shower. You’ll feel better.”

“I need coffee and Advil,” I yell as I blast the shower. The hot water works. Brance is right. I feel better—not ready to run a marathon—but better. Wrapping a towel around my head and another around my body, I open the door to get my purse and some Advil.

“Hi, Mommy.”

I scream as I turn around. Luke is on my bed, his fat little legs crossed at his knees. He’s playing with what looks like a real Fabergé egg.

“Oh my gosh, honey you scared me.” My eyes search for Reed or Brance. “Where’s Lilly and your father? And what is that?”

He proudly holds it up. “It’s my tweasure. I fouwd it in a secwet hiding place.”

“Sweetheart, let Mommy have that.” I take the egg. He jumps up shoes and all on my unmade bed. “Mommy, that’s mine!”

“Luke, this is not yours. I’m sorry, but you might as well learn that you can’t always get what you want.” The Rolling Stones play in my head and I roll my eyes.

“Where is your father?”

“I’m behind you.”

I swirl to face him, horrified that my stomach gets butterflies. He stands dressed in another dark suit. Lilly holds his hand, smiling at me.

“Hi, Mommy.” She waves. “Daddy made us pancakes. We wanted to bring you some, but he said you’re not a pancake fan, which is true, right, Mommy?”

I stare at Reed wanting to kick him for knowing me so well. My cheeks grow warm. “Um… No, I don’t like pancakes.”

Lilly looks up at Reed like he is her hero. “Daddy says he knows everything about you. Because you guys have been together for seventeen years.” She grins proudly.

I stand there like an idiot holding a real Fabergé egg in one hand and clutching my towel in the other.

“Breathe, Tess,” Reed orders as he reaches and lifts Lilly in his arms.

“Where’s Brance?” It comes out raspy.

“He went to get you coffee and something to eat.” A cocky grin crosses his face, and I suck in a quick breath because he seems to have stolen all my oxygen. Luke grabs my hand and wiggles the egg out of my grip.

I clear my throat. “Can you please talk to Luke about taking things that don’t belong to him?” I snap. “And take them out of here. I need to get dressed.” I sweep my hand at him. He smirks and sits down in a large wing-back chair, his long legs stretched out as he pulls Lilly onto his lap.

“We’ll wait.” He eyes me with nothing but disdain, then turns to Luke and smiles. I’m way too hungover to deal with Reed. Besides, I hate him and Lexi.

Also, watching him with our kids makes me want to punch him or kiss him because he is truly the hottest man alive when he gazes at them the way he’s doing right now. Any woman with a pulse would feel as I do.

“Bring your treasure to me and tell me where you found it while your mother gets ready.”

I look down at my pink toes and try to pull myself together. I hate that I have this pain in my chest when I’m near him. That my body gets flushed and needy with one look from his pretty eyes. I need to move before he notices all these things. Of course, as soon as I think it, he looks over at me. My stomach flips, and I tighten my hand around the soft towel until my fingers sting. I recognize this look, and instantly my heart’s in my throat.

“Get ready.” Turquoise eyes sweep me from top to bottom and stop on my lips. “You have twenty minutes and if memory serves me, your hair alone takes an hour.”

I open my mouth to tell him not to boss me around. But I decide to remove myself from the energy that is vibrating like an orchestra through the room. I hope he can’t tell he’s flustering me. I reach for my outfit and silk stockings. I’d have to walk across the room if I want underwear and there’s no way I’m doing that, so screw it. Shutting the bathroom door, I lock it and lean my back against the cool wood. He’s like an evil wizard. Making my body crave him with a mere stare is his forte. Shaking my head, I turn and unlock the door. After all, I need Brance to be able to get in.

I look down at my hands, which are slightly shaky. Hell, my whole body is shaking. I want to say it’s because I’m hungry, but it’s probably because I’m terrified of what I still feel for him. I toss both towels on the floor and sit on the side of the tub. “This is stupid, Tess. Do not let him see weakness,” I mumble as I pull on one silk stocking then the other. Reaching for my black pencil skirt, I pull it up. Thankfully it’s form-fitting. I’m thin right now, so the clingy material helps to show off my small waist.

“You have to be kidding me. I don’t have a bra?” I look around the pink and gold bathroom and lift my towel and jacket up.

“Perfect.” I toss my wet hair out of my face and jerk my jacket on, not caring that he’s got me so wound up I’m talking to myself.

I peek out the door. Reed, Luke, and Lilly sit and talk. Lilly has one hand on her ear as she rubs it and Luke is entertaining Reed. He looks so happy and peaceful sitting there listening to Luke. He must sense me because his eyes glance up and trap me. Vaguely I think I might throw up. That’s how much havoc he’s wreaking on my system.

Brance saunters in with a huge mugful of coffee and a plain bagel with crème cheese. His eyes dart to me and then Reed, and he frowns. “What’s going on?”

“I need help.” I snatch a black bra and wave him into the bathroom, slamming the door behind us.

“Bit dramatic.” He sets down the coffee and hands me the bagel. “Here eat and drink.”

“I swear to God, Brance, I’m going to have a nervous breakdown. I can’t do this today.” I take the coffee. My mind is reeling. “I’m serious. I’m thrilled my kids got whatever they got from Grandfather Ian, but I can’t do this with him,” I hiss.

He eyes me and his voice is calm. “You need to pull your shit together.”

I groan, frustrated and wanting to stomp my foot like a child. Except I can’t because I’m a mom. So I sip my hot coffee and sit back down on the toilet seat.

“You forgot to set out panties and a bra,” I snap.

His eyes grow huge and he laughs. “You’re joking, right? Do you have any idea how insane you sound?” Ignoring him, I slip off the jacket and reach for my La Perla bra.

“Stand up and turn around.” Brance holds up the suit jacket for me to slip into as he spins me around to tighten the laces on the back.

“God.” I try to breathe. “That is way too tight. Look at me—I’m busting out of it!” We both look into the large gold mirror.

“You look hot. Throw on some makeup and I’ll put your hair in a bun. You don’t have time for anything else.” He grabs a rubber band.

“I’m spilling out of this,” I say, pointing at my breasts, which are on display. “I look like I should be walking a runway not going to a will reading.”

“I know,” he snickers. “Lighten up. You’re in black and a suit. It’s perfectly acceptable.”

He pulls the brush roughly through my hair. I wait as he does his magic before I start on my eyes.

“Go smoky. Maybe we won’t be able to see the black circles so much.” He digs around in my makeup bag. “Here, red lips.” He slams the makeup on the French granite counter.

“Can you go check on them?” I reach over to stop the lipstick from rolling away.

“We’re leaving. Good luck.” He kisses the top of my head. “After frog hunting, if it’s not raining or snowing, we’re going on a picnic, so we won’t be back until later. Call if you need me.”

I nod, taking a huge bite of the bagel and licking the crème cheese off my lips. “I’m jealous. I want to go on a picnic,” I mumble.

“You hate the cold.” He taps my nose.

“I know.” I swallow. “That’s how much I don’t want to do this.”

Brance grins. “I can’t wait to hear all about it.” He swings open the bathroom door and yells, “Who wants to go frog hunting?”

Luke and Lilly instantly scream, “We do! Bye, Mommy and Daddy.”

Silence ensues. I scarf down the bagel, brush my teeth, and finish my lips. As I’m reaching for my coffee cup and turning off the light, he’s there in front of me blocking my way as he steals my air again.

“Reed.” I back up. He flicks the light switch back on and I find myself hitting the wall as his eyes travel up and down me. This is not the boy I grew up with or even the man I gave my heart to. This is a man who stuck his hands down my pants and made me orgasm in seconds. This Reed scares me, and without Brance or our kids… “We have a meeting and we’re late,” I rasp out. He cocks his head as he reaches for me. I go—not because I’m stunned and I don’t know what I’m doing, but because he’s in my blood. His tan hand reaches behind me and pulls my hair out of the rubber band. The long, slightly wet curls fall down my back. Reed wraps one hand tight at the base of my neck bringing me close with only his grip.

“You’re hurting me,” I snarl.

“Hurting?” His lips are so close I can feel his clean breath. “You have no idea what hurting is.” He laughs.

“Because you’re the only one who gets to hurt the most right?”

His eyes appraise my face. “Your face haunts me. Whenever I close my eyes, you’re there. I guess that’s karma, huh?”

“Do you think it’s been different for me?” My pulse vibrates in my head. “I waited for you, alone, scared, and broke for weeks.”

His other hand cups my face and his thumb lightly taps my red lipstick. “I was busy saturating myself in booze and drugs, killing myself so that I could forget you.” He looks at me, his gaze unfocused as though he’s gone back into the past. “I didn’t stop up until a year ago when my grandfather dumped our family empire on me and I decided to throw myself into work.”

His honesty coats me like caramel on an apple, and I blurt out the truth. “I wish I had never said what I did that morning. Every day, I’ve had to live with that knowledge that I can’t have those moments back.”

He drops his hands and straightens. “Me too, but you did, Tess, and we don’t get those moments back.” He takes a step back. “Ever.” It echoes off the walls, or maybe it seems that way in my guilt-ridden soul.

“Please, Reed. We’ve hurt each other enough. For Luke and Lilly’s sakes I—”

He moves in closer, caging me in, and softly says, “It’s for their sakes that I don’t take them away from you.”

I reach behind me for the wall to stabilize me. “What?” It barely comes out as my voice tightens.

“We’re late. Let’s go.” He backs away.

My eyes take in his broad shoulders and I can’t move. I stand in the bathroom frozen. Closing my eyes, I take in a deep breath trying to calm my wild mind. Suddenly it’s clear to me, as if I have finally awakened to the brutal truth.

And I start to move. “I don’t need this shit. I’m not going to this will reading. I’m going home.” I’ve finally seen the light. Reed’s never going to forgive me. He knows the truth. My secret is out, I paid my respects, and now I’m done. I enter the pink bedroom and open my closet. All I see are Brance’s bags. I whirl around and go to another closet filled with towels and toys.

I sense his heavy gaze on me, but I continue on my quest.

“You can go for all I care, but my children stay with me, Tess.” He sneers my name like it’s a dirty word.

I slam the closet door to face him. “I have full custody.” I twirl around cursing the fact that I allowed someone else to unpack my stuff.

He folds his arms over his perfectly pressed black suit. “Do you really want to do this with me?” He sounds so calm like he’s talking to a stranger.

“You can’t threaten me with that, Reed. I might be a lot of things, but a bad mother I am not. No judge in his right mind would take them away from me.” I blink quickly, and hot tears threaten to spill out. “I don’t want anything from you. You can keep it all, but don’t hurt our children trying to punish me.”

Playing the Luke and Lilly card is all I have. If he wants to be an ass, he could easily take them from me. Terror fills me. His eyes narrow as if he can read my mind, and I want to rip out my hair. How on earth did we get to this place?

“For someone who wants nothing from me, you sure have been taking a lot without me even knowing it.”

My face heats up. Placing my hands on my hips, I turn to him. “Go ahead and act like I’m a horrible person if that makes you feel better about yourself.” I take a step closer. “But you’re not innocent in this nightmare that is us.” I wave my hand between us. “You, Reed, are nothing but an entitled drug addict with an anger problem. No sane person would trust you.” I look at the ceiling to stop any tears from actually falling. “It’s a pattern with you. You get bored with me… us and want to fuck around so you—”

He pushes off the doorframe and is in my space in seconds. His eyes are like the ocean on white sand. “Don’t you dare. I missed everything!” He grabs my arm and shakes me. “I missed doctor visits, my children being born, their first steps, first words.” He thrusts my arms away as if he doesn’t trust himself to be near me and walks to the window. It looks like it’s raining again or maybe it’s finally snowing. The silence between us is so pronounced that I can hear a drip in the bathroom sink.

He takes a breath, his voice like gravel. “I missed everything. But what I regret the most is seeing you grow big with my children.” His voice cracks. “I would have loved to have seen that.”

I can’t bear it. He doesn’t get to do this to me. “I called… I tried…” He turns his head, and for a moment, I don’t breathe. Anguish and regret fill his pretty eyes.

“I made a mistake.” My voice is a gravelly mess. “Are you going to punish me for the rest of our lives?” I reach for him, but it’s empty air that wraps around me.

“I guess I could ask you that very same question.”

We stare at each other, neither of us blinking, our energy surrounding us like smoke. Love, hate, sex, pain, it’s stifling in its power. I move toward him as he catches me with both hands and brings my face to his full lips for a kiss that I can’t even process.

Greedily I let his tongue fill mine with his warmth and strength. I drink him in. It’s deep and urgent as we attack each other. I grind my nails into his jacket and neck as my body responds. I’m possessed by him even if it’s only for this moment. His hands unbutton my jacket and toss it away, our lips and bodies touching. It’s been so long since his skin has touched mine. I moan as I rub my hands up and down his firm chest feeling his hard abs through his dress shirt as I slide his jacket off. He spins me around and I reach to stop myself from falling face-first into the bed. His hands are warm as he pulls my skirt up. The cool air caresses my lower back and ass as his strong hand grabs one cheek and squeezes hard. Groaning into the bed, I brace myself.

“Fuck.” His tone is angry and my core clenches in anticipation. I try to turn over to see him, but he grabs my hip. “Don’t move—you don’t move until I tell you.” He caresses my lower back as he unsnaps my bra. I turn my head to watch him loosen his tie, getting wetter as he violently rips it off along with his shirt.

Then he spanks me. On instinct, my body tries to move away. That was not a playful slap; he full-on spanked me.

“Jesus.” I try to move, but he holds me as he slaps the other cheek.

“What the hell?” His strong hand burns and stings and he keeps spanking me. Biting my lip at the heat and throb that my ass feels, tears sting my eyes—not because of the pain so much as he’s trying to humiliate me, hurt me in a way he’s never done. He wants to punish me.

His fingers bite into my hips. “This, Tess.” He pulls me up on all fours like I’m a rag doll. “This is what I’ve been doing the last four years.” He keeps spanking until he must sense I’m near my breaking point. Stopping, he flips me on my back and we’re face-to-face. My sore butt throbs as if it’s on fire.

“I know you, Tess. I know you so well that these are the questions that swirl around that beautiful head of yours.” He grabs my chin when I go to look away. “You want to know how many women I’ve fucked? Do I love Lexi?” His breathing is rough as he lets go of my face but still cages me in, and I lift my eyes to his. For a moment we do battle, saying nothing, the war all in our eyes. Our breaths come in deep and fast as they seem to sync together.

“Did that feel like love to you?” Like smoke and bourbon, his voice caresses me.

“No,” I whisper. His eyes change almost like he’s proud of me.

“Why?” he demands.

“You wanted to humiliate me,” I cry out and roll my head away from his piercing gaze. I push at his chest. He’s rock hard and my butt is numb, so I stop.

“No. You felt humiliated because every time I’ve been inside this beautiful body, it’s been nothing but love between us. I’ve never detached or closed myself off from you.”

“I don’t understand,” I scream. “Now that you hate me you’re detached? And what… need to beat me to get off?” I wipe my eyes frustrated that they’re leaking.

He cocks his head; his full lips twitch. “Trust me, that wasn’t beating.”

I’m breathing heavily. “Just let me go, Reed. I’m done.” I try to pull my skirt down. He stops me and I go to slap him, but he has my ankles and he slides me to the edge of the bed causing me to fall back on the soft mattress.

“Oh, we’re far from done.” His nostrils flare. “Christ, look at you… your face flushed, ass red.” He spreads my legs and leans forward, then his eyes sparkle like gems. “Cunt slick and ready for me.” I try to squirm away, but his hands have me prisoner.

“You’ve made your point,” I spit out.

“I don’t think I have. Tell me if this feels the same.” He leans forward and lightly kisses my waxed vagina, his tongue giving my clit a quick lick.

Shaking my head, I’m at war with him and myself. “Just stop… I’m not into pain.”

“I don’t need to beat you. We cause enough pain merely looking at each other.” He spreads my legs wider and his tongue slowly starts to lick me. Suddenly tears of frustration drip down my cheeks onto my neck and the sheets. He’s right. I’d rather he spank me than this pain. This pain is the reminder that we once loved each other so much we almost died for it. He has one strong hand on my stomach while the other holds my leg tight as he sucks and licks my throbbing clit then shoves his tongue inside me.

“No pussy in the world tastes this good.” He lifts his head and my breath catches. Not only is the foul mouth back but his blue eyes are alive with something I don’t want to name.

“Why are you doing this to us?”

He doesn’t answer but pulls me closer, so his eyes can remain locked on mine as his tongue and mouth eat me. I give up, surrender. I can hate myself later, but right now I need Reed. My body is caught in his spell. I groan into the pillow as he roughly rubs my clit with his tongue. He adds a finger and pumps it deep inside me. My body arches to ride his face.

“I hate you,” I choke out as I thrash my head side to side.

“You can’t hate me. You gave me your soul and I never gave it back.”

The truth of his words robs me of speech. Roughly he caresses my stomach and full breasts as his large hand pushes me flat.

“You know it’s true. Now spread your legs wide and come for me.”

He pulls out his finger and watches my face. I hear my nails scratching the sheets as I watch him rub my clit with his thumb then arch into his hand as he adds two fingers and slides them inside me going deep and forward, finding my G-spot.

“Tell me. Does this feel like I hate you?” His two fingers are so slick with my arousal he starts to rub and thrust his fingers hard and fast.

“Oh… my… God.” I grab his wrist as my body goes off like never before. I think I scream his name as I have the most intense orgasm of my life. Reed holds me as I jerk in his arms. Wave after pulsing wave of light-stopping pleasure surges through me.

“Yeah, that’s it, Kitten. I’ve got you.” His pretty eyes are alive with a light I haven’t seen in years.

“Why? Why can’t I stop wanting you?” I don’t expect an answer. I’m not even sure I said it out loud. He gently pulls his fingers out of me. I’m still dazed when his hands lift me up. He pushes down his suit slacks and kicks them off. Then he crawls over me, his face unreadable except for his eyes, which tell me everything. He brushes my hair out of my face and starts to lick and kiss away my tears.

“You’re okay.” He moves to my swollen lips.

“That was…” My voice cracks with emotion, my hands clench on his wrists.

“It always hurts with us…” His thumb wipes away tears and he claims my mouth again. I open and let my tongue deepen this kiss. He’s with me, connected, giving me an almost cherished feeling. We kiss as if time has stopped and all the horrors never happened. He breaks away and I almost beg for his lips, but his mouth trails down my neck to latch onto my swollen nipple. He sucks and bites it.

“Reed.” I arch into his mouth as his thick, swollen cock enters me in one swift thrust and for a moment, my body tenses at the full invasion.

“Relax, Kitten. Let me in.” He thrusts again and we both groan our pleasure as I wrap my legs around him.

“I need you, Tess. Don’t you know how much I need you?” he grunts out each precious word as he thrusts in and out of me. My already sensitive body starts to clench and quiver on his cock.

“Fuck… that’s it… Jesus, I feel that pussy milking the come out of me.” He steals my breath then kisses me as our bodies move together in a rhythm that he taught me.

“Open those eyes for me, beautiful. I want to see into your soul when you come again.”

I blink at him. He pulls one of my legs higher and my body’s already starting to jerk. “Oh God… I’m coming,” I whimper, latching my nails into his back as I float.

“Fuck…” He grunts into my mouth. His body surges even deeper as he empties himself inside me.

We’re sweaty, our breathing harsh. Reed’s forehead is on mine as he catches his breath. He raises his head and we stare into each other’s eyes. The pain and wonder that I see in his probably mirror mine. I clench my legs tighter around him as if that will stop the change that is about to happen. He reaches for my hands to detach them from him then pulls out of me and rolls over, his arm covering his eyes.

I turn to my side and my whole body relaxes. If I closed my eyes, I would be asleep.

“I’m going to take a shower.” Devoid of any emotion, his voice jolts me awake and my eyes drift open. He’s looking at me and I blink and turn on my back. I watch him reach for my breast. His rough thumb rubs my nipple. It hardens and I almost groan out loud. Then as if I’ve burned him, he stops.

“Close your eyes and rest.” He stands and I hungrily stare at his body. I try to savor every muscle, scar, anything that I can keep with my memory. This might be the one and only time I get this.

The shower turns on. Shutting my eyes, I sigh and his scent fills me… fresh, clean, added with steam. It lulls me to sleep.

I squint as I sit up and gaze out the window. It looks wet and cold outside, rain trickling down the glass. I smell smoke and my eyes dart to the corner.

“What’s wrong?” Reed is sitting in the chair watching me. My cheeks grow hot, and I pull the sheet up to cover me. Almost hypnotized, I watch as he inhales.

“Brance took the twins frog hunting in this weather,” I say, trying to clear my raspy voice. “I… do you think they are okay?”

He turns his head and my heart flutters for a moment. “They should be fine. It’s not snowing, only drizzling.” His eyes flick over me as he smokes.

Silence fills the room. He holds the cigarette in his mouth as he stands and looks down at me, the smoke billowing out of his mouth. “You let me know if you are leaving, but my children stay with me.”

I sweep my hand, clearing the smoke. “You need to quit. I don’t want that around the twins.”

“You don’t have a say anymore. Figure out if you are staying or going.”

“Reed, wait.” I throw off the sheet. He glares at me, his long, sooty black lashes that Luke inherited lower so that I can’t see his eyes but his voice is clear.

“I’m done, Tess. Figure out what you want. I don’t want to play anymore.” He closes the door and I flop back onto the bed.
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REED

 

I take a long drag off my cigarette, walk into a guest bathroom, and flush it down a toilet. My body still high off the sex with Tess, I take a moment and process what just happened. I don’t regret it, although I know Tess will. It was only a matter of time. Both of us are like ticking time bombs ready to explode. Our minds might say we should stay away, but our bodies seem to need each other to function, maybe even to live.

I turn on the gold faucet and splash some cold water on my face. As I look up at myself in the mirror, water drips down my neck. My dark hair, still wet from the shower, curls slightly at the ends. Leaning in closer, I notice the lines around my eyes seem less pronounced and shake my head at how my whole body feels energized. I reach for a snowy-white hand towel and wipe my face. Vanilla and lavender cling to it.

I make my way toward the study, hoping that I can at least catch the end of the reading. Jax and my father are the only ones who remain. I pull out one of the old wooden chairs and look around this room. Much like all the others, it’s filled with antiques that keep getting passed down. I lean back. The air of sadness is thick in the room. The will reading must have taken a lot out of everyone.

“You’re kidding me, right?” Jax looks at my face.

Ignoring him, I can’t help but stop from grinning. I reach for a copy of the will and look absently out the window.

“Anyone seen my kids?”

My dad stares and clears his voice as Jax snorts and gets up to refill his glass of bourbon.

“Son, you missed the will reading. So did Tess. She needs to know what was left to Luke and Lilly.”

“She can read.” I tap the wooden table. Empty crystal tumblers remain in several spots along with numerous plastic water bottles.

“How did it go? Everything you excepted?”

Jax shakes his head lifting his glass. “Anyone else want a shot?”

“Sure.” I accept, not because I want one but because I’m sick of Jax’s knowing looks.

“Reed?” I turn toward my father. His green eyes are slightly bloodshot. “Your grandfather has made you very rich.”

“Yeah?”

He sighs. “He left both Luke and Lilly two hundred and fifty million dollars each.”

“What?” My voice rises, and my head swims. They’re not yet three and they have five hundred million dollars between the two of them. I gaze at Jax and at the large grandfather clock. All I can think about is how Tess is going to react to this.

Dad shuffles through some papers and shoves them at me. “He left you in charge of it until they turn eighteen.” He takes a deep breath and I glance at Jax who is staring out at the cold day lost in thought.

“The surprising part was that he stopped Tess’s child support. He wrote in his own hand that you both need to work it out together. I’m assuming that means he wants you to pick the amount with her?” It doesn’t, but I don’t need to get into my grandfather’s assumptions about true love when it comes to Tess and me.

I take my shot. It burns but fuels my warmth. “Perfect. She should love that.” They both stare at me.

“Relax.” I twirl the empty glass. “I’m not going to hurt Tess. She can live off me.” My eyes shoot to the large window as I catch a glimpse of Brance and the twins skipping by. Well, the twins are skipping; Brance is walking with large buckets in each hand.

“I have to go.”

“Reed, do you even want to know what the hell Grandfather left you?” Jax’s voice takes on an edge as he follows my gaze outside.

“I’m sure I’ll find out. Now I want to play with my kids,” I call over my shoulder.

When I catch up with Luke and Lilly, they’re covered in dirt, taking off their muddy winter boots on the kitchen floor. Their winter coats are piled in the corner. Their cheeks are a healthy, rosy red from the cold air. I peek at the two buckets. A giant bullfrog with a large, brownish body croaks from inside one and tries to climb out. My first thought is Tess is going to scream when she sees our children’s faces and filthy clothes and frog! Luke seems to have enjoyed a peanut butter sandwich. His cheeks and chin are dried with it and Lilly’s pink sweater is pretty much brown, although her elbows have green grass stains. A huge stab of jealously hits me.

“You guys have fun with Uncle Brance?” Both their big eyes shoot up to mine and Lilly stumbles to try to get to me first. I crouch down to catch them both as they hug me.

“Daddy, wait until you see what I cawght.” Luke proudly points to the frog in the bucket.

Lilly stomps her socked foot. “I didn’t catch any stupid frogs.” There’s a small pout on her lips.

Her facial mannerisms are so much like Tess’s it hurts for a moment. I look around the large space and see Brance taking off his coat and draping it on the chair. He’s frowning at his phone, which is ringing.

“Hey.”

He looks up startled.

“You okay?”

He looks around the kitchen then at me. “I need to take this. You got them?”

Again, I want to be insulted, but I know all his concern comes from love. “Brance, go do your thing. I’ll take care of them for the rest of the day.”

He rubs his forehead. “Where’s Tess?” His phone stops then instantly starts up again.

“Brance,” I snap. “Go take care of your shi… your stuff.”

I smile at my children who are nothing but a pile of dirt and happiness. Luke is slipping and sliding in his socks as he holds on to the edge of the bucket. I watch the large frog finally make it to the top and hop out.

“Okay, guys, let’s gently put the frog back in the bucket. Your mom and grandmother will blame me if it gets away.” All three of us stare at the giant frog. He isn’t even trying to escape and remains frozen in the middle of the dark marble floor.

“Ewww, Daddy look at his chin.” Lilly’s little finger points at the frog’s chin, which is expanding like a bubble.

“What the hel-ck is going on in here?” Jax walks into the kitchen almost stepping on the frog. Lilly covers her mouth as she starts to giggle. Luke stops sliding. “Hey, Uncie Jax, thawts my fwog.” His little face is filled with concern and his lips tug down.

Jax looks at the frog and starts laughing. “Well, you better pick it up then.”

Luke squats down and looks at it. “How come he not mowving?” He sits down on the floor crossing his legs. His dirty pants smear brown mud on the dark floor.

“He’s okay, Buddy, but he’s probably scared. How about we put him back in the bucket and then the pond you guys found him at?”

“Wait, Daddy, fwirst Mommy needs to see him.” Luke looks up at me.

Jax snorts. Clearly he and my dad have been drinking more than a couple glasses of bourbon. A twinge of aggravation pricks my conscience at my distraction over Tess. I need to do better with helping them. Instead, I’m like I was as a kid with a one-track mind filled with pouty lips and sapphire eyes.

I smile at Luke. “Got to be honest, Bud, I don’t think Mommy is going to be a fan of the frog.”

Jax throws his head back to laugh as he opens a bottle of red wine.

“What’s funny?” Lilly starts climbing on him.

He scoops her up. “Once, when your mommy was about nine years old, your daddy caught a frog and tried to convince her to kiss it. He told her it would turn into a prince.”

I can’t help but chuckle at that particular memory.

“Ewww,” Lilly screams as she hugs Jax. My mind goes back to that day and I grin, recalling Tess’s mad face and that purple princess dress she was wearing and those stupid shoes Claire always made her wear.

A little tug on my slacks brings my attention to my son. “Did Mommy kwiss the fwog?”

I crouch down to his level. “Nope, she didn’t fall for it, Luke.”

Jax is still laughing. “God, do you remember the sound of her shriek?”

“Yes.” My voice is dry but only because if I allow myself to laugh, I’m doomed.

“Lilly your mommy screamed so loud that it scared your daddy. He dropped the frog and they both fell in the mud.”

Lilly is laughing as Jax tickles her. “Is that true, Daddy?”

I can’t help but chuckle as I straighten up. “It’s true.” I don’t want to dwell on the fact that my whole life I’ve been chasing, following, protecting her all so she can throw mud in my face.

“Ahhh, those were the days.” Jax sips his wine.

I raise an eyebrow. “You need a glass of water.”

“God, you guys are loud. I heard you all the way down the hall. What’s so funny?” All of us turn to see a freshly showered Tess, her hair pulled into a messy bun. Sans makeup, she’s clad in yoga pants and a ratty sweatshirt with holes in the shoulders. And I have to take a breath because I feel like I’m fourteen again.

“Perfect timing.” Jax tickles Lilly again. “You remember when Reed tried to make you kiss a frog and you two fell in the mud?”

An evil little grin appears as she looks at me. “What brought that up?”

Luke holds up the bullfrog. “Lwook, Mommy.”

Tess shrieks, causing poor Luke to back away. I grab for her as she clings and starts to climb into my arms.

“Tess, babe, it’s only a frog.” I soothe her as I detach her nails from my forearms.

Turning to my son, who looks like he wants to cry, I say, “Here, Buddy, let’s put the frog back in the bucket.”

“Mommy, thawt my pet fwog.” His lip is quivering and I don’t blame him. Tess screamed in his face.

Her hand remains on her throat. “Who allowed the frog into the house?” She looks at Jax and me like we are the worst and grabs the bucket and drags it out on the step, slamming the door on it.

“Where is Brance?” She walks over to the large farm sink picking Luke up with her as she lathers their hands, scrubbing them like the frog was carrying some horrible disease.

Jax is still laughing as he and Lilly whisper into each other’s ears.

“I think he’s outside on the phone.” I glance at Luke, who is standing with wet hands, and ruffle his hair since he still seems confused at Tess’s behavior.

“Mommy, my fwog.” He points to the door.

She sighs and shoots me a dirty look then gets on her knees and takes Luke’s wet hands. “Honey, I’m sorry I screamed, but I wasn’t expecting”—she waves her hand at the door—“that. Anyway, frogs like to live outside. He would be sad being with us. We’re not frogs and he likes frogs.”

Her fingers caress his rosy cheek. My heart does a squeeze, and I reach to rub my tattoo. I have no idea why I can’t live without this woman or why her simple explanation moves me. But my son beams up at her and I have to look away.

“Okay, Mommy. Daddy?” I turn to his big green eyes. “I’m weady to put him back in the pwond.”

“I think that’s a great idea. Lilly, you want to join us?” It’s impossible to take my eyes off Tess as she gets up.

“No.” She giggles with Jax. “I’m done with frogs—I’m hungry.” I look at Tess who seems to be looking at everything but me.

“Kitten?” That gets her attention along with everyone else. Her eyes sparkle blue fire and her cheeks turn pink.

“Please, don’t call me that. And no, I’ll stay and make dinner.” Her hands reach for Lilly who happily launches herself off Jax’s lap and into her arms.

“Let’s wash your hands, and you can help Mommy make you guys something to eat.”

“Why does Daddy call you Kitten?” With her small hands, she knows the drill. She instantly grabs the bottle of soap while Tess holds her and gets the water temperature right.

“Daddy’s just… silly.” She cocks her head and frowns. “Go put the frog back and then we can eat.”

“I gave your mommy that name when she was a little older than you two. Because the first time I looked at her, she looked up at me and had these big cat eyes. So I called her Kitten.” What the hell is wrong with me? I’ve obviously lost my mind, which makes me almost want to get mad at Tess.

She must think so too because she says, “Can I talk to you, please?”

Jax groans and shakes his head as he laughs while Luke and Lilly climb on him. I follow her into a large pantry and can’t help but stare at her ass as she shuts the door.

She whirls. “You don’t get to do this, Reed.”

The pantry smells of spices. There’s enough food in here to feed an army.

“Reed!”

I sigh and reach for her. I’ll psychoanalyze myself tomorrow. “Do what?” My nose goes behind her ear and I inhale. “I missed your smell.”

She tries to wiggle out of my arms, but I’m stronger and she finally gives up and lays her forehead on my chest.

“An hour ago, you were spanking me and threatening to take the twins away from me.” She lifts her head and I’m lost in a pool of sapphires.

“No, an hour ago I was balls deep inside you, giving you the most incredible orgasms ever.” I press my hard shaft on her and watch her pulse beat strong and fast in her neck as she looks at me. “I also told you that I’m done playing games.”

Suddenly a foot is kicking the door. “Daddy? Wet’s go, Daddy.” Luke’s little voice breaks us apart and Tess reaches for the door. I grab her arm and turn her to face me. “I think you are a wonderful mother.” I lean forward and lightly brush her stunned mouth and open up the door to a smiling, curly-haired boy holding a fat frog. Tess backs into me as I go in front of her and take his hand. His face full of happiness, he tells me exactly where he and Brance found the frog.

I bundle him up and do the same to myself. Holding the door open, Luke jumps down the steps carrying his frog as Brance walks up.

“Hey, Buddy, how’s your frog doing?”

Luke looks like a mini snowman. I’ve tightened his hood and all you can see are his eyes and nose. “Mommy said fwogs likes fwogs, so I have to give him back.” He shrugs.

“Well, Mommy knows best.” He sighs, the chill showing his breath.

“Come on, Luke. It’s cold. Let’s put your frog in the pond.” I look at Brance who is watching us. “I assume you guys found him in the heated pond?”

Brance looks down at his phone as he gives a distracted nod.

“You okay, man?”

“Oh, I don’t know.” He rubs his neck. “I need to get back to LA. My… it’s nothing that concerns you.” He reaches for the door.

“Why don’t you come with Luke and me to the pond and we can talk.” It’s not yet 3:00 p.m., but it’s already getting dark. The trees have lost their leaves. The vast green lawn glistens. “Did it rain again?”

“Yeah, it’s been drizzling on and off. I think it’s getting ready to snow. Are you going to threaten me?” He looks up from his phone. “Or is it my turn? I’ve lost count.”

I grin because Brance is such a dick. “Luke, go ahead and walk slowly to the pond. I need to talk to Uncle Brance.”

Luke proudly takes off in a run toward the duck pond as fast as his chubby legs will go.

“Not too fast, Luke,” I warn him. He slows to a walk a few feet ahead of us.

“You look like shit.”

Brance’s eyes snap to mine. “Thanks, Reed.” He shakes his head.

“Go home—you seem to be needed.”

“I don’t feel comfortable leaving Tess and the twins,” he snaps.

I watch Luke run around quacking at the ducks. They squawk and flutter away at his noisy intrusion. A few are brave enough to waddle over in case we have food.

I look up at the sky that seems to be getting darker. “Let’s do this, Luke.”

Then I look over at Brance. His whole body radiates aggression. “Look, Tess and I have an understanding.”

Brance exhales. “Really? Mind enlightening me?”

I glance at him then at my son who is setting the frog down. “It’s pretty simple. I won’t be apart from them. She can stay with us and we can parent together or I guess she can lawyer up.” I shrug. “The choice is hers.”

I hear Brance curse under his breath, but I concentrate on my son. “Go find another frog.”

He smiles and takes my hand. “Let’s go back to Mommy.” And for a second I let myself acknowledge that nothing sounds better.

“Nice job, Buddy,” Brance says stiffly as Luke starts running toward the house, his cute legs moving as he tries not to topple over in his boots.

Both of us watch him fling open the door and slam it behind him. I don’t even get to turn toward Brance fully when he swings at me. A surprisingly good hit right on the edge of my mouth. I instantly taste blood.

“You piece of shit. How dare you threaten her. Fuck, I wish I had never listened to Tess. I could have had one of my dad’s men take you out so easily. You’ve done nothing but break her heart. She loves you so god damn much it’s torture to watch.” He snarls in my face and I widen my feet waiting for another punch. It doesn’t come. All I hear is Brance’s heavy breathing and his phone vibrating again.

“Fuck.” He takes off his hat and runs his hands through his dark hair as he starts to pace and looks at his phone.

“I’m not going to fight you, Brance. I deserved that and way more. You have taken care of my family and for that I’m grateful.” I rub my mouth.

“Your family?” He laughs bitterly. “Jesus Christ, Reed, you’re married.”

“Lexi and I are divorced and as far as Tess is concerned, I’m being quite nice. If the situation were reversed, I’m not so sure she would be as forgiving.”

He opens his hand as if it pains him.

“You should put some ice on that.” I walk toward the door.

“She lives in Los Angeles. I suggest you start looking for houses. Because she won’t stay here.” He goes around me and enters the kitchen.

I don’t give a shit what Brance thinks. He’s as guilty as Tess, and he enables her. It’s amazing his husband allows their codependent relationship. I move my tongue around my lip; it’s sore, but I’ve had way worse. I stop for a moment, tilting my head to the sky and the cool moisture seeps into me. My grandfather’s spirit is all around me in every tree, rosebush, this whole estate. He knew what he was doing. Tess won’t be going anywhere without Luke and Lilly and I’m enough of a bastard to use that to my favor.
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TESS

Present day – twenty-five years old

 

The back door slams shut and all of us turn to an angry Brance. He’s flexing his right hand as if he hurt it.

“You okay?” I eye him as I sip some wine with Jax while we eat spaghetti and meatballs with the kids. Frustration oozes out of him as he tosses his coat on the rack and stands next to the table.

“What is it?” I get up to touch him.

He grabs my hand, his brown eyes filled with pain and confusion.

“What’s happened?” Panic’s taking over. I’m so in tune to this man I can sense when something bad has happened.

“Logan’s mother fell and landed on a glass coffee table. She’s in surgery. I need to go back.”

I’m almost dizzy at the thought of Brance leaving me. And then the guilt slaps me in the face.

“I’m coming with you.” It comes out before I can stop it.

Jax lifts his head. “Tess.” His tone is disapproving. He turns to face Brance. “I’ll call and have the G5 ready in an hour. Please, tell Logan we are all sending him our best.” His large warm hand, so like Reed’s, wraps around my wrist.

Brance looks at him then me and rolls his eyes in disgust. “I need to talk to Tess. Watch your niece and nephew.” Jax’s eyes narrow, but he lets go of me. I follow Brance as we head for the pink suite.

“Um, I’m going to pack and then I’ll give the kids a quick bath and then we can go.” Biting my lower lip, I hesitate.

“Pretty Girl, sit.” He reaches for me and I avert my eyes to the mess of the sheets where less than an hour ago Reed fucked me. My face heats up as I sit next to him. He looks so lost as he stares at the floor.

“Brance, it’s going to be okay.” I take his hand.

“No.” He sighs. “It’s not, but this has been coming.”

“You need me. I’ll be there to help.”

“Who’s going to take care of Luke and Lilly if you are at the hospital with me?”

“Well, we can take them with us and—”

He leans forward and rubs his head. “Stop. You can’t leave and you know it.” His eyes land on me then the bed. “Did you fuck Reed?”

Heat floods my face. “I was going to tell you. It just happened. It was nothing. I don’t even know how it happened really.” I stare at him not even blinking.

Standing, he walks toward the closet. He pulls his luggage out and opens it next to me on the bed. I start to pick my nail polish off. I can handle anything except Brance being disappointed in me.

“You disapprove, don’t you?” Tears are already forming and I have to breathe to keep them from spilling.

He throws his stuff in, staying silent. I open my mouth to say something but shut it.

Finally, he turns. “No wonder he was so territorial. You won’t leave, Tess, and he knows it. He wants you and his kids. Fuck, he deserves them.” His laugh sounds off and I wonder what has happened. “And… as much as you are my heart, I have to go to Logan.”

“I’m scared,” I choke out.

He gives me a sad smile. “You’ll be fine. Have you ever thought this is how it’s supposed to be?” He zips up his bag then opens his arms and I throw myself into them. I bury my nose in his shirt. “You have to work this out, Tess. If he wants to be a dick, he can get his lawyers to do all kinds of things. But the real issue is that you still love him.” He pulls back to look at me as I shake my head no.

“I don’t.” I sniffle. “I can’t.” Brance simply stares at me. He knows the truth, so I don’t say anything else.

“Reed’s a man now, Tess. He’s not going to fall at your feet like when we were kids. But trust me, he still loves you.” He kisses my head and lets me go. “It’s time we both face our darkest truths. I need to go home to face mine.” He runs a hand through his hair.

“I feel awful. I should be there for you,” I whisper.

“No, I need to focus on Logan.” He hoists his large bag off the bed. “And, Pretty Girl?” His eyes are serious. “If you want Reed, you need to forgive him.”

I watch almost trancelike as he opens and closes his hand again. I reach for it. He’s warm when I feel cold.

“What’s wrong with your hand?”

“I finally punched Reed. God, it felt good.” He leans over and kisses me on my shocked mouth. “See you as soon as you get back to LA.”

I sink back down onto the bed, staring around the beautiful room, sensing Brance’s loss already.

“Tess?” Looking up into Reed’s pretty eyes, I become calmer, then hate myself for it. I can’t become that Tess again. I can stand on my own two feet. The problem is, do I want to?

“What?” I’m so tired, numb. I don’t even try to comprehend why Reed’s voice sounds gentle. But his eyes seem sympathetic. He knows and always has. This is why I’ve been tortured. My heart knows that instinctually I need this man, yet my brain needs to protect it. I’m amazed I have done as well as I have because now that he is back, I can’t believe I’ve survived without him.

“I’m having Lilly and Luke stay with my mom and dad tonight.” A crazy bubble of laughter escapes me. I give up—I’m too tired to fight it.

He cocks his head as he takes my face. “He has to go, Kitten. I’ve got you.”

What am I doing? “You said you had me before and then left. It almost killed me.” It’s meant to be challenging, but it comes out soft.

He ignores it and proceeds to the twins’ room and comes out with some pajamas.

“Mommmyyy.” They burst in. “We’re having a sleepover at Grandma and Grandpa’s.” They both run around picking toys to take downstairs.

“I heard. If you need me, I’ll be here. Okay, guys?”

“I know. Now we are going to go swim in the tub.” Lilly skips down the hall.

I look at Luke who is busy stuffing cars into his shirt. “Sweetheart, you’re only going downstairs. Let’s leave some of that here.” I try to remove a couple cars from his grip.

“Noooo, I need them, Mommy. Bye, Daddy.” He marches off. Reed pins me with a stare and I sink back onto the bed. He turns and follows Luke with the pajamas.

I must have fallen asleep because it’s dark and I feel strangely warm and safe. My eyes pop open. Lying still, I try to focus on my breathing. Reed is spooning me, his hard-muscled chest pressed to my naked back and his strong, muscular leg draped over me. What the hell? I remember lying back not wanting to think. The stress of the week, Brance leaving, and the sex with Reed made me want to close my eyes and rest my mind.

I need to pee. Gently I move, not wanting to wake him and trying to process what the hell I’m doing. I flush the toilet and wash my hands and face, brush my teeth, then moisturize my face. According to the clock hanging on top of the ornate tub, it’s 3:00 a.m.

Perfect, now I’m awake. I should probably call Brance and make sure he made it given that its only midnight in LA. The only problem is I have no idea where I left my phone. Yesterday feels like days ago. I walk back to the bed and feel around on the nightstand. Nothing. I guess I’ll lie back down and try to go back to sleep.

I slide back in staying on my side. Reed’s even breathing used to always calm me. This morning, all it’s making me want to do is straddle him. Closing my eyes, I try to visualize the ocean and blue eyes that look like the ocean with white beaches. Eyes that have shown me every emotion. I blink, almost laughing at what a failure I am at meditation. I can’t sleep next to him. I can’t sleep in general.

“Relax, Kitten.” His deep voice slides over me like velvet.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you.”

He grunts and pulls me on top of him. Absently I wonder if I said that I wanted to straddle him out loud. He might just be waking up, but his cock is hard and thick, my thin panties the only barrier we have. In one fast jerk, he snaps them off.

Tossing the slip of material away as he leans me toward him, he merges his mouth with mine and our tongues tangle.

“Fuck me slow or hard. I need to be inside you.” He latches onto my right nipple and starts to suck as I groan and my stomach flutters. This addiction I have for him is like a brush fire that found the wind and is now an inferno. I rub my wet pussy on him and slowly slide his shaft inside me.

“Yeah, slowly. Take all of me. That’s it.”

“Oh God, Reed.” I press my hand against his hard chest and dig my nails into him.

“Now fuck me.”

I move on him, up and down. “So good,” I whimper. “Why is it so good?”

His strong hands hold me still and my sex pulses as I clench around him.

“Come here, Kitten. I need these lips.”

My breath catches. Every single part of my body is awake, alive. My breasts are swollen, nipples hard and achy. My stomach flutters and my heart beats way too fast. Even my fingers ache as I dig my nails harder into him. Amid whispers of promises, we’re caught up in us… only us. Our words swirl around us like a hummingbird seeks a flower, delicious truth or lies laced in passion. Hope surges up my body as I seek his mouth. He kisses me slowly when I feel frantic.

“Slow, Tess. I need you slow right now.” His hands hold me tight as I sensually rub my clit against him.

“Fuck, you’re going to kill me,” he grunts into my mouth. “Go, baby. Rub that swollen clit on me and come.”

I rock on him, my wetness giving me that wonderful friction I need, and I’m gone, soaring. Reed is so deep inside me I clamp on, pulsing and quivering on him. Slowly we ride this sensation together. Our bodies and minds move as one. I’m scared at my thoughts because they are coming like a torpedo. And suddenly I need to tell him the truth: that I need him to breathe, that I forgive him… love him.

“Reed, I—”

“Shhh.” He wraps his hands in my hair and flips us over. Lifting my legs over his shoulders, he impales me deeply as if he’s trying to chase away my thoughts or maybe his. His hips thrust into me, and I stare mesmerized at his strong neck and lips.

“I’m going to come again,” I groan.

“Fuck.” His hands dig into my hips. Our rough breathing mixes together.

“I can feel it, baby.” My body spasms as he fucks me through my orgasm causing me to scream.

“Tess…” His voice coats over me like honey. “I can’t stop needing you. I tried.” Then he’s jerking and lowering my legs, his hard body on top of me as he kisses me. It’s intense and searing and full of unspoken words as he fills me full of himself.

Our hearts are still racing as he pulls out of me almost as if he’s scared of what we’ve said. I’m too tired to care that he’s pulling away. I can only close my eyes in contentment. The last thing I remember is me mumbling that I need him too.
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TESS

 

“Mommy.” I hear Lilly’s sweet voice above me. “Mommy, time to wake up.” Her little fingers try to pry open my eyes.

I grab her hands. “Bunny, not my eyes.” I squint tentatively at her. She’s dressed in a pink frilly dress, a big smile on her red lips.

“What time is it?” I ask, wanting to sink back into the deep sleep I was in moments ago. I haven’t slept this well in a long time. My body is sore, but I can’t help grinning at her as I stretch.

“Ummm, don’t know. But Daddy said to git up. The lawer is here.” Her fingers run through my hair.

“Hmm. A few more minutes, okay baby? Mommy needs some coffee.”

She jumps over me causing an umpf to come out as I avoid her shoes.

“Lilly!” I sit up.

“Sowry.” She twirls. “I’m gonna git you some coffee.”

“No, sweetheart, I’m up.” I hold my hand out to steady her as she starts to twirl again. Rolling my neck, I look at the morning sun’s glare through the window.

“Now, what did Daddy say?”

“He said the lawyer here.” Alarm creeps over me raising goose bumps on my arms.

“What?”

“The lawer or lawyour—I don’t know. Some guy with red hair.” She stops spinning, her arms extended for balance.

I feel like I’m off balance. He can’t be that much of a maniac to have fucked me so that I play nice with the lawyers, can he?

“He can’t.” I jump up, not even caring that my body has a huge red hickey on my left breast.

Lilly stops twirling. “What, Mommy?”

I look around the room and grab the first thing I see which are black yoga pants and Reed’s stupid sweatshirt, whatever I need to get in there fast. Lilly starts to happily twirl once more in utter childhood bliss. I’m so jealous—even when I was a child, I never had that. My children are the only good things I’ve done, and I’ll be dead before I let Reed take them.

Rage and disgust infiltrate my brain as I roughly brush my teeth.

“Lilly?” I spit and rinse.

“Yeah, Mommy?”

“I’ve decided that we need to go on an adventure, you, me, and your brother.”

“Yeah.” She claps her hands. “And Daddy.” She says this like I forgot the most important ingredient. I almost scream. Instead I smile and splash cold water on my hot cheeks.

“This adventure only involves you, me, and your brother and it’s top secret.” I hold my finger to my lips, and she follows. As I glance in the mirror, I cringe at how crazy I look. “Where are they?” I say as we rush down the stairs, my heart nearly beating out of my chest.

“In here, Mommy.” She skips ahead to the parlor.

I stop, horrified for a moment, then reach for her. “You guys aren’t touching anything, right?”

The elegant gold and turquoise parlor always scares me. It’s only a matter of time before Luke and Lilly break something. And nothing is cheap in here. This room holds vases that are thousands of dollars and some of the art might be priceless. The furniture is a mix of Queen Anne and Chippendale styles, which makes Luke go nuts because he has a thing for lions. And all the feet are carved like lion paws.

Last time we came to visit, I found him driving a car on the foot of the giant ornate buffet in the corner. Of course it got scratched. Grandfather Ian laughed, but I was not amused. The ceiling has gold inlaid flowers and vines swooping from one side to the other. Jesus, a Leonardo da Vinci hangs in here. Three large windows allow the occupants to view the rose garden and greenhouse. Ornate Persian rugs grace the floors along with an enormous fireplace.

It’s raining outside. What a shocker. This is why I hate New York. Well, this and because Reed loves it and it always reminds me of a girl who doesn’t exist anymore. The wet drops dribble like small worms down the windowsill.

Reed stands with his back to me laughing with a man in a gray suit. Reed is dressed in jeans and a crème sweater, and he’s barefoot. Damn it, I hate when he dresses casually. He always looks so hot. My cheeks heat up as I think about last night. And the worst part is I loved it. I have to call Scott and tell him the truth or somewhat the truth. Because even though I don’t consider us a couple, I know he still has hope. I bite my lower lip. Two days. That’s all it took for me to jump into bed with Reed. Screw that, I didn’t jump; I dove into him the way you do when you’re satisfying a craving you’ve been denying yourself. Once you get a little taste, you go insane. I’m humiliated at how weak I am.

“Tess? There you are, honey… Oh.” Caroline’s eyes take in my appearance and I almost laugh at her confused expression. She’s on her cell phone, her heels clicking on the wood floor.

“Um, Claire let me call you back. Uh, yes… I’ll tell her. Although she looks a little tired.” Caroline’s eyes travel over my rumpled clothes. Perfect. Of course she’s talking to my mom. I wonder if she’s still in Spain.

“Claire, I told you not to feel guilty about not being able to make the funeral… I’ll see you in a week.” She hangs up and turns to me.

She blows out some air. “Well, she sounds good. She wanted me to remind you she’s coming for the twins’ party.”

“So she says,” I respond and take a breath. My mom is not the reason I’m filled with self-loathing at the moment. The problem is the six-foot-four asshole with his back to me. Shaking my wild hair, I walk farther into the large room.

Reed turns, and for a second I falter at the way his eyes light up when he sees me. My stomach drops as I look at the man standing next to him.

“Andrew?”

“Hey, gorgeous. I hear you’ve been busy?” He wraps me in a big bear hug.

I hug him back because Andrew is a good guy. Even if he is a manwhore.

“You look good. Please don’t tell me you’re a lawyer?” Reality sinks in as I look at him then Reed.

“I am indeed a lawyer.” He holds up his hands like I’m going to hit him. I can’t help my smile from peeking out. Andrew has obviously become even more savvy at charming the girls. He was a pro in high school and doesn’t seem to have slowed down.

“Today I’m just a friend who understands all the legal jargon. Reed wanted me to tell you all your options since you both missed the will reading.” He grins and sits down on one of the couches. His auburn hair is slightly shorter. His face has a bunch of freckles I don’t remember. He motions for me to sit.

“I hate to disappoint you, but I won’t be doing anything without my own lawyer.” Crossing my arms, I try to block out Reed. The more he stands there saying nothing, the more I hate myself for yesterday and last night.

He grins. “Tess, you don’t need a lawyer. Reed wants you to hear what they said yesterday and discuss a couple things.”

I look over at Reed. He’s lounging on the edge of an antique table with his arms crossed. His biceps tease me even with that sweater. I sit down, grateful for the heated floors since I ran out of the room without shoes.

“Really? I find his timing odd.”

I let Andrew decide what he wants.

“Oh, Tess.” My gaze swings to Caroline. Great. I’m so absorbed with Reed, I completely forgot she was there.

“Reed wants what’s best for your children.” She nods and gives me a strained smile.

“Oh, I know.” I smile back, hoping it looks cheerful.

Obviously I fail because she says, “I think maybe I’ll take Luke and Lilly to another room.” She fidgets with her perfect hair. “Come on, kids. Let’s go find Grandpa.” Both their curly heads pop up and they run toward Caroline.

I rub my temples. In the last few days, I’ve barely seen Luke and Lilly. Dropping my hands, I say, “You guys behave with Grandma and Grandpa, okay?” I sit back on the silky turquoise fabric.

“We will. We play hide-and-seek.” They each hold Caroline’s hands.

“We’ll play,” I correct as I watch them leave. The room goes silent save for the fire crackling in the fireplace.

“You seem unhappy this morning.” Reed frowns “After last night… Maybe you need some coffee.” He teases with a slight flash of his dimples and I grit my teeth to stay focused.

“Christ.” Andrew shakes his head. “Good to know things haven’t changed with you two. Do you want to eat something, Tess?” He looks at his watch. “I can stay for a while, but I do have to be in court this afternoon.”

“No, I’m fine.” I cross my legs and reach for the cup of coffee Reed has set on the table for me. I take a sip. It has a light taste of cinnamon, my favorite.

“Is it good? I had them make it especially for you.” Reed drags an ornate chair over and sits across from me.

“It’s fine,” I mumble into my cup almost burning my lips.

“All right.” Andrew pats his knees. “Well, if Tess wants a lawyer, then I guess I’ll let him go over everything.”

Reed clears his voice. “Why don’t you want to hear what my grandfather left to our children right now? We have Andrew here. He can answer any questions you have. I need to make some decisions.” His eyes search my face. “If you’re happy in LA, then I need to buy a place to be near you.” He leans forward, his elbows on his knees, forcing me to lean back. I look away from his mesmerizing eyes. All they do is lie to me anyway. The rain has picked up and even though the room is toasty warm, my skin pebbles.

“You know what? I need to make a phone call. I’ll give you guys a moment.” Andrew stands and saunters out the door.

As soon as it shuts, I jump up. “You asshole.” My face heats up and my body shakes. “How dare you? Do you think I’m that stupid?”

He stands and reaches for me. “What are you talking about?” He runs his hand through his hair.

“You are nothing but a liar.”

“Use your words, Tess. What the fuck are you talking about?”

“I don’t appreciate you fucking me all night,” I whisper. “Saying that you need me, can’t live without me, all so I’ll do what you want. I’m not your pet. I won’t let you control me ever.”

Reed’s eyes narrow and darken, but he stays silent. We stare at each other. Then he shakes his head, rubs his hands up and down his face, and sits down again.

“Drink your coffee.” He gazes at me like he has no idea what to do with me. For a moment, I wonder if I might be overreacting.

“Sit. You look like you’re going to attack me and unless you want me to fuck you against the wall, I’d sit my ass down.”

I look over at the window catching my reflection: hands on hips, hair wild. I lower myself onto the couch and cross my legs.

He takes a breath. “The reason I asked Andrew is because I thought it was important that you understood everything you and our children inherited. He’s a friend to both of us. He’s not my lawyer. He really is doing both of us a favor.” His eyes never leave my face.

“I can read, Reed. I don’t need Andrew to explain things to me. As a matter of fact, I think this is the perfect time for me to let you know what I need.” I breathe in deeply, fortifying myself.

His lips twitch. “Please, continue.”

I scoot closer and mimic his pose. “I will not allow Lexi or drugs near Luke and Lilly. I live in Los Angeles. I do not have a nanny. I’m a stay-at-home mom and I love it.” I point at him. “You will have to visit them. I hate New York and they are not traveling alone even with private jets or nannies that you hire.” I reach over and grab my coffee hoping he doesn’t see my hands shake as I lift it to my lips. He simply stares at me.

“Can I respond?”

I nod.

“You love Los Angeles. Our kids are happy there. Why don’t I live in your guest house until we get situated?”

I nearly choke. Again, hope surges straight to my stomach making it flip. I look down at my leg, which is bouncing. “I don’t have a guest house.”

He looks surprised.

“I told you I don’t live that life. I have a cute house in Santa Monica with three bedrooms and a yard.”

“Fine. I’ll buy a place close by. I want to make them breakfast every day.” I open my mouth, but the look he gives me makes me shut it.

“Now that I have heard your terms, here are mine. First, you know that Lexi and I are divorced, so she will never be around. Second, I admire how strong you are and that you don’t have a nanny. I knew you would be an amazing mom. Third, I can’t wait to see your house. Fourth, I won’t be denied my children.” His warm, strong hand moves up my leg to stop it from bouncing again. My heart is pounding. Adrenaline rushes to my cheeks heating them some more. I’m like an abused child willing to take any sort of affection from him.

“Why don’t we sell your place? Or rent it? I’ll buy a place with a guest house.”

“No. I love my house. It’s all mine. I decorated it—all of it. I have no intention of selling or renting it.”

His eyes caress my lips and I grow warmer. “Is there room for me to build a guest house on your property?”

“I don’t know. Probably. But, you’re going to want something on the beach. I live on a cul-de-sac filled with families and dogs.”

He stands. “You have no idea what I want or what I’ve been through. All I ever wanted was you. Now I want my life back and that’s our children.” He turns to leave but stops and turns.

“We’re real people, Tess. We bleed and have bad things happen to us.” His eyes search my face. “But even with all our pain, I’d say we are a hell of a lot better than most.”

“I agree.” I straighten my shoulders. “I… what do you want me to say?”

He shrugs. “I want you to acknowledge that you understand that we did this to each other.” His voice is almost hoarse. “You and I had everything.” He crosses to me, tilting my chin up so that I can see his beautiful face. “Do you know what a gift that is?”

My brain is spinning. He’s too close—too many emotions are floating around us. “I can only say I’m sorry so many times, Reed.”

He lowers his head, and his lips almost brush mine. “I don’t trust you.”

If he had taken a kitchen knife and stabbed me, I think I would feel better. I jerk back out of his grasp. “You hate me, don’t you?” Tears blur my vision.

“I can’t hate you, Tess. You’re my soul.” In slow motion I watch him turn. “I need to see Andrew out.”
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TESS

 

“Mommy?” I look down at Luke who is rolling around on the beige carpeted floor. We’re waiting for Reed to finish his talk with the pilot. Lilly is happily playing with her American Girl doll.

“What’s taking Daddy swo long?” He reaches over and starts banging his foot on the back of a chair.

“Luke, honey, don’t do that and don’t roll around on the floor. Okay?”

“Why not? This is our vewy own plane, Daddy sas.” He flashes me his dimples.

“That still doesn’t mean we can destroy it,” I snap.

“It’s fun, Mommy.”

Lilly looks over. She’s placed her baby in a leather seat and buckles her in.

“Shhh, Luke, my baby needs quiet. She’s seeping.” She holds her cute, chubby finger up to her lips.

“That’s not a baby. That’s a dwoll.” He keeps kicking and looking straight at me.

Lilly marches over to him. “That’s my baby.” Her big eyes fill with tears.

I stomp over and grab Luke and Lilly by their arms.

“Okay, both of you need to stop. You know what?” I take a deep breath. “We’re getting ready to take off, so let’s get you both buckled into your seats.” They completely ignore me.

I drag in another deep breath. “Luke, Lilly, Mommy is tired.”

I hold my hands as if I’m pleading with them. “Now get into your seats.”

It’s the truth. My sleeping has been at the most three hours a night. Otherwise, I’ve been torturing myself about Reed.

I put Luke in his leather bucket seat and Lilly reluctantly slides into hers.

“Can I swit with you, Mommy?” His legs dangle.

“Hey, no fair. I want to sit with Mommy.” She starts to get down.

“All right, that’s it. Why are you two acting like this? You guys are making Mommy yell!”

Both of them look up at me surprised. I hardly ever yell. As a matter of fact, I make it a habit of always trying to breathe through stressful situations.

“I swear to God, guys, I can feel my blood pressure rising.”

Thank God we’re leaving New York. The last two weeks have been horrendous. Not to mention that Reed hates me. Actually, hate is probably wishful thinking. More like he’s indifferent.

“Now both of you are going to sit still.” I calmly wave my hands. “We’re going to eat dinner and then it’s bedtime, and when you wake up, we will be back in Los Angeles.”

Lilly starts crying and Luke squirms.

“Come on, Bunny, please stop.” I can’t blame her. In a way, I feel like joining her. Thank God we have our own plane. I flop down into a chair next to them, rubbing my throbbing temples.

“Everything all right?” Reed’s strong voice makes me feel better.

Before I can complain, Lilly pipes up. “Luke is a meanie,” she wails, causing Luke to start screaming.

“Come on, guys.” He points. “Look, we’re taking off. Look out the window.” It’s dark, so the blue and orange lights on the runway distract them. I stare, almost resentful at how calm he is with them.

He takes the chair next to mine. “When we’re in the air, go take a nap. I’ll feed them and get them to sleep.” His eyes sweep over me, and that’s all I get.

I close my eyes as the jet takes off. The engine hums. The wind is barely audible as the plane glides smoothly into the air.

“Kitten?” Reed’s warm hands are unbuckling my seatbelt.

“Did I fall asleep?” My face grows warm. The last thing I need is Reed feeling sorry for me because of my insomnia.

“Go rest. You’re tired. I’ve got the kids. We’re fine, right guys?”

Neither answers. Both are still staring out at the dark night, the lights of New York slowly getting smaller.

I stand up and go straight toward the bedroom, horrified that I’m going to let Reed take care of our children because my head is throbbing so badly. I shrug out of my jacket and sit on the bed. Everything smells new and fresh. White calla lilies sit on the table. That makes me smile. The door opens and Luke and Lilly barrel in, jumping on the bed. They both hug me and Reed hands me a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and a bottle of Fiji water along with three Advil.

I can’t look at him. It hurts that he can read me so well. I guess I need to toughen up since this seems to be us from now on. Not friends but not enemies either.

I sniff and hug Lilly and Luke. “Thank you.” I swallow the Advil and go back to snuggling with my kids.

“Eat, Tess.” He looks around the room. “Where’s your purse?” I stick my nose in Lilly’s cheek and she giggles. “I left it on the couch.”

“My twurn.” Luke jumps onto my lap. I stick my nose in his cheek. Pulling back, I pat the bed for both of them to sit next to me as I reach for my sandwich. I catch Reed staring at us. His eyes are so peaceful, filled with love and longing. There goes my heart fluttering. You’d think it would stop at some point. He gifts me with one of his radiant smiles—the kind that used to be only mine. I want to freeze this moment… screenshot it. We stare at each other until Luke jumps off the bed causing both of us to reach for him.

“Luke would you like a bite of my sandwich?”

“Yes.”

“This is my favorite sandwich.” I take a bite and the peanut butter sticks to the roof of my mouth dissolving quickly. The jelly is fresh, so it was probably brought from the estate. I get a whole strawberry in my first bite. Nearly groaning at the sweetness, I lick my lips. “So yummy.”

“We know. Daddy told us.” Lilly sighs as she cuddles up next to me. Her curls feel like silk as she rests her head on my arm.

I look up at Reed as he glances at my lips, causing me to lick them again in case I have peanut butter on them. He looks away and my eyes follow every step he takes. Even with all the hurt and disappointments, I have never imagined a day that I haven’t wanted him. Reed has always held me hostage.

I glance down at Luke and give him a bite. He loves peanut butter almost as much as I do. Lilly hates it. She also hates sandwiches. He happily chews it and reaches for more.

Reed claps his hands. “Come on, guys. Let’s let Mommy sleep. You both can help me with your dinners.”

He reaches for Lilly whose little eyes look tired.

“I want a swandwich like Mommy’s,” Luke informs him with a huge mouthful of bread and peanut butter.

“Luke! Chew with your mouth closed.”

He inadvertently spits some peanut butter on my leg. “Why?”

“Because it’s rude, son. And not healthy. You need to take your time when you eat. Savor it.” Reed smirks as he answers for me.

“Okay, Daddy.” He slowly swallows then smiles.

“Perfect, Buddy.” He caresses his curls.

“Get some sleep. Do you need another sandwich?” We both look at my half-eaten sandwich. “No, thank you.” Not wanting him to leave, yet not knowing how to keep him, I bite my lip. “Reed?” He turns. He’s so handsome my heart aches. “Um…” I roll my eyes. “I don’t know what I’m trying to say.”

He grins and gives me his damn dimples. “Just sleep.”

“Do you think you could grow your curls back?”

He does a double take.

I’m horrified. “I have no idea why I said that.” I flop back onto the soft, downy pillows throwing my hands over my eyes. “I meant to say thank you.”

“I’ll make you a deal. I’ll let my curls grow out if you gain some weight.”

“I’m nervous. I always lose…”

“I know, but things are calming down now. You need to eat and sleep.”

I lift my arm to tell him I’ll try, but he’s shutting the door. I sit up and finish my sandwich, brush my teeth, and strip down to my underwear and T-shirt and crawl under the soft sheets, closing my eyes.

A small hand hits me on the cheek. Trying to get my bearings, I blink. I remove my child’s hand from my face and turn Luke on his side.

I’m in bed with my children, and Reed is lying on his side staring at me. I can’t make out his face, but I don’t need to—I feel him. My heart races.

“What time is it?” I ask, clearing my raspy voice. He sighs and turns on his back, placing one arm under his head.

“About midnight. We have around another hour.”

“Everything go okay?” I whisper. I need to use the bathroom, but my first priority is Luke and Lilly.

“They were great. Go to the bathroom, Tess.” He chuckles.

I really do need to go, and lacking any snarky comeback, I follow the orange-white lights and shut the door. Quickly I finish up and slide back under the covers.

“I’m back.” Cringing, I realize how ridiculous I sound. Thankfully it’s dark. I sigh. All of my exhaustion is gone, so I fidget with my nails at war with myself and my need for him. Why can’t I stop wanting him? Or stop enjoying him? God, I’m happy merely lying here with him and my children. If only it could be like this forever.

“Do you want me to leave so you can go back to sleep?” Goose bumps pepper my arms and legs as I try not to let on how much his voice moves me.

“No,” I rasp. That sounded desperate.

“Then relax. It’s only us.”

I want to scream, “That’s my problem.” Memories, always memories, they hold me prisoner.

I sit up and cross my legs, rubbing my hands nervously up and down my arms. “I’m scared of needing you or maybe wanting you.” I shake my head. “I don’t even know what I’m trying to say, only I feel—”

“I know.” He stops me.

“Do you? Do you feel the same way?”

“You’re way stronger than you think, Kitten. Always have been.”

“That’s it?” I don’t even try not to sound disappointed

He sits up and rubs the back of his neck. “I can’t give you what you want.”

I pull my hair back and twist it into a bun. “What do you think I want?”

“Forgiveness.”

His words float over me like the wind, ringing through my head. He’s right; that’s exactly what I want. That and so much more. The fairy tale is still in the back of my mind. And every time he touches me, it blossoms into hope.

I nod, not caring if he can see me. My throat is too constricted to talk anyway.

He gets up and cups my chin with his warm hand. His thumb caresses my lips. I stop thinking… stop breathing.

“You make me crazy, Tess.” His thumb trails down my lips to my chin. “Then you take my breath away.” His hand drops. He leaves me frozen because Reed Saddington has robbed me of speech.
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TESS

Present day – twenty-five years old

Los Angeles, CA

 

We land in LA around 1:00 a.m. I carry Lilly and Reed has Luke. I feel sorry for the guy driving us. Both Reed and I are quiet so as not to wake the twins. Not only is the driver doing the late shift, our energy is anything but friendly. I give him my address then caress Lilly’s hair. Its softness calms me. Even with the nap, my eyes are still gritty and irritated.

“Why don’t you stay with us tonight?” I look over at Reed’s handsome profile. He’s staring out the window. Luke is drooling on his shoulder.

“Fine.”

Nice. We’re back to being polite strangers. If it wasn’t early in the morning, I might engage. The one positive thing about flying in at 1:00 a.m. is traffic is flowing, so the large black Cadillac SUV is pulling into my driveway in no time.

The driver opens my door and I step out and reach for my bag. The weather is heaven. Midsixties in December—this is why I live here. As I dig through my bag, searching for the house keys, I look at Reed. He seems to be assessing my neighborhood. He’s not frowning, but he doesn’t seem impressed.

“Whatever,” I mumble, pulling out the long macaroni key chain the twins made me at summer camp. The driver has already unloaded our luggage. It waits on my brick porch. Reed reaches into his pocket to tip him as I open my door and turn on the lights. My yellow walls and open floor plan greet me like a dear friend. Reed walks in as if he has been here a hundred times and goes straight for the stairs. I follow. “Their room is on the right.”

He swings open the door and gently lays Luke in his Hulk bed. I had it specially made. It reminded me of Reed’s room as a boy. Luke mumbles something and turns into his pillow as Reed slips off his slippers.

I move some of Lilly’s stuffed animals aside so that I can lay her in her pink sleigh bed. Pulling back her sparkly canopy, I tie it so she doesn’t trip on it when she gets up in the morning.

The twins’ room is one of my proudest creations. I finished redecorating it about two months ago. Luke’s side is blue with the Avengers on his wall. Lilly’s side is pink with My Little Pony characters casting magic spells. Reed can be critical of the rest of my house, but I know the kids’ room is fantastic.

We both stand and gaze at them.

“They’re so perfect.” His voice cracks with emotion. Unable to stand his pain right now, I look away.

“Let’s get some sleep. They’ll be up early.” I take his hand, and the tingle of familiarity trickles up my arm. He doesn’t speak and neither do I. Instead of leading him to my guest room, I open up my room and bring him in.

“Um… I’m going to get ready for bed.”

He nods as his eyes glide around my room. He looks as if all of this is draining him. It probably is, and I feel the same way. Quietly I shut my bathroom door.

“Breathe, Tess,” I whisper to myself as I start my shower.

“Make yourself at home. I’m going to rinse off,” I yell, sounding absurd, like Reed and I are on our first date instead of being together on and off for seventeen years. Shaking my head at my craziness, I peel off my clothes. God, I’m happy to be home. I love my bathroom—it’s my sanctuary. That probably sounds weird, but this was the only room I splurged on. It’s huge and lavish. Usually I would take a bath, but I don’t have time to soak or even relax for that matter. I hit my side spray buttons. The hot water slowly works its magic as I relax into it.

The glass door opens and closes. I keep my eyes shut letting the rain showerhead from above spray my body with cleansing warmth. My pulse is beating at an alarming rate. He comes from behind. His tall, muscled body barely touches me. It’s as if our body heat alone can cause the steam that’s billowing out the top of the shower. I lean my head back and let the water hit my face. I hear him hiss out a curse as his hands start on my hips, slide to my stomach, and move to my breasts. My nipples are already tight and hard craving his touch. He moves closer and his thick erection presses against my lower back. He bends and rubs the engorged head up and down my butt.

“Keep your eyes closed.” He nips my ear as the water dances on my skin and his hands caress my wet body. I lay my head back on his shoulder then hear the snap of what must be the shower gel. His warm hands are back, slowly massaging my neck and shoulders. The smell of the citrus vanilla glides over me.

I sigh. It’s so easy to let him take control, and at this moment, I’m too tired to fight my nature.

His breath touches my ear and I shiver. I’m sensitive already and moan when he slides his hands on my full breasts. He growls deep in his chest and it vibrates into me. The water continues its beautiful melody as it rains down on us. I reach to the side to brace myself on the slick bathroom tile. His one hand trails over my arm. He links my fingers with his, and his lips seem to drink and suck the pelting water off my neck.

“I’ve got you,” he rasps. “When have I ever let you fall?” He’s right. Reed has always held me up, caught me when I needed him. Until he left me in a pile of despair.

“Did you nurse?” His tongue licks the top of my ear. His other hand stops massaging my breast as he trails his slick soapy hands down my stomach and cups my pussy. I’m flushed and swollen and he asks me that?

“What?”

He guides me toward the cool tile. “Keep your hands on the wall.” He’s caging me in. The water has all but stopped hitting me. “I want to know if you nursed.” Both his hands grab my breasts as he plays with my hard nipples and my body arches into his.

“Yes, I nursed,” I say, leaning forward for his mouth.

He stops. All I hear is the water as his warm breath envelops me. I open my eyes to see his filled with what looks like longing, a hunger I can’t explain. Those long spiky eyelashes I remember so well move as he blinks, and he reaches up to push back his dark wet hair.

He slides his right hand up my torso to my neck, tilting my head back on the tile. I blink the water off my face.

“Don’t move, and close those pretty eyes.” His one hand stays on my neck as the other slides down to my sex.

“Yes.” My voice is raspy.

He rubs my clit roughly. I bite my lip—his fingers are amazing.

“Fuck, I love how wet you get. Spread your legs, baby.” I go to grab his hand. He tightens his grip on my neck. “Hands on the wall,” he commands.

“Reed.” I wriggle, but he has me pinned.

“You know I hate anything around my neck.” I swallow, trying not to panic.

“I do. I know all your fears,” he whispers. His fingers stroke me again as he tightens slightly on my neck.

“Relax. Trust me, Kitten.” My mind is at war, fear bubbling up as the truth that I’m completely at his mercy hits me.

“Shh, you can still breathe, Kitten. I want your trust.” In the back of my mind, I wonder what he’s done to earn this trust.

“I want your forgiveness,” I whisper.

He doesn’t reply. Maybe he didn’t hear me. He widens my legs further. His hand guides his thick tip to my entrance as he slowly fills me.

“This is what I want. Do you think you can give it to me?” His hand tightens a little more on my neck. And I stop worrying, stop thinking, stop breathing. All I feel is my pussy tightening as he thrusts almost lovingly into me. I’m consumed. No sounds, no breaths, just us two and our bodies joined, our souls merging. He raises my leg open and high as I absently feel the cool tile on my back and ass. I close my eyes to savor the feeling. White and dark spots play before my eyes.

“Tess… fuck, baby that’s it…” He releases my neck, hands gone. I gulp in air. My eyes open and I see everything more clearly. My body starts to soar, rocketing to an orgasm that can only be described as enlightening. I’m shaking and pulsing so hard I can’t stop spasming. Reed lifts me up as if I weigh nothing and I wrap my legs around his waist.

“Yes, beautiful. Fuck.” His hold tightens as he jerks and fucks me against the shower wall. “Tess,” he grunts, throwing his head back as he floods me with his seed.

As I lay my cheek against his rapid heartbeat and scarred chest, I’m completely undone. My name and arrow are still legible.

“Jesus, you did it.” He lifts my head, tilting it back, kissing the side of my face. His hands still hold me tight. Otherwise, I would slide to the floor

“We were one. I felt it… You did so good, Kitten.” His lips drift to the side of my wet forehead. “You’re my light.”

“Reed.” He slowly pulls out of me and sets my leg down. My eyes caress his beautiful face “I—”

Finding my mouth with his, he lands soft kisses upon me and I want to cry because I missed my moment to tell him the truth. I need to tell him that I love him, forgive him. Sometimes we don’t get those moments back.
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When I awaken, I sit up, my eyes searching the silent, empty room. I was dreaming about years ago when Reed and I were living together in Manhattan and going to college. I swing my legs over and notice I’m naked. After the shower, we passed out.

“Reed?” I scream. Silence greets me. Ripping open my closet door, I grab my long white robe and bolt from my bedroom.

“Luke, Lilly?” I throw open their door only to be greeted with empty unmade beds and clothes tossed on the floor.

“Jesus, Reed.” I race down my stairs and run to the kitchen where I left my purse last night. Rummaging around for my cell, I look up at the smell of fresh coffee and see a note taped to my machine. I rip it off and tie my robe seeing as the shutters in my kitchen are open.

 

Kitten, we’ve gone to the store for breakfast supplies. Be back soon. I made coffee.

I can’t stop thinking about last night.

Love, Reed

 

P.S. I have our children safely with me in case you were worried I kidnapped them back to New York!

 

I drop my hands and rub my temples. What is happening to me? I reach for the mug Reed left for me. It’s one of our old Columbia ones, the logo slightly worn off. I reach for the coffee pot and pour myself a steaming cup. Sniffing the aroma, I take a small sip and sit at my kitchen table and replay last night.

When I think of how hard I came, my face heats up and I groan into my mug. How intimate and binding that experience was.

“God.” I smile into the hot steam. He was ecstatic that I gave him complete control. Reed has always liked to be in charge, but lately it’s like he’s breaking down some barrier with us. Last night might have been the breakthrough we needed. I look out the window. The sun is out even though it looks a little cold outside. A couple walks by with their dog and a baby carriage. Can I do that again? Do I even want to consider it? My phone rings and snaps my attention back to my kitchen as I take a deep sip of my dark coffee. I’m going to need several more cups to get me going this morning. It’s probably Reed calling because he’s lost. I can’t stop my smile or the quiver in my stomach. I’ve got that sunshine-and-rainbows feeling. That feeling I haven’t had in years and have no business having now. I lean over and grab it off the counter. Crossing my legs, I go to press Accept and freeze. It’s not Reed; it’s Scott, and my first instinct is to throw my phone as if it has a spider on it.

I don’t. I stare at it and wait to see if he calls again or hopefully leaves me a message. When I think I’m safe, it rings. I sigh and get up, pushing Accept. Might as well tell him the truth. Guilt and remorse prick my conscience anyway. I should have handled Scott before I left. He deserved that. Also, he’s got my dog since Brance and Logan have been staying in Tustin with Logan’s family.

“Hey, Scott…”
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REED

 

I’m woefully unprepared for the grocery store experience with the twins. First, I trusted them. They said they would be good if I let them walk with me.

They lied.

One went one way; the other went the other way. After I decided to be smarter than my almost three-year-olds, I put Lilly in the seat and Luke in the cart. I don’t even know if that’s legal, but what the hell else do you do with twins? I make a mental note to ask Tess how she does it.

“Okay, guys, have you ever had green eggs and ham?” Luke is leaning over the edge pretending his hands are men, and Lilly is fascinated with balloons in the floral section.

“Daddy, I want a balloon, please.” Her cute, chubby hand points at a shiny pink heart with a teddy bear on it.

“Not right now, honey. We’re getting groceries.” I push past the balloons and straight into the fruit and vegetable section.

“Mommy likes piweapple.” Luke points.

“You are correct, son. Mommy loves pineapple. Let’s get some bananas and blueberries also.” My eyes skim the organic section for veggies.

A woman dressed in workout attire yet has full makeup on is looking at me. She flashes me one of the whitest smiles. Pretending I don’t see her, I avert my eyes as I grab some kale and broccoli.

“Moving on, kids. We’ll be in and out.” We glide to the next aisle—the cereal and fruit roll-up aisle. I know this because my twins have not stopped talking since we turned the corner. Apparently, this aisle is popular with them as they both point and whine for different items. I stand and listen in full amusement to both my children try to con me into buying Lucky Charms, Fruit Loops, and Nutella sticks.

I cave and grab the Nutella sticks—the twins’ cuteness is hard to resist. Together Luke and Lilly are quite a team, which makes me smile at how they will always have each other’s backs. A wave of nostalgia sweeps over me like a soft wind. I miss my brother.

A little old lady in one of those scooter carts whizzes by and stops around the oatmeal section.

“Hi.” Luke waves.

“Well, hello, young man.” She smiles at Luke who seems fascinated with the cart. “You two look a lot like this fellow.” Her red plastic visor matches her red lips as she assesses me.

“This is my daddy.” Lilly grabs my forearm and lays her head on it.

I chuckle. “Can I help you grab anything?”

“Oh, would you? I need the old-fashioned oatmeal. Not the quick oats, the old-fashioned.” She points her small, weathered finger upward. I reach up and hand her the old-fashioned oatmeal.

“Thank you.” She examines it, puts it into her cart, and zooms off.

I look at Lilly and Luke and grin at them. “We need eggs, bread, and some organic food dye. Don’t let Daddy forget the food dye, okay?”

“Got it,” Luke says as he stands up and starts to jump.

“Jesus.” My heart’s in my throat as I grab him and force him to sit.

“Luke, you have to stay seated. Christ.” I run a shaky hand through my hair. “If you would have fallen, you could have hurt yourself.” My voice is harsh and I see another mother shoot me a glare like I’m a shit parent or something. This is way more stressful than I thought.

I exhale. “Okay, guys, here we go.” Luke is pouting, his little arms crossed while Lilly is leaning to the side touching things as we go.

“How come every time we go to the grocery store, everybody likes to talk to you and Mommy?”

“Mommy’s pretty. Everyone loves her,” I say, distracted as I reach for a carton of eggs.

“You need to check them, Daddy.” Lilly looks at me like I’m crazy. I look down at the carton, and sure enough, one of the eggs is broken.

“Good call, sweetheart.” I reach for another one and check the date and the inside of the carton.

“It’s been a while since Daddy’s been to the store.” I grab some milk and butter. At this point, I’m picking up anything.

“Daddy, I have to go poo poo.” Luke proudly announces.

I glance around, and of course, a couple people are grinning at him.

“We’re almost done. Can you hold it?” He stands and holds out his hands, his fingers wiggling for me to pick him up.

“Mommy says it’s bad to hwold.” I look around helpless and wonder how Tess has been doing this? Running our family business is way less stressful.

A kind woman takes pity on me and directs me to the restrooms, where Lilly tells me she also needs to go. Lifting them both out, I head for the men’s room.

“I’m not a boy! Mommy always takes us in the girls.” She points to the other door.

“Honey, Daddy can’t go in the women’s room, and I can’t leave you alone, so you’re coming into the men’s.”

Right when we finish and are washing our hands, my phone beeps. It’s a text from Jax wondering if we made it back okay.

“Can I see, Daddy?” Lilly reaches for my phone. It slips out of my wet hands and falls to the ground.

“Uh-oh.” She looks down then up at me, a mischievous smile on her lips. “Sorry, Daddy. Can I have a balloon?” I almost start laughing, but I refrain. Grabbing my phone, I lead them out of the restroom and dump them both back inside the cart.

“I want a balloon too, Daddy.” Luke stands again. I push him down and see spices listed on aisle thirteen.

I quickly maneuver us over and find the dye. It’s at the end toward the frosting section. Tossing a bottle in, I head toward the checkout stand.

“What about my balloon?” Lilly is rocking back and forth.

“Honey, not today.” I pull out my wallet.

“Mommy always gets us a balloon,” she informs me with a smug smile. And my eyes widen as I see a flash of her in the future. Lilly as a teenager makes me wipe my forehead as I start to sweat. The cashier glances at my kids.

“Um, should I get them a balloon?” She can’t be more than twenty.

I look at them as they both smile big and sweet, and I want to grab them like Tess does and smother them with kisses. I grin back at them.

“Of course. We’ll take the pink one and the purple one.”

“No way, Daddy I only like bwue,” Luke says.

“Sorry, blue one.” She nods, hands them their balloons, and rings up our groceries.

“That will be seventy-eight dollars and forty-eight cents,” she says as she smiles at Lilly who smiles back.

I insert my black card and thankfully get the fuck out of there, balloons blowing around my face.

Tossing them aside, so I can find Tess’s Explorer, we head toward the car. I pile everything in the back and move on to my kids. Once that’s done, I can’t help but laugh. I’m exhausted and it’s still morning.

“I’m hot, Daddy.” I zip down the windows letting the fresh air in.

“Mommy likes music when we drive.” I turn up the music scrolling through the different radio stations until both my kids yell that they “love this song.” It’s some song about a woman and she’s his destiny. I can’t help but laugh as both of them belt out the chorus.

A wave of excitement makes my pulse leap the closer we get to Tess’s. Christ, I’m pathetic. Here I am, a grown man panting after a woman who completely destroyed me, lied to me, and still, I can’t wait to get back to her. Last night fills my head. The way she completely trusted me, allowing us both to experience a spiritual joining. It’s brought up all kinds of emotions that I thought I had buried. Happiness is the closest way to describe it.

I push the remote and pull into her garage.

“Okay, guys, we’re home.” Putting the Explorer in park, I turn to them.

Perfect! They’re asleep. I chuckle as I grab the groceries and close the garage door. Dropping the bags on her kitchen counter, I turn as I hear a sound.

A fluffy white dog that looks like a stuffed animal comes bounding over to me. He’s very enthusiastic as I lean down to pet him. He licks my face, and I swear he’s smiling at me. Only Tess would get a dog that looks like this.

“Why didn’t you call me?” I freeze.

“I’m so sorry, Scott. I never ever meant to hurt you. I should have called, but I… I was a mess.” Tess genuinely sounds sorry. Maybe she has more feelings for this guy than I thought.

“You deserve to be happy. Why are you doing this? I thought if I gave you time and space you would see that we’re perfect for each other.” He sighs loudly almost aggravated. “I can’t help you if you won’t let me.”

“Scott, that’s just it. I don’t need your help. I appreciate you bringing me my mail and taking care of Pudding. But other than that, I’m not capable of giving you more.”

I suck in my breath. I need to go get the twins and let her do what she has to do. Unless she does the wrong thing—then I’ll step in. I smirk at myself. I haven’t felt this good in years.

As I walk into the garage, a soft nose nudges the back of my leg. The dog follows me as if he’s validating my decision to get my kids.

“You’re not much of a guard dog, are you?” I pet his head and he jumps up on me. “Okay, let’s go get the twins.”

I open the door, letting the fluff ball leap in first. He goes straight to Lilly, licking her right on the mouth. Her beautiful green eyes pop open. “Pudding,” she yells, almost choking the dog in her tight hug. I reach to unbuckle Luke first since I can’t exactly get to Lilly. The dog squirms its way out of Lilly’s arms as Luke is unbuckled.

“Hurry, Daddy.” Lilly is straining against her car seat straps, her little fingers trying to unbuckle herself.

“Lilly, you know not to do that, right?”

She stares at me. “Yes.” Her feet kick the back of the driver’s seat.

I unbuckle her, watching her watch my hands. If I was in Vegas, I’d put a hundred dollars on a bet that she will be unbuckling herself next time she gets in her car seat.

“Awww… Pudding. Look how happy he is we’re home, Daddy.” She joins her brother, letting the dog lick their entire faces. I cringe and try to remember if it was ever proven that a dog’s mouth is cleaner than ours.

“Should we go make green eggs and ham? Shi… oot! I forgot the ham.” Whistling for Pudding to jump out, I let both kids go and they laugh and chase the dog into the house.

I need a cigarette, but instead, I pour myself a cup of coffee and try to figure out what the hell I’m doing. I should get a hotel, buy a house, something. But no. I’m spying on Tess.

“Fuck.” I grab the counter. I have no right to be jealous, yet I am and can’t help the thoughts of Tess and this man touching, fucking that run through my brain. It makes me push off the counter and walk into her living room.

“He’s here? The man who left you pregnant and alone?” I stiffen and set down my mug of coffee on her table with a loud clank.

I see Tess first. Her back is to me. She’s dressed in high-waisted black flared trousers that make her ass look fantastic.

Scott’s eyes bug out as I approach. The poor guy barely comes up to my shoulder. In fact, Tess probably towers over him in heels. His hair is light brown. He’s tan and seems fit. The typical normal-looking guy. Tess spins around and her eyes narrow. I’m not being subtle as I lay claim to her. My eyes dip to her breasts. They may be covered by her white cropped, long-sleeved T-shirt, but when I silently stare, her nipples harden. She crosses her arms and her face flushes.

And I give up trying to sort out my obsession with Tess. After last night, I’m not going anywhere. If reincarnation exists, it would make the most sense because our connection is not normal. I swallow as I acknowledge that she is not perfect: she’s selfish, spoiled, and plagued with self-doubt. Yet her very presence fulfills me. She doesn’t have to be perfect; she needs to be mine.

Tess jumps as Lilly and Luke come running into the room chasing their dog. Lilly grabs ahold of Tess’s leg and hides as Luke and Pudding race around the room.

“Guys, outside! Go outside.” She’s peeling Lilly off her leg. I take this time to make eye contact with Scott. He doesn’t back down and stares me straight in the eye.

He actually thinks he can compete with me? I smirk. This is fantastic. I’m proud of myself. If this was the old days, he’d be laid out, crying like the yoga pussy he is. Pudding whirls by us as Luke and Lilly scream and follow. Tess clears her voice, but I’ll be god damned if I’ll be the first one to look away.

“Um… Reed this is Scott. He was returning Pudding and my keys.” Scott snaps his gaze back to her.

Pussy! Then I chastise myself. I’m twenty-five for fuck’s sake.

“Tess, can we talk in private, please?” Scott pleads.

I hold out my hand because I’m a dick, forcing Scott to shake it or he’ll look like a dick.

“I’ll be in the kitchen making breakfast. Thanks for taking care of the dog and the mail,” I say over my shoulder. I know I sound like an entitled prick, but I’m human.

I open up her French doors that lead to the backyard. Her house is cute. It’s not extravagant, but it’s in a fantastic neighborhood and it’s perfect for them. Now that I’m in the picture, we’ll need more room. Tess can keep this house if she wants. After all, it was left to her, although if she sold it, I’m sure with this size yard and this neighborhood she could probably get three million for it.

“Hey, guys?” Both of my children grin up at me as they climb on their wooden cedar swing set. Pudding is happily doing his business.

“Watch, Daddy, no hawds.” Luke slides down the green slide.

“Nice, Bud. I’m going to make the green eggs. You guys want to help?”

“Yeah,” they both chant and I move aside as they run past me. Their happy energy is infectious. I rub my hands together like I’m a mad scientist. It works and they both giggle. Grabbing the brown paper bags, I rummage around for the eggs and dye.

“Okay, so first we crack the eggs in a bowl and—”

Luke has climbed up on the counter, his legs dangling as he bangs his feet on the wooden island.

Jesus, he’s fast. I need to be on my toes. My kids are running circles around me. “Hey, Luke, how about you get down.” I lift him down and hand him a wooden spoon. “And maybe you both can be in a band.”

Lilly’s big green eyes sparkle as I hand her a spoon too. “Now, where does Mommy keep the pans?” She runs over to a cabinet and pulls it open.

“So smart.” I can’t help but chuckle as soon as they start pounding. God, I am an ass. I have no time for the Scotts in this world. Tess is the mother of my children and the reason I get up in the morning. Beyond that, I don’t want to think about it.

The eggs are sizzling with butter in the large pan. My kids are banging the shit out of the pans. As I glance up, she stands with her hands in her pockets, her eyes locked on mine. She shakes her head and a small smile ghosts her lips when she eyes the twins. Suddenly I can’t help but laugh.

“You’re such an asshole.” She starts laughing too.

Turning off the stove, I go to her. She backs away, her eyes gleaming, and suddenly I want to see them like this every day. I pull her into my arms with a small jerk. “Did you break another’s heart?”

She puffs out some air. “I warned him from the start he was way too nice for me.”

All I want to do is take her into the bedroom and fuck her, prove to her over and over that I’m the one she wants. But I settle for a kiss. It’s soft when I want to be hard.

“Did you explain to Scott about destiny, soul mates?”

She rolls her eyes. “No, Reed. I left that out especially since you and I have somewhat destroyed that whole destiny thing.” She averts her eyes and looks at the twins. “He’s upset enough.”

Not about to let her ruin what I’m feeling, I reach down and give her another kiss.

“You can’t destroy destiny, Kitten. Now start the toast. I need to finish our green eggs.” I crack open the seal on the green dye and add a couple drops.

She looks at the skillet and snorts. “Aren’t you supposed to have put that in earlier? That doesn’t look right.”

“Are you saying that I don’t know what I’m doing?”

“Yes,” she yells over the twins who are apparently going to town. Luke has discovered that the cabinets work as a drum as well.

I laugh. “I also forgot ham. Should we just go out?” Looking down at my eggs, I notice they are covered in lumpy dark green spots.

“Time out.” Tess uses the time-out motion. “Who wants to go to Jinky’s?”

“We do.” Both of them drop everything as they head to the door.

“Hold it.” Tess puts her hands on her hips. “Come on, what do we do when we are done playing?” She starts singing a clean-up song. I’m enthralled—she’s like the pied piper with his flute. Except she’s singing a song. They both pick up the spoons handing them to me. Tess opens the cabinet and they hand her their pot. I have to stop myself from spanking her when she bends down. I mean, come on, it’s right there tempting me. Like Eve with her apple, I have Tess with her ass in these slacks.

“I need to learn that song,” I murmur.

“Works every time.” She straightens and her eyes narrow on mine. “Can you take them to the potty while I get my shoes on and my purse?”

The twins are standing at the door waiting. Lilly has a Barbie while Luke is holding a Hulk action figure.

“Do we need to use the restroom while Mommy is getting ready?”

“No,” they chime and, knowing better, I take them anyway. Maybe I’m starting to get the hang of kid speak. Tess walks out of her bedroom in white Converse as Luke is washing his hands.

“We’re ready, Mommy.” He smiles and she pokes one of his dimples.

“Let’s do it then.”

She breezes by me, and I lean into her, craving her vanilla scent. “I like this outfit.”

She smirks. “I can tell. Do you think you can look at my face more than my—” Her eyes get big as she spells ass. “We’re going out in public.”

“I can make no promises. But for our children’s sake, I’ll give it a shot.” I grab the keys off the counter, slap her butt as we walk to the garage, and rumple both my children’s dark hair. This is proving to be the best day I can remember… ever.
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REED

 

“Vanessa, I need to get all the papers from the Swiss company on my desk by tomorrow.” I look out Tess’s window and see Brance finally pulling up in his piece-of-shit SUV. Rolling my eyes, I bite my tongue so I don’t snort into the phone at Vanessa. She’s the most efficient assistant I’ve ever had. She also has no sense of humor.

What the hell has happened to Brance? Even Tess’s Ford Explorer is better than that trash can on wheels he drives. He walks up and I open the door before he can insert his key just to fuck with him. But one look at his black circles and all-around bad vibe makes me say, “I need to go, Vanessa. Take care of it and text me if you have any problems.” As I hang up, Brance walks by me and throws himself onto the couch.

“Brance? Should we stay home? I know you’ve had a hard couple of weeks but…”He looks at me, his eyes filled with tears.

“Christ.” I toss my phone on the counter and open the refrigerator for two beers. “Here.” He sits up and rubs his hands across his face.

“Thanks. Don’t worry about the twins. Trust me, you have no idea how much I need them right now. I’ll be fine.” He takes a sip of the beer. “I had to get out of that fucking hospital.” He looks at me. “I’m better here.”

I nod and flop into the chair across from him. “Not getting any better?”

“Which part?” He leans back and closes his eyes. “His mom? Or the part where I’ve discovered that I have nothing in common with my mate?”

I slowly sip my beer and let him vent, unload. Through personal experience, I have learned that sometimes you don’t need anyone to say anything. You simply need to get it off your chest.

Brance stops and looks around. “Where is everyone?”

“Tess is giving them a bath. We thought it would be easier. I haven’t decided how long we’re going to stay out tonight.”

He sighs. “I don’t want her knowing any of this yet. I mean, she already does, but she’ll feel guilty about New York and all that bullshit with you.”

“That’s on you, man.” I raise a doubtful eyebrow. “You tell her when you’re ready.”

He leans forward and I smirk because here’s the Brance I know.

“Speaking of telling her… have you?” His eyes narrow on me.

“Is that any of your business?” I snort because of course it’s his business. I hold up my hand. “I’m working on it—”

“Do you love her?” He completely interrupts my justification for what the hell I’m doing. Which is putting off the inevitable, blocking out my truths that are oozing out of my pores.

I take a sip, put down the bottle, and look him straight in the eyes. “Yes, I have never gone one day not loving her. But you of all people know that’s not enough.”

He shakes his head. “Actually I don’t. Have you told her you forgive her? That you take responsibility too?”

Standing, I turn toward the French doors and her backyard. It’s starting to get dark and I can hear giggles coming from upstairs. The twins must be getting out of the bath.

“I don’t forgive her.”

“Then you need to find your own place.” He states it like he’s Tess’s father refusing to let me date her.

I turn and arch an eyebrow. “You don’t have a fucking clue, Brance. What you and she did is unforgivable.” I’m not yelling but my voice echoes around us.

“Why?” He stands, getting in my space. Fucking Brance, always pushing.

“I wanted them. I begged her and she destroyed me. I fucking did shit that I will take to my grave it’s so despicable. Do I take responsibility for my actions? Fuck yeah, I do. But do I forgive her for ruining us? For taking away my soul, my reason for being?” I spit in his face. “No, Brance, I don’t!”

He shrugs and looks out the window. “Then you need to leave, Reed. Coparent. But you can’t move in, play house with her and the twins, and not be the man she wants and needs.”

Again, I’m almost stunned into silence at Brance’s gall and surprising calm manner. I clench my fist. That old rage I feel whenever anyone tries to keep Tess from me comes alive the way a disease takes ahold of your body. That’s how I feel—helpless at his words. I’m a big enough person to know he’s right, but still, I’d like to punch the wall behind his sincere eyes.

“Brance,” I snarl, “stay the fuck out of Tess’s and my shit. I have no intention of ever letting her go. She’s mine. Always has been.”

“Then forgive her.” He eyes me and turns toward the sound of my son.

“Uncie Bwance.” Luke comes barreling over to jump into Brance’s arms. He hugs Luke tight and again that frustration fills me. He loves my children; they love him and why wouldn’t they? He got it all. From day one, he was with her. I turn away before I lower myself to that person I’ve worked hard to bury. Looking up at the top of the stairs, I see her coming. And I reach for my tattoo as I watch my daughter and her argue about a hairstyle. Apparently, Lilly is trying to tell Tess she hates her hair up.

“There’s my girls.” Brance walks in front of me, his aggravating smirk still in place, and I have to breathe before I shove him back.

“Uncie Brance, tell Mommy that she looks better with her hair down.”

He chuckles and scoops her up so that he is now snuggling with both my children. Tess descends to the last step and flashes me her sexy smile and I stare. The feelings of love and family engulf me, paralyze me. I lean into her smell, needing that vanilla scent like a drug addict needs a fix—it somehow calms me. She wears a long-sleeved black dress that clings to her thin body like a second skin with black lace-up ankle boots. She’s so incredibly stunning that again, I feel anger that I’ve been denied this for four years. She wraps her arms around the twins and Brance, and I literally hear my teeth grind.

“Are you okay? You look tired.” She goes right into mothering him and he goes right into letting her as they both start talking so fast you’d think they had been apart months instead of a week.

“Kitten.” I break up their whispering. It must come out harsh because even Luke and Lilly look up from their playing.

“Let’s go.”

She looks at me, her eyes sweeping me up and down. I’m in dark jeans and a white-collard button-down shirt she bought for me yesterday.

“Um, yes okay, so we’ll be back…”

“When we’re back,” I finish, again my voice harsh. Brance had to push me. And Tess had to be my complete downfall. Or maybe he’s right and I need to let her go since I can’t forgive her. I can’t.

I’m a fucking liar. I forgave her the moment she stepped off my private jet. I had no choice—my heart is hers.

“Noooo… I don’t want Mommy and Daddy to go.” Lilly pouts and her puffy lips quiver as fat tears roll down her cheeks. Brance turns and gives me a death stare.

“Princess?” She turns to me and my heart melts. If I’m not careful, she is going to run all over me.

“I’d like to take Mommy to dinner. We will be back soon. Is that okay?”

She eyes me, Tess, Brance, and Luke. “No.”

She reminds me so much of Tess I almost burst out laughing.

Brance reaches over and picks her up, cradling her head to his chest as he strokes her hair.

“Baby girl, you have to learn that sometimes Mommies and Daddies don’t live with each—”

“Knock it off, Brance,” I say, taking Tess’s hand. She looks concerned.

“We’re leaving.” I dare her to say anything. We both kiss the twins as I drag her out the door and open Tess’s side of the Explorer for her. My special-order Bentley Bentayga will be delivered on Tuesday, thank God.

“You okay?” She looks at me as I grip the steering wheel tightly.

I don’t answer but start the SUV and back us out. She purses her lips, crosses her legs and arms, and looks out the window as our tension and energies build so thick in the vehicle you could probably light a fire with them. I pull us out on the freeway and instantly see brake lights.

“I can’t deal with traffic right now. We need to talk.”

When she turns her head, it’s as though she gut punched me with her icy stare. Even after the other night in the shower, she doesn’t trust me. She thinks I’m going to hurt her and she’s primed and ready for it.

“Fuck this.” I put on my blinker and maneuver us off the exit, driving straight to the first hotel I see.

“I thought we were going out to dinner.” She’s using her bitch voice and for some reason, I know this is going to be it for us. We either face our truths and accept it or we walk the fuck away. Either way, I’m not leaving the room until it’s done.

“Get out.” I open her door and grab her hand as I get us a room. It’s a Westin, not five stars but not shit either.

I thank the concierge and pull Tess with me. With the mood I’m in, I could drop dead and I’m sure my fingers would still be locked with hers. Slipping the card into the keycard lock, I wait for the green light to blink and I open the door and drag her behind me.

“What’s happened? What did Brance say to you?” She sounds confused, frustrated as she bats her long black lashes at me.

I finally release her to slip her stupid bag, which weighs about ten pounds, off her shoulder. Opening the minibar refrigerator, I grab two bottles of anything, not caring as long as it’s alcoholic. We’re in a suite, so it’s large with a view. Not that I care as I shut the curtains and the room goes black.

“Reed?” Her voice catches. I’m trying to breathe, to consider what I’m angry about. Is it at Tess or at myself? Or Brance? Yeah, fucking Brance started it all with his “you need to forgive her” speech. I sigh as I acknowledge that it’s all of it. I’m mad at myself for still loving her and mad at her for being everything I need and can’t live without.

Suddenly light floods the room as Tess flips on the switch. She stands at the wall hands on her hips.

“What?” she demands. “What could possibly put you in this mood? I left you happy and on the phone with Vanessa barking out orders and next thing I know, I’m walking down the stairs and seeing a different person.”

In two strides, I have her against the wall. My head throbs with tension and the truth that is going off like a foghorn.

“Do you love me?” I demand.

When she says nothing but stares at me wide-eyed, I almost shake it out of her. Then I want to fuck it out of her, but first I need to hear it from these god damn lips. She frowns and starts to breathe heavily. I don’t blame her. Our energy has taken on a life of its own.

“Do you?” she challenges.

I back up, pull a hand through my hair, and look her in the face. I see flashes of her: various ages, hairstyles and lengths. But her eyes… her eyes have always stayed the same from the moment she looked up at me almost two decades ago.

“Yes,” I breathe out and grab her face. “Yes, I fucking love you.” I sound bitter and maybe I am.

She inhales. “Well, you don’t seem happy about it,” she snips and tears pool in her eyes. My eyes travel her face. She’s my everything. Instead of demanding she tell me what I already know, what I have always known, I bring her face close and taste her tears without even licking them. I know everything about her—even the way her tears taste.

“I forgive you.” My eyes caress her shocked face. Our mouths are inches apart as I take her breath and give it back. “It’s not your fault, I fucked up. You were right. It does make me feel better to make you the bad guy. Because I have done so many shitty things without you.” Her breathing is coming in small gasps and I lean forward to claim her lips forever. “You are mine and I’m yours. I forgive you and I promise to spend my life loving you”

A tortured whimper comes out as she clings to me. I take her lips again, my mouth harsh on her soft lips.

“And I forgive you.” She cries into my kiss as my mouth trails over her face.

“I’m obsessed with you. And I’m done punishing us,” I grunt out my freeing truth, latching onto her neck as I suck right where I can feel her rapid pulse like a vampire who needs her blood to survive.

“I hope you’re ready, Kitten, ’cause I need to be inside you.” I reach for her dress as her eyes glow with unsaid words. I tear off her panties and shove my jeans down.

“You ready for my cock, Kitten?” Without giving her a chance to respond, I lift her up and impale her hard. We groan together as I slide fully inside her slick, wet pussy. She wraps her legs tightly around my waist. I walk us the few feet to the bed and pull out as I drop her onto it. She smiles and my breath catches. She’s radiant. “Turn around, babe.”

She gets on all fours as I slowly enter her. “Oh my God… you’re deep,” she whimpers, and I go even deeper until my tight balls are on her ass.

“Jesus.” I close my eyes, letting the pleasure only her body can give me take over. I grip her ass hard and start to fuck.

“Reed… I love you.” It’s desperate and breathy and I love it.

“Fuck, you feel good.” I grind into her in a circular motion, hitting her spot. “I love you more. Now come for me.”

She’s close, her pussy clenching and tightening on me. Every single part of my body is alive and tingly as I thrust harder, in and out until she gives it to me: her soul, her body, all of it mine. As she screams my name, I reach down and rub her tiny hole, preparing for another release. That one makes me clench my jaw as pulsing pleasure shoots out of me and into her. It’s so powerful for a moment I see black spots and jerk my climax into her.

We both collapse onto the hotel quilt as our breathing calms. I pull out and roll to my back pulling her with me.

“Reed,” she whispers as she leans up on one elbow. Her fingers trace my lips. “I’ve always been yours.” Deep in thought, she gazes at my lips then at my eyes and time stops. I’m sure the world is still spinning, but I’m with her, so nothing but us seems to matter.

“Never has a day gone by that I didn’t love you… even when all I wanted was to hate you.” She brushes her lips to mine. It almost burns, stings, how her touch affects me. Pure feeling oozes out of her kiss. I roll on top of her and take over, kissing her eyes, her lips, her chin.

“You can’t have the ecstasy without the agony, baby.”

She smiles, and it seems like a huge weight is gone. I want my family—if that’s in a mansion or a hole in the wall—as long as I have her and my kids, I’m complete. “Let’s go to Pink’s and pick up some hot dogs, and you can get your chili-cheese French fries.”

“Mmmm.” She licks her lips and closes her eyes. “Don’t forget the chocolate cake.” Her eyes are calm, all her anguish exterminated. I wonder if mine look the same.

“The cake is a must. We should probably pick one up for Brance.” I kiss the side of her mouth.

“Of course.” Like it’s a no-brainer, and I guess it is.

“You know this is it for us, right? I want the ecstasy now, Kitten.”

She nods her head. “I want that too.” She pushes me so I’m on my back again. Her lips slowly kiss my chin then neck. Her tongue comes out as she licks and sucks on my nipples and abs. My breathing hitches and I’m rock hard and throbbing when she finally gets where I need her. Before she wraps those puffy lips around my shaft, she looks up and says, “Let’s go slow, Reed.”

I hiss out a “Fuck that, we’ve had our agony,” then growl as she takes me into her warm mouth and I’m lost to only her and my obsessive need for her.
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TESS

 

“What kind of food is that?” My mother stares in horror and I think disgust at the hot dogs and chicken tenders that are set up on the table. The plastic My Little Pony tablecloth blows up on one corner, so I grab a rock and place it on the end. She arches a brow or at least tries.

“Don’t start, okay?”

She waves her manicured hand and looks in the other direction. My backyard has been transformed into a three-year-old’s playground. I’m starting to wish I had listened to Reed and hired a party planner. The Frozen album is playing on my sound system. I have to admit if I don’t hear it ever again it won’t kill me.

“Come on, Mom, it’s kids’ food. You know because it’s a kids’ birthday party.”

The train that I rented is happily chugging around my yard, whistle and all. My mom’s eyes follow the guy who is driving it. If he’s older than thirty, I’d be shocked.

“What’s the conductor’s name?” She waves her skinny hand in his direction.

I push it down. “Are you kidding me?” I hiss.

“What?” She looks at me like I’m the crazy one.

I roll my eyes. “Jeremy, and I forbid you from picking him up. You’re here for your grandchildren’s birthdays, remember?”

“Tess, you are so uptight,” she scoffs, tossing her bleached-blond hair back. The train lets out a loud toot toot.

“He said this is his own business. So that makes him a go-getter. I’m forty-eight not seventy for fuck’s sake.” Her voice is getting loud as she tries to compete with the train and music.

Luke and Lilly, along with around twenty other children, wave and scream hello as they ride by.

My mom smiles and waves at them, then says, “I’m paying for this.”

I smile. “How nice.”

I have to get away from her. I know it’s awful, but I was secretly hoping she wouldn’t be back from Spain in time. She didn’t make it back for the funeral, so I was praying she wouldn’t make it today either.

Unfortunately, she got in yesterday from Marbella, Spain right on schedule. She and Caroline have been staying at the Beverly Hills Hotel. Reed got them one of the Presidential Bungalows. Brad had a business meeting and arrived separately this morning.

I try to take a calming breath. I worked hard on this party and I’m a nervous wreck. Who knew a kids’ party would cause me to break out?

I take a quick glance around at the tables adorned with either the Avengers or My Little Pony tablecloths. I have two huge banners that are hanging with sparkles saying Happy Birthday Lilly and Happy Birthday Luke. A lemonade stand, along with a full bar, is set up for the adults. A pastry table covered with cupcakes, cookies, and donuts is getting the most action right now. I might have gone a little overboard with the balloons: colorful balloon bouquets cover my yard. I also got a life-size Thor, Ironman, and Hulk along with all the main My Little Pony characters strategically placed all over.

“Where’s that bottle of whiskey I brought?” Brance walks over in jeans and a brown long-sleeved tee. Tortoiseshell Ray-Bans cover his eyes.

I look him up and down. Reed and Brance seem to be getting better with age, which is so unfair. “It’s only two p.m. Let’s try to pace ourselves,” I snip.

“I’ve had a shit month.” Brance runs a hand through his dark hair.

“Oh, sweetheart, what is going on? Where’s Logan?” my mom gushes as she attaches herself to him.

“He said he would try to make it. His mother is very sick, Claire.” His bitterness is evident in his tone.

“Hi, excuse me.” We all turn and stare at Laura, Brittany’s mother. She stands in tight jeans and a low-cut shirt waving at us.

I know we live in Southern California and the day is sunny, but come on, the no-bra look is a bit much for a kids’ party in the middle of December. I’m even wearing a light jacket.

“Oh hi, do you need anything?” I smile, trying to be nice for the twins’ sake.

She slithers closer and I get a whiff of her awful perfume. “I hope this isn’t in bad taste.” And right then I know it’s going to be.

“But…” She smiles again bringing her tan hand to her chest. “I assume that since you and Reed are not together anymore…” She lets her voice trail. I almost start laughing. Instead, I bite my bottom lip as I decide if I want to throw her out or try to be an adult. After all, women wanting Reed is nothing new. But I just got him back, so I’m two seconds from doing something I’ll regret.

“I wanted to make sure you were fine if I gave him my number?” My face heats up as I reach to squeeze Brance’s hand.

Brance coughs and looks over her head at the Hulk balloon. I simply stare at her, waiting for Brance to handle this.

“Oh, honey, you do not want Reed. Trust me.” My mom waves a tan hand in her face. “Now, Jax on the other hand, he’s the real deal.” She snaps her fingers. “Reed is completely unavailable in so many ways.” She sips her wine. For the first time in my life, I’m grateful she’s here. I almost hug her.

“Oh.” Laura frowns, disappointment all over her pinched features. “So you two are together?” She gives me the stink-eye.

“Very.” My voice sounds slightly bitchy. I mean who comes to a kids’ party and tries to pick up the father?

Brance snorts. “Claire’s right. Go for Jax—same amount of money and way less drama.”

My eyes go huge. “Tell me you did not say that.” I glare a warning at Brance who rolls his eyes at me.

She frowns at both of us twirling a piece of her dark hair around her fingers. “Strange… I felt a real connection with him. I guess I was mistaken.”

My eyes narrow at her, but I plaster on my fake smile. “Guess so.” I don’t want to be jealous. In fact I hate it, but it’s like an allergy. You’re fine one moment; the next you’re a mess.

“It’s only I had no idea Reed Saddington was your… whatever he is. I mean you never mentioned him and I certainly haven’t seen him around.”

I continue to smile at her like she’s a child. “Well, I don’t exactly know you, Laura, although both my children do have his last name.”

She stiffens. “Yes, of course.” As she pivots, I wonder if her heel is going to get stuck in my grass. Her bug spray perfume clings in the air as she walks back to a couple of moms I met at the preschool orientation. They look uncomfortable, as if they are trying to decide whose side to take.

“Nice, making friends fast as usual.” Brance drapes his arm around me.

“Don’t start.” Raising his sunglasses so I can see his eyes, I say, “How much have you had to drink?”

“Not enough.”

“Do you think Reed wants her?”

“God, this is why I need whiskey.” He looks up at the sky.

“Sweetheart?” I’m startled. I’d completely forgotten my mom.

“You need to move into a bigger place with Reed and be happy with your children.” She smacks her lips. Both of us look at her like she’s sprouted another head.

“Mom, I’m not moving in with Reed.” I look around making sure no one is listening to us.

“Oh, stop it.” She waves her hands. “I’m your mother. I know you think I’m stupid. I’m not, and any man who is willing to love you after what you did…” I open my mouth to justify myself but she barrels right over me. “You’re obviously meant to be. I mean, you’ve been preaching he’s your soul mate since you were eight.” She downs her wine then claps and waves as the train goes around again.

“Definitely let me pay for the train.” She pats my hand. “Anyone need anything? I’m making a cocktail run.”

“No, thank you, Momma Bear.” Brance grins as we watch her grab Caroline’s arm, completely interrupting her conversation with Brad and some guests and dragging her into my house like a teenager.

“What the hell?”

He chuckles. “She’s on fire. So much better since she divorced your dad.”

“I almost feel guilty about dreading her visit.”

“Mommy, look,” Lilly yells as she jumps off the train and runs to the face painter dressed as Snow White. She climbs into the director’s chair, her cute legs dangling, then smiles and waves at Brance and me proudly.

“Every day I don’t think I can love them more and every day I do.” I wave back and throw her a kiss. She catches it.

Lilly is wearing a glittering pink tutu with sapphires on it. And a matching pink shirt. Reed bought her a gold unicorn necklace with a diamond on the unicorn horn. Completely inappropriate for her age, but he was so excited giving it to her I didn’t have the heart to take it away.

“Okay, what’s happened? I haven’t heard anything from you in two days.” I take Brance’s arm and walk toward Lilly.

“I don’t know.” He sighs. “It’s not getting any better, I’m sick of Tustin, and the more I watch Logan belittle me in front of his poor father, the more I wonder if we ever had anything more than great sex.” He shoos a fly away. “He hates that I have money. And I resent his anger at something that was an accident of birth.” We both look up at the colorful piñata hanging from my tree.

He drapes an arm over my shoulder. “I think”—his eyes fill with tears—“I think he’s cheating on me.”

I turn so fast his arm falls to his side.

“Why?” I try to keep my voice calm.

“I found condoms in his drawer at the yoga studio.”

I puff out some air. “That doesn’t mean anything. Those condoms could be anyone’s.”

“Maybe, but my gut says he’s cheating.”

“There’s no way.” I shake my head. “He’s Zen and all that shit.” I look around, making sure we are alone. The last thing I need is some child or nosy parent listening in.

Brance’s lips twitch at that comment and he nods. “Yes, he’s supposed to be, isn’t he? See, Pretty Girl, we’re not as bad as you think.”

“How do I look, Mommy and Uncie Bwance?” My eyes shoot down at my smiling child who sports a rainbow butterfly on her cheek.

Brance grabs his heart as if her beauty is too much for him. “Fabulous.”

I pick her up to kiss her other fat unadorned cheek. “Are you having fun, Bunny?”

“Best day ever.” She wiggles down to run toward the giant-sized inflatable jumpy that has a huge slide too.

“God, I’d give anything to be Lilly right now,” Brance mutters.

“Just relax. I’m sure you’re being paranoid. He—”

“Tess! You have to change this music. I can’t deal with hearing ‘Let it Go’ one more time,” Brance interrupts me as he grabs a handful of M&M’s. I have a candy bar set up next to the present table. Rows of different-colored candies from all over the world are on the table in glass jars and Brance picks M&M’s?

“No, it’s a kid party and Lilly will be upset if we change it.”

I frown at the glass jars filled with chocolate. “This looks like a disaster waiting to happen, doesn’t it?”

“What. the. fuck? Look who showed up.” Brance grabs my hand as I look up to see Logan and Scott talking as they carry presents into my backyard.

“Oh my God. I know I invited Scott. I didn’t think he would truly show up.” I look around for Reed. He must still be inside with Jax and some of the dads.

Brance turns to me. “Tell me the truth. How was Scott in bed? Anything that would make you think he’s gay?”

I blink at him and grab his arm. “Stop it. You’re being paranoid. He was gentle, sweet, nothing screamed gay,” I whisper.

“How did I not see this?” Brance completely ignores my comment, his dark eyes fixated on Logan and Scott casually talking at the end of the inflatable jumpy.

“Brance, please. Go into the house and have some water.”

“Now what’s going on?”

I scream as Reed sneaks up behind me. Turning, I cling to him. “Thank God!”

He flashes me a killer smile then frowns as he takes in the vibe. “What’s wrong?” His turquoise eyes zero in on Brance and he pulls me tighter to his chest, his mouth on mine when Brance snaps.

“I think my husband is having an affair. Excuse me.” He spits it out and heads straight for Logan and Scott.

I shake Reed’s arm. “Go stop him.”

“What did he just say?” His eyes follow Brance.

“Reed, go… annnd great.” I stare in shock as Brance punches Scott in the nose.

“Jesus.” Reed finally lets go of me and is by Brance’s side holding him back.

“This,” Brance snarls as he points at Scott who is bracing himself on the side of my tree. “This is what you want?”

Logan looks pale. His eyes dart around.

Scott’s eyes widen as he holds his nose, which is bleeding down his chin and onto the grass. I reach for a bunch of Avengers napkins and hand them to him. Brance glares at me.

Kids come running over to see what’s happening. Some start crying; others scream.

I turn around and face the party. “Sorry. It was a little accident. Nothing to worry about.” I smile at the parents, my face on fire.

“Brance, this is the last straw. When you resort to violence…” Logan whispers. His eyes land on me. “I can’t even begin… I have no sympathy for you people.” He indicates all of us with his hands. “No matter what you do, Tess, someone always saves you. My husband, who in front of God vowed to put me first.” His voice is soft yet full of anger. Brance snorts. “Even poor Scott”—he points at him—“who you dumped, shows up to give your kids presents—like they need them.”

I peek around my loud backyard to see who is watching, hoping it’s only us. Of course, that’s not the case. Only the kids and parents in the jumpy are blissfully ignorant. Everyone else is witnessing this humiliation.

He shakes his head staring at Brance. “And now my husband has turned into his father, using violence on an innocent man.” Logan is visibly shaken. His normally calm face is splotchy.

Brance takes in a huge breath, his hands clenched at his side. “I have put up with so much shit from you. Starting with never accepting me. Always wanting to change me. What’s wrong with me?” he yells. “You want to know why I put Tess first? She accepts me. The good and the bad. And for you to even bring up my father…” He moves toward him. Reed has to hold him back.

“Easy, Brance, you’re starting to act like me.” He pats Brance’s chest.

I step in and whisper, “Everyone is staring. I think we’re scaring the kids.”

He doesn’t hear me. “Deny it. Tell me I’m wrong. Look me in the eyes, Logan, and tell me you accept me. Or that you aren’t fucking him.” He shoves Scott.

“Oh God,” I groan.

Scott braces himself on the tree. “He’s not. I like girls… Tess to be specific.” Scott spits out blood.

“The fuck?” Reed takes a step toward him, and I can’t help but feel my heart flutter.

“Okay, enough.” I hold up my hands. “This is our children’s party.” Out of the corner of my eye, I see a couple parents filming us. Fantastic, I’m going to be all over social media in minutes, or even worse, on a tabloid cover tomorrow.

Reed takes a breath and looks around. “I think you need to leave.” He grits it out.

At this point, we probably all need to leave.

“Tess?” I jump, my mind focused on how we are all going to regret this. “Is this what you want? You want him?” Scott points at Reed.

Oh God, this is so horrible in so many ways, but Scott deserves the truth. I nod. “Yes, Reed is who I want. He’s who I’ve always wanted.” I straighten my shoulders. If I’m going to be completely humiliated, I should at least look good. I think I hear Reed exhale.

Scott looks somewhat shell-shocked but turns to Reed. “I should have listened to her. She tried to tell me.” He pushes himself off the tree. “She’s all yours. I hope you love her—she deserves that.” He turns and walks toward his car.

“Why the hell would he show up here?” Reed snarls at all of us.

Logan looks stunned. “I’m done. All of you are… God, Brance, what you did is unforgivable.” He throws his hands in the air and takes off in a jog trying to catch up to Scott.

“Yeah, that’s it, Logan. Go after him,” Brance yells at their retreating backs.

“I’m not crazy right? That’s not normal.” His brown eyes focus on Reed’s and mine.

I lift my hands. “I think we need to relax and think.”

Jax and Brad are standing behind me, their worried frowns forcing me to accept that this was as bad as I thought.

“Mommy, Daddy?” Lilly and Luke run toward us.

“You okay, Uncie Bwance?” Luke runs straight for Brance with such force my heart squeezes. Brance scoops him up as Lilly hugs his legs.

“My hand hurts, Bud, but I’m okay.” He lets out a ragged sigh. “Should we eat some cake and open up some presents?” He picks up Lilly.

“Kitten.” Reed reaches for my hand, his face full love as he watches our children with Brance.

“You did this, baby. Look at our kids. They’re truly amazing.”

“They are, aren’t they?” My eyes sting with tears.

“I always knew.” His warm hand squeezes mine as we walk hand in hand together to sing “Happy Birthday.”
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REED

 

I stare at my children, and their happiness sinks into me. They’re like a blood infusion making me feel alive again. The “Happy Birthday” song vibrates through me.

Three years old. I missed out on so much. She gave me a gift yet kept it from me.

“Make a wish, and don’t forget to make it a good one.” Tess’s voice brings me back to what’s important. She kneels next to them, her black pants and white blouse giving her the ethereal classic look. Her long shiny hair looks like a waterfall of brandy.

I close my eyes and make my own wish. The clapping makes me blink and I look straight at her. She’s laughing and cheering, but her eyes are locked on mine. As the cake is cut and passed around, I bring out the goodie bags.

Tess spent hours on these bags. I had no idea how much crap you can shove into different-colored bags. The party has been going on for over three hours, and we haven’t even made it to the fucking piñata yet. Granted Brance’s little stunt didn’t help things. I said it from day one: this guy would never make Brance happy. Memories of Logan at Mozza that night long ago should have been a big red flag. I knew Brance was making a mistake when we all had to pretend he was someone else. Brance deserves someone who accepts him and thinks he is fantastic. I grin. Brance is family.

“Daddy?” Luke stands in front of me, his rosy cheeks covered in chocolate.

“Yeah, Buddy?” I kneel down to him.

“I made a weally gwood wish.”

My heart swells. I love him so much. I know he wants to tell me his wish.

“If you want it to come true, you can’t tell anyone.”

He nods. “I know. It alweady came twue. You’re here.” Giggling, he runs back to Tess and Lilly.

“You okay?”

I face my brother and smile at him. “I’m better than okay. I don’t deserve them, but I’ll take it.” I look at his turquoise eyes that mirror mine.

“I’m happy for you.” He sips his beer, and the uncomfortable silence makes it obvious we still haven’t gotten over that day.

Clearing my throat I say, “I wanted to call you the other day. I thought maybe we could get a drink. I don’t know why I didn’t.”

He turns and looks at me. “I’d like that anytime, Reed.” We’re silent again, both watching the kids dumping out all the shit from their goody bags.

I turn to him. “Jax, I was wrong. That day in the hospital I was fucked up, but what I said was wrong.”

Jax looks at me and nods. “You were sick, but yes, you were wrong.”

“I needed my ass kicked. But eventually life has a way of kicking your ass no matter who you are.”

He shakes his head as if he’s remembering that horrific day. “Some of us do it the easy way, but you always wanted to do it your way. That’s over now. You’re a completely different man. Be happy, Reed. You’re lucky enough to get a second chance. Don’t test fate more than once.” In one swallow he finishes his beer. He nods toward Tess. She’s happily eating cake, talking to our mom. My heart aches as I stare at her. The way she moves, her smile, it makes me feel good.

“Every day that I get up, I have to breathe her in to trust that she’s real. All the shit we put ourselves through…”

“It’s in the past, Reed. She loves you, and you love her and your children. Not everyone gets what you and Tess have. Some of us can only watch. I’m going to get another beer.” He leaves me with that and I decide right then to spend more time with him. He’s my twin and something’s going on with him.

Thankfully someone has changed the music. The Moana soundtrack is now playing, and suddenly, I want everyone out. I want my kids and I want Tess.

“Piñata time!” I yell.

Two hours later, I’ve been hit in the stomach with the bat that Tess said none of the kids would be strong enough to do any damage with. Yeah, apparently Luke didn’t get that memo. He slugged the shit out of the piñata. And caught me right in my abs.

Five hours of kids laughing and yelling and parents and neighbors judging, and I can’t stop the grin on my face.

Tess flops down next to me on the lawn chair as I sip my gin and tonic and smoke my last cigarette.

“Should we feel guilty about our kids staying with your parents tonight?” She kicks off her heeled boots and shivers. “It’s cold out here.” Even with the heaters and the firepit, as soon as it gets dark, the temperature drops.

I reach for her foot. My warm fingers massage her high arch and toes.

“God that feels good.” She sinks into the red cushion and closes her eyes as I rub her foot. Her face catches the firelight and I stare at her.

“I love you, I love our kids, I love parties.” She laughs.

“What?”

“Today was a disaster. Brance beat up Scott. My mom went home with the train conductor. We’re probably going to end up in the tabloids. But our kids turned three and they said it was the best day ever, so there’s that.” Her eyes twinkle in the moonlight.

I chuckle. “You’re probably right. We might be all over E.T. tomorrow. Which brings me to what I’ve been thinking about.” I massage her thin ankles. She moans and lays her head back to watch the stars.

“What, Reed? I hate when you drag it out.” She lifts her head.

“Brance is completely derailing.”

“I know.” She sighs, putting her head back on the cushion.

“I read my grandfather’s will last night after you fell asleep.” A dog barks down the street causing Pudding to lift his head and whine.

She sits up almost wary, pulling her foot away. “And?”

“And… he left Jax and me his entire art collection.” I grab her foot and place it back on my lap. “Well, besides that Monet that you love—he left that to you.”

“Really? That’s fabulous. I can’t wait to see everything.” Her eyes shine with excitement.

“Well, good because I’m having the art shipped out here.” She pulls her foot back again.

“To here? Like our house?” I love how she has already started calling her house ours.

“Yep.” I stand up and grab her shoes, then take her hand.

“Reed, some of that art is huge and ridiculously old and quite frankly priceless. It can’t come here.”

“I agree. We definitely need a bigger house.” She rolls her eyes at me as I pull her toward the French doors. “But until then, I have bought a building in West Hollywood and I’m gifting it to you and Brance. I think it’s about time you two do something besides yoga and the twins.” She stops and tries to jerk away, which of course I knew she would do, so I hold on tighter and reel her into my chest.

“You bought me an art gallery?” She gasps and looks at me, dazed.

“You and Brance. Trust me, he needs it. You guys will be fantastic together.”

She shakes her head. “I… we, I mean, I can’t sell your family’s heirlooms. But I could put them on display and then find other artists… and oh my God.” She stares at me as she jumps into my arms. “I… I love you. How? I mean I’ve always secretly wanted this.”

“I know. You forget, Kitten, I know everything about you.”

She shakes her head, and I can’t help but grin. “This is, well, this is big because that collection deserves to be seen.” She starts to kiss my whole face as she climbs up my body as if I’m a tree.

“Let’s go in,” I grunt into her ear. My cock is starting to harden with all her rubbing and climbing.

“We have to tell Brance.” Her voice is loud with her excitement. She claps her hands and throws open the French doors practically leaping in front of her large-screen TV.

Brance is on the couch with a blanket and the remote control looking miserable. He takes one look at her and sits up. “What’s happened?”

“Reed bought us”—she gestures with her hands—“an art gallery,” she squeals and I laugh because a happy Tess is awe-inspiring.

“What?” Brance sits up and rubs his hands over his face then turns to me. “You did what?”

“I bought you and Tess a building in West Hollywood. Your first exhibit will be my family’s art. It’s been passed down for hundreds of years.” I reach for Tess. “Now say good night to your partner.”

“Wait what?” He looks at me.

I sigh. “You need something besides yoga, Brance, and so does Kitten. You two will be brilliant at this.” I kiss her flushed face. “You deserve to be happy, man. You also need to be able to be you. If Logan can’t accept you, then you’re not meant to be.”

Both he and Tess stare at me like I’m from a different planet. I grin. “And I’m here if you want to talk because I’ve been where you are. The difference is you are a better man than me. That is, besides beating up Scott—you’re usually level-headed.”

“Are you going to be all right?” Tess slides away and sits next to him. “I kind of let my excitement of our new careers take over.” She caresses his face.

He stares at her. In a way, I pity Logan. His insecurities have made him lose a great person.

“I need to figure out what I’m going to do. His mom is sick. I need to think.” He tugs a strand of her hair. “So if he calls, don’t answer.” He rolls on his side and turns on the TV.

“Okay.” She leans over to give him a kiss. He grabs her wrist as she turns to leave.

Tess cocks her head. He winks and lets her go then arches a dark brow at me. “Don’t worry, Reed. I won’t bother you guys. I’m going to pass out soon anyway.” He adjusts himself on the couch so he can see the flat screen better.

“You’re sure you don’t want the guest room?” She fidgets with her nails.

“No, I don’t want to move. I want to try to find something to numb my mind and pass out. I did call and apologize to Scott though. I might have jumped the gun on that one.” He lays his arm over his eyes.

“Get some sleep, and don’t worry about anything. You’ve got us.” I gently pull Tess toward her room. “And your new business.”

Brance lifts his arm and sits up. “Three times! What’s happening? Pretty Girl, your man has now said three things that sound like he actually cares about me.”

I laugh. “And bought you a business. Mark it on the calendar.”

He lies back down, a ghost of a smile on his face. “I always knew you’d get it together, Reed.”

I snort. “You could have fooled me.” I take Tess’s hand and we walk together up the stairs. She has tears in her eyes as I close the door behind us.

I chuckle. “You have to know after all these years I have come to… appreciate Brance.”

“He needed that.”

“I know.” I plant my nose in her neck, inhaling her scent. “I want to make love to you, pass out, and wake up and fuck you the rest of the night.”

Her chest is flushed along with her cheeks. In and out she takes a breath but says nothing. I pull her shirt over her head and unsnap her bra, pushing her hair behind her shoulders so I can see her.

“And I want another baby.” Her breathing picks up, and she licks her lips. “We need it, Tess. Not now but someday.” I kiss her mouth. She’s frowning as if she’s trying to figure out what to say. “I want to see you grow big.” My hand caresses her stomach. “I want to see my child suck from these luscious tits.” I drop to my knees and pull one in my mouth and suck it, groaning at how good she feels. I lick her engorged nipple and look up at her. “I want it all with you, Tess.”

I pick her up and she wraps her long legs around my hips, my mouth at her lips. She grabs the back of my hair and smiles. “I want you to make love to me.”

I dump her on the bed as I pull off my T-shirt. “I think that can be arranged.”
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TESS

 

I can’t stop smiling, like literally I can’t. Reed reaches over and brushes my hair off my shoulder. We’re sitting outside on my patio drinking coffee and eating the best breakfast I’ve had in years.

I got up early and made us omelets and cut up some fruit. Nothing special, but when you are sitting next to Reed Saddington, having him feed you everything makes it taste better.

“I think we should go somewhere. Let’s pick up the twins and go to Hawaii.”

I swallow a bite of pineapple and look up at the white fluffy clouds.

“Hmmm, Hawaii sounds fantastic. Do you think the twins will like it though?”

“They’ll love it. The ocean and a pool, what’s not to like?”

“They’re three.”

“Come here.” He pulls me onto his lap. I’m in my robe, so in a matter of seconds he has it open and is kissing my neck, his hands caressing my breasts. I grab ahold of the back of his chair and moan as I close my eyes.

“Christ… really guys?” My eyes snap over to Brance, who’s standing at the French doors. His hair wet, he holds both Reed’s and my phones with his other hand covering his eyes.

Reed pulls me tight against his chest. “What the hell, Brance?” he snarls.

“I have to go. Logan’s mom has taken a turn for the worse, and I’m heading down to Tustin. Both of your phones are going off.” He sets them on the table and kisses the top of my head.

Reed groans as I jump off his lap and tighten my robe to hug Brance. “Are you going to be okay?” I take in his tired eyes.

He sighs. “I owe Logan and his family at least the courtesy of being there when she passes.”

Reed clears his throat. “What can we do to help?” He stands, adjusting himself, then pulls my robe tighter.

“There is nothing anyone can do I guess. I’m going to turn my phone off at the hospital, so I’ll check in later.” A ding makes us look down. “My Uber’s here.” Brance grabs me for a tight hug, his whole body radiating need, and I squeeze him tighter.

“Do you want me to go with you?” I pull back so that I can brush his hair out of his eyes.

“I’ll survive.” We walk to the front door.

“Call me if you need me,” I say, biting my lip as he gets into the car.

Suddenly I shiver and cross my arms. As I turn toward Reed, I can sense it: something’s wrong.

He’s on his phone. Pacing, he runs his hand through his hair. In slow motion, he stops and turns to look at me through the glass of my French doors. His turquoise eyes find mine, and I almost scream because I know with just his look something has happened. As if on autopilot, I race up the stairs throwing off my robe and shoving my legs into jeans. I reach for a long-sleeved pink tee and grab my short, black, quilted Burberry coat. I’ve pulled on my tennis shoes when Reed walks in, his face pale despite his tan. My heart stops for a moment. He’s not speaking, only listening to whoever is on the other end of the phone. His eyes travel over me as I twist my hair into a low bun. He takes my hand with his and propels me to the garage and opens the Explorer’s door for me.

“I want the best, Jax. Is Mom okay?”

“What is it, Reed?” My hands are shaking as I try to buckle myself in. Reed gently moves my cold hands aside as he locks me in, his concentration on whoever is talking.

“Fine… we’re on our way.”

He tosses his phone on my lap as he starts to back up. “Mom and Dad got up this morning and took the twins to the park. Luke fell off the apparatus.”

My whole world stops. Flashes of my life splatter on my brain much like paint splattering on paper as I try to breathe.

“Tess.” Reed snaps me back to him. We’re already on the freeway. “This is not the time to lose it, babe. He’s going to be fine, but you have to pull it together.”

My eyes go to his. He’s right. I can fall apart later. Right now, my son needs me. Reed’s warm hand tightens on mine. “He’s getting a scan at Cedars. By the time we get there, I’m sure we’ll know what’s going on. Jax is there making sure he has the best doctors.”

“Okay.” My voice sounds like a robot’s. “He will be fine,” I announce. My heart is pounding so hard it vibrates in my temples. I rub my hands on my jeans.

“He is fine. They need to make sure he doesn’t have a concussion. Mom said he was unconscious for a few minutes, but when he woke up he was really grumpy and alert, so that is all good.”

I nod and try to swallow. “Lilly?”

“She’s with your mom at the hotel.”

“My mom?” I instantly reach into my purse for my phone. Ignoring how shaky my fingers are, I have to hit her number twice before I get it right. Reed’s warm hand is on my leg as he rubs it up and down in a soothing motion. I look at his handsome face. Jaw tight, he’s worried but so strong.

“I love you.” He looks over at me.

“I love you more.”

“I doubt tha—”

“Hello?” my mom finally answers.

“It’s me.”

“Yes, I know, Tess. Has something happened?” Her voice genuinely sounds scared.

“No, we’re almost there. You have Lilly?” My tone is harsh and I’m sweating. Reed squeezes my leg in support. “Mom, this is important. You need to watch her. Lilly is full of energy and she must be scared…”

“Tess, I’m not an idiot. I did raise you, you know.”

I almost scream that’s what I’m scared of. Instead I croak, “Thank you” and hang up. I look down and Reed’s hand is clasped in mine. I lighten my grip since my fingertips are white—that’s how hard I’m clinging to him. But I don’t care. I need him. His constant reassurance makes me feel better.

We park the Explorer in the emergency room parking lot. As we speed walk through the emergency doors, he laces our fingers together. My body is shaking with anxiety.

“He’s fine,” Reed says.

In minutes, Reed has us in the right area. Caroline and Jax are talking to a female doctor.

“Thank God.” Caroline clutches her chest, reaching for Reed as he approaches. “Here are my son and his wife.”

I cringe because it makes my heart drop to my stomach for many reasons. Her mascara is smudged all over one cheek. Her normal perfect self is, for the first time ever, not perfect. Jax is by her side basically holding her up.

Reed doesn’t speak but looks at the doctor.

She immediately starts to speak. “I was informing your mother and your brother…” Her cheeks pinken as she looks at Jax.

“That Luke has a fractured skull,” Caroline finishes and bursts into tears and Jax pulls her close.

“It’s okay, Mom. He’s okay.”

“What exactly does that mean?” I step in front of Reed. “I’m Luke’s mother.”

She smiles, but it’s uncomfortable. I don’t blame her—we are an intimidating group.

“It means that I will be keeping him today and tonight to monitor him. We will be running some more tests in the morning. The good news is that he has had no vomiting or any confusion. As of right now, he is not having any signs of head trauma besides the swelling.”

I find myself sinking back into Reed’s warm body. “So he’s okay?” I exhale.

“At this time, he does not seem to have any side effects. The longer he goes without any symptoms, the better and the less we worry. The skull takes at least six weeks to heal, so he will need to be very careful.”

“How long will he need to stay here? We have a little girl who needs us also.” Reed gives her a small smile and I watch the poor woman try to remain unaffected as she stares for a second at his full lips.

She gives him a quick nod. “Yes, well, if he is still having no symptoms in the morning, I will rescan him and he can go home.”

“We will be staying with him tonight. He’s in a suite right?”

She looks at both of us. “Yes.” She looks at her watch. “I think he’s already in there. The lab technician will bring him to his room after the test is finished. Your father is with him.” Her eyes dart to Jax again who seems to be ignoring her as he rubs Caroline’s shoulders.

“Thank you so much for taking care of my son.” My voice cracks as the tears finally slide down my cheeks. Reed pulls me into his strong arms.

“He’s fine, babe. Let’s go see him.”

She smiles and I notice that she’s quite attractive. “You’re very welcome. Luke is strong. I’m confident he will be fine.” A nurse interrupts to hand her a chart. “Oh, one more thing. His head is swollen where he fell on it. So it feels squishy. Try not to let him touch it. It will go down, but it takes time.” She smiles. “Excuse me. If you need anything or he starts acting strange, call the nurse immediately and she will page me. Otherwise, I’ll be by later to check on him.”

We watch her walk away and then it’s like a harsh dose of reality hits us all.

Reed has moved us away from the nurse’s station as a security guard introduces himself, ready to show us to Luke’s room.

I can’t speak, the huge lump in my throat making me painfully aware that I should have been there.

“They’re my responsibility, our children. I should have—”

“Kitten, please.” It’s harsh and I stop talking. He turns to the guard. “Make sure no one but family gets near my son’s door?”

“Yes, sir.”

He nods and lets me enter first. Brad sits in a chair. Luke is asleep on his lap.

He looks up at us and smiles, his eyes glistening. “One moment he was within my grasp and the next—”

Reed holds up his hand. “Dad, it was an accident.”

I walk to him and gently take Luke. He nods almost weary. “It was awful. I keep replaying him falling.” This time his eyes do spill over with tears.

“Dad.” Reed gives him a hug and I melt, love for Reed pouring out of me. I must be squeezing Luke because he stirs and I kiss his sweet cheek as I watch Reed comfort his father.

I set Luke gently on his bed. The love that I have for this child and Reed wants to explode like a bottle of shaken soda. All the money that we have is meaningless. Our children deserve everything, and that includes Reed and me being together.

“I’ll go get your mother and we will bring you some food.” Brad sniffs.

“No, Dad. You guys have done enough. If you could help out with Lilly that would be great.” He rubs the back of his neck as he looks at me.

“Yes, please Brad, if you could watch Lilly I would feel so much better.” I throw my arms around him and hug him tight.

“You are a great man. Not only are you an incredible father but you’re are an amazing grandfather. Our children could not be luckier having you and Caroline in their lives.” And I truly do mean that. My father still refuses to meet Luke and Lilly. Lana was allowed to come for a short visit to celebrate the twins’ first birthday. It was bittersweet because deep down we kind of knew we might not be seeing each other again or at least for a while. I try to call when I can, but Lana sounds sad and lonely, which makes me feel powerless. I can’t make her leave him. I mean it took my mom twenty-three years to finally work up the guts to divorce him. So Lana has a lot of soul searching to do before she takes that step.

“Then we will go back and help Claire.”

I nod. “Yes, please, and call when you get there.”

He chuckles. “You know, your mother held it together much better than Caroline and I did.” He places his arm on my shoulder.

“Well, let’s not push it. We want her to end on a high point.” Reed’s voice is curt, his eyes on mine almost as if he can read my mind.

“Okay, you two.” He kisses my forehead. “Call if you need anything.”

“Thanks, Brad. Tell Caroline the same.”

He shakes his head. “We love having her, but I wish—”

“Dad, go.” Reed opens the door for him.

He blinks back tears, gives Luke a longing look, then nods at the security guard as the door quietly shuts.

I’m in Reed’s arms in seconds, his face intense as I lift my lips to his. He backs up.

“Say it. I can feel your mind racing.”

“This is what matters. I don’t care what you did. I don’t care that you married Lexi. All that is pointless.” I grab his face. “I am completely in love with you. Always have been, and I’m not ashamed anymore of telling you that I always will be.”

He kisses me. His warm tongue fills my mouth and I taste my salty tears as we deepen the kiss.

A small tap and a nurse enters to check on Luke. Reed reluctantly lets me go.

She smiles and goes over to Luke and gently wakes him. He blinks and instantly sits up.

“Hi, Mommy and Daddy.”

I almost start crying, but I don’t want to scare him, so I say, “Hi, baby. I heard you fell?”

“Yeah.” He looks down at his sheet. The nurse introduces herself as Teresa and starts to check Luke.

“I’m hungwy, Mommy. How much lowger?”

Reed steps over to the bed. “You know what, Buddy? We have to stay the night, but I bet I can get you some pancakes.”

Luke looks thrilled, and my heart thuds at how alike they are.

Teresa clears her voice, looks up, and smiles. “He looks good.” She turns back to Luke. “How are you feeling?”

“Hungwy. Where’s Lilly?” Luke goes to swing his little legs down.

“She’s with Grandma and Grandpa. You can call her later.” I reach for him and plop him back in the bed.

“I’m ordering you a Reuben from Jerry’s Deli,” Reed tells me as he pulls out his phone.

I turn to Teresa. “So is he fine to get down?” She smiles again at Luke who grins back at her.

“He’s adorable, and yes he seems to be doing great.” She hands him a bunch of Band-Aids, which he happily takes.

“I’ll check back later. If you need me, beep me.” She looks at Luke. “Enjoy your pancakes.”

He looks up, a Band-Aid already on his arm. “I will.”

Still on the phone, Reed nods at her, and I turn and sit on the edge of Luke’s bed.

I take a deep breath before I start. “Sweetheart, what did I tell you the other day about climbing too high on things?”

“Can I watch TV, Mommy?” he asks, completely ignoring me. Reed comes up and wraps an arm around me.

“Luke, you can watch TV in a minute. I need you to listen to me. You and your sister are really lucky to have the mommy you have. When she tells you not to do stuff, she’s doing this because she loves you and knows what is best, okay?”

Luke’s pretty green eyes look at Reed like he is the most amazing man in the world.

“Your mom and I are a team, Luke. Remember that.” He gives me a wink, which makes my stomach flutter like I’m thirteen again.

“Owkay, Daddy.”

“That’s my boy.” He grabs for Luke to tickle him.

“Careful, Reed,” I say, unable to help my smile because come on, I have the cutest kid in the world along with the hottest whatever Reed is to me.

He stops. “Your mom’s right. We’ll play later. Let’s see what we can find on TV while we wait for dinner.” All three of us go into the lounge area and cuddle up together as Reed and Luke discuss what to watch. I sit in between Reed’s legs as Luke climbs on both of us. We finally agree on PBS and I only wish Lilly was here because snuggling with my boys is the best thing in the world. A knock interrupts us about forty-five minutes later.

“That must be dinner. Push me up,” I tell Reed who is looking down my shirt. Luke is happily watching Wild Kratts.

I let the guy roll our food in while a woman in her late forties trails behind him with a couple of bags from Bloomingdale’s.

“Thanks, Vanessa.” Reed gets up. “I really appreciate this.” He hands her a ridiculous amount of money.

She counts it, nods, and leaves. I lift an eyebrow. “Best personal secretary ever—competent and rarely talks.” I roll my eyes.

“Whewre’s Lilly? I want Lilly. I swick of this place. It stinks.” Luke pads over to us, standing on tiptoe to peek at the food.

“Luke Bradley Saddington,” I say, glancing around the suite. It’s incredible. I think it has three bedrooms. Again, I’m thrown back to the life of being wealthy, and it’s scary how fast you adjust right into it. Granted it’s been a stressful day, but we are staying in a hospital decked out so lavishly it looks like a five-star hotel.

“Trust me, this does not stink.”

“Here, Kitten, you sit here and Buddy, you here.” Reed has all the food set up on the table and I groan as I take a bite of my sandwich. The corned beef and sauerkraut are mouthwatering. Add the sweet thousand island dressing and cheese and it’s yummy. We must have been starving because we all three eat fast and finish almost everything.

Leaning back in the chair, I’m so full it’s almost uncomfortable. “How about we take a quick bath and then we’ll call Lilly and Grandma and Grandpa?” Luke yawns. His head looks awful. It’s swollen on top. Anxiety—it’s like my worst demon. It strikes me anytime. My head shoots it straight to my stomach and I almost throw up my Reuben.

I lock eyes with Reed’s and he reaches for my wrist, his long dark fingers caressing me against the rapid beat in my pale wrist.

“You’re okay, Kitten.”

I nod and lean down to kiss him. “Ready, baby?”

Luke is quietly staring at us. “My head hurts, Mommy.” And that’s it. Reed stands and calls the nurse as I pick Luke up and cuddle him. Not three minutes later, Teresa enters with some Infant Tylenol and checks him again.

“The doctor will be here soon. He seems fine, just tired. It’s getting late.” She looks at Luke then smiles at me. “Dr. Stevens will be here shortly.”

“How about we take a nice warm bath?”

“Okay, Mommy.”

I run the water and add some expensive bubbles in as Luke claps at how many there are. “Okay, you can play for a little bit,” I say as I sit on the edge and take in the bathroom. Besides the bars to help people stand, you would never know we’re in a hospital. Reed walks in and smiles at us. He rubs my neck as I melt into him.

“I ordered us a hot fudge sundae, so hurry up.”

Luke instantly perks up. “I wuv sundaes.” He throws some bubbles in the air. I quickly wash him and dress him in his new, adorable Incredible Hulk pajamas that the woman from earlier bought for him.

“Sundae’s here,” Reed hollers from the other room. I take Luke’s hand and we sit down at the table.

“Three spoons, so we can all share.” Reed hands me a spoon, and along with Luke, we happily dig in as exhaustion and stress finally set in. I almost scream when there’s a knock on the door and the woman doctor from this morning steps in. She still looks fresh while I feel like a car ran over me.

“Sundae? Wow, you’re a lucky boy.” She smiles and Luke grins, his fat cheeks covered in vanilla ice cream smeared with hot fudge. “So I guess no nausea?” She smiles at both Reed and me.

“No, he ate a big dinner, had a bath, and now we’re having dessert.” Reed grins as he reaches for my hand because I want to burst into tears.

“Well, you seem to be doing well, Luke.” The doctor beams at him.

“My head hwurts.” He goes to touch it again.

“Well, you fell, so that’s to be excepted. Mind if I take you over to your bed so I can check you?”

He looks at me.

“Come on, sweetheart.” I wipe his face and carry him to the hospital bed.

She happily talks to him as she does her exam. I sense Reed behind me, his body not touching mine but the heat almost pouring into me.

She sighs and pats his cheek. “You are doing great. I’m going to talk to your mommy and daddy. You can watch TV. I think you get all the kids’ channels.” He happily lies back as Reed turns on the TV.

“How is he?” He looks over at her as he finds Cars on the Disney channel.

“Good. He has a concussion, but we knew that. I have arranged for you guys to have a private nurse stay with him so that you can get some sleep.”

“Oh, thank you, but I’ll be up with him.”

Reed looks at me and then the doctor. “Excuse us.” He guides me to another room. It’s red and white with another TV and incredible view. I’m surprised that it’s dark out.

“Tess, you need to sleep. I want two nurses so that he is watched all night. That way you can at least get a little sleep.” I go to open my mouth, but he places a finger on it then kisses the side of my lips.

“It’s not up for discussion. Go take a bath and I will take care of the rest.” Before I can stop him, he’s gone into the other room.

I sink into the couch, realizing that having professional nurses is a great idea. “God,” I groan, massaging my forehead. I have not even called Brance and told him what happened. Also, I told Luke he can FaceTime Lilly after dinner. I sniffle as I open the door. Reed’s and Luke’s dark heads are touching as they both laugh at something on Reed’s phone.

He glances over at me, and before he can speak, I say, “Let’s FaceTime Lilly.”

Luke jumps up. “Yeah.”

I smirk at Reed. He shakes his head but pushes on the number. We wait as his phone makes the pulsing sound. Luke squirms with excitement. He and Lilly both love to FaceTime.

“Hello?” Lilly’s beautiful face has taken over the screen, well, her lips mostly.

“Hi, Bunny.” I pick up Luke’s hand and wave to her.

“Um, honey you need to pull the phone a little—”

“Mommy?” She jumps so now we see the floor and her toes that are red. Obviously my mom took her to get a pedicure.

“Lilly?” Luke is sticking out his tongue and tilting his head.

“Are you being a good girl?”

Luke turns to me. “Why are we seeing her fweet?”

“Hi.” Caroline’s face fills the phone. Luke reaches for her. “Hi, Grandmaw.”

Her eyes are red and swollen. Seeing them get wet with tears is almost painful.

“Is she doing okay?” I ask, trying to avoid Caroline’s tears.

“She’s the best little girl in the world. How’s Luke?”

Lilly’s hands flutter around the screen.

“He’s doing well. I wanted to check in and tell Lilly I love her.”

“I love you.” She kisses the screen. Luke giggles.

“We will be home tomorrow.” I throw her some kisses.

“Daddy!” Her face lights up. I turn to see Reed making silly faces behind us.

“You be a good girl for your grandparents and we’ll bring you a surprise tomorrow.”

“Okay, Daddy.” Her green eyes fill with tears.

“Be a big girl—no crying.” His voice is so tender my eyes get blurry.

“Bye Lilly, I wuv you.” She nods and clings to Caroline.

“Okay, good night, sweetheart. Night, Mom. Thanks again.”

Lilly peeks up then buries her head in Caroline’s neck as the phone beeps off.

“Reed?” I reach for him. “I need you.” It comes out raspy, but I don’t care.

“Go take a bath or a shower, Kitten. You’ll feel better.” He leans over and kisses me as he takes his phone back.

“There’s fresh clothes for us. I left them in the bathroom.”

“K.” As I start the shower, I’m almost numb. The sound of Reed talking tells me the nurse has arrived. He’s right—I will feel a million times better having someone watch Luke all night. I strip off my clothes and toss them in the garbage can. I never want to wear them again. As the hot water pounds on my back, I give in to my anxiety. The tears and nervous sobs take over and the shower washes them away. The glass door opens and Reed stands, his beautiful face troubled as he looks at me.

“Come on, you can finish crying in my arms tonight. Luke is happily charming the nurse. Let’s tuck him in.” I lift my teary face to the rainforest showerhead and close my eyes.

“You know I won’t sleep tonight.” I take a deep breath. The steam goes all the way down my chest, and I feel slightly better. Sometimes if I cry and let it out, it seems to help. Luke’s fall has brought out all those unwanted fears. The lack of control has always scared me, the unknown my worst enemy. That’s why I loved giving all that to Reed.

“You will—that’s why I hired two nurses tonight. This one stays until midnight and the other one stays until we get up.” He wraps a large white towel around me. His eyes darken as he watches me towel myself off. By the time I’ve wrapped the towel around my head, his erection is easy to see in his pants.

“I really want to fuck you, but I think that will have to wait if your eye roll is any indication.” He reaches to caress my breast.

“Shhh, the nurse will hear you.” He hands me a pair of soft pink thin material pajama bottoms and a white sleep T-shirt. I raise my eyebrow. “Seriously? I can’t go out there in this shirt.”

“Why? You look comfortable.” His lips twitch.

“Come on, Reed, give me the bag.” I take it from him and fish around for another shirt. Looking up at him, he’s leaning against the sink, arms crossed, smirking.

“You can see my nipples.”

“I love them.”

I can’t help but laugh. “Fine.” I pull the T-shirt off. He kneels down, and before I can stop him, he’s sucking on my breast and massaging the other. Pleasure spikes straight to my sex and I can feel myself getting slick and wet in my clean panties. My hands lace into his dark hair for steadying purposes and because I have to stop him before we get too carried away. The last thing I need is to be moaning in front of nurses and doctors.

His warm, strong fingers tug my pants slowly down.

“We have to stop.” I try to pull him off. Instead he lightly bites my nipple causing me to throw my head back and groan.

“Just let me lick her… just a taste. Then we’ll go tuck Luke in. He’s happy. He has a nurse.” He scoots me back on the tiled wall and proceeds to slip my pants down. I shake my head and mouth “No.”

He mouths “Yes” and says, “Trust me, you need this.” His thumb is already dipping in and rubbing my clit.

“Reed, I don’t feel comfortable doing this. Oh fuck, fuck… fuck.” I can’t help but throw my head back and close my eyes. Reed has lifted my right leg and drapes it over his shoulder. His mouth and tongue are not fucking around. He is sucking on me hard. A small whimper escapes as his five-o’clock shadow and tongue make me claw at the white tiled wall.

“Yeah… that’s it. Rub your pussy on my face.” He’s so nasty I’m horrified at how sexy I find it. My eyes pop open as I rub and grind on his remarkable tongue. His face is covered in my juices. I bite my lip as my stomach clenches. The orgasm hits me in pulsing, quivering waves. And I have to cling to his shoulder as I watch him drink and lick my convulsing pussy.

Finally, he lifts his head, his eyes a dark green. “I want another baby. Stop taking the pill.”

I can’t breathe for a moment. I simply stare at this man who has been my whole universe. He wants another baby. Can I do it? With warm hands, he gently pulls my pants up, takes off his black T-shirt, and slips it over my head. I still feel drugged and slow moving, the release so quick yet exactly what I needed. I watch as he adjusts himself so his erect shaft isn’t that obvious.

I reach to wipe his chin and he smirks again then grabs another T-shirt and pulls it on.

“Reed, stop. Come on, I have to wash my hands and you need to wash your face.”

He can’t seriously be thinking of going out there with his face still covered in my come. He licks his lips. So dirty. He surprises me as he turns and splashes some water on his face. I quickly wash my hands and we both pad out to the dark room and a quiet, sleeping Luke.

“Everything okay?” Reed’s voice sounds calm and comforting.

“Hi.” She smiles at us. “Yes, he’s doing great. The best thing for him is sleep. I will wake him every couple hours.” She looks at me and gently says, “I will watch him. You’re in great hands.” I can’t exactly see her in the dark, but she has a calm, competent manner.

“Thank you. I’m Tess. I’m sure I’ll be up off and on checking on him too.”

“Of course, but try to get some sleep. The next couple of days will be tiring.”

“Thank you.” Reed takes my hand as he tugs me into the bedroom. We don’t undress. He pulls me into his warm, secure arms and lets me fall into a nervous sleep.
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I open the door to my sapphire Bentley Bentayga and instruct the SUV to call Tess. I’m leaving the office early because this is it. Luke has made a full recovery. It was stressful. Not gonna lie and say it wasn’t, but he came through like a champ. The phone goes straight to voice mail. I frown and I’m about to call again when Jax’s name comes up on my high-tech dashboard. I grin. “What’s up, man? Everything set?”

“Well, listen to you, all happy.” He laughs. “I have to say all this love is making me smile.”

I snort. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I’m running late. So I’ll be by later.”

I sigh. “She might want everyone there.”

“Trust me. I am so bummed I’m going to miss this, but I… I have shit going on.” The edge in his voice makes him sound aggravated.

I look at the slow-moving 405 and admit I can’t wait to move. My commute will be the same, but having a house that overlooks the ocean in Malibu with a grass backyard and two large guest houses is making me antsy to sleep there tonight.

“You’re nervous?” Jax chuckles.

I sigh. “I know I can eventually get her to move in. But I want her to say yes. No fighting, no convincing, just ‘I love it. Yes.’”

“I think she might surprise you.”

I don’t respond as I stare at nothing but brake lights. There must be an accident because this is why I’m leaving at noon to avoid this mess.

“Reed? You still there?”

“Sorry, I’m a little distracted. Traffic is shit. Anyway, you think she will say yes?”

“I do. This is not a mere house, brother. You have literally bought her a fucking estate overlooking the Pacific Ocean. That place is like nothing I’ve ever seen and we’re rich. So yes, I think she will be impressed and touched by your thoughtfulness.”

“You don’t think she’ll think it’s too much, right? You know how she likes to pretend we’re middle class.”

“Well, she might have to get over that. Because yeah, that place is in a league of its own.”

He’s right. As soon as Luke, Lilly, and I saw this house in Malibu, it was pretty awe-inspiring. From the Spanish hacienda look outside surrounded by palm trees and grass to the incredible backyard that has an infinity pool and an ocean view. Old Spanish tiles with BBQ pits and a full bar. Sports-high ceilings and incredible wooden floors inside. The walls are mostly creams and yellows, so when you open any number of the French doors, you step out into fucking paradise. Yes, this is by far the most expensive, lavish property I’ve ever bought.

“All right, I’ll keep you posted.” I look over and my vehicle is alerting me that Tess is calling.

“I have to go. Tess is calling.” Jax says something, but I hang up.

“Hey, Kitten.” I’m nervous, so it sounds like a growl.

“Did you call earlier? Because I was in the middle of a call with that dealer in France… hold on.” I hear her yell at Luke and Lilly not to climb on her exercise bike. She’s pretty sensitive to any climbing at all. Poor Luke and Lilly were both running around with bike helmets every time we left the house. After Luke got his head rescanned at six weeks, I finally convinced her that both he and Lilly no longer needed helmets. Poor Lilly runs in the other direction anytime we go near the area the helmets are located. The only upside to all of Tess’s anxiety has been the sex. She needs to be fucked and often, so I’m willing to humor her with her neuroses.

“Sorry,” she huffs. “Did you call?”

I laugh. “I did. Can you do me a favor and tell the twins Sapphire for me?”

“I don’t understand.”

“It’s a surprise. I’m on my way home. Traffic is finally moving.”

“What, now?” She sounds panicked.

“Yeah…” I say slowly. “Everything okay?”

“Well, yes, but I’ve been on the phone half the morning and I need to go to the grocery store. Then I got distracted when Brance sent me over some photos from a really talented local artist, so I only got off the bike now and I haven’t showered yet and—”

“Tess, go take a shower. We’ll splurge and go out to eat.” I grin. My Kitten is taking the art world by storm.

“Oh, thank God. You know how I hate the grocery store.”

“I do, which is why I have no idea why I can’t hire someone to do that for you.”

“You know why. Okay, come on, guys. Mommy needs to take a shower, so let’s go watch TV.” Tess has this habit of having complete conversations with the twins and me.

“Babe, I’m going to go. I’ll be home soon to help.”

“All right, love you.” The line goes dead. No matter how many times I hear her tell me that she loves me, I seem to need it more. Our relationship after Luke’s accident has never been better.

She’s still Tess and I’m still me, but that was never our problem. I always loved Tess and she loved me. We needed to grow the fuck up. Neither one of us takes anything for granted anymore. I wake up every day and am thankful. As I twist my hands on the soft leather steering wheel, I’m fucking nervous. I can’t boss her around like when we were kids. Now it’s a give and take. She likes having a say in everything I do. I grin thinking about how I fucked her up against the wall last night. That’s the only time she lets me take control. I pull into the driveway and notice Brance’s new Jaguar is gone. That is another reason we need to move. Along with me and Brance and Logan’s separation, this three-bedroom house is not big enough for all of us.

Brance says he is eventually going to get a place, but he needs us right now, so fuck it, he can live in one of the two guest houses until he figures out his shit.

I grab my suit jacket and my phone. I can hear my kids playing in the backyard, their happy laughing and screaming music to my ears.

I stop at the door and rub my tattoo, the constant reminder that something bad can happen at any time. I’m so happy, so grateful that I like to push any negative thoughts aside. Bury them along with my past. But they are always there, and sometimes they like to come out to haunt me more than others. But not today. Today is my day. The day.

“Luke? Lilly?” I set my stuff down and head outside to see both of my children run straight to me.

“Daddy!”

I reach down and catch them.

“Mommy said saffhire.” Luke grins.

Lilly grabs my face. “Are you ready?” And I almost laugh that my three-year-old is giving me moral support.

“I think so. We need to be a team, remember?” I’m playing dirty using the twins to get Tess to agree. But hey, I never said I was perfect.

“Kitten?” I walk toward our bedroom. A moment of doubt takes hold of me. I tried my hardest to get Tess to agree to look for houses with me, but she refused, so I had to take things into my own hands. This place is too small for all of us and the art. I try to justify my decision.

Jesus Christ, I’m almost twenty-six years old. I’ve loved her since I was eight. It’s time. I take a big breath causing both twins to give me an encouraging smile as I knock on the bedroom door. She opens it while pulling her hair up into a messy bun. Her beautiful face glows as she cocks her head in confusion.

“What’s going on?” She slips her feet into some heeled sandals. She’s gained a little weight, and her summer dress looks fantastic. Her tits are almost spilling out.

The twins giggle. “Nothing,” they sing as they jump up and down.

I glare a warning as I clear my throat. “Ready for lunch?”

“Yes, I’m starving.”

I’m shocked. Tess is never starving. I mean we’re not actually going to lunch, so this kind of puts a wrinkle in my plan.

“Great. What are we in the mood for?” I pull her in for a kiss, inhaling her vanilla scent.

“Mexican food,” she answers before the twins can shout out chicken tenders.

“Really? Okay, Mexican food it is. Is Brance joining us?”

She sighs and grabs her purse. “No, remember today is his couples’ therapy.” I don’t but smile like I do.

I get them all situated in the Bentley and text Brance.

Me: Are you really in therapy? Or is this just cover and you are at the house?” The three dots start to dance.

Brance: Shit! I really am in therapy. Why didn’t you remind me?

Me: I thought I did. No worries.

What the hell is going on with everyone today? I mean, I know they are busy with the art gallery and Jax is up to his ears in some sort of legal battle that I try not get too involved in. All it does is make him angry, so I’m supportive and there if he needs me.

I start the Bentley and give it a couple of revs. Luke loves it when I do that. Taking Tess’s pretty hand in mine, we drive toward the house. I’m trying to think of a great Mexican restaurant I can take her to after I do what I have to do at the house.

“Reed?” Tess inserts her nails in my hand.

“Ow,” I look at her.

“I asked you twice where we’re going since you are going in the opposite direction of our favorite Mexican restaurant.”

The twins start giggling again.

“Pipe down back there.” I look at them in the rearview mirror, and as soon as they see me looking at them, they laugh harder.

Tess turns around to look at them. She starts to smile. “What is so funny?” She looks at me.

“Who knows. So I thought we would make one quick stop and then lunch.” I reach for her long, smooth leg and flash her my dimples.

Her eyes narrow and she glances back at the twins who start laughing harder.

“Okay, I’ll look at the beautiful day. Look at the ocean, guys, and the seagull on the fence.” She points, distracting them enough so they can at least calm down. I’m positive that they are going to ruin the surprise, but whatever—I’m rolling with it. I pull into our new entrance and key in the code, trying my best not to let Tess see that it needs my thumbprint also. The gate buzzes and glides open. I nervously rub my hands on my jeans as I slowly pull up the slight hill to our very own paradise.

“Wow.” She’s opened her window. The slight ocean breeze kisses her face and I’m so god damn in love with her I almost ruin my own surprise.

“This is pretty magnificent.” Her eyes scan the manicured green yard with tons of blooming jasmine and large terracotta pots overflowing with azaleas. She turns to the twins.

“Okay, Daddy’s going to run and take care of some business and we are going to wait in the car.” She smiles at me. “Hurry, I’m hungry.”

“You know what, it will be faster if you guys all come in with me. This place is amazing. I’ll give you a quick tour.”

She looks at me and stares, her blue eyes sparkling.

“Come on.” I don’t wait but hop out and open the door for the twins who have both unhooked themselves from their car seats. They jump down and start running, which instantly gets Tess out.

“Guys, wait for us.” They both turn and gun it straight for us.

I grab her hand, give the twins a quick wink, and open the front door. The large French doors that lead to the outside and the ocean are open, the waves crashing close enough to hear. She glances around as she glides in. The twins walk with her, their smiles completely obvious, but Tess seems to be in awe of the house rather than our children.

“Wow, this is some place. What business partner owns this?” she says over her shoulder. Walking out into the sunny backyard, she twirls and looks over at me. Our eyes lock and I know that this is the time. I kneel down to Luke and Lilly.

“Okay, I’m going to do this. I need you guys to stay close and when I signal, Luke you bring me—”

“I know, Daddy.” He rolls his eyes.

“Lilly, be ready with the roses.”

She jumps up and down. “Yeah.”

“Wish me luck,” I whisper. As I walk toward Tess her tan back straightens slightly; it’s on full display since her dress has a huge dip in the back. Not able to help myself, I come up behind her and wrap my arms around her stomach. She leans her head back on my chest.

“This view is what it’s all about. Look at the ocean, so peaceful.”

“You’re beautiful.” My voice caresses her ear. It’s now or never and if I don’t hurry up, my kids will. I grab her by the hips and turn her. Her stunning face looks happy and her eyes widen as I kneel in front of her.

“Oh God…” Her hand goes to her throat and she looks over at our children.

“Tess.” I take her hand. “I know that you have been hurt and disappointed by me. I also know that eighteen years ago today, I laid eyes on the most beautiful girl in the whole world. I was eight and my heart told me that this was the one. Call it destiny or sheer luck at finding your soul mate, but you looked at me and I knew.”

Her eyes are already spilling with tears. I glance at my kids. Luke is throwing the ring box in the air. And Lilly’s big eyes are watching everything we do.

“I wanted to do this four years ago, and I have regretted it every day since. We don’t need to pretend like we didn’t hurt each other.”

She lets out a deep breath.

“Tess Rose Gallagher, love of my life, mother of my children, will you do me the great honor of being my wife? Will you marry me?” I say the last part loud and I hear Lilly whisper at Luke. He walks toward us, his little hands carrying a faded red velvet ring box.

“Reed… I.” She looks around, realization dawning on her.

“Be mine, Kitten. You always have been.” I take her hand and place it on my tattoo over my heart. “Say yes.” My heart is beating fast enough to make me thankful I’m in good shape.

Luke stands beside me. I take the box from him. His tiny face lights up with a grin.

I look up at her and slowly open the case. “Jesus, Reed, it’s exquisite.” She’s getting flushed and she has not said yes yet, and my stomach churns. I know she loves me, but maybe she can’t ever forgive me. Maybe my speech wasn’t enough. “Tess, if—”

“Yes, nothing in this world could make me happier.”

I stand up and jerk her to me. “You mean it?” Our lips touch.

“Of course I mean it. I love you. We may not be perfect, but no one is.”

I remove the diamond ring that belonged to my great-great-great-grandmother, Alexandrea Saddington, and slip it onto her slender finger.

She holds her hand out to admire it. “It’s almost too beautiful to wear.”

“But you can. This ring is over five carats. It was handmade by the jeweler to the queen. Seeing as my great-great-great-grandfather was a marquis, it was engraved with their initials. I’ve added ours.

“Here, Mommy.” Lilly hands Tess the dozen red roses wrapped in sapphire-colored velvet.

“Thank you, sweetheart.” She takes the roses, her eyelashes still spiky with wet tears.

“I take it this is our new home?”

And I have to taste her honeyed lips even if it’s only for a second. I claim her mouth as I always have, only this time she finally has my ring.

“Yes, I hope you like it.”

She doesn’t break our connection. “It’s beyond amazing and completely unnecessary.”

“I disagree. We have two guest houses. Brance will have his own house considering he seems to never be leaving.” I grin.

“You’re so smart.” Her raspy voice goes straight to my dick.

“Do you want a tour or should we get some food?”

“I think food then maybe a tour tomorrow after we drop the twins at preschool.”

I can’t help but smile as my brain conjures up exactly where I want to fuck her first. “Hmm, I like that. Food it is. Kids, let’s go eat.”
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TESS

Present day – twenty-six years old

Los Angeles, CA

 

The crowd roars and I look around for Reed. He’s standing two feet behind me near the concession stand, watching me while he’s on his stupid phone.

Guns and Roses’ “Welcome to the Jungle” is starting to play. Axl Rose’s scream is a sure signal that the Los Angeles Kings are getting ready to come out. Damn it, this is my favorite part.

The Staples Center is packed full of rabid die-hard Kings fans. I feel like I’m the only one who’s not in a Kings jersey. I had one on with some cute jeans, but Reed made me change into a dress. Sometimes it’s easier to pick your battles.

“Can I get you anything else?” The woman smiles at me as she sets down a beer and a bottle of water along with some absolutely disgusting delicious nachos. Reed, of course, has a private suite, so I could have waited to be served. But he had to take this phone call. And I’m craving nachos. So I decided to get some before we close ourselves off from everyone else. I pay and thank her. Reaching for the nachos and water, I debate how best to situate everything so as not to be wearing beer on my outfit.

“More Mexican food, Kitten?” Reed’s voice sends a shiver of excitement down my spine.

“Here, let me.” He gives me an eye roll as he looks at my water and reaches for his beer. The poor girl who served me seems to be spellbound by my fiancé. I roll my eyes back at him.

“You know I’m on a kick.”

“A three-month kick,” he groans. I greedily hold my nachos away from him.

He eyes me and glances down at them. “Eat them up, babe. Trust me, they’re all yours.” His lips twitch.

I nibble on a chip as he punches in our code and holds the door open for me.

“Thanks.” I wink at him, and he swats my butt as I enter.

“You’re very welcome.”

“Hey.” I swirl on him then back away as I tease him with one of my tortilla chips loaded with dripping cheese, tomatoes, and sour cream. A big blob of sour cream falls to the floor.

“Shoot.” I stuff the chip in my mouth. Setting my nachos on the L-shaped bar, I grab some white cloth napkins. As I kneel and clean up the sour cream, I can’t help but admire Reed’s defined legs. Even in jeans, his incredible body is easy to see. I toss the napkin and crawl over to where he’s standing with his arms crossed and his dimples on display. “You’re going to miss your favorite part. All the lasers and the guys getting introduced.”

I glance over at the window. He’s right. My light show is on. White spotlights scan the arena as the crowd starts to feed on one another’s energy and the green and blue lasers zap across the black ice. The music takes over and the crowd goes wild as the lasers and spotlights move to the pulsing beat. I turn back to him, his swollen bulge right in front of me. I could reach out and stroke it if I was brave. But someone could see, so I start to get up.

“Scaredy cat.” He snorts and his hands twist in my thick hair.

“Hardly. I just…” I look around the suite. It’s only us but with at least nine TVs on the wall, it’s as though we’re sitting next to everyone. In a flash and a scream from Axl, the white lights come on and the announcer says, “Yourrrr Los Angeles Kings!” The horn blows and the fans go crazy as the Kings take the ice. And Reed has his hands in my hair, inching me closer to his pretty obvious erection. I blink and because I love his dick, I reach up and massage it through his jeans.

“Take it out.” It’s a command.

I almost pull back. Even in a suite, someone could maybe see. Also, I hate him bossing me. Unfortunately, my body hasn’t received that memo and I’m instantly wet at the tone of his voice. I bite my lip. No one can see, right? I reach up and unbutton his jeans. The strobe light effect takes over the suite and I unzip him fast. I take a quick breath and make a rash decision and pull his jeans down. In the last nine months that we have been back together, I have yet to see Reed wear underwear. I know he has some—they’re nicely folded in his drawer.

His thick, happy cock jerks as my lips reach over and I gently suck his tip. My tongue swirls around the vein at the bottom and his hands clench my hair tightly, his breathing harsh even with all the noise. I open wide and take him in so far he hits the back of my throat and I gag and pull back glaring at him.

He looks down at me, a small, evil grin on his lips. “That was not me. You’re the one going straight for deep throating.”

I ignore him as I gently start again. At first, I concentrate on his slit and tip. Mostly because it doesn’t make me gag and hurt my jaw. But I’m greedy, so I bob up and down on him. He doesn’t close his eyes—only watches as I try my hardest to get half of him into my mouth.

“Fuck,” he breathes out. “I’m not coming in your mouth.” His hands reach under my arms, causing me to pop off him. He pulls me up and our mouths fuse together. My hands scan his hard-muscled chest and I can’t help but groan.

“I’m going to fuck you, Tess.”

“Yes,” I moan into his lips as he walks us backward. It’s not until I feel the cool glass do I realize that he’s serious.

“Wait.” I look around. It’s dark and the Kings are playing, so hypothetically speaking, everyone should be watching hockey.

He turns me, and my hands hold me steady on the glass. Reed is behind me. Now I know why he insisted I wear a dress tonight even going so far as to suggest which one.

“You think anyone is going to watch me fuck you? Watch you come all over my cock?” His hands slide up each side of my legs as his mouth attacks my neck.

“I… We can’t do this. Reed,” I whimper as he kicks my legs apart and his hands make their way inside me.

“You’re so god damn wet. This turns you on, doesn’t it baby? Look out there. Watch them and think at any moment, they could turn and see me making you come.”

His one hand is rubbing small circles with two of his fingers on my clit; the other is finger fucking me deep, rubbing my G-spot. I lean my forehead against the cold glass, thankful for the chill because I’m on fire, a volcano ready to blow. And then I do. I come as Reed whispers in my ear what a naughty girl I am. I barely have time to catch my breath, which is frosting the glass. He pulls my hips back, tugs my skirt up over my ass, and enters me with one deep thrust.

“Christ,” he groans.

His body is still as I take a little more of him. Until he is so deep I can feel his tight, hard balls on my ass as he fucks me. My hands slide down the glass and I can’t help but groan. My already sensitive clit is throbbing. My eyes are wild as I watch the crowd, horrified, yet with every thrust and stroke of Reed’s cock, I don’t seem to care. In fact, what would I do if someone looked up and saw us?

“Oh my God,” I groan at the mere thought.

Reed reaches around and starts rubbing my clit. “Yeah, Kitten… that’s it, baby. Look out there and find someone watching you, and then come.” His dirty voice and hard cock send me into a heart-skipping orgasm.

“Jesus… that’s it. Squeeze my cock.” His fingers grip my hips harder and my hands are bouncing on the glass.

“Fuck, I’m going to—” He grunts as he comes deep inside me, his body jerking. We both collapse against the glass and that’s when the horn goes off. The house lights go on as everyone gets to their feet to dance at the Kings scoring the first goal. Reed gently pulls out. Then he straightens my dress and gives me a second to steady myself on my feet.

“Holy God, that was incredible.” I lean in to kiss him as he tucks himself back into his jeans. “That was move-the-earth sex.”

He laughs and pulls me close and kisses me. We are sticky, smell like each other, and I had sex in the middle of a pro hockey game. I should be horrified. Instead I happily sink into the couch and reach for my cold nachos.

“I’ll get you some fresh. You want a drink, my love?”

“No, thanks. My doctor said it’s bad for me to drink when I’m pregnant so…” I cross my legs feeling my underwear—it’s a wet mess.

Reed’s back is to me as he pours himself a drink. He stiffens. Turning, he kneels beside me still holding the bottle of gin.

“What did you say?” His turquoise eyes caress my face, breasts, then drop to my stomach. He sets the bottle down and lays his hand on me.

“I’m two months pregnant.” I look down at him. His dark curls are all I can see. “Reed?”

He raises his face. Tears swim in his beautiful eyes. “Really? And you’re happy?”

I wince at that comment because I’m thrilled. I stopped taking the pill months ago. Every month I got my period, I knew more and more I was not only ready but was disappointed when it didn’t happen.

I cup his face. “I kept thinking I would start because I wasn’t sick like I was with the twins. After I counted the days it had been since my last period, I thought maybe.”

“That and you won’t stop eating Mexican food.” He grins.

“Well, I was doing that before. Anyway, I made an appointment and the doctor’s office called this morning.”

“So you want it?”

I lean into him. “I want this baby more than you can imagine.” I trace his full lips with my finger.

“Although, I’m not the best pregnant person.”

He cocks his head. “I’m going to be with you every step. This baby is everything.” His eyes almost glow with excitement.

“Marry me tomorrow? We can fly to Vegas and you will finally be mine!”

I stand up and get some ice for my water. “I’m already yours.” I pour myself some water, take his hand, and pull him to the leather couch.

“Reed…” I take a deep breath and look into his beautiful eyes—they are so hopeful, so happy, I almost forget what I’m saying. “I love you. I always have. We both have done things that are so…” I wave my hand trying to find the word.

“Abhorrent?” he says.

“Yes.” I nod. “I’d say that’s a nice way to describe our behavior. We’re human. We made mistakes, but we have grown. When I was in the hospital on bed rest, I had nothing but time to hate and blame you. And to be honest, it worked. I was able to hurt you through Luke and Lilly.”

“Kitten, this doesn’t matter—”

I put my finger against his lips. “It does. The man you are now is so much more attractive and appealing than the man you were before.” I take a breath because that came out fast.

“If we hadn’t been the people we were in the past and done what we did, we never would have gotten to where we are now. This very minute. And I really like us.” I scoot closer, my mouth almost touching his full lips. I take a breath of his air and say, “In fact, I like you better every day. So if that continues until we’re old, think how much I’ll like you then.” I laugh.

He doesn’t reply, only kisses me and I feel his love with every cell in my body.

“You are my one true passion. Whether I’ve hated you or loved you.” And it’s true he’s always been inside my head and heart.

“I don’t understand. I love you… marry me. I used to think you deserved a better man. But fuck that, you deserve me. No one will ever love or accept you like I do.” His lips caress my eyes as they tear up. “I know you, and I need all your shit that you hate about yourself.” He pulls back so I can look at him. “I mean it—all your OCD and your neurotic tendencies are some of the things that always drew me to you. Because it takes a strong person to fight that battle and come out even stronger.” I’m crying and laughing and the arena is screaming and the horn just went off again. “All I need is to wake up and have you and my children next to me. All our money could vanish tomorrow, but as long as we have our Luke, Lilly, and this little guy”—he places his hand on my stomach—“we have everything.” He smiles and there it is: my smile, the one that lights up his whole face and makes me fall in love with him all over again.

“We’ll get everyone together and go to Vegas tonight. We can be married tomorrow.”

“Oh, I’m not marrying you until after the baby is born.” I lean over trying to get him to kiss me again.

He leans back. “What are you talking about? You’re pregnant.”

I almost laugh at the look on his face as I wipe away my tears and try to make sure mascara isn’t on my cheeks.

“Yes, I am.” I smile “So?”

“So? I… we need to get married, Tess. This isn’t a joke. We have two kids already and you’re…” He looks genuinely shocked.

I push him back and straddle him. “I can’t wait to marry you,” I say, grabbing hold of his face as he tries to move me off him. “I can’t, but I want a wedding. I’ve had my dress picked out in my head since I was fifteen. I want to say my vows somewhere spectacular. Be able to drink Cristal and eat strawberries. This will be my day. No one will be able to take it away. This is it for me. When I say, ‘I do’ that means forever.”

I playfully rub myself on his growing erection. He grabs my hips and thrusts against me for a moment then gently lifts me off him. He walks to the window where the game is on display. If the noise level is any indication, it’s a good night for the Kings. Reed’s head is down giving me a perfect view of his gorgeous profile. He sighs and uses both hands to go through his hair then turns and silently stares at me.

I shift on the couch and take a sip of cool water, still tasting him on my lips.

“You seriously want a princess wedding? After all we’ve been through? With three kids sitting watching their parents get married? You want that?”

I stand up and walk to him. His greedy eyes narrow and watch my every move. I stop a couple inches away, our energy so powerful that it vibrates through me like music that steals your breath away.

“I do. I want every little bit of it. I deserve it and so do you. I want to stand in front of everyone and claim you.”

A slow smile kisses his lips. “If that’s what you want, then that’s what you will have.” Suddenly he jerks me into his arms. “I’m not happy about this. I was excited about making you legally mine,” he growls.

“I know,” I whisper as I lift up on my toes and kiss him.

He pulls back. “We’re going to have a baby, Kitten.”

This time instead of crying, I laugh. “We are, we really are.”
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REED

Twenty-seven years old

The Saddington Estate, New York

 

I stand and wait in my tux outside our family mansion. The day couldn’t be better. It’s sunny and there’s not a cloud in the sky. My twin is at my side. The love of my life is about to be my wife. What could possibly put a damper on my happiness?

Our wedding is taking place by the old gazebo and duck pond. Row after row of white chairs line the green manicured lawn. A long crimson red carpet is rolled to the end where thousands of white and red roses are placed. The elite and entitled of the world sit and wait. All their colorful dresses and hats remind me of opening night at the Met. None of them matter though. I’m doing this for her. She wants to play princess for a day. Who am I to deny her? Not that I have ever been one to deny her anything. I can’t help but smirk that Tess decided my grandfather’s estate was where she wanted us to say our vows.

“You okay?” Jax stands with sunglasses on and I curse myself for not thinking about that. The photographer is buzzing around the posh event snapping photos. I’m not only blinded by the sun but also reminded that I’m probably squinting in every shot. Whatever, none of these pictures matter without Tess in them anyway. I look down at my polished black shoes and take a breath.

“I’m fine. It’s hot out.” Although I seem to be the only one with sweat on my brow. Jax looks cool and fresh. A voice clears and we both turn to Brance who looks like he should be doing a photo shoot instead of giving away the bride. Casually he glides over to where Jax and I wait.

“What’s wrong?” I snarl unable to help it.

“Relax,” he whispers, flashing the rich assholes in the front a big white smile. “We had a little wardrobe malfunction. Lana is on it.” He’s saying all this like he’s telling me the weather. He straightens his gold-and-diamond cuff link.

My hands clench. “Brance, what the fuck are you talking about?” I’m full-on sweating now and small rivulets trickle down my back.

He smiles again at an old lady who’s a friend of my father’s. I glance at her then glare at him.

“She leaked through the satin.”

“What?”

“You heard me.” He stares me straight in the eyes.

Jax starts laughing and not like a chuckle. He throws back his head and laughs. If we weren’t standing in front of hundreds of noisy people, I would punch him.

“I’m sorry, but who cares? What, she has like a small dot on her breast? Please tell me that is not why I’m standing out here sweating like a pig.” I almost spit out the last part.

Brance sighs and looks at Jax. Like he would be any help? He can’t even stop laughing.

“Reed, I understand that you are anxious…”

“I’m not anxious—I’m almost frantic. Get Tess out here now, Brance. I don’t care if she’s wearing a sweatshirt. I will be saying my vows with Tess in ten minutes.” I puff out some air, giving a quick look at the guests. Then I look up at the hundred twinkling lights that hang down from the large oak tree. Tess decided that she only wanted white and red roses. So lights play a big part of the dramatic effect she and Brance came up with. The sit-down dinner will be under a large chandelier that is also hanging from the oak tree. I must admit it turned out better than I originally thought.

“Clearly you didn’t hear me. Her breasts leaked milk on her couture satin gown. It’s white and satin.” He looks at me like I should instantly get this.

My face grows hot and I take a breath and look at Jax. He has stopped laughing enough so to say, “How can we help? I mean why didn’t she nurse Brendan before?” He bites his lip trying not to start laughing again.

“Well, that’s just it. She did, but she is producing a lot of milk since apparently Reed—”

“Okay, enough,” I say. “How much longer? Did you have a new dress delivered?”

He snorts as if that is the stupidest thing he’s ever heard. “No, Lana is trying to tape the veil so that it covers it.”

“Okay, but what happens when I kiss her?” I glance around the beautiful yard. Maybe New York isn’t the place for us.

“Reed?” Jax’s hand is on my shoulder bringing me back to my reality that Tess is late because of breast leakage.

“Brance, I swear to God, fix this. I don’t care who you call or how much money I have to spend. Get her a dress.”

“Relax. I have it all worked out. After you lift the veil for the kiss, place it back down. Walk her down the aisle. Lana and I will take her to the pink suite, and we’ll put her in her reception bridal dress. He gestures like an explosion has gone off. “Problem solved.”

“Jesus Christ.” I wince and look around, hoping no one heard me. “Get me my bride.” I pinch my nose.

“Oh, Reed, I have grown to completely love you. That being said, patience is a virtue.” Before I can strangle him, he spins on his stupid designer shoes and disappears toward where Tess is kept.

“Jax, I swear to God.”

“Reed, it’s going to be fine. I had no idea you were into the breast milk.” His mouth twitches. And I can’t help it. This is so absurd that I start laughing.

Thankfully we have an orchestra and the conductor must feel that things are not running smoothly because he lifts his hands and the outdoor venue vibrates with violins.

“Take a breath then look.” Jax nudges me. The music changes and everyone gasps. Murmurs of “beautiful,” “stunning” fill the air, yet they’re not needed as I watch my five-year-old daughter walk down the crimson-red carpet. Her long, dark curly hair is pulled up so you can see her exotic face. Her green eyes aim at me and then Jax, and she smiles as she gracefully tosses the flowers. And it’s at that very moment that I know I can die a truly happy man. This child has my heart. I must inhale because Jax has his hand on my shoulder, tears in his eyes.

“I would give anything to have what you have.” It’s so soft that I almost don’t think I heard him correctly.

“One day, Jax. One day you will look at someone and you will know.”

“Might not be in the cards for me. Or maybe I just missed her. How would I even know?”

Claire and David walk down next. She arches an eyebrow at me. Or at least I think she does; her face still barely moves. I give her my best smile because as ridiculous as Claire is, she has turned out to be a good grandmother. David looks at me and we share a moment. He nods and I have to grin. He gets it. Hell, he lived it with me.

“You know how you’ll know?” My eyes follow my daughter and over to Brendan, my six-month-old baby. He sleeps on Jay’s shoulder, his fat cheeks looking angelic. “You’ll be willing to die for them. When you feel that, you know you’ve found her.”

My parents are next. They look so happy and proud. Behind them is Luke in a tuxedo identical to mine. I give him an approving nod. He smiles back, his dimples out in full force. He carries the white satin ring pillow with not much enthusiasm. Luke’s not much into getting dressed up, so Tess and I had to bribe him with a Guardians of the Galaxy Lego set. I have never thought of myself as a spiritual man, but as I look at my son and daughter, I can only hope and believe that they will one day meet their soul mates. One day they will love someone so fiercely that they will risk it all to have them.

Lana emerges with Andrew. She looks beautiful if not slightly sad. But she’s here today and that’s all that matters. Thinking about Robert, I grit my teeth in frustration. He still hasn’t spoken to Tess or even met his grandchildren. What kind of father doesn’t come to his daughter’s wedding? According to Lana, he is still waiting for an apology. Good luck with that. My eyes glide back to my twins and Holly, Robert and Lana’s six-year-old daughter.

It shouldn’t bother me, but I secretly think Tess believed he would show up, so it does bother me. Lana makes her way to her spot bringing the twins and her daughter with her, Luke’s and Lilly’s dark hair such a contrast from Holly’s platinum blond it makes my heart squeeze. Tess made Holly one of her bridesmaids. She’s painfully shy, so we decided it was best if she waited for Luke and Lilly rather than walk down the aisle in front of everyone. I watch my daughter whisper something to Holly, and they both giggle. I almost roll my eyes. It’s karma coming back to kill me. Lilly is way too smart and beautiful for her own good.

The orchestra switches from playing “Wedding March” to Wagner’s “Here Comes The Bride” from Lohengrin and my gaze zooms to the end of the red carpet where I swear to God a halo surrounds Tess. It’s the sun or maybe it’s the universe saying this is right.

I must still be breathing because my chest is moving and my heart is beating as I stare at her. She stands with Brance looking like the goddess she is. She wanted her fairy-tale wedding, and besides her leaking breasts, she’s getting it. She walks toward me, her shoulders back, no veil covering that stunning face. Instead it drapes casually over her long curls and floats over her breasts. Her long shimmering train sparkles as she moves. I’m lightheaded, and it’s almost surreal as if we’ve done this before and maybe more than once. Blinking away my déjà vu moment, I focus on her and her face, which is glowing. Her large cat eyes stare at me as she arches an eyebrow and smirks.

I flash her my dimples as she and Brance move closer. She smiles back and I reach for my heart and my tattoo. Everyone has their moments that change them for good or bad. I have had many, but they have all revolved around Tess. I blow out some air and blink back tears. I have no idea why this moment is so profoundly important to me. None of this changes the way I’ve always felt about her. Maybe it’s that everything is now as it should be for me. Or maybe it’s that I’m still that much of a dick that I’m finally marrying the love of my life and she’s mine. But deep down inside, I know it’s not any of that. This is about both of us. We have loved and lost and now live in the moment and I can’t take my eyes off her.

Suddenly she’s reaching for me, and Brance nods as if he truly is giving her away. She cocks her head at me and gently she moves next to me.

“I love you more than you will ever know. I will love you forever.” It comes out of me and vaguely I hear people murmuring awws.

“Okay, Reed.” Her puffy lips break into a smile as she winks and turns to the justice of the peace.

Okay, Reed—it floats over me like the softest blanket. One of the first things she ever said to me twenty years ago. I turn her to face me because all I want, no all I need, is to see her.

Her eyes caress my face and she squeezes my hand awakening me from somewhat of a trance. It’s like I’m in a Peanuts movie where all I hear is the adults saying wa, waa, wa, waa!

Instead it’s the nice man with silver hair legally binding Tess to me forever.

So I say, “I do.”

And she says, “I do.”

And all is right.

 

 

THE END




 

 

This completes Tess and Reed’s love story, but don’t worry. You’ll see them again in Jax and Ava’s story!

 

But first, remember David? Well, I’d like to introduce you to his cousin Jason and his girl Eve. I’m very excited to bring you all into the world of The Disciples, my new MC novel!

 

 

The Disciples Coming 2019

 

Blade McCormick is not a nice guy.

 

He’s pure adrenaline and smells like smoke and leather—the kind of guy you look at and know he’s going to be a combination of nasty and irresistible. The moment I allowed myself to touch his hot skin and kiss his full lips, I. Was. Done.

 

Like currency, I’ve become part of a transaction. Blade took me to pay off a debt. I try to tell myself, Eve, you should hate him. He’s a bad guy. But then again, I’m not a good girl. Blade’s the president of the Disciples, the notorious motorcycle club. I should be frightened, yet somehow, he doesn’t scare me. If anything, I think I scare him.

 

It takes a lot of work to become the club’s Queen, but I’ll stop at nothing to have the King!




 

 

[image: ]

Website: http://www.cassandrafayerobbins.com

Facebook: http://www.facebook.com/cassandrafayerobbins/

Twitter: https://twitter.com/CassFayeRobbins | @CassFayeRobbins

IG: www.instagram.com/cassandrafayerobbins/ | @CassandraFayeRobbins

Amazon Author Page: https://amzn.to/2NFrCfK

Goodreads:  http://bit.ly/CassandraRobbins

Newsletter: www.cassandrafayerobbins.com

Bookbub: http://bit.ly/BookBubCassandraRobbins

Personal Facebook Group: https://www.facebook.com/groups/cassiessassycrew/




 

 

[image: ]

The Entitled Duet

 

The Entitled




 

 

[image: ]

First and always, to my husband and my two beautiful children. Their patience when I’m trying to figure out how to do this self-publishing journey is amazing.

My brother Chris and his wife Dahlia, my baby brother, Duke, and Jake—I’m so lucky to have you. My dad and Susie, my Minnesota family, thank you for all your support.

My editor Nikki Busch: not only are you the best at what you do, you are also a good friend. To my PR company, The Next Step: Kiki and the girls are amazing. Colleen Oppenheim I can’t tell you how much I appreciate everything you do for me, and I’m so grateful to have your expertise and help. Thank you!

To my incredibly talented cover designer Michele Catalano Creative. You amaze me at how you just understand my vision and bring it to life. Thank you. To Elaine York, you’re a master at making the inside of my books look incredible.

My betas Ann Marie, Annie, Regina, Sarah, and Colleen thank you from the bottom of my heart. I asked you guys to read The Enlightened fast and get back to me. All of you are fabulous.

To my author friends who have become a huge support system. Leslie McAdam, Auden Dar, Naomi Springthorp, Bex Dane, Marika Ray, Cece Ferrell-Krapes, L. M. Halloran, Tempi Lark I could go on and on. Lastly, I thank you, my readers. You are what matter. I hope you enjoyed Tess and Reed’s journey. If I didn’t mention you, you’ll be mentioned next time.




 

 

[image: ]

[image: ]

 

Cassandra Robbins has threatened to write a romance novel for years. After a stint as an actress, she finally let the voices take over. She’s a self-proclaimed hopeless romantic driven to create obsessive, angst-filled characters who have to fight for their happily ever after. Cassandra resides in Los Angeles with her hot husband, two beautiful children, and fluffy Samoyed, Stanley. Her family and friends are her lifeline, but writing is her passion.

images/00031.jpeg
chapter 25






images/00030.jpeg
chapter 24






images/00033.jpeg
chapter 27






images/00032.jpeg
chapter 26






images/00035.jpeg
chapter 29






images/00034.jpeg
chapter 28






images/00037.jpeg
epilogue






images/00036.jpeg
chapter 30






cover.jpeg





images/00028.jpeg
chapter 23






images/00027.jpeg
chapter 22






images/00029.jpeg
a8 )





images/00020.jpeg
chapter 15






images/00022.jpeg
chapter 17






images/00021.jpeg
chapter 16






images/00024.jpeg
chapter 19






images/00023.jpeg
chapter 18






images/00026.jpeg
chapter 21






images/00025.jpeg
chapter 20






images/00017.jpeg
chapter 13






images/00016.jpeg
chapter 12






images/00019.jpeg
a8 )





images/00018.jpeg
chapter 14






images/00011.jpeg
chapter 8






images/00010.jpeg
chapter 7






images/00013.jpeg
chapter 10






images/00012.jpeg
chapter 9






images/00015.jpeg
chapter 11






images/00014.jpeg
a8 )





images/00040.jpeg
acknowledgements





images/00042.jpeg





images/00041.jpeg
about the author






images/00039.jpeg
other books






images/00038.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg
table of contents






images/00001.jpeg
NLIGHTENED

CASSANDRA
ROBBINS





images/00004.jpeg
chapter 2






images/00003.jpeg
chapter 1






images/00006.jpeg
chapter 3






images/00005.jpeg
a8 )





images/00008.jpeg
chapter 5






images/00007.jpeg
chapter 4






images/00009.jpeg
chapter 6






