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   Dedication
 
   This book is dedicated to Jennifer Lawrence. I don’t know her but I think she’s pretty awesome. She makes it okay to have vagina armpits. She can flip off the camera with an Oscar in her hand and still look graceful. She can trip in front of the world and laugh at herself.  She doesn’t let a formal dress get in the way of her love for Doritos. She likes Big Mac’s and doesn’t apologize for it. Because she talks about shitting herself on live TV like it’s no big deal.  Because she admits she’s hungry. She makes the rest of us realize it’s okay to be yourself and we don’t have to apologize for it.  I don’t think we hear that enough. Be yourself and never apologize for it. 
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   There is love of course. And then there's life, its enemy.  - Jean Anouilh
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   Prologue - Katherine and Michael 3 years ago
 
    
 
   My life is pretty amazing, and I’m feeling truly blessed. Lying on a peaceful beach under the stars, listening to the waves crash against the shore, and breathing in the saltwater air with the boy who stole my heart is right where I want to be. I can’t believe in less than a month we’ll be in college! I glance over at Michael who’s gazing intently at me.
 
    “Michael, why are you looking at me when you’re surrounded by such a breathtaking view?”  
 
   Pulling my hand to his mouth, he kisses my ring finger almost as if promising me the future, and my heart skips a beat. 
 
   “The only breathtaking view is you, the rest is just scenery. I love you more than anything. You know that, right?” 
 
   He has the cutest little smirk on his face as he gives me a quick kiss. God he’s sexy. 
 
   “I do. I know that more than anything else in this world. You are my true love, Michael Matthews; the only thing in my life besides my friendship with Jess that I know is real. You have my heart and soul. I just hope that in a few weeks, when we’re back in school, we can still find time to come out here to just be us.” 
 
   “All of this—the ocean, stars, sky and full moon—are nothing if you aren’t here with me to witness them all. Nothing will change once we’re in school except maybe how much time we get to spend here. Instead of the whole night, we may have to just make it a quickie every once in a while.”
 
    He winks his beautiful baby blue eyes at me. I shove against him and squeal, “Who says romance is dead? So once we hit college, instead of making love to me I get reduced to quickies?” 
 
   Michael rolls me over and lies on top of me, his mouth so close to mine I can taste his breath. “Even if it’s a quickie, it is still making love to the woman that I love and adore more than anything in this world. Speaking of quickies… are you ready for round two?” Laughing, he slowly leans in and kisses me, soft and tender, slowly sliding his tongue into my mouth. It’s the sweetest kiss; my tongue meets his in perfect harmony.  
 
   I love being with Michael. He is my first everything—first love, first kiss, first boyfriend, first sexual partner—and hopefully my last of all of those, too. He knows all there is to know about me and loves me anyway. Michael has seen me at my most vulnerable, is sensitive of my fears, and doesn’t care that just about anything happy or sad makes me cry almost instantly. He also knows exactly where and how to touch me to make me melt in his arms.  Just as he begins to glide his hands up my shirt, tenderly caressing my breasts, the blanket starts to vibrate. 
 
   “Whoa, cowboy, don’t go getting any freaky ideas now,” I say to him, laughing as he reaches for his phone. 
 
   “It’s my mom again. This is the third time she’s called in the past half hour,” he sighs. 
 
   “Michael, answer your phone. She never calls; maybe it’s an emergency.” 
 
   “If it was an emergency she would call you, too. She doesn’t call you her honorary daughter for no reason.” 
 
   It’s true. If Claire had her way, Michael and I would be married already.  “True, but please answer it anyway. It’s making me nervous. Besides, once she has her say we can finish what we were just starting.” 
 
   He kisses me quickly, sits up, and answers.
 
   “Hey, Mom. No, I didn’t feel it go off because it’s on vibrate. Mom, slow down. What’s wrong? It’s okay, Mom. Please slow down. I can’t understand you. Where are you?” 
 
   Michael looks scared—I mean, really panicked—this can’t be good. I hop up and start packing things while he’s talking, searching through my bag, trying to find the keys to my car. “Okay, Mom, I got it. UCLA. We’ll meet you there as soon as we can. Yes, Katherine and I. Okay, calm down. I don’t understand… why are you screaming? I hear you but I just don’t understand. We’ll be there within the hour. I will be safe, I promise.” 
 
   I have everything ready, grabbing what I can and handing him the rest. 
 
   “Michael, what happened? Is your mom okay? Is everything okay?” 
 
   We’re walking rapidly to the car, and I am practically running to keep up with him. 
 
   “My dad was in an accident. It’s bad, Katherine. Really, really bad. They don’t know if he’s going to make it. My mom is out of her mind. She kept telling me to leave you home and I don’t understand why. My dad loves you like his own and so does she. I think she’s in shock. We need to hurry—she wasn’t making any sense. They’re in the emergency room at UCLA, waiting for news. I guess my dad must have been doing business in the area to be all the way down there or something. Do you think we can stay at your new condo tonight? It’s right by the hospital, and that way we can have a place to rest if we need one.”  
 
   Michael is talking a mile a minute without taking a breath, and as usual, thinking ahead at the same time. Normally, this is where I laugh at his ‘tell’ of being obviously stressed out, but this time it isn’t funny. On the contrary, it’s very serious. My head is spinning. Michael keeps talking. He’s concerned for his dad and so am I. I love Grant and don’t understand why Claire wouldn’t want me to be there. I had lunch with Grant today at work and he didn’t mention that anything was wrong. I unlock the car, quickly throwing the stuff in the back. Michael looks terrified and a few tears run down his face. He throws the stuff in, grabs me around the waist, and just hugs me tightly.  I break away, because as much as I know he needs emotional comfort right now, and I want to give it to him, we need to get to the hospital. In case something happens, he needs to be able to say goodbye; I know that more than anyone. 
 
   “Michael, let’s go. We can stay at the condo if we need to. All the furniture was delivered last week and the utilities were turned on today. I have the key on my key ring, so it isn’t a problem.” 
 
   We hop in the car and head toward the freeway. This has to be the slowest ride in history, although I know we’re making great time. Why does time have to drag when there’s a crisis? Why can’t it speed up like when you spend the day doing something fun and it is over before you know it? Kind of like today—the most amazing day ending on such a horrible note. 
 
   My mom used to always say that bad things happen when the full moon rises. Tonight is the fullest of full moons for sure. She used to always say the one thing that counteracts all the bad that happens when there’s a full moon are all the babies that are born. The rate of babies being born on a full moon doubles that of an average night. I can still hear her voice all these years later, “Katie, you are the ray of sunshine that came out of our full moon delivery. Well, you and the other twelve babies in the nursery that night”. She would always smile and give me a hug. I miss her so much. I miss that feeling, and I don’t want Michael to know what that feels like, ever. 
 
   Losing Grant would devastate him—they’re so close. It would devastate me, too. Grant is a pseudo-dad to me. I have known him since I was in elementary school, and for the most part he’s treated me better than my own dad. Grant and my dad are business partners and good friends. Crap, I wonder if anyone has told my dad yet. I guess I’ll find out and call him from the hospital if not. I work for them in their office during summers and breaks and sometimes on the weekends. It’s mostly just filing, answering phones, taking messages, and getting coffee. During the summers, Grant will take me to lunch at least once a week and we’ll catch up on things. I’m so worried about him, and after glancing over at Michael I’m worried about him, too. 
 
   “Michael, it’s going to be okay. I know it will. Your dad is strong and he loves you too much to leave you.” 
 
   I grab his hand, lacing my fingers through his; he’s squeezing my hand hard. My heart is breaking for him. I know how he feels—I wouldn’t wish that feeling on anyone. 
 
   “Katherine I’m just really scared and I know I have to be there for my mom. I’m just hoping I can keep it together.” 
 
   “Baby, you be there for your mom and I’ll be there for you. I promise we’ll all get through this.”
 
   Finally, we pull into the hospital parking lot, and I pull right up to the emergency room door. 
 
   “Get out and go find your mom. I’ll park and come find you. I love you with all my heart. Whatever happens, I’m here.” 
 
   Leaning over he kisses me quickly. “I love you, too, babe. More than anything. I’m so glad you’re with me—I don’t know what I’d do without you.” 
 
   He jumps out of the car and runs inside. I find a place to park and steady myself a bit. I hate hospitals, especially emergency rooms. That’s where we found out my mom had died, even though we knew she left us before we even got there. 
 
   I take a deep breath, grab my purse, and lock the car. Once inside, I look around but don’t see them anywhere in the waiting room. Seeking out the triage nurse, I ask about Grant, “Can you tell me where I can find a patient by the name of Grant Matthews?” 
 
   The nurse looks up at me with gentle eyes and tells me they have moved him up to the surgical floor. She gives me directions and I thank her. I feel sick to my stomach. Surgery. That means it’s serious. I know Michael said it was, but I was hoping that Claire was exaggerating. She does that sometimes, not in a bad way, just in her own way. Stepping off the elevator, I see them in the surgical waiting room.
 
   I walk in and try to give Claire a hug, but she turns away from me. Michael looks so upset, worse than he did when I dropped him off in front. I kneel down in front of him and take his hands in mine. 
 
   “Michael, did something else happen to your dad?” 
 
   Claire answers for him, her voice dripping with rage and contempt. “Something else as in what, Katherine? It’s bad enough with the business issues, but now the accident? Is that what you’re referring to? He has massive brain injuries, a skull fracture, a collapsed lung, his liver is lacerated, he’s bleeding internally, and has a bunch of other broken bones. The doctors don’t think he will pull through and it’s all your fault! You and your crook of a father and that stupid company of his! Don’t even try to play innocent and look like a deer caught in the headlights. You knew and you didn’t warn him! Grant treated you like a daughter and now we may lose him.”
 
   Claire can barely get the words out—she’s sobbing hysterically, Michael’s crying, and so am I.  I don’t have a clue what’s going on. I’m so scared and so sad that she’s blaming me for this accident. What could I possibly have done? 
 
   I look up at Michael, my eyes pleading with his for a clue—anything to help me figure this out. 
 
   Michael pulls me outside, clearly as confused as I am. “Katherine, I need you here, but obviously something else has happened to upset her and I need to get to the bottom of it. I’m so sorry my mom said all those nasty things to you; she’s definitely worked up over something and really doesn’t want you here. I’m going to straighten this out, I promise, but right now I need to focus on my dad. Please, baby, go to the condo and wait there. I don’t know when I will be there, but I’ll meet you once things calm down here. If something changes, I’ll call you. I love you more than anything, but please, for me, just go.” 
 
   Michael is wiping away my tears. I reach up and wipe his away, too—such a loving gesture in the middle of total devastation. My heart feels broken. 
 
   “Okay, I’ll go, but I will wait up for you. I’m going to stop in the chapel on my way out to say some prayers and light a candle for your dad. I love you.” 
 
   After giving him a quick kiss on the lips, I leave with a heavy heart. It kills me not to be here for him. Above all else, he’s been my best friend since second grade, and I feel like I’m abandoning him. 
 
   After leaving the hospital chapel, I walk out to my car and just sit for a minute. My hands are shaking and I can’t stop crying. Taking a few deep breaths, I wipe away my tears and tell myself to focus. There’s a grocery store and deli right down the street. There is absolutely nothing in the condo to eat or drink—not that anyone is going to be hungry—but it would be nice to have something in the house. I stop and grab a sandwich platter from the all-night deli and a few pastries, and then run into the store for a few things. Think, Katherine. What do you need here? My mind moves into overdrive as I grab the essentials—some water, juice, soda, coffee, toiletries, and paper goods. If I can’t be at the hospital to help, at least I can have some of the necessities for them once they get to my place.
 
   I head home. It feels so strange to call it home, especially since I have never even spent the night there yet. Michael and I were planning on “breaking in” the new place tomorrow night before Jess moves in next week. My condo and my new car are both graduation presents from my dad. I know he means well, and I love not having to drive back and forth or live on campus, but his answer to everything is to throw money at it. Joseph Moore doesn’t think there’s a thing in this world that doesn’t have a price tag. It’s just too bad that in all of my nineteen years he hasn’t yet figured out that my love isn’t for sale. I used to tell myself that if my mom wouldn’t have died it would be different—our lives would be different—but on my eighteenth birthday, when I received my inheritance documents from my mom’s estate, I knew then that he has always been a selfish man. I read that letter over and over again until it was committed to memory. 
 
   My Darling Katie Grace, 
 
   My poor little girl, if you are reading this letter then it means I am gone. Katie, darling, please know that I love you with all of my heart and soul. I know by now you have grown into a loving, beautiful, remarkable young woman. I specified this letter not be given to you until your 18th birthday so that I would be sure you are capable of understanding my words. It is my greatest wish that your father becomes a loving, doting man who is there for you and all of your needs. I know deep down inside he has that in him because that is the man I married and fell in love with. 
 
   Unfortunately, time, business, and the greed of the almighty dollar has changed that man I once loved with all of my heart. I know deep down inside, had I lived longer, I would have left him and taken you without looking back. I never meant for you to be raised in a world full of superficial people and greed. As you know, Maryanne and I became great friends, and she agreed should something happen to me that she would make sure that you turned out a well-rounded girl and I agreed the same in regards to Jessica should the unfortunate have happened to her. I know Maryanne will stay true to her word which is why I am confiding in you with this letter. 
 
   Happy Birthday, my darling girl. I wish I was there to celebrate this important day with you. As I am not, please read my words and heed my advice. Find love and hold on to it; don’t settle for anything less than you deserve. When you find your soul mate who loves, treasures, and respects you and puts you and your needs, wants, and desires above all else, grab him and never let him go. My dear Katie Grace, don’t settle for less, not ever. If there is the slightest nagging in the back of your head questioning if you picked the right man, take pause and listen to that voice. I truly wish I would have done the same. 
 
   If your relationship with your father has turned out like my relationship with your father did then I know you must have issues with love and trust. Build past those issues, move past those doubts, and love yourself and those around you with the shining grace you have inside of you. I do hope that my birthday gift to you will help enable you to discover yourself and all that you have inside of you. I want you to do good in the world and make a difference. Please don’t tie yourself down to a desk in your father’s company. I know that is probably his intention for you, and I am sure he is putting stipulations on your education and life based on his desires for you. My gift to you is freedom from all of that, and I have much peace in my heart knowing that in death I can help you become all that you were meant to be. 
 
   Your father started his company with my money. I am not sure if you know or remember, but your grandparents were quite well off. When they passed on, they left all of their fortune to me as I was their only child. I still feel their loss every single day and understand all too well how my untimely passing must have affected you. In my will I am leaving your father a portion of my money. Even as in love with him as I was, I never told him how much money I truly had. A woman must have security for herself just in case; that is what my mother always told me and what I am telling you now.
 
   I know your father will take care of you, and even though there will be strings attached, I want you to let him until you graduate from school. I want you to take your college years and figure out what you truly want out of life and how you would spend it if money were never a problem for you. I urge you to keep this letter to yourself which is why I specifically hired this firm to take care of everything for you. 
 
   In a trust account that you will have access to when you turn 25 years old is 25 million dollars. By the time you turn 25, the balance should be much larger the way the trust is set up with interest. My assumption is that you will have nearly 50 million dollars available to you on your 25th birthday, my love. Do good with it, save the world, save yourself, find your passion and happiness, and be amazing. Do with the money whatever makes you happy, but be smart and save for a rainy day, so that one day your children can receive an amazing gift from you as well—a secured financial future. 
 
   My darling, I love you more than you will ever know. When you have a child of your own, you will understand the depths of my love. Happy Birthday, my beautiful Katie Grace. I will leave you now with one of my favorite quotes in hope that you take away from it what I did and don’t ever waste a precious moment. I don’t think there are truer words that have ever been spoken.
 
   “There are five things in life you can never get back. The stone after it is thrown, the word after it is said, the occasion after it is missed, time after it is gone, and a person after they die.” 
 
   All of my love until one day we meet again, 
 
   Mom
 
   I never told anyone other than Jess about the letter. It was personal and private and it gave me so much happiness and sadness at the same time. It was like I finally got to say goodbye to my mom. She was able to impart some wisdom on me and I don’t take any of it for granted. It did make me somewhat sad because it was a final goodbye, but her words are forever etched into my soul. I know with the money I can be a child psychologist and not worry about my dad and his wishes. I’ll be able to help as many kids as I want because I can practice for free. I plan on opening my own little non-profit organization and calling it Lila’s Place after my mom. 
 
   Lila Kelly Moore, the most amazing woman I never got to fully know. When reading her letter, I knew without hesitation the love she spoke of is Michael. One day I will marry him; I know it to the depths of my soul. Right now, though, thinking about him while carrying everything into the house and putting it away is tying me up in knots. It’s only been about forty-five minutes since I left the hospital but I was hoping I would have heard some news by now. 
 
   I pour myself a glass of water and sit on the couch. It still smells like paint in the condo, and everything in here is brand new. I really love this condo. It has two master bedrooms—one for myself and one for Jess. Both bedrooms have full bathrooms with big spa tubs and walk-in closets. Downstairs there is a living room, a dining area, kitchen, and another full bathroom. We picked out a big L-shaped couch in brown microfiber with reclining ends and a pull-out center—that way there are plenty of places for people to sleep if they come to visit.
 
   It’s late almost two a.m., and I’m anxious and tired. I was up at five this morning so I could be to work by seven. I went in early since it was my last day and only worked until noon so that Michael and I could enjoy one last day at the beach before school starts. Today was the only way we could make it work with all the moving and packing we have coming up in the next couple of weeks. I packed up my things at the office and had lunch with Grant after work. Thinking back on our conversation, nothing seemed out of place—we caught up on the usual stuff. He asked me if his son was going to make an honest woman out of me anytime soon. Laughing, I told him he would know better than I did, but I wasn’t worried because we have our whole lives ahead of us. Sitting here now, that time frame does not seem very long, especially after remembering my mom and seeing how Grant is so ill. I wish there was something I could be doing right now so I text Michael. 
 
   Me: Any news yet? I love you and I’m here for you.
 
    
 
   No response. I didn’t think there would be. I start dozing off, curled up on the couch, wrapped in a blanket. I get up and put the key under the mat on the porch and text him again. It’s almost four a.m. 
 
   Me: I love you. I hope you’re okay. I left the key under the mat in case I fall asleep.
 
    
 
   I turn on the TV to some random infomercial and fall asleep. Hearing a noise, I jump up. I look at my phone and see that it’s 4:45 in the morning when the knob on the door turns. Finally! I get up and run to the door as Michael walks through. He looks awful—his piercing blue eyes look dull, his blonde hair is all messed up from running his hands through it all night, his cheeks are puffy and stained with tears, and his clothes are wrinkled from sitting in a chair all night. Oh god, my heart aches for him so much. My beautiful, loving boyfriend looks like a hollow, empty shell. I need him. I need to touch him, to hug him. He won’t even look at me; he just continues to stare down at the floor.
 
   “Michael, please say something. You’re scaring me, babe. How is your dad?” 
 
   He reaches for me and hugs me tight, tighter than ever before. He’s sobbing, and I can feel his body shaking uncontrollably, completely racked with grief. 
 
   “He’s gone, Katherine, he died an hour ago. He was driving drunk and hit the center divider going eighty miles per hour. The cop said he was surprised he wasn’t dead on the scene. The car was torn in half. Oh god, Katherine, how can he be gone?” 
 
   Stunned, shocked, and devastated—all of these emotions are running through me as I watch the boy I love with all of my heart and soul cry like there’s no tomorrow. I grab his hand, lead him into the bedroom, take off his shoes, and have him lie down. I go into the kitchen to get him some water and try to calm myself a little bit. My sobs are almost worse than his, but I need to be here for him right now. Looking at him lying on the bed, he looks so small, so desolate. I get him to take a drink of water and lie down facing him. I just hold him and let him cry. There are no words, just utter sadness. As he eventually cries himself to sleep with me wrapped in his arms, I fall into a restless sleep. 
 
   I wake up to the sun shining through the windows. Michael is perched on the edge of the bed with his head in his hands. I stretch and sit next to him, reaching out to hold his hand, but he pulls away from me. 
 
   “Katherine, I couldn’t talk last night. I needed you—at least the girl I thought you were—the girl my parents loved as their own. Right now I am so angry at you, at my dad, at your dad, at the whole fucking universe! I can’t believe he drove drunk! All those lectures through high school about drinking and driving and that’s how he dies! My mom’s convinced it’s your fault, your dad’s fault, and I’m trying so hard to not believe that, but I have to hear it from you. Yesterday, at lunch, did you talk to my dad about the Thompson takeover being completed?” 
 
   My head is spinning. Why is he blaming me? He’s talking like I don’t love him or his family. What’s going on? I can hear the heartbreak in his voice, see it on his face. His anger is fueled by his broken heart. I have no clue what I can do to make this better for him. 
 
   “Michael, I don’t understand. Why are you talking like this? Like I did something? I loved your dad. I love you, I love your mom; you’re my family. What is going on?” 
 
   Through gritted teeth and tears he asks me again, “Did you talk to my dad about the Thompson takeover being complete?”
 
   “Your dad asked me what I had been up to besides not getting you to make an honest woman out of me yet. I told him how happy I was that summer was over, that I was tired of pushing papers, and how I was grateful to have the nightmare paperwork of the Thompson takeover completed. He asked me what I meant about the takeover being completed, and I told him that the paperwork had been finalized and I was finally able to clear the files off my desk. That’s nothing out of the ordinary for the office, Michael. I deal with files all day long, making sure all the appropriate documents are there and that all the signature spaces are signed. When they’re all complete, I file them away.” 
 
   “Is there any particular reason you mentioned that file to him specifically?” 
 
   I really don’t understand why he’s asking these questions.
 
   “No, other than it was an ongoing project from the beginning of summer until now. It was nice to feel like I got the biggest project filed away before leaving since yesterday was my last day. After my lunch with Grant, I went straight to you. I never went back to the office because I had packed up my desk before going to lunch with your dad. Please, Michael, tell me what this is all about.” 
 
   He takes a deep breath as he continues to wring his hands through his hair. “My mom thinks you knew and didn’t say anything until it was over on purpose. She said your dad had a lot to gain from the Thompson takeover and that he must have filled you in on what a delicate situation it was. God, Katherine, I don’t know what to think, but if you didn’t know, your dad still did, which means your family did this to us.”
 
   “I don’t know all the details but what I do know is my dad was a silent partner in Thompson Industries. He helped fund them when they were a small startup firm; this was before he was even a partner with your dad. It’s no secret that your dad holds forty percent of the shares and my dad owns forty percent, and for either of them to be fired, the board of directors has to agree. My dad never knew about the Thompson Industries takeover. Your dad went to the board and said that my dad being a silent partner in Thompson was in violation of his non-compete clause in his contract. He convinced them that they had no other choice but to let him go since they were dissolving Thompson Industries after taking it over. They had the board meeting yesterday during your lunch. When my dad got back to work, his office was packed up and a check paying him out the diluted portion of all that was left of his shares in Thompson was given to him. Five hundred thousand dollars, that’s it. Since the board agreed to fire him for breach of contract he did not even get a severance package from his own damn company. To keep them both honest, it was in their original agreement that if either of them were ever fired for a moral or ethical breach that they agreed to sell their stock in the company back at the price they paid for it when they started the company. My dad received another check for two million dollars. A man who started the day being owner of two multi-million dollar corporations is now reduced to two and a half million dollars.
 
   “Want to know what the kicker is, Katherine? My dad did disclose he was an owner in Thompson; it was in the original contract. He went home yesterday to get it and it was missing. Remember why we moved? Why we just bought this behemoth of a house? The one my parents spent five million dollars on? Because we were robbed. Remember how strange it was that someone was able to get past the security system and get in? The place was a mess but nothing was missing. My dad was sure yesterday that you or your dad broke in and replaced the original agreement with the fake one that didn’t disclose the partnership in Thompson. Great thinking by the way; do it months ahead of time so no one would be the wiser. The money he got won’t even pay off the house, cars, pay for my school or anything. Your father cancelled everything yesterday; the company-paid life insurance is gone so now there is no life insurance payout. We are screwed and it’s all thanks to you and him! So, Katherine, how much did you know? How long were you leading me on to get the information you needed?” 
 
   It feels like someone has kicked me in the chest. I can’t breathe, I can’t think, this can’t be happening. 
 
   “Michael, I swear I didn’t know anything about this. I am not him! I would never take advantage of your family, of anyone, ever. I don’t need my dad’s approval or his money! I have my own. I get it when I turn twenty-five. My mom made me swear never to tell anyone, he doesn’t even know.” 
 
   I am sobbing so hard and can’t stop. It’s is utterly ridiculous that he would even begin to think I would have something to do with this. Michael gets up and goes to his bag I brought in from the beach last night. 
 
   “Michael, please tell me you believe me. I would never break into your house or give my dad the code. I didn’t go to lunch with your dad to trick him; I went because it’s what we do. I loved Grant. He was more of a father to me than my own ever was. If this is true, I don’t even want to know him. I love you! Please tell me you believe me.” 
 
   Michael looks at me with nothing but contempt and pure anger in his eyes. 
 
   “My dad knew I had this. He knew I was going to give it to you last night, but maybe his accident was his way of letting me know I can’t trust you. I can’t be a part of your family and you definitely can’t be a part of ours. Joseph Moore did this with your help or without it—his blood courses through your veins, it’s in your soul—and one day, you will turn into a traitorous bitch because of it.” 
 
   He throws a ring box at me, and I look down at it with trepidation as the tears fall from my eyes. While I continue to stare at the box he whispers, “It took me so long to find a ring that is almost as beautiful as you.”  
 
   I slowly open the box, and as I do, the inside lights up showcasing a gorgeous diamond flanked by two emeralds on each side and tiny diamonds wrapping all the way around the band. It is absolutely the most exquisite ring I have ever seen—it quite literally takes my breath away. I close the box and take a deep breath, afraid to look at him; I can’t bear to see the pain, anger, and betrayal in his eyes. 
 
   “Michael, you’re angry right now, and you have every right to be. Please listen to me, hear me. I did not do this. I had no knowledge that any of this was happening. You know me, Michael Matthews. You know my heart down to the depths of my soul, and deep down you know I am telling you the God’s honest truth.  I’m going to go home, pack my stuff, and move in here today. When my dad gets back from the Bahamas, I’m going to confront him to find out what is going on. Believe in me, baby, please believe in us. I couldn’t love anyone in the world more than I love you.” 
 
   I’m a mess—a complete sobbing, hysterical mess. My dad has wrecked any chance I had at happiness. How could he do this to them? They are the most decent, honest family I have ever known and he has destroyed them. 
 
   Shaking his head, Michael snatches the ring back from my hand and puts it in his bag. “I loved you more than anything in the world, Katherine, but time won’t change this. Even if you didn’t know—and I’m not convinced that you’re innocent in this—your dad did. I can never be a part of his world, or his family, and that means I can’t be with you. Please don’t contact me again and don’t even think about trying to come to the funeral; you and your father are not welcome.” He grabs his bag and walks out the door, never looking back. I flop myself back on the bed and cry until there are no more tears. 
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   Chapter 1 - Michael 3 years later
 
    
 
   Las Vegas, also known as Sin City, is my current job location for the next few days. How could anyone not love a city whose entire motto is ‘what happens here, stays here’? I’m staying at the MGM Grand this time around. When I come with the guys they like to stay at the newest hotels, but I like the MGM. It’s not that old, and you just can’t beat a hotel where there’s a bartender who not only knows your name, but also remembers your drink order no matter how long it’s been since your last visit. 
 
   I checked in late last night after work and crashed as soon as I got here. Today is Friday and I don’t have to be back at the site until tomorrow. I spent most of the day at the pool relaxing. Vegas in January is usually freezing, but today it was actually hovering around seventy-three, and that was nice enough for me to babe watch from a pool side cabana. I need a new distraction—someone who can keep my mind off of Katherine.
 
   It’s been almost four years, but lately I’ve been thinking about her daily. Hell, I have always thought about her daily, but now she haunts my mind every waking second of the day. I wish I was lucky enough to avoid her in my sleep, but it’s even worse then. My dreams are filled with visions of her laughing and of us making love; those dreams are the best because I can actually feel the emotion in them. Before the dream ends, it is always the same—the dream morphs into the day we broke up, the day I left her shattered in pieces, then all that happiness evaporates into a gut-searing pain. I wake up in a cold fucking sweat Every. Single. Night. Lately, the dreams are getting even more vivid and they seem to last a lot longer. I wonder how many times I can relive seeing the heartbreak in her eyes and feel the pain crushing through my soul. 
 
   It really doesn’t help that tomorrow is her birthday, but that’s why I volunteered to come out here this weekend—so that I would be sure to stay far away from Los Angeles. I know, without a doubt, if I had stayed home I would’ve gone to Connor’s party and gotten drunk. Anytime an emotional anniversary comes up it seems like Connor is having a party that weekend. As much as I tell myself I won’t drink, I always do, to the point of oblivion. Well, up until six months ago that is. Up until I fucked Vanessa right under Daniel’s nose. To be fair, I would’ve never been with her on a good day sober or drunk. She’s a grade A bitch, and I still wonder if she didn’t slip something in my drink that night because even drunk, I have never not known who I was fucking. 
 
   The best thing that came out of that night was Daniel finally breaking up with her. It killed us all to see how much she continually used him for his money. I get that she comes from trailer trash, drug addict parents who are barely conscious of what day it is, but she didn’t have to be vindictive and act like life owes her something. I grew up privileged, but I left it all behind and built myself up from the bottom after Katherine and I broke up. Leaving was the hardest thing I’ve ever done in my life, but it was the best thing that could’ve happened to me and helped me grow into the man I was meant to be. 
 
   I need this weekend to be all about pleasure, my pleasure. Hopefully that will keep Katherine Moore out of my head once and for all. I’m looking forward to just losing myself in someone. If there’s one thing I’m good at, it’s pleasing women in bed, but in order to do that I need to find the right kind of girl. I don’t want a girl that’s going to want to latch on, or one that wants to exchange phone numbers. Hell, I’m perfectly fine with not even knowing her name because half the time I don’t remember it anyway. It always amazes me how gullible some women are. They are so easily excited when you call them by an endearing name. They have no clue I call them sweetie, sweetheart, baby, honey, sunshine, precious, beautiful or darling because I have forgotten their names. The goal for tonight is to find a hot girl with a nice ass and a great rack that I can bend over and fuck the living daylights out of. I prefer one I can tie to my bed so I can have complete control. It’s not like I have a fetish or anything, I just really don’t like to be caressed and touched a lot. I don’t like or want intimacy with my sex, not since Katherine. I just want to take them hard and rough. Believe it or not, girls love it. I’m great at giving multiple orgasms which is a skill I have developed over time. That’s another thing I regret about Katherine, I never tried to give her multiples. That’s something I would’ve loved to watch. Even after all this time I have never seen anyone come the way she did, it was exquisite. Just thinking about it now, years later, still makes me hard. Damn it. I need to get drunk fast so I can push her to the back of my mind; I’m so tired of thinking about her. 
 
   When the elevator doors open, my mood lightens up. I love casinos. Even the overwhelming smell of smoke is okay because it’s all part of the atmosphere. Vegas is truly the place where no one gives a fuck what anyone does, how they dress, or how they act. If you aren’t walking around drunk, you’re not doing Vegas right. Already there are girls eyeing me up—I know they think I’m hot and tonight I play it up to my advantage. It’s not like I’m even slightly conceited, but I’ve been asked  many times if I’m a long lost Hemsworth brother and I know girls think they’re hot.
 
   Tonight I’m wearing a very tight black t-shirt that grips all of my muscles, a comfortable pair of blue jeans, and my black Dr. Martens. The tattoos on my arms are visible and my hair is styled with just a little bit of gel in that way girls tell me is ’just so hot’. Personally, I don’t really care how my hair looks—I’m more than happy to just buzz it off—but the one time I did, I seriously lacked in hookups for two months while it grew back. Who would have thought a guy’s hair would make that much of a difference to girls? 
 
   I take a seat at my favorite bar and throw some money in the video poker machine while waiting for the bartender to make his way down here. I love this place; by the time Dave comes down he’s already got my drink in his hand. “Hey, Mike. How’s it going, man? I got your gin and tonic, Bombay Sapphire with limes of course.” 
 
   I take the drink and shake his hand. “Thanks, Dave. It’s been a while, how’ve you been?” 
 
   “I’ve been good, thanks. It’s great to see you again. By the way, I’m placing my bet now. Judging by your appearance tonight, I give it forty-five minutes before you’re on your way back up with a beautiful girl, so I’m going to keep your drinks coming. I know you like a good buzz before leaving the bar.”
 
   I can’t help but chuckle. “Ah, the all-knowing bartender has placed his bets. You know I’d hate to disappoint you, so how about you pour me a double shot now so I can step up my game.” 
 
   Dave gives me a knowing look and pours the shot. “Okay, man, you’re all set. You’re already getting an audience behind you. If I were you, I would hit the girl in red—she’s a regular and used to the no strings thing. You got condoms this time or do you need me to hit the bar stash again?” 
 
   Man, he really doesn’t forget a thing. “Nah, man, I’m good. I brought some this time. Last time, the airport lost my luggage and my condoms along with it; just another reason why I would rather drive.” 
 
   “I hear you, just nod at me if you need another. I gotta get back to the other end of the bar.” 
 
   Sure enough, about fifteen minutes later three girls walk up and sit next to me at the bar. One of them is stunning in a green low-cut dress. Unfortunately, she looks a little like Katherine and is immediately not an option. There’s a cute girl in jeans, Chucks, and a nice button-down shirt. I would love to take her upstairs, but she’s shy, and shy girls equals needy girls. I don’t do needy girls; they’re too emotional and make me feel bad when I have to tell them I only want sex. I’m always honest, and it doesn’t always go over well, but I figure they should know the deal up front. The only exception to that was Misty and that’s a mistake that still weighs heavily on my mind. Another one to add to the ‘someday make amends’ pile. That pile seems to be getting excessively large, but there’s no time to think about that right now. 
 
   The girl in red is the first one to speak to me. She’s got a throaty, sexy voice and she oozes sex appeal. She definitely isn’t the most attractive of the three, but she’s in no way ugly. Giving her the onceover, I can tell immediately she’s confident, probably well off—judging by the designer ‘come fuck me’ shoes she has on—and she definitely looks up for a good time. This is exactly the kind of girl I can tie up. Her rack is okay but her ass is to die for. Her strawberry-blonde hair is from a bottle for sure and she has big expressive brown eyes. She’s just the kind of distraction I need tonight. 
 
   “Hi, I’m Sara. Mind if I sit here next to you or is your girlfriend in the restroom?” Smooth—getting the girlfriend question out of the way in the introduction. Yeah, this girl definitely gets around. 
 
   “Sure, Sara, have a seat. There’s no girlfriend, just me. Can I buy you and your friends a drink?” The girls giggle, and I flag Dave over to take their orders. “Bill them all to my room, okay, Dave? Whatever these three lovely ladies want is on me tonight.” 
 
   “Gotcha, Mike.” 
 
   “So, Mike, are you visiting or do you live around here?” 
 
   I flash her a smile, showing off my dimples which tends to reel girls in. “I’m here for work but just for the weekend. I decided to come down to the bar and see what kind of trouble I can get myself into tonight.” 
 
   Sara’s friends are blushing and giggling, but Sara’s eyes are locked on mine—she’s definitely interested. “Well, I’m sure I can get you into all kinds of trouble if you’re interested.” 
 
   Nice. She doesn’t beat around the bush. Leaning in real close, I whisper to her, “I don’t play games, Sara. I’m not the kind of guy that will give you my number, and no matter how good you fuck me, that won’t change. What I will do is give you multiple orgasms and pay for your cab home if you want to come up to my room and let me fuck you senseless.” 
 
   I see a flush creep up her cheeks. She immediately pounds her drink, and turns to her friends, telling them they can leave and she’ll meet up with them later. The girls thank me for the drinks and head off to the slots. When Sara turns my way I can see desire flaming in her eyes. 
 
   Dave comes back up and brings me another double shot. “Damn, thirty minutes, where does the time go?” Sara shoots him an odd look, but I just laugh as he walks away. Guess I have fifteen minutes left on the clock. 
 
   “Mike, I like that you’re honest, so I’ll be honest as well. Here are the ground rules: I don’t need your number, I don’t even need you to remember my name. In fact, I might call you someone else’s name and you’re just going to have to be okay with that because old habits die hard. I don’t do anal, I won’t swallow unless it’s a relationship, and I won’t fuck without condoms. Deal?” 
 
   Hell yeah, that’s a deal and a huge turn on. I’ve never been with a girl who’s this up front. “Deal, let’s go.” I throw a fifty dollar bill down for Dave and nod my head as he looks at me with admiration in his eyes as I walk off with Sara.
 
   Walking to the elevators, I can feel the gin kicking in—definitely not drunk, but hella buzzed and feeling no pain. Sara is a class act, which is a welcome change. She isn’t groping me in the elevator, she’s not trying to hold my hand, and she isn’t trying to make out yet, all of which is fine with me. My room is all the way at the end of the hall. I open the door for her and give her a minute to look around. 
 
   “Nice room, Mike. Not every guy splurges on a spa suite.” 
 
   Walking up to her from behind, I move her hair out of the way and kiss her neck. “Well, I like to have a nice room to bring the ladies back to. Sometimes they like to clean up after I get them dirty.” 
 
   Her body relaxes into mine, and I know I’ve got her right where I want her, so why do I suddenly feel nauseous?  I’m sure it will pass. I turn her around and kiss her. Immediately, she thrusts her tongue into my mouth—which isn’t the biggest turn on—but whatever, different strokes for different folks. I back away a little bit and slow the kiss down. Trailing a line of kisses from her jaw line to her ear, nibbling on it just a little bit, I notice that smell. Not a bad smell at all. On the contrary, an all too familiar smell—one that I’ve missed so much, and now the nausea is coming in waves and I can’t hold it back anymore. I run to the bathroom and throw up over and over again.
 
   Sara is standing in the doorway. “Um, Sara, I’m really sorry but I think you better go.” 
 
   Looking down at me, she seems pissed. I can’t say I blame her. “Yeah, I think that’s a great idea. You didn’t seem drunk, but I hope you are because I don’t need to get the flu. Have a nice night, Mike.” 
 
   I hear the door close as I vomit again. Once I’m done emptying the contents of my stomach, I take my clothes off and lie down in bed. 
 
   I’m not sick and I’m not drunk, not even close, but the smell of gardenias was too much. How did I not smell it until now? The one weekend I need to have Katherine completely out of my head and away from my heart and she comes slamming back into my life like a hurricane in the form of some damn perfume. What the fuck? It all comes rolling back to me and I curl up like a little kid and cry, finally letting it all out again after almost four years. I can feel all the emotions—how much I loved her, how what happened between us broke my heart, and how much I kick myself in the ass daily for ever letting my mom’s doubts consume my mind. I should’ve cooled down and apologized to her. I know I shattered her heart and soul. I was so cruel to her with the ring—taunting her, teasing her. Instead of throwing it in her face, I should’ve dropped to my knees and begged her to marry me. I should’ve told her life was too short, especially in light of what happened. I should’ve done a lot of things and I didn’t. I’m such a fucking dumb ass.
 
   I deserve this pain. I deserve to ache for the one girl who ever loved me, the one I loved with all my heart and soul. I miss her so much. I just want her back. I want us back. I’ve spent three years in denial, three long years missing her and acting like a fool. I don’t know if it’s too late, but when I get home I’m going to make some serious changes. I’m going to finally call my mom back, but not until I talk to Katherine, not until I make this right. I have only ever wanted one girl. From the first day I met her in second grade I knew I would marry her someday. 
 
   When I get home I’ll talk to Daniel; he’ll help me figure this all out. If there’s anyone that won’t judge me it will be him. Daniel already knows how I am with women, he just doesn’t know the reason why. He doesn’t know I just use them to try and forget just for a little while. I don’t let them in—any of them—because my heart isn’t there, not anymore. I gave my heart away in second grade and I’ve never gotten it back. It always has, and always will, be hers to keep. 
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   Chapter 2 - Kate 3 years later
 
    
 
   “Oh, no you don’t, Kate. You are not doing this to me again!” yells Jess, my roommate and my best friend since…well…forever. Jess can be a bit of a drama queen at times, a trait she definitely gets from her mother. 
 
   I look up from my notebook and roll my eyes at her to let her know that her dramatics are not going to work on me. “Jess, I have to study if I’m going to stay on top of things and graduate on time. You know I hate the social scene here and I never want to fall behind again like I did freshman year.” 
 
   Jess looks at me with the biggest pouty face ever and begs, “Please, Kate? Please come with me to Connor’s party. I really want to go, and since I haven’t really known him that long I don’t want to go alone. Besides, you’re like his sister and he has someone he wants to introduce you to…” 
 
   Seriously? How dare Connor just assume he can fix me up on some sort of blind sympathy date. He knows better. We only talked a few days ago about the possibility of me putting myself out there again and he’s presumptuous enough to think he can fix me up on my first date in ages? Of course he is; he’s Connor fucking Houston. As pissed off as I am, I have to admit a bit of morbid curiosity as to who it might be.
 
   Over the past year, I have heard all about his best friends Daniel, Jake, Mike, and April. I have yet to meet any of them in person, although I sort of feel like I already know them from Connor’s stories. Connor Houston is HOT! Scott Eastwood hot. Melt in your mouth hot. ‘Yes, you can fuck me right here, right now, in this room full of people just because you looked at me with come fuck me eyes and I don’t even know your name’ kind of hot. I can only begin to imagine what his friends look like. I won’t lie and say I wasn’t attracted to him at first. I met Connor last Spring when we shared a few classes together. I consider him one of my best friends, and even more so, I think of him like a brother. I am highly protective of him just as he is of me. 
 
   Connor came into my life when I had decided to move forward, in baby steps of course, because I had been withdrawn for so long. Once we started talking and really getting to know each other, we realized just how well our friendship worked for both of us. I wasn’t in a place where I wanted anything romantic with anyone and he was looking for a friendship with a girl who wasn’t after him for his money and status. Connor is really sweet and absolutely hilarious and our friendship happened almost overnight. At least, it did once we got past the initial sexual tension; we’re both naturally open people, so of course we talked about sex. With Connor’s sex life we talked about sex a lot. I honestly think that most of the tension we experienced came from the fact that Connor thought I should be alleviated from my dry spell. Although, I feel like he is trying to help end my sexual drought by setting me up with his friend. Even though this is a self-imposed drought, he still insists that it needs to end. 
 
   Connor, Jess, and I all have a sociology class together this semester. Jess has decided that Connor is meant to be her future boyfriend. She probably isn’t wrong, either. There’s so much sexual tension flowing between the two of them it’s a wonder they haven’t managed to be alone together yet or even go out on a real date. Connor has dated casually before, but never anything really serious. I’m pretty sure he likes Jess, I mean really likes her, and feels a little out of his element.  It doesn’t surprise me in the slightest. Jess is drop dead gorgeous. Her mom is an International model and is on husband number five. Jess is tall—five feet eleven inches—with legs for days and curves in all the right places. She has jet black hair and cerulean blue eyes which, depending on her mood, can either freeze you in your place or have you melting in a million pieces, giving into her every want and desire. Tonight is not going to be one of those nights where she gets her way.  
 
   I look up at her and shake my head no. I seriously need to study; I can’t let her distract me this semester. It’s our last year of college, and if I don’t keep my grades up I’ll never make it in grad school. I’m pursuing a double major, not exactly my preference—it’s just to keep my dad off my back. My father is an overbearing, narcissistic ass who runs a very successful computer software company. There is nothing Joseph Moore wants more than for me to take over the family business. Actually, he doesn’t want it as much as demand it, which is part of the problem. I’m going to be a Child Psychologist, but to keep the peace and to keep him paying my tuition, I’m taking twice the course load as a double major and pretty much blowing off my entire college experience.
 
   Honestly, it really isn’t that big of a deal, though. I hate parties. All through high school, Jess dragged me to one, if not two, every weekend. It was different then—the homework wasn’t as bad and going out with Jess meant getting out of the house and away from my father. It also meant spending more time with Michael. I’m deep in thought when I hear Jess’s cell phone ring and listen in on her side of the conversation. 
 
   “Hi, Connor. Of course I’ll be there, I wouldn’t miss it. I should be there in just about an hour or so. Hmmm, well that is a problem. Kate decided she doesn’t want to come.  Oh, well of course I can understand that. I’ve been trying to talk her into this for about two hours now!” 
 
   Oh my god, can you say drama queen? It’s been all of thirty minutes at the most! She sprung this whole thing on me at the last minute and I’m sure it was on purpose. Jess is looking at me and I know that look. She’s about to do something that I’m not going to like, I can totally tell. 
 
   “Of course, she’s right here. You can talk to her yourself. See you soon, Connor.” She hands the phone to me and shrugs her shoulders as she walks away. I am seriously going to kill her! I take a deep breath and answer the phone. 
 
   “Hi, Connor, what’s up?” 
 
   “Kate, this is a little awkward.  Jess told me you were for sure coming to my party, and I have this friend that I think you would really hit it off with, so I asked him to come down. It’s my friend Daniel; I’ve mentioned him to you before. He really doesn’t like to be set up, but I told him that you’re smart, funny, and super cute. I pretty much begged him to come to well, uh, score some points with Jess. Can you please come to the party for me? I’ll help you with your homework so you don’t get behind and I promise you don’t have to worry about Daniel. He’s coming off a break-up, and although I think the girl was a total bitch and it’s been over six months, he’s still nursing his wounds, so I don’t think he’ll try and make a move on you.” 
 
   There’s a long silence before I finally give him an answer, “Okay, Connor, I’ll come for you, so you don’t look like a jerk to your friend. But make no mistake, I’m not happy about it and you totally OWE me.” 
 
   I hear the biggest sigh of relief from Connor and have to laugh. “Thanks, Kate! You seriously have no idea how much this means to me! Daniel hates driving in Friday traffic; he’s already on the road and it’s about a two-hour trip from Santa Barbara, so I really do owe you! The last thing I need is to have you, Jess, and Daniel all mad at me on the same night. See you soon. Hey, do me a favor, Kate. Dress really sexy so he can see what he’s missing by not putting himself out there anymore.” 
 
   I’m not really sure how to respond to that so I don’t. “See you in a bit, Connor.” I hand Jess her phone back. 
 
   I know Jess did this on purpose, so I stare her down with my arms crossed and tap my foot. 
 
   “Okay, okay. Yes, I purposely didn’t tell you until a little while ago so you couldn’t back out. Seriously though, Kate, can you blame me? All you do is study! Occasionally, you will actually go to the gym and hang out with Marc, but lately you’ve been avoiding him, too. Don’t think he hasn’t noticed, either. I miss my friend, my party buddy, and it is long past time you finally get another boyfriend. I know you don’t like to talk about him, but Michael is in the past, the very long ago past, and there is absolutely nothing you can do about it but move on. That asshole shattered your heart, and mine, into a million pieces. Even though my heartbreak was different than yours, it doesn’t make it any easier. Let’s make tonight a new beginning for both of us, swear off all assholes, and have some fun.”
 
   I can already tell this is going to be a long night, but I have to admit it will be nice to get out for a bit. I didn’t realize how hard I’ve been working until Jess just threw it all out there. I guess one night of fun won’t kill me.  I just hope that Jess doesn’t think she’s going to make me look like a slut because right now I would be super happy in a pair of shorts and a hoodie. I walk into the bathroom and Jess is bouncing up and down, happy to have a girls night, and also reveling in the fact she gets to make me up for the night.  
 
   “Here’s what I picked out for you to wear, and don’t even roll your eyes at me, you know I dress you better than you do. Now, let’s hurry up. We don’t have much time to get ready.” 
 
   I have to give her credit where it’s due. She didn’t do a bad job in picking out clothes. She stuck to my style and picked out a sexy pair of jeans that hug all my curves and a green V-neck long sleeved shirt that shows a good portion of my breasts, but in a tasteful way. 
 
   I look at my reflection in the mirror next to Jess. As a child, I did gymnastics and I still do some basic routines to keep toned, although I haven’t competed in years. Unlike Jess, I’m on the short side—five feet five inches in my bare feet—which in my opinion is why I get the ’cute’ title from guys instead of the sexy, gorgeous, and beautiful that Jess gets. I’m actually okay with that. I like being the girl next door, and if I could find the boy next door kind of guy I would be happy.
 
   My best assets are my eyes, which are a bright emerald green, and my auburn hair that hangs down to the middle of my back with perfect, loose curls that almost always fall into place with no maintenance on my part. I inherited both assets from my mom and look more and more like her every day. I’m glad Jess picked out a green shirt because it really accentuates my eyes, which Jess is now covering with smoky eye makeup. 
 
   Finally, after what seems like forever, Jess declares us ready. “You’re done and you are perfect! No one is going to call you cute tonight. You are beyond hot. Actually, Kate, you’re a total sex goddess!” I just laugh and shake my head. God I love her, dramatics and all. 
 
   Jess and I have known each other since the first grade when she moved in down the street from me. She was a chubby little girl. Her mom was rarely home, always off on some tropical photo shoot. Jess didn’t really have a relationship with her dad. He only came to town every now and then and usually took her to dinner one night and then stood her up the next. She was mostly raised by Maryanne, who is her aunt and her mom’s younger sister, but Jess always calls her mama. Maryanne has not yet had a family of her own but she was an incredible influence on Jess.
 
   Whenever Jess’s mom, Chloe, would come to town she would say very inappropriate things about her being chubbier than most kids. It would break her heart when her supermodel mom, who is super famous and so nice to everyone else, would be so mean to her only daughter. Maryanne made things better for Jess and did her best to get Chloe to back off. Eventually, when we hit about twelve years old, Jess grew over a foot and the weight just fell off. I don’t think she was ever more than twenty pounds overweight, but the complex Chloe gave her about it has stuck with her forever.
 
   Jess is probably the least superficial person I know, but she wants to look good for her man and wants me to look just as good so we can both land men at the same time. She would love nothing more than for the two of us to fall in love, get married, and have kids all at the same time. We are sisters in every way that counts; she is my oldest friend and my biggest confidant. She’s also a huge romantic at heart. Right now, she knows what I need probably more than I do and that is why I’m letting her make me up and take me out. With one last look in the mirror, we grab our purses, lock up the condo and head out to Jess’s BMW SUV. 
 
   When we’re about five minutes away, I start to get nervous. I know Jess can tell because she decides it’s time to sing and dance. She rolls down all the windows and starts singing along to the music, so as usual, I join in. We’re singing and dancing as we pull up to an audience mid Britney song.  They laugh and clap at our car performance. It’s hysterical; we do it all the time, just not with forty witnesses.  Par for the course, Jess gets out and bows to her audience which in turn causes more laughing and some high fives. 
 
   Jess wraps her arm though mine and tugs me close. “Come on, Kate. I need a drink, and you need to get drunk tonight and I don’t want to hear another word about it!”  
 
   I actually don’t argue with her because I could honestly use a drink and a distraction. It’s been a long week and I really need to unwind. 
 
   Inside the house, the music is loud. Mama Said Knock You Out by LL Cool J is playing, and we soon spot Connor sitting on the stairs talking to a friend of his. Once he sees us, he excuses himself and gives us both a hug. He whispers in my ear, “Thanks, Kate, I really owe you one,” then flashes me one of his dazzling smiles. No wonder Jess wants him; he really is the whole package. 
 
   “Connor, can you show us where we can get a drink? We need one after our sing-along.” 
 
   “Oh no, you two were at it again? What was it now, Justin Timberlake?” he says, laughing. 
 
   Jess looks at him with indignation and retorts, “Just so you know, it was the incredible Britney Spears this time.”
 
    Connor looks intrigued and asks, “Which song?” as he casually puts his arm around Jess; I think I know where this is going. 
 
   “Hit Me Baby One More Time. Why?” 
 
   Connor gets a devious look on his face and says, “I was hoping you would say that. I was just wondering if you have the outfit that goes with it and if maybe I could get a private performance.” 
 
   Jess slugs him on the shoulder. “You are such a perv!” she shrieks as she laughs. “Besides, I only perform as a duet.”  
 
   Connor’s getting ready to say it so I cut him off, “No, Connor, we don’t perform threesomes, either!” 
 
   Connor feigns innocence. “I am an absolute gentleman, Kate. I would never ask that, at least not on a first date.”  Again, he flashes me his gorgeous smile. 
 
   As we make our way into the kitchen, I grab a vodka and orange juice and Jess grabs a vodka tonic. We both also take a shot of vodka to loosen up. Earlier, we agreed to take it easy so we can drive back to our house later, but now Connor informs us he already has the guest room ready in case we need a place to crash. Jess is so excited she squeals, although they both can tell I am less than enthused. She excuses herself to the bathroom with a “Be right back” thrown over her shoulder in typical Jess fashion. 
 
   Connor takes this time to drill me. “Okay, Kate. I really like Jess, and I think she likes me, too, but I don’t want to move too fast. Can you tell me what the best way to woo her is?” I look up at him and stop myself from laughing because he’s being dead serious. 
 
   “Connor, why do you think we’re here? You know it’s not me that dragged Jess along, but the other way around. She doesn’t know you well, so she wants a buffer, but I don’t think she’s going to need me around long at all. In fact, I’ll bet you she ditches me as soon as your friend shows up. Just be yourself. You’re doing fine. She likes you, more than likes you; it’s all good, no wooing necessary. But just for future reference, if you ever want to know how to woo me it’s chocolate, coffee, and chick flicks—in that order.” 
 
   I see relief flash in Connor’s eyes as he laughs at me and wraps me in a hug. Connor sees someone he knows in the crowd and waves him in our direction. He releases me and pulls his friend in for a quick guy hug before making introductions.
 
   “Daniel! Hey, man, it’s good to see you. I’m glad you were able to come up a day early. Kate, this is Daniel. Daniel, this is my beautiful friend Kate.” Asshole! That’s the first thing that pops into my mind as I watch Daniel’s eyes look me over from breasts to toes and back before finally looking me in the face to say anything. 
 
   “It’s very nice to meet you, Kate. I’m glad I was able to come up early, too, man. I would have been here earlier but the traffic was a nightmare.” 
 
   Part of me is shocked that he just so visibly checked me out. I mean, seriously, not the best way to start the night. This guy is obviously cocky, and if Connor hadn’t already told me he wasn’t dating and hasn’t dated in over six months, I would assume he’s a complete player. The other part of me is probably just as obviously checking him out; he’s effing gorgeous! Daniel is tall—at least six foot three. His eyes are the lightest shade of brown I have ever seen; I could just look into them for hours and get lost in them. His arms, which are my favorite part of the male body, are perfect. They are perfectly proportioned to his broad shoulders, definitely a football player’s build. They’re muscular, but not in an excessively gross body builder kind of way. It looks like he hits the gym every day. 
 
    God, I hope he isn’t a dumb jock. I really don’t want to waste my time with a ditz all night, but he is good eye candy. I know as soon as Jess makes it back she’s going to take Connor off somewhere ’more quiet’ and I’ll be on my own. I silently pray to myself, please don’t let him be a dumb jock and please just let us get along at least for the night. 
 
   I quickly finish my drink and grab another just as Daniel finishes talking about the traffic. I get my wits together and finally speak, “Nice to meet you, too, Daniel. It’s nice to finally meet one of Connor’s infamous friends.” I extend my hand to shake his, which now seems really awkward, but oh well.
 
   He shakes my hand delicately, as if he’s going to break it, and I laugh out loud. I totally couldn’t hold it back. Of course he’s looking at me, completely puzzled. Connor can tell I am going to say something and is biting his lip to stifle his laugh.  
 
   Daniel asks, “What’s so funny?” 
 
   I give him a very serious look. “I’m guessing you are, or were, a football player? You’re definitely built like one. So, while a big guy like you being so delicate with me is touching, let me fill you in on a little secret—you can be rough with me. I promise I don’t break that easily.” Fuck. Freudian slip? I can’t believe I just said he could be rough with me. I’ve got to be a million shades of red. 
 
   When he releases my hand, he shocks me. Connor slaps Daniel on the shoulder, no longer containing his laugh. Daniel looks at Connor and says, “You weren’t kidding. She’s a spitfire, and sexy, too. This night just got a lot more interesting. Kate, I have a feeling we’re going to get along just fine,” Daniel says as he winks at me. 
 
   In the meantime, as I’m trying to pick my jaw up off the floor, Jess comes back. “See, Kate, I told you, you look hot tonight!” I shoot her a look to kill and she just laughs. I’m so not looking forward to the rest of this night. Daniel just talked to Connor as if I weren’t standing right in front of him. What is this, the god damn fifties? He’s obviously a chauvinistic pig, and I seriously doubt we’ll have anything at all to talk about tonight. 
 
   I tell myself to breathe as I slowly sip my drink while Connor introduces Daniel to Jess. Interestingly enough, he doesn’t give Jess the onceover that he gave me. That is super strange, everyone gives Jess a onceover. They can’t help it; she definitely looks like a model even though she hates being classified that way. 
 
   Connor excuses himself to use the restroom, gives Jess a peck on the cheek, and winks at me. Daniel excuses himself to go with him after the long drive, which gives Jess the perfect opportunity to drill me. “Oh my god, Kate, he’s so fucking hot! He’s definitely NFL bound; just look at his build. If I was not so into Connor I would be all over that. My god, woman, why are you just standing there looking irritated? You’ve just been given a hot piece of ass wrapped in a fancy bow and he’s here just for you.” 
 
   She squeals in excitement as I sigh loudly. “Jess, everything isn’t about looks. So far, he hasn’t made the best first impression. He’s cocky, arrogant, chauvinistic, and ugh! Just remember I’m doing this for you so you can have time with Connor, but I really wish I was home.”
 
   Jess glares at me and I know I overstepped—she’s upset. “Kate, I’m going to try and ignore the fact that you basically just called me superficial because you and I both know that nothing could be further from the truth. I met the guy two seconds ago and he is HOT, and you, my friend, need to get laid. You haven’t had a relationship in over three years. I want to see you happy. I want to go on double dates. I want to swap sex stories with someone who is actually getting some, but most of all, I want to see that sparkle that has been missing from your gorgeous eyes for the last three years. I know how broken you’ve been, and you have every right to grieve your losses, but it’s time to move on. My god, Katie Grace, you met the man all of ten minutes ago and have already decided he’s a jerk. Maybe he’s nervous. If I were you, I would give it an open mind and see where it goes. If it’s awful, well, you wasted a night. But if he’s great? God, Kate, if he’s great maybe you can be happy again. Besides, I don’t think Connor would set you up with a jerk. He’s way too over protective of you to put you in that kind of situation. When they come back, I’m going to ask Connor to show me around and you need to play nice with Daniel, if for no other reason than to do me a favor. Can you please do that for me?”
 
   I sigh. She’s right; I am judging him prematurely. I guess it can’t hurt to see where it goes once he’s on his own. He got roped into this just as much as I did. 
 
   “You’re right, Jess. I’ll lighten up, have another drink, and give it a chance. Go ahead and tell Connor we need the guest room because there’s no way I’ll be able to drive later and we both know you can’t say no to a good drink or a good lay.” I smile deviously at her and she smiles back so I know we’re okay. 
 
   When the guys come back, Connor casually throws his arm around Jess who leans into him like a pro. Daniel helps himself to a shot of tequila and a beer. Maybe it will help him loosen up a bit so I can get to know the real him. I can definitely feel my buzz and realize that I better slow down my drinking. Jess, true to her word, asks Connor to ‘show her around’ and they’re gone.
 
   The music is loud and the house is getting more crowded by the second. Once again, I’m reminded why I hate parties. It’s almost as if Daniel can read my mind. 
 
   “Kate, do you want to go outside and get some fresh air? The backyard is big and hardly anyone ever goes out there.” 
 
   It actually sounds like a really good idea, so I nod my head. Surprisingly, he grabs my hand and a couple of beers and leads the way. It’s obvious that Daniel knows the house well. He leads the way to a private little side yard where there’s a small fountain, swing, a flower garden, and a gardening shed. It’s really a beautiful space and it’s such a clear night—the stars are all out and the view is breathtaking. 
 
   “Wow, this is gorgeous! I would have never known this was out here,” I say to Daniel. 
 
   “Yeah, I’ve spent a lot of time here with Connor and his older brother Jake. This house was our home away from home. I used to live here with them until I graduated two years ago. Connor loves to throw parties, but I would honestly just rather have a few friends over in a smaller setting. Usually when Connor throws a party, it’s to impress a new girl, but don’t tell him I said that.” He gives me the most beautiful smile when he says that and my heart races. 
 
   “Sounds like he and Jess will get along just fine; she loves parties and she loves attention. Personally, I’m a homebody. I don’t like parties, either; I would rather be in a small group as well. Honestly, though, I really don’t do much except go to class and study, I don’t have much of a social life—I haven’t felt the need to make it a priority.” 
 
   Daniel looks at me while he pulls a bottle of tequila out of his pocket. I laugh because I didn’t even see him put it there. He holds it out to me and asks if I want some and I shake my head. “I learned long ago not to mix alcohol types or colors or I’ll regret it in the morning.” 
 
   Daniel laughs. “Girls usually learn that lesson pretty quickly but some hardly ever pay attention to it. There is always one dumb enough to keep mixing up her alcohol. Usually, those are the ones at the end of the night who have someone, usually me, holding their hair back while they’re puking their guts up. It’s nice to know you’ve learned the lesson.” 
 
   Wow, maybe he isn’t so bad after all, I think to myself. Not too many guys will hold a girl’s hair back willingly while she’s throwing up everywhere. I realize that I really do want to get to know him. 
 
   Maybe it’s the alcohol getting to me, but I feel the sudden need to ask him a question. Before I can even filter it through my head it just flows out of my mouth like word vomit, and I feel like an absolute idiot. 
 
   “Daniel, can I ask you something?” I don’t even wait for an answer; I just keep talking. “When you walked in tonight you totally checked me out, but when Jess came up to us you barely glanced at her. Why?” A very perplexed look flashes across his face. I’m not sure if it’s because he’s surprised I asked him the question or that I don’t know his answer already.
 
   “Are you seriously asking me that, Kate? You seem like such a confident girl. Don’t you know how breathtakingly gorgeous you are? I saw you with Connor when I walked in and just assumed you were Jess. When I was giving you the onceover, I thought you were her until he said your name, but I couldn’t take my eyes off of you. Connor only dates beautiful girls—that’s his one and only requirement, so to speak. I was really surprised he wasn’t going after you himself. So, when Jess walked up I didn’t care who she was, or what she looked like, because I had already seen you.”
 
   I know I have a dumbfounded look on my face, and I’m once again struggling to pick my jaw up off the ground. I have no idea what to think of him. I don’t think anyone has ever called me gorgeous, let alone breathtaking, before. Well, maybe Michael did, but that was a long time ago and it didn’t make me feel like it does when Daniel says it. I would definitely remember something making me feel like this. Even if it sounds like a pickup line, especially since we just met, I wonder to myself if he’s really a romantic at heart or if this is all part of his game.
 
    I know he hasn’t dated in a while—Connor had alluded that his breakup with his ex was messy and painful. I hope he’s for real, because as much as I don’t want to think about dating anyone again, I find myself very drawn to Daniel and really want to get to know him better. 
 
   I have to say something before he thinks I’m a complete idiot. “So why is it okay for you to ogle Connor’s dates? If you had known I wasn’t Jess when you walked up then you wouldn’t have ogled me? Or would you have been more tasteful and not come off as such a Neanderthal?” Daniel laughs and it’s followed by a brilliant megawatt smile.
 
    “I guess you can just chalk it up to payback. Connor wasn’t very nice to Vanessa, my ex, and he would always look her up and down—not because of the way she looked, but because he wanted her to feel inferior. Vanessa was very controlling, and for some reason Connor intimidated her. I guess checking you out was my way of getting a small amount of payback, only you weren’t Jess and the whole thing kind of bit me in the ass. I’m not typically such a caveman, I swear. I’m usually very respectful to women. My parents are very respectful of each other, and over the years my mom has taught me well. If she would have seen how I was checking you out she would have slapped me upside the head and asked me where my manners had gone. 
 
   “Although, to answer your question, as much as I hate to admit it, I think I would’ve looked at you the same way had I known who you were. Not for a lack of respect for you, but because I’ve honestly never seen another girl that has made my heart skip a beat the way you did. So the way I figure it, we have two options. Option A - We can get to know each other and hope we get along, because for the first time in a long time I realize I want to have a woman’s company again. Or Option B- We can go upstairs to the guest room and see if we’re sexually compatible, which I’m sure we will be, and chalk this up to a fun night, but I’ll leave the decision to you, my lady.” Daniel finishes the last sentence looking deeply into my eyes, but he has a dancing glimmer in his as he winks at me. 
 
   I can’t stop myself from laughing as I slap him lightly on the arm. He’s got a sense of humor which is my favorite quality in a man. “As much as I would love to take you up on option B, I didn’t have time to shave my legs tonight since this ‘date’ was sprung on me, so I guess we’re stuck with option A. So let’s make the most of getting to know each other. First order of business, I need another drink.” 
 
   Daniel takes my cup and lightly brushes his fingertips against mine. I feel something I’ve never felt before—electric tingles. This is the second time we’ve shocked one another when we touch.  You can’t really feel tingles from someone’s touch, can you? 
 
   Daniel stands up. “What are you drinking?” he asks me. 
 
   “Vodka and orange juice, or just a shot of vodka, either is fine.”
 
   He slowly cracks a grin. He looks as if he wants to say something but he doesn’t. “I’ll be right back with your vodka, don’t go anywhere.” 
 
   I smile and watch him walk away, thinking to myself how good he looks from behind. Okay, Kate, snap out of it. Just a few minutes ago you thought he was an arrogant ass and now you’re watching him with such a feeling of lust you would think you’ve never had sex before. Somehow, though, I don’t think I’ve had the kind of sex I would have with Daniel. If the reaction I got from him brushing his fingertips against mine is any indication of what it would feel like to be with him, I think I might be in some serious trouble. I have never lusted after anyone before. I’ve been in love, but this is different, and the feeling scares me. I think I could really lose myself in Daniel, even if it’s just for one night. I need to snap back to reality. He should be back soon and I’m being utterly ridiculous.
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   Chapter 3 – Daniel
 
    
 
   When Connor called and asked me to come down a day early, all I wanted to do was say no. Then when Connor told me why he wanted me to come down early, I did say no, but Connor said he really needed this favor and I knew I couldn’t turn him down. I’ve known Connor long enough that I could hear the desperation in his voice. I couldn’t leave him hanging.
 
   My best friends are Connor, Jake, and Mike, who works with me at my family business. Connor, Jake, and I have known each other since we were toddlers. We met Mike my junior year of college and have been friends ever since. Jake’s fiancée is April; they’ve been together since high school. Mike dates on and off but doesn’t hide the fact that his last girlfriend wronged him in a way that is unforgivable. He’s not interested in anything more than casually hooking up with girls he can be less than nice to. Mike has never told us what happened, and since we’re guys we don’t ask. I’m sure he knows he can talk to us if he needs to. So that leaves me. Connor has been riding my ass for months about moving on from Vanessa but I’m just not ready yet. 
 
   Driving down from Santa Barbara is always a pain on a Friday night. Eventually, I get stuck in bumper to bumper traffic and that puts a damper on my already crappy mood. By the time I arrive, I’m seriously regretting giving into Connor. I’m just not ready to meet women. It’s one thing that I agreed to come out for a small intimate party tomorrow, but to hang out with her all night tonight is a lot more of a commitment. I know I have to be nice to her because she’s Connor’s friend, and from the way he talks about Jess, I think Connor might actually be ready to settle down with someone.
 
   If that’s the case, Kate will become a part of our group by extension. I have no choice but to be nice, even if it kills me. I’m happy Connor found someone he seems to be into, because with him it’s usually ‘wham bam thank you ma’am.’ Connor is attractive, rich, athletic, and smart which means girls are practically beating each other to get to him. Most of the time they’re just looking for a rich guy, or a party guy, and although Connor gets off on the attention, all he’s ever really wanted is to find a girl he can just be himself with. I’m hoping Jess is that girl for him. 
 
   By the time I pull up to Connor’s house in Brentwood, I’m irritated from the drive, and frustrated at myself for letting him set me up with some girl. If this ends up being just another booty call, I’m going to be pissed. I find a place to park and make my way inside the house; I can use a really strong drink. I spot Connor over by the kitchen waving to me. He’s standing with quite possibly the most beautiful girl I have ever seen in my entire life.
 
    It figures that the girl Connor thinks may be ‘the one’ takes my breath away. Son of a bitch. I sort of hope it doesn’t work out with them so I can have a shot with her. Fuck, now I want to kick my own ass because that’s a really douche thing to even think. I need a drink because this is going to be one long fucking night. As I approach them, I can’t help but look her up and down. I know I’m being overly obvious but she’s gorgeous. I barely even hear Connor making the introductions. Tuning myself back to reality, I realize he said her name is Kate. 
 
   Holy fuck, this is the girl he’s setting me up with? For the first time since Vanessa, it’s like someone flipped a switch on my libido. I can’t even imagine what Jess must look like because Kate is quite literally breathtaking. I have never seen such emerald green eyes in all my life. Her body is incredible. She’s wearing an outfit that hugs every single curve—damn she’s sexy. Kate isn’t thin but she’s definitely not fat—she’s short and built like a softball player, or maybe a gymnast.  I can’t help but imagine the things she could do to me in bed. When Connor finishes the introductions, I look back up and see that she’s angry or irritated with me. I know I look like a huge jerk, checking her out the way that I did. However, while I’m making small talk I notice that she’s checking me out as well. Maybe I’m not such a jerk after all. 
 
   When Jess joins us and introductions are made, Connor and I excuse ourselves to use the bathroom. I hate to look like a couple of chicks, but I was on the road for over two hours and downed a coffee from Starbucks on the way. I worked a sixty-hour week and I’m exhausted. 
 
   Once we’re out of earshot of the girls, Connor nudges me on the shoulder. “So, man, what do you think? Did I do you proud or what?” 
 
   “Well, that depends on if you’re talking about hooking me up with Kate or you finally finding a girl that seems like she could finally make you settle down for a bit.” 
 
   “I’m actually talking about setting you up with Kate, but I’m glad you think Jess is a keeper, too.” Connor laughs. 
 
   “Kate is gorgeous. She’s definitely my kind of girl—sarcasm, humor, good looking, and obviously athletic. Why aren’t you with her, or please don’t tell me you already were?”
 
   “Come on, Daniel, you know I’m not like Mike; I would never sleep with a girl and pass her to you. How can you even respect a girl that bounces from friend to friend? ” 
 
   “Well, you’ve known her since last year, so what’s the deal?” 
 
   “Kate and I hit it off right away. She’s truly amazing, but as cute as she is, she just isn’t my type. Sure, I thought about it. Who wouldn’t? But you know I like them tall and leggy. Honestly, though, Kate is so real, open, and honest I couldn’t imagine hurting her. She’s like the sister I never had, and I wouldn’t want to mess that up just for a piece of ass. I just can’t believe with all the studying and hanging out we did last year that I never met Jess. I actually thought about you for Kate when I first met her but you were dating Vanessa. Once it ended with the two of you, I couldn’t introduce you guys because you were a mess. It’s time, Daniel. You’ve had plenty of time to get over Vanessa, even if you don’t realize it.”
 
   Connor looks at me with a serious face and I open up to him, “I didn’t think I would ever be over Vanessa and her duplicitous ways. I know this is going to sound crazy, but I think Kate is just what I need to make me forget about Vanessa for good, but I don’t want to come on too strong.” 
 
   “Daniel, you may not want to come on too strong but don’t be an ass, either. Kate may put up with it for now because she’s doing me and Jess a favor, but she won’t put up with it all night. Kate’s not the type of girl to take shit from anyone, so don’t blow it. I don’t know the details because she doesn’t like talking about her ex, but she hasn’t dated in over three years. Her boyfriend dumped her the night he was going to propose to her. I couldn’t imagine getting engaged before college but Jess said there was no doubt in anyone’s mind that they would be together forever. I don’t think she’s looking for anything casual, so just keep that in mind.”
 
   When we get back to the kitchen, I take a shot of tequila and grab a beer. Connor and Jess take off almost immediately. I’m nervous as all hell—it’s loud and crowded and I really don’t want to blow this. I ask Kate to come outside with me and she agrees, which is a total relief. Turns out she doesn’t really like loud crowded parties, either. While Kate has her back turned, I quickly put a bottle of tequila inside my jacket pocket—you never know when you’ll need some liquid courage. 
 
    This house is my home away from home. The backyard is luxurious and when I lived here my mom and I sectioned off the side yard and made a beautiful garden. Most people don’t even know it’s over here; it’s the perfect place to take Kate. We can sit on the swing and get to know each other. I lead her out through the crowd and into the garden.  Kate takes in her surroundings and really seems to like it out here. We both sit on the swing and start talking. I pull out the tequila and take another shot, chasing it with my beer. Our conversation flows easily. She’s buzzed, and it’s cute—she gets chatty when she drinks. I’ll keep that in mind in case I ever need her to loosen up. Damn, I’m already thinking about the future. It hits me that not only is she making me feel like myself again, but she is the only girl that has ever made my heart skip a beat at first sight.  
 
   I want to grab her, kiss her, and make her mine. Something has to be wrong with me—I’ve never felt like this before. It almost feels as though I’ve known her all my life. We talk about Connor and his parties, my mom, Vanessa, and of course how beautiful I think she is. Without even filtering what comes out of my mouth, I tell her we can either get to know each other or go have sex. I am a fucking idiot! What the hell is wrong with me? I brace for the slap I know is coming, but I must be making an impression on her, because she laughs and tells me we’ll have to get to know each other because she didn’t shave today. I think I might be in love. Whether it’s with her or her personality, I don’t know and I really don’t care. 
 
   I have to take a breather and gather my rampant thoughts so I offer to get her a drink. When I take her cup, my fingers graze hers just a little, but it feels like little fireworks when they do. This is seriously insane. I’m letting this girl get under my skin and inside my head and I just met her. There’s no such thing as fireworks. Hell, with as many girls as I’ve been with I would know fireworks by now. More than likely, it’s the lack of sex for the past six months that’s getting to me. I just can’t shake the feeling that something’s different about Kate, and I desperately want to know what that is. 
 
   It hits me like a ton of bricks that all I want to do tonight is sit under the stars and get to know this beautiful girl. I want to know everything about her and I want to tell her all about me.  I can only hope that when the sun rises she wants me to stick around. I already know I want to spend the weekend with her, but it will make her special day crap tomorrow if tonight sucks. I take a bottle of vodka, a container of orange juice, and a pizza from the counter. I also stick a couple bottles of water in my jacket and head back outside. 
 
   When I get back into the garden area, I see Kate just looking up at the stars. She’s sitting cross-legged and barefoot on the swing. She’s even more beautiful lit up by the moonlight. 
 
   “I come bearing drinks and pizza. Are you hungry?” 
 
   Kate turns to me and flashes me a beautiful smile, and I notice for the first time that she has an adorable dimple on one cheek. How is it possible for one girl to be so fucking perfect?  
 
   “Thanks, I’m actually starving and could use a little food with my alcohol. Most people avoid eating while drinking, but I’m the opposite. I get sick if I don’t eat. I’ve always been a little backward, though. I’m probably the only left-handed person you’ll meet that does almost everything with her right hand. I use scissors, pitch, catch, et cetera, all with my right hand.” 
 
   “So you are a softball player. I thought you might be; you’re built like one, or maybe a gymnast?” 
 
   Kate laughs. It’s such a light but full body laugh and it is instantly my new favorite sound. 
 
   “You have me pegged already, do you? I was a gymnast when I was younger, but I quit my freshman year of high school. I still do some light gymnastic workout routines to keep in shape or to let off steam. And no, I have never played softball, at least not for anything more than fun. What about you? My guess would be a football player, a defensive lineman maybe? Spill it… Enquiring minds want to know.” 
 
   Is it wrong of me to want to put down this pizza box, grab her, and kiss her senseless? She’s fucking irresistible. Did I really just say irresistible? Hey, Daniel, you might want to do a nut check. You still have balls down there? Next thing you know you’ll have blue balls before you even kiss her. 
 
   “Yes, football player all through high school, and a few years in college until I tore my bicep and had to have surgery. I was a defensive tackle, and pretty damn good at it, but it took a while to recover from my injury. I realized that I didn’t want to live a life of injuries and age before my time. When my doctor suggested I may want to quit, I agreed. I miss it sometimes, but I don’t think I had a career past college anyway, so it wasn’t that much of a loss. I was never one of those guys that let sports run my life.
 
   “My mom supported my decision but my dad never really understood why I quit. He thought I should have pushed and kept playing. He has a competitive edge when it comes to sports. He doesn’t understand why people quit if there’s still a chance to succeed, and that’s just one of the areas we differ. When the doctor says ‘yes you can still play, BUT if you do you could lose some, if not most, of the mobility in your arm’ it makes you realize there are other things in life more important than the game.” 
 
   Kate’s looking at me with such an intense gaze as she very lightly puts her hand over mine. Her touch is so gentle yet so unbelievably sexy. I hope she isn’t generally a touchy feely person with everyone. I want this touching to mean something to her, because even though we just met, my body is responding in ways it probably shouldn’t. 
 
   “It sounds to me like you’ve thought a lot about what you want in regards to your long-term goals. It takes a very strong person to give up something they are passionate about and look far enough into their future to realize the long-term effects aren’t worth risking over a few years of glory. I really admire that in a person, especially in a man. I’ve spent my life with a man who puts his passion above everyone and everything. My father lost love, friends, family, and business associates by being preoccupied with his one and only true passion, his company. It has caused lots of devastation, and the rift it created between us is irreparable. For a long time now, I’ve wondered if all men turn into a version of him or if there are some good ones still out there. I think you’ve definitely given me a little hope.” Kate gives my hand a little squeeze and reaches for the pizza. “Okay, I’m seriously starving, so it’s only fair to warn you now that I’m not one of those girls that cares if you see me eat or how much you see me eat.”
 
   I can’t help but laugh at that. She’s too damn cute for her own good. 
 
   “Kate, you could sit here and eat that entire pizza and I wouldn’t think any less of you. I love that you don’t care if I see you eat. Nothing irritates me more than taking a girl out and buying her a nice dinner, only to have her eat three bites of her food and try to play like she’s full or not hungry or whatever. I love cooking and eating, and I especially love watching a woman enjoy her food. I love making something decadent and sharing it with someone that enjoys the flavor of the food and enjoys eating it with me. I don’t know why, but it’s a huge turn on for me to know that a woman is confident enough with herself to do all the things she would do alone in front of me. That can be many things—from eating, singing, dancing, crying, working out, et cetera… those are the things I like to enjoy with my girl. 
 
   “I’m a simple person. I love hanging out with friends, watching movies, playing sports, going to the gym, just doing things that are low key. I’m not opposed to getting dressed up and going to events, charity functions, dinners, or shows, as long as it’s not all the time. I work anywhere from forty to sixty-hour work weeks with my dad at his construction company, and when I have down time I thoroughly like to enjoy it. Well, that’s a little bit about me; now tell me a little about you. What is the one thing you look for in a boyfriend? One quality that is non-negotiable?” 
 
   I reach over for a slice of pizza as she moves her hand from my arm, grabs the vodka, and takes a swig. It’s really cute seeing her drink straight from the bottle then shake herself out a bit after the burn. I hand her a bottle of water and wait while she takes a drink and grabs a slice of pizza for herself. 
 
   “You really know how to start off with the deep questions, don’t you? I guess the main quality I’m looking for, besides the usual nice, caring, and faithful, is someone who, above all else, keeps our relationship about us. I want to find someone who understands that even though external forces can affect our relationship, it isn’t defined by that. I want someone that will stay by my side while we handle those problems together.  I want someone who loves me for me, who believes in me. Someone who will believe in us even if we are failing. Sometimes all love needs is two people who believe in it enough to resurrect it and keep it alive.” Suddenly, her eyes are piercing into me. I swear I can feel that look to the depths of my soul.
 
   “Daniel, I don’t lie. Maybe it’s my one great attribute, but sometimes I feel as if it’s my greatest weakness. I may not always hand details over about things if I don’t feel it’s my place, but if I’m asked directly and I have the answer, I will never lie. I’m also not into casual relationships, which may be why I haven’t had one in a few years. The one person in my life that has ever held my heart in his hands broke it into tiny jagged pieces. I’m not looking to repeat that experience anytime soon.” Kate says the last sentence really fast like she just needs to get it out. The look in her eyes is such a painful one. I can’t stand to see her eyes filled with so much pain. 
 
   I move the pizza box and set it on the ground. Scooting over to close the gap between us, I wrap my arm around her shoulder and just let her lean into me. I don’t know how she’ll react, but I just can’t sit here and not comfort her. Obviously, her pain runs deep and I fully understand. After Vanessa, my pain ran deep, but that was nothing compared to hers—that I can tell. She said it’s been years but her pain looks fresh. I know she must have been deeply in love. She seems like the kind of girl that only knows how to fall in love with her whole heart. Her ex must be the biggest idiot on the planet. It’s almost impossible to find a girl who can love like that.  I don’t want to come across as a jerk, but I have to know if she’s ready to move past this pain, and more importantly, past him. She’s looking down, almost as if ashamed to look at me. I cup her chin, lifting her head up, and look into her eyes.
 
    “Kate, I don’t think those are unreasonable things to want from a relationship. As a matter of fact, I think all of your wants should be a part of any healthy relationship. All of that falls under respect. If you don’t respect yourself and each other then it definitely isn’t a relationship worth having.  The look in your eyes tells me that talking about this is very painful for you. I’m so sorry that someone ever hurt you so much that you still carry around this kind of pain years later. Having a broken heart is a dangerous thing. In my experience, it leads to one of two general outcomes. A - A searing pain so raw that you lash out and do things out of character by trying to forget, whether that includes hurting yourself or others who get in your way or both. B - Suffering in an extreme state of sadness, loneliness, and depression which isn’t healthy at all. Eventually you have to move on, and it might not be easy, but living in the past isn’t healthy. I feel a little awkward asking you this, but do you think you’re finally in a place where you feel like you’re ready to move on?
 
   “For the first time in months I feel like I am. There’s something about you, and I would really like to get to know you better. Before I come on too strong, or cross a boundary that you aren’t ready for, or if you aren’t feeling the same way I just need to know and I’ll back off. More than anything, I would love to get to know you and be your friend, but I would be lying if I said I wasn’t interested in seeing where this thing between us could go.” 
 
   Nothing like just putting myself out there, but I’ll be damned if I’m going to put myself through what I went through with Vanessa again. I can already tell that Kate is different than Vanessa. When she said she doesn’t lie, it was like she could see into my soul and know that my vulnerabilities and insecurities are because Vanessa lied to me and I was stupid enough to believe her. Trust is a huge thing for me—it is the core of any relationship—and Vanessa shattered my trust again and again. Kate’s also sweet, sensitive, sexy, and funny. I could fall so head over heels in love with this girl that it scares the living daylights out of me. I also know that if she says she’s not interested in moving on, I’ll be devastated, which is dumb because we just met. But my body feels connected to her in ways that I can’t ignore. I’m completely drawn to her. So for now, I continue to gaze into her beautiful eyes, still cupping her face in my hands, knowing I can wait like this forever until she gives me an answer. 
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   Chapter 4 – Kate
 
    
 
   He’s holding me and gazing deeply into my eyes. God help me, he’s one of the most beautiful men I have ever set eyes on. I just can’t seem to find my voice to answer him. He’s looking at me like he wants to devour me. It’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen and makes my stomach clench in ways I’ve never felt before. It’s starting to get cool outside but I’m heated just from his touch. I want him to do things to me—dirty, nasty, erotic things—that will make me scream his name repeatedly. Oh. My. God. Where is this coming from?
 
   I’ve never had a carnal urge to rip off someone’s clothes and enjoy every single inch of their body. It’s not like I’m a virgin; Michael and I had sex, lots of sex. We were together for four years and had known each other for so much longer. It was everything your first love is supposed to be. I thought we would grow up, get married, have kids, and a great life. Our families loved each other, and we spent so much time together it was obvious that we were destined to be, until our love shattered to pieces and left me utterly broken. I can’t imagine having that kind of love with anyone else, not ever, but right now I don’t want to think about Michael at all.
 
   This must be lust. These feelings that are coursing through my veins are new and raw and I like them A LOT. I feel alive, wanted, desired, and a touch crazy since we just met. Who feels so much for someone so quickly? I can’t tell him I don’t want to move on, because right now I do, very much. I want to explore all of these new feelings and see where they take me but I’m so afraid to act on them. I love the way he’s looking at me, holding me, waiting patiently for my answer without pushing. My heart is beating so fast I think it might explode. I need to find the right words but the alcohol is clouding my judgment. I don’t know if what I want to say is going to come out the way I want it to but here it goes.
 
   “Daniel, it’s been so long since I’ve tried a relationship with anyone. I completely closed myself off and just focused on school. Part of that was intentional so I could avoid having to feel anything again, and part of that was out of necessity so that I can graduate on time with my heavy course load. Being here with you—talking freely and hanging out—is making me realize I’ve been missing out on things. I miss having someone other than Jess, Marc, and Connor to talk to and have fun with. I think I would very much like to try and get to know you. I feel comfortable with you. Maybe that’s because I’ve heard so much about you from Connor already. My body responds to yours, the smallest touches feel electrifying, and that scares me, a lot. I feel like things could get out of control quickly between us, and I don’t know if I’m ready for that yet. I’ve only had one long-term boyfriend and since then I’ve kept myself guarded.
 
   “My ex, Michael, and I grew up together; our fathers were business partners. We went to elementary, junior high, and high school together. Michael lived two blocks over from me growing up. He was my first friend that was a boy, first crush, and in seventh grade he was my first kiss during a game of spin the bottle. Freshman year of high school we started dating, and we dated up until the summer before freshman year of college. It’s a story I’m not sure I’m ready to tell, but suffice it to say, it did not have a happy ending. Our families used to be close and now they don’t speak. What I thought would be my happily ever after became my worst nightmare. I completely shut down and I cried for weeks. If it weren’t for Jess, I would have never left the house. It got so much worse than I could have ever imagined, and it took a long time for me to recover. I’ve only been on two dates since Michael and neither of them ended with more than a goodnight kiss. I want to move on, but I have some unresolved business with Michael’s family that won’t be completed until next year. Once that’s taken care of, hopefully everything will be left in the past where it belongs and I can finally have the closure I need.
 
    “Sorry. I’m telling you too much too fast, or maybe I’m just too drunk to be having such a deep discussion. Back to my original point, yes I believe I’m ready to try again, but I wanted you to know exactly what you would be getting into because sometimes I’m kind of a mess. I’m inexperienced in a lot of ways. I have baggage and...Well, you get the point.” At some point during my very long explanation my eyes drifted down to the ground, and when I look back up into his amazing eyes he looks very deep in thought. I think I blew my chance. I couldn’t just say yes; I had to explain my whole life’s history. 
 
   “Kate,” he whispers, his eyes still locked on mine. He slowly lowers his face, his lips so close to mine I know he’s going to kiss me. It’s been a long time since I’ve been kissed. What if I forgot how? The rapid beating of my heart is loud, I’m sure he can hear it but I don’t care. I want this with him so badly. I don’t think I ever knew it was possible to crave someone’s touch until now. “Thank you for telling me the truth and not hiding your feelings, you have no idea what that means to me.” 
 
   His lips are almost brushing against mine, so close I can feel his breath caress my lips… it’s intoxicating. Daniel places one hand on the back of my head, pulling me forward to close the small gap between us as his perfect lips meet mine for a gentle, yet utterly heart-stopping kiss. This is the first kiss fairytales are spun from. My heartbeat is still rapid, my pulse is still racing, and I can’t for the life of me figure out why I have waited so long to find him. This man was obviously made just for me. Daniel stops kissing me, resting his forehead against mine.
 
   I reach up and run my fingers through his hair, and I feel him suck in his breath as he slowly moves his lips to mine. Gently kissing me, he parts my lips with his tongue, making his way into my mouth. When his tongue caresses mine I feel butterflies in my stomach. What the hell? The feeling is exceptional; it’s unlike anything I’ve ever felt before. I’m lost in it and to it. How have I never felt this before? Was I so inexperienced that I didn’t get what it was supposed to be like? Or has it just been so long that I have built up sexual tension inside me that I wasn’t even aware of? I don’t care. This is pure bliss and completely unexpected. Jess was right—I just need to enjoy my gift tonight. 
 
   Daniel runs his hand through my hair while his other arm is wrapped around my waist. He pulls me in tighter and deepens the erotic dance he’s doing with my tongue. This feels so right, like the way soul mates meet and connect in those sappy romance novels. I can’t stop the moan that escapes me. I pull him even deeper into our kiss as he pulls me tighter. There’s no space between us anymore; I’m practically in his lap. After the longest, most passionate kiss I have ever experienced in all of my twenty-three years, we slowly break apart and take a minute to catch our breath. Daniel takes my hand and intertwines his fingers with mine as we sit and swing, both of us looking upward at the stars. It’s a comfortable silence which I’m grateful for because I’m not sure what to say. 
 
   “Kate, I’m sorry if that took you by surprise. It took me by surprise, too. I’m usually not this forward. I typically don’t kiss a girl until at least the end of our first date. There’s something about you, though. Something about how honest you are with me, how your eyes reflected your sadness and pain at the same time. Kissing you was instinctual and I don’t regret it. I hope you don’t, either, because that was hands down the most incredible kiss I have ever experienced.”  I can’t wipe the smile off my face. Those might be the sweetest words I’ve ever heard.
 
   “Daniel, I’m sure I looked scared and sad because I was both. It makes me sad to think about Michael. I tend to dwell on the things I may or may not have been able to do differently when I think of the love we lost. I’m scared because I just aired my dirty laundry to a virtual stranger with the hope that not only will you understand it, but also be able to accept it. Most guys wouldn’t even bother. Hearing about the ex this soon is where your flight mechanism should kick in. So if you’re going to flee, can you do it now, please? I just had the kiss of a lifetime, and before I start liking it too much, I would like to know if there’s going to be a chance to do that again sometime.”  When Daniel laughs, his eyes sparkle and his whole face lights up with genuine happiness. I think that might be my favorite thing about him so far, besides how he kisses me.
 
   “Kate, I don’t scare easily. I’ve got my own baggage—maybe we can find comfort in our matching set. Someday we can compare war stories, but for now let’s just say my last relationship sucked. I let it get out of hand, probably because it was a long relationship for me. I’ve had four serious girlfriends—one in high school, two in college and then Vanessa. None of them were right for me. None of them made me laugh as easily and as quickly as you have tonight. And absolutely none of them were as beautiful as you are. I am completely taken with you, so I propose an idea. Let’s talk tonight, really talk, uninhibited about anything. When we’re tired we’ll sleep, together, but not intimately. And in the morning when we wake up, you’ll let me take you out to breakfast and we’ll see where the day takes us. Are you game?”
 
   I don’t even have to think about it, this will be a great way to get to know him. 
 
   “Absolutely, as long as we agree up front that each question asked has to be answered by us both and with honest answers.”  
 
   “Ah, finally, a girl after my own heart. Definitely agreed. Now, don’t think I’m creepy or anything, but would you prefer to sleep out here under the stars or inside in the guest room?” 
 
   I hate camping in any form, and although this is far from camping, it’s still outdoors. It is quieter out here, though, and more secluded which definitely wins out over all else. 
 
   “I would like to stay out here; it’s definitely quieter and an easier place to get to know each other. I’m going to run inside, use the bathroom, and see if I can track Jess down to let her know where I’ll be.  I’ll meet you back out here?” I don’t know why I say it like a question when really it’s just a statement. 
 
   “That’s perfect. I keep a sleeping bag and a pillow out here in the shed, but that will give me time to run in to get another blanket and pillow so that we can both be comfortable.” Daniel grabs my hand and leads me toward the house. Once inside, we go our separate ways but before we do, he pulls my hand to his mouth and kisses it softly. 
 
   “See you in a few minutes.”
 
   Oh my god, is this really happening to me? I think I definitely owe Connor a thank you. I didn’t do him a favor, he did me one by getting me to come over here tonight. After chatting for a minute with a girl from my study group, I head to the guest room to use the bathroom. I’m sure it’s unoccupied and I hate having to wait in a line to go pee. On my way, I notice all of the pictures lining the hall upstairs which screams of a mother’s touch. I wonder if Daniel’s mom did this, too. There are pictures of Connor, someone who I assume is Jake, and Daniel all together. They look very close, almost like all three of them are brothers. There are football pictures of Daniel and Jake, graduation pictures from High School, those cheesy posed pictures from dances with the three of them together in some and just Daniel and Jake in others. 
 
   It’s nice to see them all so young and happy. True friends are hard to come by and it looks like they have it in spades. All the pictures seem to end around the time of Jake and Daniel’s graduation so there isn’t anything recent. Of course, in typical bachelor house style there’s not one picture of any girl. Not even April. Maybe only pictures of those three are allowed since I didn’t see any of Mike, either. I wonder how often Jake and April come out to visit, or his other friend Mike. It might be nice for all of us to get together and barbecue or something one day. Shaking my head, I start walking toward the guestroom. You would think we were already coupled up and in love. Come on, Kate, get with it. One thing at a time. I open the door to the guestroom and walk in on Connor, Jess, and Daniel. Daniel’s digging in the closet and Jess and Connor are sitting on the bed, looking a little disheveled. Three guesses what they were just doing. 
 
   “Well, I didn’t think I would run into all of you in here. I guess it’s my lucky night. Now I don’t have to search for you in the masses. Why are you guys in here and not in Connor’s room?”  
 
   “I forgot to lock my door and some lucky couple is getting lucky in my bed.” 
 
   I start laughing and it makes me really have to pee. “You sound so upset about it. Why didn’t you just kick them out? Please don’t make me laugh because I really have to pee.”
 
   “Well, considering that I was hoping to get lucky, I’m a little mad, but who am I to stop someone else from having a good night? That’s why we have extra sheets. I told them they had an hour before I kicked them out, so we came in here to pass the time. I’m not letting their good time wreck mine. Although, from what Daniel says, we should be able to just stay in here since you two are romancing it out under the stars tonight. Care to comment, Kate?” 
 
   I roll my eyes at him. “I wouldn’t call it romancing. It’s just two people getting to know each other in a quieter setting. I was coming in to tell Jess but someone beat me to it. You two are fine. Stay here and enjoy yourselves, just let me pee first.”
 
   I can still hear them laughing from the bathroom. I also hear Jess talking; she’s a little loud when she drinks or maybe it’s her way of letting me know she’s got my back. “Daniel, you better not try any smooth moves on my girl tonight. It has taken me forever to get her to agree to come out again, and if you screw it up then YOU.WILL.BE.ON.MY.LIST. Got it?” She’s so overly dramatic sometimes, but I totally love her for it. I take my time washing my hands so I can hear Daniel’s reply. 
 
   “Jess, I swear you don’t have to worry about any smooth moves—only honesty and my irresistible sex appeal. I’ll be a boy scout, but if your girl makes a move you can’t really expect me to keep my hands to myself. I mean, I wouldn’t want to give the pretty girl a complex thinking she isn’t wanted just because I made you a promise, would I?” 
 
   As I come out of the bathroom I catch Daniel winking at Jess. “Fine, you have my permission, but only if she makes the first move. You hear that, Kate? He isn’t allowed to touch you unless you touch him first, so text me when he screws up so I can come down there and kick his ass. Unless, of course, you want him touching you…” I don’t even answer her question. Daniel has two blankets and two pillows in his arms. I take one set from him and grab his hand so Jess can see. 
 
   “I don’t think you have anything to worry about, Jess. As you can see, I have no problem touching him.” With a wink over my shoulder, I flash them a smile and both she and Connor look happily surprised. “See you guys in the morning.” 
 
   Daniel and I walk hand in hand back to the garden. He goes to the shed and takes out a zipper bag with a sleeping bag and a pillow. After unzipping the sleeping bag and laying it out in the grass, he spreads the pillows out and takes off his shoes and jacket. He motions for me to join him and lies down, putting his hands behind his head, and looks up at the stars. As he lifts his hands, his shirt inches up a little and I see incredible six-pack abs that ignite my raging hormones even more. His jeans ride a little low and I see he’s got the V leading down and suddenly I’m feeling a little flushed. Tonight is going to be harder to get through than I thought. 
 
   Everything he does seems to be turning me on, whether he’s trying to or not. After taking off my shoes, I lie down next to him and he covers us with the first blanket. 
 
   “Kate, let me know if you get cold and I’ll cover us with the second blanket. Right now I don’t think we need it, do you?” 
 
   “No, I’m fine, especially with both of us under here. It’s a little warm already.” Turning onto my side, I snuggle into the crook of his arm. His muscles are well-defined and he pulls me closer into him. I fit perfectly in his arms. It feels like home, somewhere I’ve always belonged, and it’s unsettling but in a good way. I put my other arm across his chest and start asking questions. 
 
   “First question, what did you really say to Jess and Connor upstairs?” 
 
   “Nothing bad, I promise,” he says and lightly kisses my forehead. “They asked where you were, and I told them you were looking for a bathroom and that I came up for blankets. Of course, nosey as they both are, they wanted to know why. I told them we decided to have a night under the stars to get to know each other. The romance part was all Connor, but I didn’t correct him because I hope he’s right.
 
   “My turn now. Kate, this is a deal breaker, so you have a fifty- fifty shot of getting it right. Dogs or cats?” 
 
   Great, a deal breaker over animals. Cats are creepy and I have a phobia about growing into that little old cat lady. 
 
   “Dogs, Daniel, only dogs, cats seriously creep me out.” I’m rewarded with another kiss on the forehead. I love this game. 
 
   “Me, too. I can’t stand cats. When I was a kid, our neighbor had a bunch of cats. One morning, my mom started the car to take me to school and we heard screeching and crying. Turns out one of the neighbor’s cats had crawled into the engine to get warm and when we started the car it killed it. My mom never started the car again without thumping on the hood. It was traumatic.  I was only about nine, but remember thinking to myself if an animal is dumb enough to get itself killed like that then I never wanted one.” 
 
   “That’s an awful story! Now I’m going to have to bang on the hood of my car just to be sure that never happens to me! I’m glad we agree dogs are the way to go. Let’s see, do you have any brothers or sisters? I don’t have either. When I was little I wished for one, but as I got older I was really glad that I never got my wish.” 
 
   “No, I never had any siblings, either. My parents had me a little late. My mom was thirty-seven when she got pregnant. It was a tough road for her, and when she delivered me she hemorrhaged pretty badly and had to have a hysterectomy. She never seemed upset by it, though. I think it’s part of the reason we’re so close, although she’ll tell you it’s because I’m the only person that has ever heard what her heart sounds like from the inside.” 
 
   Oh. My. God. Could that be any sweeter? Maybe he is for real; all his kindness and sweetness must come from his mom. I would love to meet her someday. I wish mine was still around.  
 
   “Daniel, that’s so sweet. Your mom sounds like such an amazing woman.” 
 
   “She is one of my all-time favorite people. Hopefully, someday you’ll get to meet her. What about your mom? What is she like?” 
 
   I know I should be prepared for this question, and it shouldn’t bother me anymore, but it still hurts.  I know he can see the unshed tears in my eyes.
 
   “My mom died when I was ten years old. We were in her room and she was getting ready to go to a charity dinner with my dad. She was complaining of a headache but said she wasn’t going to let a silly headache keep her from a good cause. She took some Advil and tried to push through it. She made it down the stairs, grabbed her coat and purse, and just fell to the ground. They did what they could, but the doctor’s couldn’t save her. She had a massive brain aneurysm and died, just like that—right in front of me and my dad, Michael and his family, and Jess and her aunt Maryanne. Jess’s mom is always traveling for work, so Maryanne pretty much raised us both after my mom passed.” I feel the tears running down my cheeks but Daniel tenderly wipes them away. I don’t know why I still cry when I talk about her, I just miss her so much and it all happened so fast. 
 
   “I am so, so sorry. I didn’t mean to make you cry, sweetheart, or bring up sad memories for you. I had no idea you lost your mom. I’ve been rambling on about mine all night. I feel like such an ass.” Daniel is still wiping my cheek and kissing my forehead. It’s so loving, so intimate—I can’t imagine a more perfect reaction to my overreaction.
 
   “It’s okay. You couldn’t have known. Sometimes I just miss her more than others. I can tell how much you love your mom and I love that you do and don’t take her for granted. So many people don’t appreciate the things that their parents do for them, but I can tell you aren’t one of those people at all. I respect you for that. Your parents should be very proud of who you turned into. Most people would think when one parent passes away the other parent would pick up the slack and become closer to the child, but that wasn’t the case with me. I was never really close with my dad, and the older I got, the more manipulative he became. Not just with me, but with everyone. I used to try and give him the benefit of the doubt, but that all stopped my freshman year of college. He did some very unforgivable things that year. We rarely talk now, and when we do it’s very superficial, but I don’t think he even notices there’s a problem. He’s always been very self-centered—very me, me, me—so when I don’t really talk I don’t think he even notices. Most of the time, talking to him literally makes me sick to my stomach, but he’s my dad so I continue to try. I just don’t know how much longer I will. When I graduate, I want to go to graduate school to get a degree in child psychology. My dad wants me to start working in his company so that someday I can run it. I have zero interest in running a computer software company. My family is wealthy, and when I turn twenty-five I’ll inherit a trust fund from my mom. Once I have access to that money I can tell my dad that I’m not working for him… ever. I just don’t do it now because part of me wishes he will let me pursue what makes me happy and not what makes sense to him. At the end of the day, he’s my dad and I love him, I just don’t like him very much.”
 
    I let out a sigh. This discussion is emotional for me. My dad does not put me in a good mood and I feel like I’ve made this night a big downer. Daniel seems genuinely interested, though. He’s still holding me, sprinkling my forehead with kisses, and has started running his hands through my hair. It’s relaxing and feels really good, but beyond that it feels right being here with him. I’m so glad I came tonight. I can’t wait to get to know more about him. I’m beginning to think he’s the real deal. I’m not sure how to process that, I don’t often let people into my world. My trust issues run deep, and it terrifies me how easily I seem to be letting my guard down around him.
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   Chapter 5 – Daniel
 
    
 
   Wow. That is the one word that keeps running through my head while I’m lying here with Kate. It sounds like she’s had a very hard life. Listening to her pour her heart out, the old saying ‘money can’t buy happiness’ runs through my head. My family is well off. I’ve never wanted for anything, but I was always raised to work hard for my money. Physical labor, it’s how my dad was raised and his dad before him. Construction is a pretty lucrative business, especially when you have a good reputation and a long-term history in the areas you are building in. 
 
   My dad is always worried I’m going to meet some money-hungry girl who thinks she’ll be able to take advantage of us, and with Vanessa he was right. I still hear his voice in my head, ‘I told you, Son, that girl is nothing but a money-grubbing whore.’ It used to make me so angry because he would say that while we were together and it would always start a huge fight. He still says that any girl I marry will have to sign a pre-nup or she won’t be welcomed into the family. I don’t expect any girl I choose to be my wife to sign anything. I know it’s all about protection and such, but I only want to be married once, and I’m sure I’ll pick the right girl. Besides, if for some reason I pick a girl that doesn’t want to stay with me, I’m sure my heart will be so broken that I won’t care what she takes when she goes.
 
   “My dad and I haven’t had the best relationship lately, but I know he’s got my back. He’s just rough on the exterior and doesn’t sugarcoat anything, although there are times when it would be nice if he would. The only exception to that is my mom; he loves her with all his heart and soul. He can have the worst day but he always comes home with a smile for my mom. The first thing he says when he walks in is ‘There’s my girl, come and give me some sugar’ after which my mom will give him a hug and a kiss. When I was a kid it used to really gross me out, but now that I’m older, I hope that someday I’ll have that with someone. They’re both vocal people, and you’ll know when they have a disagreement. My mom has rules we all live by. There are three of them. Never leave mad, never go to sleep angry, and never say goodbye without telling people you love them.” Lying here with Kate—wiping away her tears, kissing her, running my fingers through her hair, and just holding her close to me—I realize how much I want that. I want what my parents have, a love that withstands all else. 
 
   Looking into Kate’s eyes, I wish I could take away how much hurt emanates from the most beautiful green eyes I’ve ever seen.  “I’m sorry you have so much hurt in your relationship with your dad, Kate. I have a rough relationship with mine, too, but I know when push comes to shove, he has my back. He has his own ideals about business, money, and what he considers money-grubbing women. My dad’s a worker; he believes in an honest day’s work and does not slack off. He’s very well off but lives very modestly in comparison. My dad has never flaunted his money and dislikes that people know he has it. He feels like it brings out the ones that just want a handout. He believes in chances, though. If you need help getting on your feet he’ll give you a job, but what you do with the opportunity he gives you is up to you. ‘Sink or swim’ in his words; there are no second chances in the world of McCormick Construction. My friend Mike that I told you about earlier was really in a hard place when I met him—mad at the world, mad at his parents, reeling from a bad break up with his girlfriend, and didn’t know how he was going to make it. My dad took him in, gave him a job, and had some of the guys train him. Mike has worked his way up to a supervisor in just three years, which is pretty impressive considering all he had to learn. I guess if I had to describe my dad I would say he’s a fair man that loves his wife more than anything in the world but his people skills need some work.” 
 
   I give her another kiss on the forehead, she seems to really respond to them, and gently rub her back. I love the way her body feels against mine, the way I can feel her heart beating against my chest in rhythm with my own. “One of the things I love about life is that we can make our own families. Sometimes we are given a family that doesn’t appreciate us or the lives they were given. There’s a reason those people are in our lives; maybe we can change them, or maybe their attitudes and lack of love for the things and people they should cherish will actually change us. I figure it this way, one of two things happens as you grow. You either A— grow up exactly like the people and environment you were raised in.  Or B—you move in a completely opposite direction and grow into a better person—one who has learned from the things that devastated and disappointed you in your childhood, and you strive to become better. Family will always be your family, but the best thing about life is that you get to pick your mate, or maybe they pick you, and you build your own family. You can surround yourself with amazing friends—ones you love as if they were your own siblings. Eventually, when you have kids, they’ll open up a whole new dimension of love, one that is completely pure and untainted. I don’t dwell on what I feel like I don’t have, I just look forward to what life is going to bring. Right now, I’m extremely grateful that life has brought me here, to this moment, with you.” 
 
   When I lean in close to her she closes her eyes. I kiss her forehead and begin trailing kisses down her face, soft gentle kisses, making my way slowly to her mouth. God, her mouth is so sensual. She has perfect lips; her bottom lip is just a little pouty and I grab it lightly between my teeth. I feel her suck in her breath, and I slowly take her lip and suck on it while running my hands through her hair. I pull her in closer by the back of her head and slowly slide my tongue into her mouth, tasting her, claiming her as mine. She moans lightly, giving me an instant hard on.
 
    This girl does things to me that I don’t understand, but my body does, and I definitely don’t want it to stop. She repositions herself on top of me. Part of me is embarrassed because it’s really obvious that I’m hard. The other part of me, the part that craves her touch, is imagining how good she would feel wrapped around my cock.  She wraps her hands behind my head and kisses me hard, taking me deep into her mouth while she grinds on top of me. This is so fucking erotic I can’t stand it. I’m not sure what moved her to want to do this; I was really okay just kissing her and being with her, but this is incredible. I decide to hold back and take my cues from her but it’s not easy. 
 
   We’re both exploring each other’s bodies; she’s running her hands through my hair, continuously kissing me, moaning into my mouth as we kiss. I’m putty in her hands, moaning just as much as she is. I can’t help it; I have to have more of her. I run my hands down her hips and over her perfect ass, pulling her into me even harder. I have no clue how long we’ve been going at it but this is by far the best make out session I’ve ever had, even though I know I’ll have blue balls for days. Eventually, she’s the one to pull back from our erotic haven. She rolls off to the side and back into the crook of my arm. I pull her back into me while lying on my side and just hold her; I don’t know that I’ve ever felt more at peace. 
 
   “Kate, you are beautiful, sweet, sexy, and the most amazing kisser I’ve ever been with. I want to know every single part of you, sweetheart. I need to know if you feel the same way.”
 
    So much for taking things slowly, I’ve never called a girl sweetheart before her. I hardly recognize myself and I feel like a pussy, especially because this is moving so fast. I already can’t imagine being without her. She’s yawning, and I’m pretty tired, too. I would love to fall asleep like this but I need to hear her answer. 
 
   “I’m so sorry I just yawned on you. I’ve been up since five and it has to be after two by now. I think you’re a pretty amazing kisser, too, but more than that, I think you’re a pretty amazing person. Listening to you talk about making your own family mirrors my exact feelings. Honestly, it’s a huge turn on knowing how much we think alike and how much we already have in common. I feel drawn to you in a way I’ve never been drawn to anyone before. It’s like I have a carnal need to be with you and that scares me. To go from dwelling on the loss of a long-term relationship to wanting to be with you so completely, it’s frightening but still very exciting. So yes, I feel exactly the same way, and right now I want nothing more than to fall asleep in your arms if that is okay with you”. Holy hell. 
 
   “Sleep, Kate. I want nothing more right now than to hold you while you sleep. In the morning I’ll take you to breakfast and we can spend the day together.” 
 
   I kiss her forehead and she asks me, “I thought you came up here to do something with Connor tomorrow. You can’t blow him off.” 
 
   Smiling at her, I let her in on a little secret, “Happy Birthday, Kate. I was coming here to be your date. Jess and Connor are tired of seeing you alone. We’re all supposed to spend the day together tomorrow, well, today now; it’s been planned for weeks. That’s part of why I didn’t want to come up early because I was afraid we wouldn’t hit it off. After thinking about it, though, I figured if we didn’t get along tonight, then your birthday wouldn’t be uncomfortable because plans can be changed.” She’s shocked, I can tell, but so sleepy. 
 
   “Thank you for coming. I think you might just be the best present I could have gotten. I feel like I’m finally alive after being numb for so long.”
 
    Giving me a final perfect kiss, she closes her eyes and is asleep in just a few minutes. Lying here with her in my arms, out here under the stars, is the best feeling I’ve ever had. I could literally watch her sleep all night but I’m exhausted. I’ve been up almost a full twenty-four hours. I continue to look at her and run my fingers through her hair until I fall asleep. 
 
   I wake up to the sun shining brightly in the sky with Kate still asleep in my arms. Carefully, so I don’t wake her, I reach for my phone to check the time.  It’s barely seven, but because of my job I’m an early riser, so this is like sleeping in to me. She slept in my arms all night. Looking down at her now, I see all the details I didn’t see last night in the dark. She has a cute little nose with a sprinkling of freckles across her nose and cheeks. She has the longest eyelashes I have ever seen, perfectly shaped eyebrows, three piercings in each ear, the best lips I have ever had the pleasure of putting mine on, perfectly proportioned breasts, and her shirt is rising up just enough that I can see her belly button ring peeking out. Her stomach is flat and toned. She’s sexy as all hell and I’m hard just from looking at her.
 
    I would love nothing more than to wake her up and have my way with her but I can’t. Instead I kiss her, starting at her chin and slowly making my way up her cheek to her forehead, down her nose, and finally to her lips. She’s starting to wake up and opens her eyes. 
 
   “Good morning, birthday girl,” I whisper into her mouth as I kiss her some more. 
 
   “Hmmmm, so it wasn’t a dream after all? Good morning to you, too. This sure is a nice way to wake up.” I lay her back on the pillow and roll myself on top of her, propping myself up on my elbows. Now I’m between her legs and pushing up onto her. Kate moans loudly and I kiss her. I can’t help it; my body wants her like I have never wanted anyone else before.
 
    She kisses me deeper, taking control as we explore each other’s mouths and bodies. It feels like we’re about to spontaneously combust. Unfortunately, we’re no longer alone. 
 
   “Ahem,” Connor says loudly, followed by giggling. I slowly turn my head to look over my shoulder. I can’t really move right now or my excitement will be on display for everyone. Kate’s a bright shade of red and it’s truly adorable. Jess and Connor are staring at us with equal looks of pride. 
 
   “Well you two put on quite a peep show, and we hate to interrupt, BUT it is my best friend in the whole wide world’s twenty-fourth birthday today and we need to start the festivities with breakfast. So, Daniel, while I’m sure the present you were about to give her is…ummmm…exceptional, you need to get your horny ass off my girl so we can go inside and get ready for the day.”
 
    I give Kate one more quick kiss and roll off. “Okay, birthday girl, go get dressed so I can feed you. Please don’t take too long; we might die from starvation by the time the two of you are done.” 
 
   Laughing, Kate jumps up. “Nope. I’m starving, too, and it’s MY birthday which means this is one day out of the year Jess has to forgo the hour long makeup process and go natural with just the basics. Between the two of us, we’ll be showered and ready to go in under an hour, won’t we, Jess?” She says the words drippingly sweet and bats her long eyelashes at her friend. 
 
   “Of course, birthday girl, anything you want on your big day.” Jess grabs her by the arm and leads her into the house.
 
   Connor sits on the swing so I get up and sit next to him. 
 
   “So I’m guessing you two hit it off?” 
 
   I nod my head. “Connor, I don’t know what it is, and you better never repeat this, but I think I could marry that girl someday.” 
 
   He takes a deep breath and slowly lets it out. “Those are some serious words. I knew you two would hit it off, but holy shit, you just said the motherfucking M word! You’ve been in serious relationships before and never said that, never even mentioned it. What the hell happened between you two last night?”
 
   I think for a minute and try to explain it to him, “We talked, really talked, about deep life issues. It wasn’t just the typical getting to know you kind of stuff. Her thoughts and my thoughts are the same in so many ways. It’s crazy. I don’t know how to explain it, but there’s this sexual chemistry that is beyond comparison to anything I’ve ever felt for anyone before. You know when girls talk about butterflies and sparks? That was us last night. Even just brushing against her by accident sent these sparks through my entire body. She said she felt it, too. I’m drawn to her. I’ve never moved this fast with a girl, and I feel like an ass for doing it, but I’m not the only one. She moved just as fast and admitted that it was unusual for her, too. We didn’t have sex; we just kissed a lot and fell asleep. The most we did is what you guys just walked up and interrupted. It’s a good thing you did, too, or we may not have stopped.” 
 
   “Wow, Daniel, that’s amazing. I know you’re a good guy or I would’ve never hooked you up with her. Last night Jess filled me in a little bit more on what happened to Kate. I’m not going to say much because it isn’t my story to tell, but that guy Michael is a real piece of work. Let’s just say if I ever run into him on the street I might just knock him out. I’ve known Kate for a year and she’s the most honest, trustworthy person I’ve ever met. This guy not only turned on her in an instant over something she didn’t know about, but he also told her that one day she would turn into a traitorous bitch because her father’s blood runs through her veins and she can’t escape it. If you think she could really be the one for you, I’m happy for you both. The whole time I’ve known her I have never seen her eyes as bright as they were this morning. I think she likes you, but I know she doesn’t do casual relationships, so be prepared. Daniel, just remember, if you hurt my girl I’ll have no choice but to kill you.” 
 
   I’m thinking about everything Connor just said. I can’t believe what a douche her ex is and how he could say those things to her. I just met her and already know she’s the real deal; she would never hurt anyone intentionally. I think I would do more than knock him out if I ever cross his path and I hope that day never comes. 
 
   “I would never intentionally hurt her so you can stop planning my murder. Connor, I know I don’t want to be casual with her. I’m going to try and not freak her out, but by the time I leave here tomorrow, I want to Kate to be my girlfriend.” Connor gives me a half smile.
 
    “Can I tell you a secret that won’t be one for long? Last night I had sex with Jess and it was the most mind blowing experience I’ve ever had in my life. You know I’ve been with more girls than I can count, but none of them come close to what we shared last night. That girl is a motherfucking goddess; we had sex three times last night and talked all night into the morning. She’s so much deeper a person than I would have ever guessed, maybe because I don’t usually take time to get to know girls on that level, you know? They both grew up like we did, with money and nice houses, but neither of these girls had parents. They were both pretty much raised entirely by Jess’s Aunt Maryanne who is only fifteen years older than they are. At twenty two, when Maryanne graduated college, Jess’s mom hired her to be Jess’s full time live-in nanny. Jess calls her mama because she’s the only one that was ever around. Apparently, Kate’s dad is a self-centered bastard who never checks in on his daughter and only calls when something exciting happens in his life. That’s why they stick together; they’re sisters in every sense of the word. They met when they were six years old and have never spent more than a week apart from each other. There weren’t many family functions for them in their own houses. Well, Maryanne made it good for them but I mean parent wise there was nothing after Kate’s mom died. Only Maryanne cheering them on at gymnastics, cheer practice, and softball. It really made me realize how good you, Jake, and I had it growing up. Our families had money but they also had love; Jess and Kate grew up without it. 
 
   “So, anyway, back to my original point. I really got to know her last night and I can’t say I want to marry her but I did ask her to be my girlfriend. I think I’m ready to take that step; I’m tired of rotating girls. Well, new girls are nice, but I think for once I’m in a place where it’s nicer to have someone stable by my side. I’m seriously tired of all the parties and superficial people. I think I want things on a smaller scale for a while, you know what I mean?” 
 
   “Yeah, man, I know exactly what you mean. I think it’s great you’re ready for this. I also think neither one of us can afford to screw it up, especially since the two of them are so close; it might make for some awkward situations. We should go get ready. I’m starving and we don’t want to make the birthday girl wait.” 
 
   Connor has just given me a lot to think about. As we walk into the house, I can’t help but feel happy about the childhood I did have.
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   Chapter 6 – Kate
 
    
 
   I managed to avoid the inquisition I know is coming on the way into the house. Jess was way too excited about our day and babbling about birthday plans to bring it up. Most likely it’s because she wants to have some time to drill me without having to take a break to shower. Jess showers in Connor’s room and I shower in the guest room. Since Jess and Connor had this planned out, I have an overnight bag with multiple outfit changes. I guess we’re starting off with breakfast and a trip to the Santa Monica Pier. It’s January, and even though the weather is nice, the high today is only supposed to be around seventy degrees which means about sixty-five or so at the beach, too cold for swimming.
 
    I look through my bag, trying to figure out what to wear, and find a Victoria’s Secret gift box at the bottom with a card attached that says ‘open me don’t freak I’m pre-washed’. Leave it to Jess. I can only imagine what is in this box, but considering I have no panties and no bras in my overnight bag, I have a clue. I pull out the box and open it to find three new bras and six new pairs of panties. There’s also a really cute baby doll negligee that is blue and black and mostly see through. She is something else. I’ve never worn lingerie before, and I’m not sure if I’m ready to wear it now.
 
   However, thinking of Daniel on top of me this morning, grinding on me, and the way he made my pulse race maybe I do want to wear this for him. I could give myself a birthday present by giving him me. Ugh, enough thinking about sex. I put on the black bra and matching black panties which are both a perfect fit, grab a pair of dark blue jeans, a lightweight black sweater, and throw on a pair of black boots. 
 
   Just as I’m getting ready to open the door to go put makeup on with Jess, Daniel walks in and jumps back quickly as to not bump right into me. 
 
   “Look at those cat-like reflexes you’ve got. Must come from all those years of football,” I say, laughing as he closes the door behind him. He grabs me around the waist and pulls me close; his touch makes me tingle all over. He puts his hand on the back of my head and pulls me toward him. Instead of kissing me, though, he nuzzles his face into my neck and slowly kisses up to my ear. This feels amazing. 
 
   He gently bites at my earlobe and whispers, “You look beautiful. I have never wanted anyone as much as I want you right now, but instead I’m going to take a very cold shower and take you out for your birthday. I’m giving you fair warning, Kate, if you decide to stay again tonight I don’t think I’ll be able stop myself from giving you a mind blowing orgasm for your birthday.”  With that proclamation he gives me a quick kiss, steps back, takes off his shirt and says, “Give me fifteen minutes and I’ll be ready to go. If you’re heading to Connor’s room I suggest knocking first.” He winks at me and heads into the bathroom.
 
    I’m left standing in the middle of the room, stunned. That is the sexiest thing I have ever heard. I realize I would very much like an orgasm for my birthday, and maybe I’ll have a use for Jess’s gift after all.  His body— that chest and those arms are like sculptured works of art. There’s no fat, only muscle. Well-defined arms, washboard abs—the kind of body women drool over and pay to see dance naked in front of them and he wants me! He had some ink, too. That’s sexy as hell.  I love a man with tattoos. Too bad he walked away before I could get a good look at them. Maybe I’ll get the chance to explore them further tonight. 
 
   I haven’t been this happy on my birthday since the last one I shared with Michael. Thinking about him instantly makes me sad. I have to stop giving him power over me. I tell myself I’m over him and have to move on. I still love him, I will always love him, but I also hate him almost as much as I hate what my dad did to us. I still can’t comprehend how he was able to just cut me out of his life the way he did. I called him for days, weeks even. After he left me in the condo he never answered a single call. One day his phone was just disconnected. I know he changed his number so I couldn’t reach him. Jess tried to talk to him for me, and he flat out told her that not only did he want nothing to do with me, but since she was my best friend, and always would be, that he could no longer have anything to do with her, either. I know it hurt Jess more than she let on. We were like The Three Musketeers. Never once did Jess complain to me about missing his friendship, but that night I heard her crying in her room. I never told her I heard her crying because I knew she missed him, too. 
 
   Not too long after we moved into the condo, Jess made new friends here at school. Michael and I had all the same friends in high school. Since he left me and lives in town with all of them, I never tried staying in touch. It would have been pointless. I’m sure they would all have been on his side. I made some new acquaintances, I wouldn’t really call them friends, and just pushed on as best as I could. Enough thinking about the past; today is for new beginnings and I’m really excited to have a fresh start. I take Daniel’s advice and knock on Connor’s door. God knows I don’t want to walk in on that! 
 
   “Come in.” I pop my head in with my hands over my eyes. 
 
   “Are you guys decent in here?” 
 
   “Ha ha, very funny. Connor went downstairs to shower so that we wouldn’t hold things up, if you get my drift.” 
 
   “Oh, I get it all right. I can see your ‘I got laid’ glow from a mile away. So spill the beans, Jess, was it everything you always hoped and dreamed of?” Giggling, I flutter my eyelashes at her. 
 
   “Oh, Kate, it was so much more than that! We had sex three times last night and each time I had the most amazing orgasms I have ever had in my life! God blessed Connor with more than just good looks. He knows how to really make a girl feel everything. It was the best sex of my life, but more than that, we talked about life, love, our dreams, AND he asked me to be his girlfriend!!!!” Jess is squealing at decibels so loud I’m afraid the mirror’s going to shatter on her as she puts on her makeup. 
 
   “Wow, Jess, that’s fantastic,” I give her a big hug. “You don’t think it’s too fast though to be his girlfriend?” 
 
   “Nope. Life’s too short to worry about taking things too fast. It feels right so I’m just going to sit back and enjoy the ride.” 
 
   “I’m sure that won’t be the only ride you’ll be enjoying.” 
 
   “Well that’s a given, but we’ll talk more about that later. Okay, done with my makeup. Natural day is always quick and easy. Now it’s your turn. Come let me make you even more beautiful than you already are, birthday girl. Don’t roll your eyes at me. Gloss, blush, eyeliner, and mascara and poof we’ll be done. So, tell me more about what we walked in on this morning, my friend.”
 
   “Jess, if you hadn’t walked up I may have actually had sex with him outside in the open for anyone to see. I have no clue what I was thinking, but Daniel does amazing things to me. I don’t know if it’s because I’m out of practice, really horny, or if it’s just the fact that we have incredible chemistry, but I’ve never felt these kinds of feelings before. There is electricity with us—sparks, butterflies, fireworks, whatever you want to call it. When he just slightly touches me I feel it. When he kisses me, my stomach clenches. I’m scared, Jess, really scared. I like him a lot. Too much. I think it’s too fast. I don’t want to scare him away although we talked a lot last night and we’re really compatible. He asked me if I’m ready to let my past go and be with someone else. For the first time in three years I think I am, but I’m terrified of being hurt again. Does that make any sense?”
 
    It takes her a minute to answer. 
 
   “Kate, of course it makes sense. It sounds to me like you had it wrong. Michael was not the one your mom was referring to in her letter. I’ve tried to tell you this the past few years but you just weren’t ready to hear it. Michael didn’t respect you or what you had. I know he was hurt in the end, but so were you. You lost Grant, Michael, Claire, in essence your Dad, but even worse you lost your child. I know how broken you were. As unexpected as the pregnancy was, you embraced it with love and hoped for a future.  Michael never once looked outside of his own pain to see the pain he was inflicting on you, it was like he got off on hurting you. I know he loved you, but he didn’t respect you or your relationship. If he had, we would be having a very different conversation right now. You are ready to move on, Katie Grace, and Daniel is perfect. Connor and I talked long and hard about setting you two up. The more he told me about Daniel, the more I just knew he could be the one for you. Once you step out of your comfort zone and stop being such a chicken you’ll find out exactly how compatible you are tonight when you put on that cute little outfit I bought you at Victoria’s Secret. You’re welcome for that, birthday girl; it’s my gift to you that hopefully will keep on giving.” With a big smile and a hug she declares me finished. 
 
   “Thank you for all the new sexy underwear, Jess. I like them all very much. That lingerie is definitely something I’m considering for tonight even though I feel like having sex this soon sets a precedent I’m not yet comfortable with. I was with Michael for over two years before we took that step and I had known him since second grade. This feels right, but way too fast to be right.”  
 
   “Humph,” is Jess’s answer to that. “Kate, what did I just say about when it’s right, it’s right? GO with your gut, listen to your instinct. Of course you waited to have sex with Michael. It’s not like you can have sex in elementary school; sixteen was a good age to wait until. You’re a grown woman; you are twenty-four freaking years old and one year away from closing Michael and his bitch-ass mother out of your life for good. If you feel it with Daniel then go for it, because tomorrow isn’t promised to any of us. Now, let’s go eat. I’m STARVING!” 
 
   As usual, Jess is right. I’m so grateful that she’s in my life. I don’t know what I would do without her. The guys are waiting patiently for us downstairs. We all pile into Jess’s car and hit the road. Surprisingly enough, Jess let’s Connor drive her baby. No one drives Jess’s car but Jess—it’s her number one rule. She must really be head over heels for Connor. Daniel’s in the backseat with me. He reaches over, takes my hand, and kisses it. I could look into his brown eyes all day, but suddenly I’m brought back to reality by Jess calling my name. 
 
   “Kate, it’s our song! Come on, we have to!” With that she rolls down her window. 
 
   “Here they go, Daniel. You’re in for a show, my man,” says Connor, laughing.  
 
   We launch into a sing-along of Say My Name by Destiny’s Child. We split the harmony, do the original dance moves as much as we can in the car, and give the boys a full on show. When we arrive at the restaurant, Connor turns off the car and the music. Between him and Daniel they’re laughing so hard I think I actually see tears in their eyes. 
 
   “That was quite the show. You two are good which really surprises me, most car singers are tone deaf. That was a great little rotation you had on the verses. How often do you do that?” 
 
   “Oh, Daniel, Kate and I have been singing that song since it came out. We even performed it in our talent show one year. We sing all the time, of course we’re good; you should never expect anything less from the two of us in anything we do. Perfection is our middle name.” 
 
   We get out of the car and head in to eat. Jess and Connor are in front of us holding hands and I’m so happy for them. It feels really good to see the two people I care about most finding love with each other. Suddenly, I feel arms wrap around me from behind. Daniel is holding on to me and whispers in my ear, “I guess I don’t have to worry about you being yourself in front of me. I’m glad; it’s a huge turn on.” He kisses my cheek and lets go of me and then laces his fingers in mine. 
 
   The waitress is really cute and about our age. She looks from Connor to Daniel and back again, biting her bottom lip almost as if she’s trying to see which one she has a chance with. She seats us in a booth, me next to Daniel and Connor next to Jess, and hands us our menus. She tells us her name is Misty, takes our drink orders, and leaves. 
 
   Once she sees how we’re coupled off in the booth I think she realizes her chances are slim with either guy. A few minutes later she comes back with our drinks and takes our orders. We’re discussing our plans for the day when Misty comes back with the food.
 
    All of a sudden she blurts out, “You’re Connor and Daniel, right?” 
 
   Of course Jess has to get the first words in, “Yup, they sure are, do you guys know each other?” 
 
   Misty flushes redder than red and says, “Yes we do, sort of. I was friends with Mike and he took me to Jake and Daniel’s graduation party.” 
 
   Daniel seems to remember immediately, “I remember you now. Sorry, that was a while ago. We haven’t seen you since I don’t think; you must have a really good memory.” 
 
   Misty flushes, “Yeah, well it’s kind of hard to forget when the guy you think is really into you just got to know you for a one night stand. Sorry, I guess I’m still a little bitter. I really liked Mike and wanted to make a good impression on you guys, but that boy has issues. Anyway, I just wanted to say hi. I hope you all enjoy your breakfast. Please let me know if you need anything else.” 
 
    After Misty walks away Connor whistles really low. “Man, Mike is leaving bad impressions everywhere he goes. Once he finally gets his head out of his ass and realizes he’s using girls and being mean to them there may not be any left that haven’t heard of his reputation.” 
 
   “So your friend Mike is obviously a big man whore. No offense, Connor, but you’re kind of a man whore, too. At least you’re nice about it, though. Your friend isn’t for some reason, so what’s his deal?”
 
    I feel Jess kick me under the table. Bitch. “Kate, please make sure in the future you say Connor used to be a man whore, because my boyfriend Connor is only allowed to whore himself out to me.” I can’t believe she was able to say that with a straight face, and we all burst out laughing. 
 
   Daniel takes it upon himself to explain his friend’s habits, “Mike is bad with women. I’m probably closer to him than Jake and Connor because I see him just about every day at work. When I met Mike he had just had some really bad family stuff go down. I don’t know the details, but his girlfriend had recently betrayed him. Maybe he’s never gotten over it because he does use women for sex. He’s usually up front with them about what he wants, but it still never seems to end well. He doesn’t hide the fact that he only has rough sex with them, either. There’s no love or trust, just hardcore fucking. I’ve known him for almost four years now and it’s been the same since day one. I feel really bad for him. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t condone what he does in the least, but whatever happened to him must have been horrible for him to go from a long-term relationship to this.”
 
     “I agree, Daniel, but until Mike talks to us and lets us in we can’t help him. I’m actually hoping now that I’m in a relationship and not going to be throwing many parties that he will reevaluate his situation. I also know that because you got him a job, training, and a place to stay when he needed it that he really looks up to you. So now that you and Kate are going to be in a relationship I hope that will be the final kicker to make him realize he needs to get his shit together.” 
 
   “Subtle, Connor,” says Daniel. Connor winks at me and Daniel grabs my hand under the table and squeezes it. I’m falling so hard for him. I know it deep down and I’m happy about it, too. Finally, I’m moving on. I’m glad I waited this long and time has brought me to Daniel. 
 
   “It sounds like your friend is really messed up. I know from experience bad breakups are horrible but you don’t have to demean other people to work out your demons.” 
 
   “Yup, I agree with Kate. He needs to get his issues figured out, maybe he needs a shrink.” 
 
   “Okay, ladies,” says Connor, “this isn’t the ‘I Hate Mike Show’. He’s a great guy but he has his faults. I think we all have our own issues, his just happen to be with how he treats the women he fucks. Those girls could probably be a little smarter in their choice but ultimately this is still on him. You two, please don’t pre-judge him. He’s a great guy and he will be around a lot. Maybe you both can be a positive influence on him, but since neither of you are going to be sleeping with him you don’t have to worry about him being a jerk to you.”
 
    “You should know me better than that, Connor,” I say. “I give everyone a fair shot; it’s what they do with it that determines how I treat them and if I want them in my life. So when are we going to meet him?”  
 
   Daniel smiles at me and kisses my hand. He murmurs, “Good answer,” and it makes me tingly all over. 
 
   “Mike’s out of town working on a project for the weekend, but in two weeks we have an engagement party to go to for Jake and April. We were thinking it would be a good time to introduce you girls to our friends and family at the party. Fair warning, though, it’s a black tie event.” 
 
   Jess is excitedly clapping her hands. “I love black tie! I can’t answer for Kate but I would love to go.” 
 
   “It sounds nice; I would love to meet your friends and family. Are you sure it’s okay, though, since it’s black tie?” 
 
   Connor laughs. “Kate, you two are already expected. My mom has been dying to meet my sister from another mister and I fully explained to her that you and Jess come as a pair. Besides, have you ever been to a formal event where you weren’t expected to bring a plus one?” 
 
   Jess gets a smirk on her face and asks Connor, “Should we bring Misty for Mike? Maybe they can have a second chance?” The guys start laughing and say “NO” at the same time. 
 
    Connor elaborates a little bit, “Mike and Misty were friends. She spent a lot of time with him for a few months and they became really close. We were excited to finally meet her that night, hoping there might be more to it. As usual, Mike had too much to drink and so did she. The next day, he did the walk of shame, took her home, and never talked to her again. He knows it was an asshole move but he doesn’t let himself get close to anyone. I guess he didn’t know how to deal with the situation so that’s why he stopped talking to her.”
 
   Connor shakes his head as Daniel throws some money and a big tip down on the table. Daniel grabs my hand and we leave before Jess can cause any real damage. There is no doubt in my mind if she sees Misty again she’ll figure out how to put her in touch with Mike.
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   Chapter 7 – Daniel
 
    
 
   So far, this weekend is the best one I‘ve had in a long time. I don’t think I’ve ever been this relaxed and comfortable around a girl. Being with Kate is easy. If someone had me make a list of everything I was looking for in a girlfriend she would fit the list perfectly. I was really worried about moving too fast but she seems very comfortable with me. I hope that since we are both coming off of bad relationships we can recognize where those relationships failed and not make the same mistakes. Although I blame Vanessa for the destruction of our relationship, and it seems like Kate’s ex ended theirs, there are still two people in a relationship and somehow they must both contribute directly or indirectly to its destruction. 
 
   We arrive at the pier and the first thing the girls do is head to the carousel. 
 
   “Sorry, guys, I know it isn’t manly, but it’s a tradition that every year on Kate’s birthday we ride the carousel.” 
 
   Kate has a wistful look in her eyes as she explains, “My mom used to bring me here every year on my birthday. Maryanne never wanted me to lose that tradition so she kept it up until I was able to drive, then Jess and I would come ourselves.” 
 
   My heart hurts a little for my girl. Yes, I’m thinking very possessively about her but I don’t care. I want her to be mine and I think she will be. I can’t imagine what it must have been like to lose her mom at such a young age, right in front of her eyes. 
 
   “Do we get to ride the carousel with you two?”  
 
   Connor’s mouth drops, “You want to ride the ponies? Your big buff ass is likely to break them; they’re built for little kids!” 
 
   “No, Connor, I don’t want to ride on the horse, but we can stand next to it, or if there are seats on it we can sit down. Besides, don’t you want to stand next to your girl to make sure the pony doesn’t buck her off?” They all start laughing. 
 
   “Okay, it looks like we need four tickets for the ponies,” Kate says as she grabs my hand and pulls me in.
 
    The carousel at the pier is really nice; it’s enclosed in its own building, probably to protect it from the elements of the ocean. There are windows so you can see in or out all the way around. It has wooden floors and a pretty massive carousel is in the center of the room. I pay for the tickets and the girls hop on, each picking a white horse. Connor and I sit in the sleigh behind them. 
 
   “Any particular reason you boys chose to sit behind us and not in front of us?” Jess asks with a snicker. 
 
   “Yup, I enjoy the view from behind. There’s something about watching my girlfriend ride up and down that’s sort of turning me on.” Leave it to Connor to turn a carousel ride into a sexual experience. 
 
   “Kate, I think my boyfriend is jealous of the pony. Maybe later I should be nice and give him a ride, too.”  I’m glad there are no kids in here right now; this isn’t exactly a PG conversation. The girls do look really good from behind, though. Watching them makes me wish we were going home instead of finishing out our plans for the day. 
 
   “Jess, I’m sure you can give Connor a ride later, but I kind of have a feeling he may have played that game with you last night.” They look at each other and laugh. What is it with girls? They’re always laughing and giggling with each other. At least Kate has a cute laugh, not annoying like some girls.
 
    The ride comes to an end, and because we are such chivalrous men, we help them dismount from their horses. Connor and I both just pick them up and lift them off. I hold Kate for just a second and inhale her incredible scent. She smells like gardenias and fresh rain but it’s subtle, not overwhelming like some women who douse themselves in perfume. I take her hand in mine and we head to the pier.
 
   It’s cool outside. There’s a nice breeze blowing and it’s starting to get a little cloudy. I hope it doesn’t end up raining. We’re supposed to barbecue tonight and rain is not in the plans. It’s nice to just walk hand in hand with Kate down the pier; I didn’t realize how much I missed having a connection with someone. I spent too much time being angry with Vanessa for cheating on me and lying to my face to remember the fun parts of a relationship. Looking back, I think our relationship was over probably three months into it but I just didn’t want to give up. Not this time, never again. If it starts to fall apart, I will let her go. I just hope that doesn’t happen. 
 
   “You boys are fine with the coaster and the Ferris wheel, right?” Kate asks us. 
 
   “We lived at Magic Mountain in the summers and here, too, so no issues with us. Let’s do this,” Connor says while paying for our wristbands. 
 
   Kate speaks up, “You know we can pay for ourselves, you guys. This is nice, but you paid for breakfast and the carousel, you don’t need to pay for our admission.” 
 
    “It’s your birthday and our first official date. I’m not letting you pay for a thing today, Kate,” I tell her. 
 
   “Yes, sunshine, he said date. It’s your first date, our first date, and our first couples date all in one. None of us are struggling for money, so let us spoil our two favorite girls. That will also include trying to see who wins the biggest stuffed animal first, Daniel or me. Later we’ll have lunch, then dinner, and then…well, let’s just say I’m not in the habit of paying for what I hope comes later,” Connor says with a very evil smirk. 
 
   “Ewwww, Connor, so gross. You better not be in the habit for paying for sex. Maybe I should demand some STD tests before showing you how to ride after all.” With an eye roll and a flip of her hair, Jess pouts. I’m learning quickly she can be a bit dramatic. Vanessa was dramatic, too, and I couldn’t stand that about her. 
 
   “I always use condoms. I get tested every six months, Jess, not because I’m not careful, but because I want to make sure my protection works. I don’t want to catch anything or give anyone anything. Mike, Daniel, and I all go together. Do you get tested?” 
 
    Jess looks flustered and happy all at once. “Actually, we do. We both are, and have always have been, STD free. We’re also on the pill and have been since we were sixteen. Neither of us wants to risk an unplanned pregnancy due to a broken condom.” 
 
   I’m impressed and from the look on Connor’s face, so is he. Kate, on the other hand, looks a little flushed and if I’m not mistaken, maybe a little sad. 
 
   “Thanks for putting our private business out there, Jess.” She sounds fine; she’s just giving Jess a hard time. 
 
   “Oh please, Kate. It would have come out sooner or later; I just put it out there for both of us now. Besides, you should be proud that you’re responsible, it’s not like any of us here are under the illusion you’re still guarding your virginity or anything. Now come on, birthday girl, let’s go have some fun.”  
 
   We spend the next few hours acting like kids. We ride the roller coaster a bunch of times, the bumper cars, and the Ferris wheel. We play more arcade games than I have played in probably ten years or more. Riding the Ferris wheel is the best part of the day so far. Kate and I ride in one car and Connor and Jess ride in another even though this one can easily fit between four and six people in each cabin. It’s a long ride, probably close to ten minutes and we stay on it three times in a row. I sit next to Kate and put my arm over her shoulder. We have an amazing ocean view as we go around and around. 
 
   “Are you enjoying your birthday so far?” 
 
    “I’m having the best birthday I can remember in a very long time. Thank you so much for being here today. I’m sure it wasn’t easy to agree to spend a strange girl’s birthday with her, but I’m glad you did.” 
 
   She leans her head up and kisses me slowly at first, but then she starts sucking on my bottom lip. She’s so fucking sexy, I can’t stand it. We kiss briefly until she starts sucking my tongue; now all I can think of is her sucking me somewhere else. I have to break off the kiss, it’s too good. I want her. I want to know what it feels like to be inside of her. I want to hear her scream my name while she comes. Fuck, Daniel, control your thoughts. 
 
   “I’m glad you’re having a good time, so am I. As much as I want to kiss you, and please don’t take this the wrong way, I also want to make love to you, more than I have ever wanted to with anyone, EVER before. I want to pleasure you, Kate, in every possible way. But I’m a gentleman and this is fast. As much as I would love to stay up here and keep kissing you, we have to get off this ride.  I just need to calm down a minute. I’m pretty sure we don’t need people pointing at my obvious erection.” She gasps and lowers her eyes to my crotch.
 
    Fuck, Daniel, where’s your filter? Damn it, now she’s going to push you off this ride. Instead, she leans into me, putting her lips close to mine. She brushes her fingers across my erection and I forget how to breathe as she whispers the most erotic thing I’ve ever heard, “I want to pleasure you, too. I want you inside me, filling me, holding me. I want to hear you call out my name when we come together. You don’t get to just pleasure me, Daniel, I get to pleasure you, too, and the sooner the better.” Holy shit. The ride is slowing down but I don’t care. I pull her in for one last kiss that is filled with passion and expectation.  
 
   As the ride stops, Kate giggles, “Do you need a minute to compose yourself?” she asks sweetly, batting her eyelashes at me 
 
   “Nope, I think I’m okay, no thanks to you. Come on, I need to let off some steam. Let’s go win some stuffed animals.” 
 
   They have all your standard carnival games and we spend the next hour just playing and having fun.  What we don’t expect, is that Kate and Jess are winning every single game they play. It’s like they have the Midas touch and can’t lose.
 
    I think our egos are a little bruised at this point. We always win these games and get girls ooh-ing and ahh-ing over the big teddy bear or monkey we win them. 
 
   “What the hell do you guys do, come here every day and practice like it’s a sport or something?”  
 
   Just then, Kate makes a great shot and wins the biggest teddy bear they have. “Nope, we’re just that good. They’re called skills, some people have them and some don’t. It’s nothing to be ashamed of, boys.” 
 
   I grab her around the waist and spin her around she squeals with laughter. “I’ll show you who has skills later,” I tell her. 
 
   “Don’t tease me with a good time, Daniel, unless you intend on following through.”
 
    Before I can even reply, she walks away and stops to talk to a little girl who is playing one of the games next to us. Neither her or her mom are having much luck winning, either. I notice the cute little girl is wearing a birthday crown. We walk over to them and listen to Kate talking to her. 
 
   “Happy Birthday, Lauren! I bet you didn’t know today is my birthday, too.” 
 
   The little girl looks up at her with the biggest brown eyes. “Really, Kate? That’s so cool, we have the same birthday!” 
 
   “Yes, it is really cool. Let me introduce you to my friends. This is Jess, Connor, and Daniel. Guys, this is Lauren.” 
 
   “Hi, Lauren, it’s nice to meet you, happy birthday.” We all say it practically in unison. She’s such a cute little girl and her crown says she’s six. 
 
   Lauren giggles. “Kate, is one of these boys your boyfriend?” 
 
   Kate looks at me and blushes. “Not yet, but I’m working on it.” 
 
   Lauren looks directly at me; I think she’s figured out Connor’s with Jess since they’re holding hands. “Do you want to be Kate’s boyfriend or are you just a boy who’s her friend?”
 
   Kate opens her mouth to answer but I cut her off, this is my chance. “Well, Lauren, I haven’t known Kate long but I would very much like to be her boyfriend.” Kate looks shocked but in a good way. 
 
   “See, Kate, he likes you, too. Easy peasy. Now you can be happy because you have a new boyfriend!” 
 
   “You know, Lauren, you’re a little too smart for your own good. We have to get going, but I wanted to give you this teddy bear since it’s your birthday. He won’t have anyone to play with in my house; I only wanted to win him so I could beat the boys in the games.” 
 
   “Really? He’s all mine?” She wraps her arms around Kate in a huge hug. “Thank you so much! I will love him forever!”  
 
   “I know you will, Lauren. We have to go now, but all day we’ve been eating corn dogs and funnel cakes, but I forgot to get some cotton candy and now I’m way too full. Here’s twenty dollars for you and Natalie to go get some cotton candy, and next week when I see you, you can fill me in on what color you got and how good it was. Sound like a good deal?” 
 
   “Deal, I love cotton candy!”
 
   We all wave goodbye and head toward the car. I’m really curious how Kate knows Lauren and I wonder if she knew she would be here. 
 
   Connor beats me to the punch. “Kate, did you know Lauren was going to be here today?” 
 
   “Yeah, I did. She’s such a sweet little girl and she’s going through a really hard time right now. Lauren is staying with her aunt Natalie for a while, the state took her away from her parents. I can’t really say anything, but needless to say, she’s better off with Natalie. I volunteer at the community center a few days a week and last week I heard her say her birthday was today and she was hoping to see her mom. Natalie came in about the same time and looked like her heart was going to break. We got to talking and I told her we would be here today and asked her if they could come. I told Natalie I had some free passes at home and would bring them to her so it really wouldn’t cost her anything because I know they’re struggling. Natalie was a full time student before dropping down to part time and taking on a part time job in order to be able to keep Lauren. I drove down here last week and bought some passes and a parking pass so they could come today.” 
 
   Jess gives Kate a big hug. “That’s my girl, always helping others. How did I get so lucky to be your best friend? Mark my words, boys. This world is a better place because my Katie Grace is in it!” 
 
   That is really classy that she did that. It makes me realize how much of a truly selfish person Vanessa was. If I had any free time it had to belong to her. I happily gave her my time and love but never once did I see her go out of her way to help anyone else, not even me. All she wanted were Coach purses, platinum jewelry, and those red-soled shoes. I must have a complex about the shoes because I looked today to be sure neither of the girls was wearing them. I just really don’t want to be involved with anyone so superficial anymore. 
 
   “Kate, I think it’s incredible you make time to volunteer, especially with full time classes. Not too many people would take time to make a difference like that. Lauren will probably always remember this birthday, and if she’s really lucky, Natalie will make it an annual thing like your mom did for you. Imagine how your one act of kindness could make a lifetime of memories for her. I think it’s awesome.” 
 
   “Kate, one day when I take over my dad’s company I know all my charitable donations are going straight to your nonprofit so you better not give up on that dream.” I look at Connor, puzzled. He just shakes his head, indicating he’ll fill me in later. I don’t know much about Kate, but the more I get to know the more I like.
 
    “No chance of that, Connor. Hopefully we’ll be up and running in less than three years. Even if you aren’t a mogul you can donate your beer money every now and then.” 
 
   Connor doubles over as if he’s in severe pain. “Harsh words there, my lady. I’m all for a good cause, but my beer money?” He winks at Jess. “I think I can give up my date money, though. I’m sure Jess won’t mind. After all, I’m all she needs. What do you say, Jess? Forgo the fancy dinners for a good cause?” Jess is giving Connor a really smug look.
 
   “I think we can rotate one donation beer money, and one donation date money. Besides, I’m sure I’ll be donating my time more than anything and that’s the best gift of all.”  I’m really curious about what they’re discussing, but I know someone will tell me sooner or later. 
 
   Connor’s phone starts going off right as we get back to the car. “Hey, man, what’s up? We’re just leaving the beach now, who’s with you? Oh, okay. Well, we’re going to barbecue for Kate’s birthday. There’s plenty of food if you want to hang around. Yup, seems to be going really well. Yeah, me, too. Man, I totally agree. Cool, we’ll see you in a bit.” 
 
   “That was Jake. He and April are at the house. They’re going to stay and barbecue with us. I hope that’s okay with you guys.” 
 
   Jess and Kate look at each other and nod. “Of course it is, it will be nice to meet them before crashing their engagement party,” Kate says. 
 
   “They won’t stay too late; they have tickets to go see Wicked tonight. April has been trying to get Jake to take her for months.” 
 
   “Oh, we saw that last month; it was really good. They’ll love it!” Jess exclaims. I think she should be an actress; she really has a flair for the dramatic. I wonder what her major is.
 
    I can’t wait to get back to the house. Jake and April actually did us a favor and brought over some decorations and are doing some decorating while we have Kate out of the house. Connor called Jake this morning and told him that Kate and I hit it off. Once Connor explained to Jake that I was really moving on from Vanessa, he and April offered to help make the day even more special since we were going to be out all day. I ordered some tulips and chocolate covered strawberries to be delivered after four, so hopefully we’ll get back just in time. As long as there’s no traffic we should be fine, considering it’s just about three fifteen now. Kate’s staring out the window and she looks a million miles away. I wonder what has her so preoccupied. 
 
   Questions flow through my mind on the way home. How come I already feel like I know her? Why does my body know her and respond so quickly to her and yet we don’t know each other at all? If ever I was going to believe in the theory of past lives it would be now. I wonder if it’s truly possible for two people to be destined to be together, something pre-determined by fate that we have no control over. I would give anything to know what she’s thinking even though my gut says those are thoughts I don’t want to be anywhere near right now. 
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   Chapter 8 – Kate
 
    
 
   Driving along the freeway on the way back to Connor’s house, the car is really quiet. Admittedly, I’m deep in thought and not really trying to participate in the conversation. Funny how your moods can fluctuate in an instant, trigged by the smallest things—a smell, a song, a memory—all can change your mood. Being at the pier was bittersweet; I always miss my mom when I’m there. Seeing Lauren and Natalie made me feel so good, but when my friends started talking about all the good that could come from it, all I could think was, what if this is the only good birthday she will ever remember? Did I just do more harm than good? I’m trying to shake off the feeling by thinking about the day. It was a great day. For the first time since I was a little girl, I’m surrounded by people who care for me, that want to be with me on my birthday. 
 
   I’m a little embarrassed about the comments I made to Daniel on the Ferris wheel; I hope I didn’t come off too desperate. Hell, I’m in shock that I said anything at all. That was so completely out of character for me. I can rationalize it by saying that I’m just horny or that it’s been too long since I’ve enjoyed the company of a man, but in actuality I feel that it goes much deeper than that. I’m terrified and excited at the same time. I know that Daniel is going to be a big part of my life and I could love him so very easily. The problem is, there’s a voice in the back of my head nagging at me that my story with Michael is far from over. I know that I still love him, even though I’m not in love with him. That fact alone makes me wonder if it’s smart to jump into this with Daniel. I don’t think I could ever be with Michael again. I hate him as much, if not more, than I care for him, but until I have final closure is it fair to Daniel to move forward? I know Jess thinks that I’m ready for this, but it’s an internal conflict I need to resolve. I just need some sort of sign to point me in the right direction. 
 
   Just as we get out of the car a delivery van pulls in. “I have a delivery for Kate Moore. Can one of you sign?” asks the delivery man. 
 
   “I’m Kate Moore, I can sign for it,” I tell him as he pulls out the most beautiful arrangement of tulips and a big gold box out of the back of the van. I sign his form and Jess takes the flowers. They’re gorgeous! I give him a tip and take the box from him. It’s from Shari’s Berries. I love chocolate covered strawberries! I open the card as we walk up the driveway. 
 
   Kate, 
 
   Happy Birthday to the only girl that’s ever made my heart skip a beat.  Thank you for sharing your special day with me. I hope all of your wishes come true today and forever more. May this be the 1st of many days we spend together. 
 
   All my love, 
 
   Daniel
 
   I’m utterly speechless. Where did this perfect man come from? I just asked for a sign, didn’t I? Well I think I just got it. I have tears streaming down my face, happy tears, but how embarrassing. Now he’s going to know I cry at the drop of a hat. 
 
   “Kate, sweetheart, why are you crying? Are you okay?” Of course Daniel asks that as if on cue. 
 
   Before I can answer, Jess answers for me, laughing, “Of course she’s fine, those are her happy tears. You should know, Daniel, Kate cries at everything—sad movies, happy movies, Oprah, Ellen, the NFL draft, anything that makes her happy or sad the tears will flow; she’s like a freaking faucet. Don’t even think about watching UP with her, seriously, you’ll totally regret it” 
 
   I groan. She really didn’t have to go there. Daniel wipes my tears and asks, “I get it, and I’m glad you’re crying tears of happiness, but can I ask why you would cry at the NFL draft?” 
 
   “Well, they’re all so excited and waiting in anticipation, you know those guys have worked so hard to get there. Then you see their families and their moms and the visible happiness that emanates from them. It just makes me so happy to see those emotions, those dreams come true for them, I just can’t help it, I cry like a baby every single time. Does no one else cry at the draft? I find it really hard to believe I’m the only one.” Laughing, Daniel puts his arm around me as we head inside.
 
    “I’ve never met anyone that cries at the draft, but I think it is pretty special that you do.” He kisses me on the forehead and I look up at him before we walk inside. Jess and Connor have already gone in, and I hear them talking to Jake and April. 
 
   “Daniel, thank you for the beautiful flowers and the strawberries. I love them and I love that you thought of me today. It really wasn’t necessary for you to get me a gift, especially considering how generous you’ve been today and we’ve only just met.” 
 
   “You’re more than welcome, Kate. I’m honored that you wanted me to spend the day with you. I wanted to do something a little extra special so you would know that you really mean something to me. I know it’s fast, and please hear me when I say this, I have no expectations from you regarding what we were talking about up on the Ferris wheel. What you said was in the moment and so was what I said. What happens between us, when and if it happens between us, will be right when it’s meant to be. There’s absolutely no pressure, though. I want to get to know you and take our time doing so.”
 
    Those eyes, his voice, his beautifully chiseled face, and his slightly crooked nose all make me want him even more. The best thing is that he radiates sincerity and I can tell he’s one hundred percent genuine. I asked for a sign, I think this is it. Time to move forward and never look back. I’m ready. I know it and I’m blissfully happy at the thought. 
 
   “Daniel, I feel like the luckiest girl in the world today. Not to sound cliché, but you need to know that I finally feel like I have met someone who could literally sweep me off my feet. I’ve never met a man that radiates sincerity and seems so genuine. I’m scared and excited, and if it’s all the same to you, I am still looking forward to going to bed later this evening and not sleeping a wink.” Oh lord, the look he’s giving me right now is burning a hole through my panties! Instantly his lips are on mine. His tongue finds mine and the butterflies in my stomach take flight. Unfortunately, we’re interrupted almost immediately.  
 
   “Hell yeah! Connor was right. Daniel sure looks over Vanessa to me. It’s about damn fucking time!” Jake has made an appearance in the doorway and is yelling over his shoulder, I’m guessing to get April’s attention. He’s very good looking, just like his pictures. He’s an older version of Connor, just a little bit stockier; must be the years he played football. Jake and Connor both have the most amazing grey eyes, sharp jutted jaws, light brown hair with coppery highlights, and fantastic bodies. Where Connor is built like a baseball player and more of a pretty boy, Jake is built like a football player; he’s more rugged but both of them are amazingly sexy.
 
    “Don’t pay any attention to him, Kate, he’s just being obnoxious because he can. I’m April, it’s really nice to meet you. I’m sure you have figured out that this loudmouth is my fiancé Jake.” April appeared pretty quickly, she must have been worried she was going to have to diffuse a fire. Thankfully I know how to take a joke. 
 
   “I’m Kate, nice to meet you both. For the record, I sure hope he’s over Vanessa; I hear she was quite the peach.” I wink at Daniel as April wraps her arm though mine. 
 
   “I think we’re going to get along just fine. It’s nice to see the guys with girls for a change. I can finally have some company that isn’t dressed like a whore and trying to get one of them in the sack!”
 
    I notice that there are streamers, balloons, and a Happy Birthday sign up as we walk through the house. 
 
   “Did you guys do all of this for me?” 
 
   “Yup,” comes Jake’s booming voice from behind me “The guys called this morning and said that things last night took an unexpected turn for the better. Daniel wanted to do something special for you, but Connor came up with the idea for decorations. I, however, am the master because I got it all done; you can just call me GOD.”
 
    April slugs him in the arm. “Some master planner you are. That consisted of ‘Okay, babe, I brought the bags in, now hop to it’ with a slap on the ass before you went to get your beer. It’s okay, Jakey, I love you no matter what, but don’t even think about having more than three beers or we won’t make it to Wicked. If we miss it, you’ll be attending your funeral instead of your engagement party, got it?” 
 
   I like her, she’s funny. They’re really cute together; you can tell they’ve been together for a long time. 
 
   In the kitchen, Jess and Connor have already started setting up food. They must have done all of this prep last night or this morning. I’m getting misty-eyed all over again. 
 
   “When did you guys prepare all of this?” 
 
   Jess smirks at me. “Oh, last night after everyone left. We have all of your favorites, too—marinated chicken breasts, corn on the cob, and baked potatoes with all the fixings. For desert, only the best for you—a chocolate cake with fruit basket filling and white chocolate buttercream frosting from The Bread Basket. Yes, I know I rock, but Daniel actually did me a huge favor and picked up the cake on his way down last night. Once the party was over we brought it in and put it away. A birthday isn’t a birthday without a cake and there’s no point in having cake if it isn’t your favorite!” 
 
   More tears, I can’t help it. I’m a basket of emotions today, but then again I usually am on my birthday. 
 
   I wrap Jess in a huge hug. “You know I couldn’t love you more if I tried, right?” 
 
   “I know, and the feeling’s mutual. Let’s have a drink and get this party started!” 
 
    Just then my phone starts to ring. Shit, it’s my dad; I can tell from the ringtone. Dead Man’s Party by Oingo Boingo is his assigned song. It reminds me not to let my guard down whenever I talk to him. I take a deep breath, knowing I have to answer it. 
 
   “Kate, I know that’s your dad by the ringtone. If he starts with you, tell him to take a flying leap off a short pier. I mean it, today is the day he always fucks with you. No more. Tell him off—it will make you feel better.” 
 
   I crack a half smile at her as I feel the tension in the room as I answer, “Hello, Dad. I’m sure you’re very busy today. Yes, of course I appreciate you taking the time to call. Oh really? Well I’m sure it is cold in the Hamptons in January, that’s why people summer there. I know you don’t appreciate sarcasm; I was just making an observation. Sorry if it sounded insulting. No, Dad, not trying to fight at all, just trying to enjoy my birthday. Yes, it’s today. I’m pretty sure, considering that’s what it says on my birth certificate. I know you always think it’s tomorrow. It’s okay, Dad, I’m used to it. That’s not necessary, why don’t you donate it in my name instead? Okay, well if you’re going to transfer it to my account I’ll probably just donate it myself. Thank you. In two weeks? Sorry, Dad, that doesn’t work for me, I know your schedule is tight but I’m already committed to a black tie affair. Yes, even in college I am making connections just like you taught me. Of course, three weeks sounds fine. Well, I really have to go, just email me the details. Bye, Dad.”
 
    Jess hands me a shot of tequila, “Down it now, you look like you need it.” 
 
   She’s right, I do. I down it and immediately she pours me another and I down that, too. My dad sure does know how to push my buttons. He never wants to meet, I wonder what he wants? 
 
   Connor comes up and puts his arm around my shoulders. “Hey, baby girl, that sounded more intense than the last time I heard you talk to him. Are you okay?” 
 
   Even before I can answer Jake cuts me off, “Sorry, couldn’t help but overhear, but did your dad just call you on your birthday and really not remember that today is your birthday?” 
 
   Sighing I tell them the story, “Every year my dad calls, sometimes it’s on my birthday, which he doesn’t remember until I or Jess subtly remind him. Sometimes he will call a few days before or a few days after. He gets the general time frame down, but even with technology and assistants he’s never made it a priority to know the day. We aren’t close, never have been. Our relationship has more to do with business and money than anything. We had a huge falling out three or so years ago and it’s gotten worse since then. I don’t like him, and do my best to not talk often, but I do love him because he’s my dad and the only parent I have left.  As usual, he let me know he’s sending me an obscene amount of money for my birthday which I don’t want, but he never listens. Last year, I donated most of it to Alex’s Lemonade Stand Foundation. This year, I plan on donating it to The Autism Society and The Help Group. Why he continues to throw ten grand at me on my birthday every year is beyond me, I could care less for the money.” 
 
   April whistles. “Wow, that’s a lot of money. Your dad must be loaded. Am I the only one here who doesn’t come from money?” 
 
   Connor smiles gently at her. “Afraid so, but we know that you’re not after Jake for his money. Besides, it gives us the ability to say we have diversity amongst our friends.” He starts cracking up and Jake throws an apple at him. 
 
   “Leave her alone, Connor, she’ll be just as well off as we are pretty soon. In a few months, April Simpson will be April Houston and the fancy degree she has won’t matter a bit because I want her barefoot and pregnant in my kitchen, pronto.”
 
    I almost choke on the drink Jess just poured me and Jess and I exchange uh-oh looks as April shoves Jake hard, real hard. “Jake Houston, we have talked about this and there’s no way in hell you’re knocking me up anytime soon. You better get it out of your thick head and quickly. Also, while we’re on the topic please get this in your big, fat head. I am not having more than three kids. I grew up in a house of seven children, you grew up with two. While you like being around my big family, you didn’t grow up in it. I did. God bless my mother; she has the patience of a saint, but that will not, I repeat WILL NOT be me. Got it?” 
 
    Jake quickly grabs April and puts her on the counter; she’s a bit shorter than him so now they’re face to face. He grabs her and starts kissing her very passionately, and I feel the need to look the other way. 
 
   “It’s okay, Kate, they always do this; it must be a high school sweetheart thing,” Daniel explains just as Jake breaks off the kiss. 
 
   “Woman, you know I’m messing with you! But you getting fired up turns me on—I can’t help it. Marry me first—career, babies, I know the drill. However, you do need to get it in your beautiful head I want at least three, yes three kids. Pop them out, adopt them, foster them, one of each—I don’t care—they’ll be the very best of you and me. I want to see your beautiful eyes on our little girl. I want her to wrap me around her finger so tight I’ll never let her go. I can’t wait to have another piece of you to love, so excuse me for being so in love with you that all I think about is multiplying that love.” 
 
   Oh no, I’m tearing up again. April looks at Jake with nothing but the purest form of love in her eyes. It’s a beautiful emotion; I want to be someone’s world like that someday.
 
    “Okay, Jake, just as long as we have it straight. I love you more than you will ever know. When the time is right, I can’t wait to grow our family, but right now I just want to enjoy being us for a little while longer, okay? Now, you guys go cook us some food and start the fire pit so we can get to know each other while enjoying the view of all your sexy asses as you’re cooking.” April is giggling now and so is Jess. 
 
   “They do have really sexy asses, don’t they?” Jess admires them from behind and now we’re all laughing. The guys start taking out the food, and April grabs a basket filled with plates, napkins, and utensils and follows them. Jess is blending a batch of strawberry-banana margaritas for us. 
 
   Today is a good day. I’m starting to relax, maybe the tequila is already kicking in. Or maybe it’s because for the first time in a very long time, I feel really happy and loved on my birthday; even my dad didn’t fully wreck it this year.  
 
   I grab the glasses, Jess brings the blender, and we head out to the backyard. It really is beautiful out here. This house is perfect, not too huge, but with a great yard which is hard to find in California unless you’re in an older house, horse property, or a mansion. The houses Jess and I grew up in were both considerably large, over ten thousand square feet, with sprawling lawns in both the front and back. Considering only two family members lived in each house most of the time, it really was a waste of space. My dad still lives in the house, although he’s never home. Thankfully, Chloe gave her house to Maryanne as a thank you for all she did for her over the years. Even though she can be selfish, she really does love her sister. I just hope Maryanne and her boyfriend settle down soon, get married, and have a family; life is just too short to waste. 
 
   I settle into my chair as the guys are getting the grill warmed up. Daniel brought out some beers and warns Jake that it’s his second. 
 
   “Thank you, Daniel, for keeping track for him. Jake, Wicked starts in four hours which means we need to leave in two and a half. I’ll drive, but I won’t go with you if you’re drunk. I’m only having one drink so I’ll be fine to drive by then.”
 
    April is cute. I’m surprised she’s so down to earth. I guess I had a pre-conceived notion of how she would be based on the kind of bimbos Connor usually hooks up with. Jake must be a little more down to earth with his female expectations. April’s a lot like me—girl next door kind of looks, about my height, with light brown hair and hazel eyes. She has olive-colored skin and a perfect complexion. She is a little chubby but in a seriously sexy way. She has an ass most girls would die for and fairly large breasts, she’s very voluptuous. Jake must like curvy girls whereas Connor likes them tall, leggy, and typically blonde. I think Jess may be the first dark-haired girl I have ever seen him with. 
 
   “So, April, tell us about yourself and Jake; fill us in on your wedding and engagement.” 
 
    “Yes, details please. I absolutely love, love, love weddings! Especially when the couple’s in love.” 
 
   I practically choke on my drink. Leave it to Jess. 
 
   “Well, I hope you haven’t been to too many weddings where the couple isn’t in love,” April says. 
 
   “You’ll have to excuse Jess. She comes from a rather unconventional upbringing.”
 
    Jess rolls her eyes at me. “My mom’s been married five times and each one is a big to-do. Her last marriage lasted five weeks, so I don’t think she’s actually in love, more like lust the way she dumps them and finds another so quickly. One day I’ll get married to the man of my dreams, hopefully with no divorces in my future. I would hate to turn into her.” 
 
   Ouch. Jess says that with so much venom, but if anyone knows how much Chloe has screwed up her vision of love, it’s me.
 
    “Ah, I see. Well then, it is understandable why you feel that way. Jake and I met at a high school football game our sophomore year. I was there with a friend who knew him and he just walked up and introduced himself to me. Jake sat with us through the game and at halftime asked me to go with him to the snack bar. I thought he meant for food. Instead, he walked me around back and kissed me. Somehow it was very romantic. It was only my second real kiss but it was so unbelievably great. Afterward, he just grabbed my hand and we went back to watch the game, holding hands the rest of the night. When it was over, he wrote his number on my hand with instructions to call his machine and leave my number for him when I got home. I felt weird about it, but I did it. However, I didn’t get his machine, I got him, and we stayed up all night talking. Within a week we were a couple and have been ever since.
 
   “I got an academic scholarship to UCLA and he got a spot on their football team. It’s strange, most high school romances never work out, but ours just did. I love him with every single piece of my soul and I know he loves me, too. After graduation he proposed, but we agreed to make it a long engagement so we could get settled. Last year we bought our first house. My mom didn’t want us living in sin, but there was no way I was moving back home. The wedding is at the end of June at the Bacara Resort and Spa in Santa Barbara, overlooking the ocean. The engagement party is in two weeks, which of course you two have been invited to; it will be so nice to have some girls there that aren’t my sisters! I never had a lot of girlfriends. Most of the girls I went to school with were jealous of Jake or trying to get close to Connor or Daniel through me. It’s easier to just have guy friends that understand Jake is my whole world and vice versa. So what about you two? What, or should I say who, were you doing before my boys?” We all laugh, she’s funny. 
 
   Jess tops off my margarita and replies, “Well, I dated casually through high school. Kate and I have been best friends since first grade. We had another friend who we were good friends with from second grade up until the end of high school, but he’s Kate’s ex-boyfriend and it didn’t really end on good terms, so we don’t talk to him anymore. I guess you could say I had a semi-serious boyfriend my sophomore year. We dated for about six months but it just didn’t work out. I’ve been waiting for someone to come along that just gets me. Connor and I have fun together, so we’ll see where it goes. I’m not in any rush although I do feel like it’s off to a good start. Oh, and by the way, I absolutely adore the Bacara Resort—that is a great choice for a wedding location.” 
 
   “Jess, I hope it works out with you and Connor. I’ve never seen him so head over heels for someone, not ever. As long as I’ve known him, he’s always just played the field. He may have kept one girl and gone out with her often, but never anyone serious, and he never asked her to be his girlfriend. I would say you’re off to a good start. I just hope you’re serious about him because I think you could break him pretty easily.”  
 
   A look of surprise flutters across Jess’s face. “I have no intention of breaking him, just the opposite—I want him to love me,” she whispers so no one can hear but us. 
 
   April winks at her. “Good to know,” she says with a smile. 
 
   “What about you, Kate? What’s your story?” 
 
   I take a sip of my margarita. “Jess filled you in on most of it. We grew up together, I dated my high school sweetheart until college, we had an unpleasant break up, and for the past three years I’ve thrown myself into school and volunteering while ignoring everything else. As you all heard earlier, I don’t get along with my dad and my mom passed away when I was ten so Jess is all I have besides him and Jess’s aunt Maryanne. I’m working toward a degree in child psychology but also getting a degree in business. I’ve been working my butt off for this double major; my dad thinks he’s humoring me by letting me pursue them both. His intentions are for me to work in his office and help take care of the business. I have no intention of ever working there. When he passes away, and if he leaves the company to me, the first thing I’ll do is sell it to the highest bidder. That company, coupled with his greed, has destroyed my family and I want no part of it.”
 
    Okay, that was probably an over share but I’m feeling uninhibited so I don’t care. 
 
   “So, what about you and Daniel? It looks like that’s going well?” 
 
   Hearing his name, Daniel looks over at us and smiles, I smile back. “Yes, I think that’s going very well, almost too well. It seems too good to be true. I haven’t quite figured him out yet. He seems very genuine, and in all honesty, that’s hard for me to wrap my head around. The last truly genuine guy I gave my heart to shattered it into a million pieces and I have only very recently felt like it has been put back together.” 
 
   As April finishes her margarita and sets down her glass, she reaches over and takes my hand in hers. “Kate, I’ve known Daniel since we were fourteen years old; I actually met him before I met Jake. Trust me, he’s the most honest, real, sincere, genuinely nice man I have ever met in my entire life. Even more so than my Jake, but don’t tell him I said that. Daniel has such a good heart, and he tends to give it away easily because he feels that everyone’s intentions are as pure-hearted as his. He has had other relationships, and for one reason or another they didn’t work out, but that bitch Vanessa took the cake.”
 
   Lowering her voice, she whispers to us, “Vanessa cheated on Daniel with Mike. It destroyed his relationship with Vanessa, and the only reason why the guys are still friends with Mike is because they saw it unfold. Mike was with a girl that night who looked a lot like Vanessa. Mike got really wasted, the worst I had ever seen him. By the end of the night, he was telling me he was sorry he was so drunk but it was the anniversary of someone he loved dying. He wanted to stay home that night, but Connor asked him to come as a favor, to be his wingman, and Mike felt like he owed it to Connor to be there.
 
   “It’s no secret Connor hated Vanessa, so he intentionally hooked Mike up with a girl that looked just like her, mostly because he knew it would irritate Vanessa—she always thought she was one of a kind. Seriously, this girl could have been her twin. Well, like I said, Mike was drunk and went upstairs to pass out. Vanessa snuck in his room, and needless to say, he had sex with her. Mike is pretty loud when he’s drunk. Jake and I walked by and heard him moaning over and over ‘Debbie, Debbie, oh yeah’ well, you get the idea. When we came back, we saw Vanessa sneaking out. She passed herself off as the other girl and had the audacity to put her fingers to her lips and sssshhh us, like telling us not to say anything. We went to our room, called Connor, and asked him to come up. We explained everything to Connor and came up with a plan. We told Daniel his mom needed to help her in the morning. The last thing Vanessa wanted was to be around Daniel’s mom, so she made up an excuse to leave almost immediately.
 
   “Connor ended the party early and we told Daniel what happened. He was devastated and so angry. We told him Mike was too drunk to realize what happened, but Daniel wasn’t so sure so they let it play out till the next morning. When Mike came down for breakfast, we just acted normal. Mike was off; he didn’t remember anything. The only thing he remembered was that she kept asking him to call out her name. Daniel and Vanessa put Debbie in a cab home, so Daniel knew Debbie wasn’t in the room with Mike. Vanessa had to have wanted Daniel to find out she had been after Mike on the sly for a while. It was so messed up, and as broken as Daniel was at that point, he was the one that sat Mike down and explained to him what had happened. That was probably one of the saddest things I have ever seen in my life, both of them crying. Mike tried to leave, but Daniel just grabbed him and hugged him tight, all while telling him it wasn’t his fault. So yeah, Kate, Daniel is one hundred percent the real deal. Treat him gently, please.”  
 
   Holy crap. No wonder Daniel wanted to wait to move on. It’s hard to trust someone again after being betrayed; I know that from firsthand experience. Granted, Michael’s betrayal was different, but still a betrayal none the less. 
 
   “That is really harsh. I’ve never understood the mindset of a woman that would do those kinds of things to men. Not only did she screw up her relationship, but she risked messing up theirs. The worst part is that she knew what she was doing. How awful for both Daniel and Mike. I can assure you, April, I’m nothing like that, probably the exact opposite in fact. I’m not into casual sex; I’m only interested in long-term relationships based on respect, love, and trust. Life is too short to give in to drama. I’m a firm believer in Karmic retribution that bitch slaps back harder than anyone or anything.” And on that note the boys interrupt us.
 
    “Ladies, enough gossiping, your feast awaits you,” Jake says with a very flourishing bow. We all head over to the patio table—everything looks and smells great. Once we’re all settled with our dinner, Connor starts talking about the engagement party. 
 
   “So, Jake, Daniel and I were talking about the engagement party, and since it’s at Mom and Dad’s house we figured we would just make a weekend out of it. We don’t have classes on Fridays and Daniel’s going to take the day off. As long as it works for you, girls, we figured we could drive up Friday morning, stop by and visit Daniel’s mom, and then head to my parents’ house in Montecito. They already said Kate and Jess could have the guest house for the weekend, and then we’ll be up there to hang out with you two so that maybe you won’t be so overwhelmed.”
 
    April claps her hands excitedly. “Oh, that sounds great! I can add you two to my hair and nail appointments and we can make a day out of it. My family won’t be able to make it up until a little while before the party and I was disappointed to have to go alone.” 
 
   Jess and I both nod. “I love pamper me days especially when I’m not the only one being pampered. I’m in, how about you, Kate?” 
 
   It will definitely be nice to have someone do my nails, hair and makeup for the night. “Sounds like fun. It’s been way too long since we had the works. Now all we need to do is go shopping for new dresses. Do you have your dress yet, April?” 
 
   “No, I had one picked out, but Jake’s mom hadn’t seen it yet, and when she showed me hers it was almost the same design and color. Even though it was a sexy dress, after seeing hers I just felt… for lack of a better word… matronly? I decided to go with another dress. I have this Friday afternoon off so I was going to go look for one then. If you guys want to join me I would love the company.” 
 
   “Sounds good to me.” 
 
   “Sounds good to me, too. We can figure out the details later this week.” 
 
   Jess is beaming; she loves parties and shopping. I sometimes wonder if she was a princess in another lifetime; she knows just how to dress and act in all situations. She’s saved me on numerous occasions from putting my foot in my mouth. 
 
   We talk some more about the party and our plans for next weekend. Dinner is fantastic—so much so that we give the boys a round of applause for not burning anything and to boost their egos just a bit. Jess and April start talking about dresses again while I enjoy the view of the sunset.
 
    Daniel leans over and whispers in my ear, “Penny for your thoughts?” 
 
   Turning my head, I give him a quick kiss. “Nope, not sharing them with you now, but if you’re lucky I may show you what I’m thinking later.” 
 
   Daniel’s eyes seem to grow a little larger and glimmer at me. “Well, in that case, let’s get this night moving.” He jumps up from the table. “Come on, guys. Let’s get the table cleared and put the food away. I think we still have a cake to eat.” 
 
   Jess pours me another margarita while the boys are cleaning the table. “I think you’re trying to get me drunk.” 
 
   Smiling, Jess replies, “Damn straight I am. It’s not a birthday if you aren’t drunk. Besides, tonight should be epic, and a little liquid courage goes a long way when creating the most epic of nights.” We all laugh. Maybe I’m already pretty buzzed. I better slow down or I won’t make it to the epic part.
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   Chapter 9 – Daniel
 
    
 
   I still hear the girls laughing; nothing like alcohol to make girls giggly. Jake’s putting the food away, I’m rinsing off the dishes and watching the girls from the window, and Connor’s loading the dishwasher. 
 
   “Someone’s got it bad,” Jake says, laughing as he hands me another dish. 
 
   “Why do you say that?” I ask him sarcastically. 
 
   “Seriously, dude, I don’t think I have ever seen you look at a girl the way you look at Kate. You haven’t taken your eyes off of her since you got here. What’s the deal? Don’t get me wrong, she’s definitely pretty. Actually, those three girls out there are probably the hottest girls I’ve seen together in one place at one time. But what I want to know is what’s so spectacular about her that you have finally moved past bitch face Vanessa? You’ve been approached by equally beautiful girls before and have never once gotten out of your mopey mode.” 
 
   Sighing, I answer him as best as I can, “I guess it’s like this, she isn’t just some girl where I’m wondering what her intentions are or why she wants to be with me. Connor has talked about her for almost a year now and considers her family. From the beginning, I knew I needed to like her because he was bringing her into the circle. What I didn’t expect was that we would just…connect. I think I’m a pretty decent guy and she seems like the girl version of me, if that makes sense.” 
 
   Connor pipes in his two cents, “I told you that I knew the perfect girl for him, Jake, you just had such little faith that I could be right.” 
 
   “So says my brother, the man whore. Considering the girls you have fucked in your life, Connor, I figured you were just trying to get him laid.” 
 
   Connor fakes a shocked look. “Well, of course I was trying to get him laid! What kind of friend would I be if I didn’t? However, I was trying to get him laid by the right kind of girl.” 
 
   “Speaking of getting laid, man, what’s your plan tonight? She’s very likely drunk already, or will be shortly. Are you going to make some moves tonight or just let her pass out and miss your chance until the engagement party?”  
 
   Leave it to Jake to want to live vicariously through my sex life, although from what I hear, his is pretty fucking fantastic. He really is a nosey SOB. “Not that it’s any of your business, but I’m just going to play it by ear. Kate is extremely desirable; if I said I didn’t want to have sex with her I would be lying. It’s her birthday, though. I’m going to let her lead the way and follow her cues to see how the night ends up. I want her more than I’ve ever wanted anyone, so I’m fine to wait until she’s comfortable. Fortunately, I think she feels the same way, so maybe I won’t have to wait too long. I won’t have sex with her if she is falling down drunk, you know that. I’m not a womanizer. I may have had a few causal hook-ups, but for the most part all of my relationships have evolved to a sexual nature over time. The difference is I’ve never felt this connection before with anyone. I’m seriously fucking drawn to her in some crazy-ass way. The feeling makes me want her more, but it also makes me more willing to wait for as long as it takes for her to be ready. So we just wait and see. Now why don’t you pick on Connor? I mean he does have his very first girlfriend and all.”
 
   “Simple, he’s my brother and I always pick on him. I know he got laid last night because he’s in a great mood, and so is Jess. They couldn’t keep their hands or their mouths off each other at dinner, but I’m not quite sure I buy the whole girlfriend thing yet. If they’re still together at my party then I’ll buy into it and tease the hell out of him.” Jake can be such a smug son of a bitch sometimes. Connor’s actually blushing, which is something I don’t think either of us have ever seen him do.
 
    “Hmmm. Maybe I take it back, baby bro. Are you really serious about her? She really isn’t just a fling to you?” 
 
   Connor’s pissed. “No, Jake, she really isn’t. I’m not saying I’m going to marry the girl or anything, but barring any unforeseen circumstances, I’m going to stick this one out for the duration and see how it goes.” 
 
   Jake whistles low. “Well, I guess that’s something then. Okay, lover boys, let’s get you closer to getting laid tonight. Me, too, for that matter. If I’m going to sit through Wicked I sure as hell better be tapping that ass tonight. Let’s get this show on the road—get the damn cake and candles already.” Just like that the conversation is over.
 
   Connor gets the cake and Jake puts the candles on it.  I grab the lighter and light them as we walk outside singing Happy Birthday. 
 
   “Make a wish and make it a good one, sister from another mister,” Jess tells her sweetly. Kate blows out the candles. Watching her lightly moisten her lips and then blow them out so slowly is seriously erotic. She looks up at me with a wistful gaze, so I go to her and wrap her up in a big hug. 
 
   “I hope that wish was about us,” I whisper in her ear. She blushes bright red and winks. Yes! It was about us. Maybe she’ll tell me what it is later and I can make it come true. Jess cuts the cake and gives us all huge pieces. 
 
   “Kate is going to eat a big piece and so am I. That means all of you get to eat huge pieces, too. Later tonight, I’m sure we can figure out ways to work off the extra calories. Besides, this cake is way too good to not pig out on it so Bon Appetite!” 
 
   She’s right. This cake is really good, and normally I’m not a big cake eater. I’ll share some on dates every once in a while because god forbid a girl eat a whole piece of cake by themselves, but it isn’t something I usually go out of my way to eat. If I eat sweet things I’m more of a cookies, peanut butter cup, or brownie kind of guy. I might start making exceptions, though. This bakery had a ton of stuff that looked really good; it might be fun to buy some stuff to try out with Kate.
 
    I watch Kate eat her cake. I love the way she licks the extra frosting off of her lip. I really want to be the one to do that so I scoot over closer to her. Jake and April finish their cake and go inside to get ready. Connor and Jess are lying together on one of the lounge chairs, watching the sunset. Kate takes another bite and has just a little bit of frosting on her upper lip. I bend over, take her lip in mine, and suck, slowly tasting her—she’s delicious. She lets out a soft moan. Reaching up, she begins running her fingers through my hair, pulling me in deeper and exploring my mouth with her tongue.
 
    It’s a deep, slow, tantalizing kiss, and it’s I all can do not to take her right here, but this isn’t the time or place. I want nothing more than to bury myself in her, kiss, touch, massage, and lick her all over. I want to make love to her and fuck the hell out of her—make her come again and again while she repeatedly cries out my name. I want her to be mine in every sense of the word. I pull back slowly, looking deeply into her eyes. 
 
   “Slow down, sweetheart. I want you more than you can even imagine, but I think you’re a little drunk. I want you aware and alert later before we make any decisions on how far we’ll go tonight.” She’s pouting, popping her bottom lip out a little bit, and crosses her arms. 
 
   “That’s not fair. It’s my birthday and I want my wishes to come true. You should note I said wishes not just wish. That’s for my benefit as well as yours. I may be a little bit drunk but I’m in no way wasted.” 
 
   “Your pouting is probably the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen, but I’m not giving in. I don’t think you’re wasted, but if you don’t slow down you will be, then we’ll both be pouting because we’ll have to wait until I see you again to make those wishes come true. Be a good girl and switch to water or something else non-alcoholic for the rest of the night. Besides, I would much rather spend the night making love to you than holding your hair back while you hug the porcelain god.” She smirks at me.
 
    “Well, if I have to choose between the two I guess I choose sex; I am not a huge fan of hugging toilets. You should pay attention, though. Next time we’re together, even if I’m drunk, we’re still having sex. Drunken sex can be very fun, so I will give you sober consent tonight for any and all future drunk sex, capiche?” 
 
   I slap a loud wet kiss on her lips and she giggles. “Understood and agreed. Drunk sex can be fun sex, especially in the beginning because you tend to let go of your inhibitions. Just remember what I said, I want you to be yourself at all times and that includes during sex. I want you to let those inhibitions go while you’re sober. Do what turns you on, tell me what turns you on, talk to me if you want to try something, and don’t be ashamed if you want to say something. I would never judge or think badly of you. Just trust yourself and let go with me and I promise I’ll do the same.” 
 
   The door opens and April and Jake step outside. I whistle at them—they both look really nice. “Sexy people in the house! Who would have known Jake could scrub up so nice?” 
 
   “Just trying to get used to being in a monkey suit, so laugh while you can. Soon enough you’ll have to scrub up nice with me since you’re the Best Men.” 
 
   “Whatever, big brother, you should be more worried that I’ll outshine you in my tux and April will be so taken with my sexy self she’ll accidentally say my name instead of yours during the vows.”
 
    Jake doesn’t look too happy but the rest of us are laughing. 
 
   “Sorry, Connor, but Jake’s my one and only, I can’t imagine my eyes being on anyone but him. Now can you please do your favorite sister-in-law a favor and move your car so we can get out? You’re blocking us in.” 
 
   Connor pops up and kisses April on the cheek. “Sure thing. We were actually going to run to the store anyway.” 
 
   I get up and give April a hug goodbye and she whispers in my ear while Kate says bye to Jake, “She’s a keeper, Daniel. I really like her and I can tell she makes you happy. Don’t take that for granted. Make sure she understands how much you like her.” 
 
   I give her a kiss on the cheek and nod because she’s right, Kate does make me very happy. 
 
   “It was really nice to meet you both. I can’t wait to go shopping next week. April, I’ll get your number from Connor and text you. Have fun at Wicked, Jake, it’s pretty awesome.” Jake flips us the bird and Kate bursts into giggles as she leans back against the wall and looks out at the moon rising in the sky. 
 
   God, she’s beautiful. I stand in front of her and put my hands on the wall, blocking her in. 
 
   “Did you know that your mother wasn’t a glass maker?” I look at her, puzzled, as a huge smile spreads across her face. “You’re blocking my view.” 
 
   “No, I would say you have a pretty good view right now. I know I have the best one ever.” I slowly run my finger down the side of her face, along her neck, and across her breasts. I feel myself getting hard and groan. 
 
   “What’s the matter, Daniel? Tell me what’s on your mind and why it’s making you groan like that,” she whispers in my ear and grabs my earlobe with her teeth and lightly nibbles. 
 
   “In the essence of full honesty?” She looks at me and nods. I grab her, wrapping my arm around her waist, and pull her in close to me. I know she feels how hard I am, being pushed up against her. “Kate, you do things to me in a way that no one ever has before.” I move her hand down to my erection so she can really feel it. She gasps, but in a good way, and it’s sexy as fuck. “I would like nothing more right now than to throw you up against this wall and fuck the shit out of you. I want to hear you scream my name and feel you come on my dick so fucking hard that you pass out from the rush.” Her eyes grow big and I think she’s scared. “I don’t want you to be scared. You asked me what I was thinking and at this moment that’s exactly what I’m thinking.” 
 
   “Shit, Daniel, that has to be the most erotic fucking thing I’ve ever heard. Holy shit! I’m not scared, but I am extremely wet and turned on right now.” 
 
   I hear Jess and Connor; they’re back from the store. It’s starting to cool down but the pool’s heated. I want to get her sober and upstairs and I think I know how. “I think I have an idea, do you know how to swim?” 
 
   “Yes, of course I know how to swim, why?” Before she can protest I pick her up, peel off her shoes, kick my shoes off, and jump in the pool. “Oh my god! I can’t believe you just did that!” She’s squealing and laughing. 
 
   Connor and Jess make their appearance and they’re laughing as well. “I’m going to get you two some towels and then I’m taking my woman to bed.”
 
    Connor goes inside and Jess comes to the side of the pool, not close enough where I can pull her in, but close enough for Kate to be able to splash her. “Keep your kinky foreplay in the pool, don’t bring me into it,” Jess says, laughing. 
 
   “Yeah, guys, I want my own kinky foreplay, leave my girlfriend out of yours. By the way, I left you a present on your bed; you’re welcome and Happy Birthday. Have fun, and don’t do anything I wouldn’t do!”
 
    “Hmmm. Kate, did you hear that? We can do anything we want because we both know there is nothing Connor hasn’t already done.” 
 
   “Ouch, you wound me,” says Connor. 
 
   “It’s okay, Connor, you know I still love you. Right now I’m grateful for all your experience since I have permission to follow your lead.” 
 
   Connor growls a little at me. “Careful, dude, that’s my fucking sister you’re talking about.” 
 
   Kate’s laughing, her eyes twinkling. Connor shakes his head and follows Jess inside. I’m so happy Kate isn’t complaining about being in the pool in her clothes; most girls would be pissed. I swim to her and wrap myself around her. There’s just something about being in water with a woman that’s completely erotic. 
 
   “So, I guess it’s just the two of us, are you feeling a little more sober?” 
 
   She splashes me. “So that’s why you threw me in the pool? You wanted to sober me up?” 
 
   “Well, technically I didn’t throw you in the pool, I jumped in with you in my arms hoping that it would be fun and that it would help you sober up. I’m becoming impatient; I want to know what it feels like to be inside of you. I have a feeling it might just become my new favorite place to be.” 
 
   Before she responds, I kiss her—a long, slow, deep, possessive —kiss—claiming her mouth with my tongue, sucking first on her bottom lip and then her top. She wraps her legs around me and slides her arms up my shirt, feeling every inch of my stomach and chest, and working her way over my shoulders. Our tongues are in a passionate frenzy. I need her now. Slowly, I bring the kiss to an end.
 
    Kate’s trying to catch her breath. “Yes, definitely sober and desperate to get out of this pool and into the shower.” She lets go of me and pulls herself up out of the pool and grabs a towel. I’m right behind her. 
 
   “So does this mean I get to shower with you?” I’m teasing her, but not sure I would turn her down if she says yes. 
 
   “Not so fast, lover boy, we’re going to take this slow; we have all night. I’ll shower upstairs and you shower downstairs. I’ll leave the bedroom door unlocked because I’m sure you’ll be done before I will.”  
 
   “Sounds like a plan. I’ll see you in a little bit.” Kate walks inside as I strip down outside; no need to bring all these wet clothes into the house. I leave my boxers on, throw the towel over my shoulder, and head to the shower. 
 
   I’m one seriously lucky guy. I only wish I had met Kate before Vanessa, but then again maybe not. Having been with Vanessa and experiencing the nastiness that came with her really taught me a lot about love or lack of it. Maybe I needed to experience that to truly appreciate someone like Kate. I have had relationships before, and at the time I thought they were special, but now I think they were just whatever, more like a way to pass the time without being with a bunch of different girls. I’ve never been sexually promiscuous; I don’t want to catch anything or knock anyone up. That’s the reason why I go get tested every six months. Except with Vanessa I got tested as soon as we broke up and again just about a week ago. I was so relieved everything came back negative. I never once had sex with her without a condom, but there was oral sex, and since she is a tramp I just had to be sure.
 
   After showering, I quickly realize I don’t have any boxers down here, so I wrap the towel around my waist and head upstairs. True to her word, Kate left the door unlocked which I promptly lock behind me although I’m sure we won’t be interrupted. The shower’s still running. I look around the room for my bag and see the condoms Connor left on the bed. Lambskin condoms, what the hell? It’s a jumbo pack, too; he must have high expectations for us tonight. I’m debating on putting on clothes or just laying here in my towel. Screw it, I want to be in the towel, and if she decides she doesn’t want to have sex then I’ll get dressed.
 
    I heard the shower door open a minute ago and now the blow-dryer is going. I want Kate to be my girlfriend and I’m trying to figure out the best way to go about that before we sleep together. I’m worried that it’s too soon and I’ll scare her away. I know we haven’t known each other long, but I really want having sex with Kate to mean more than just sex with some girl. I want it to be sex with my smoking hot girlfriend. I want her to forget all about that jerk Michael and just think of me. 
 
   I’m not sure how long I’ve been lying on the bed thinking, but the hair dryer finally turns off and Kate calls out, “Daniel, are you in there?” 
 
   I smile. Shit, I’ve smiled more in the last twenty-four hours than I have in the last six months. “Yes, Kate, it’s just me and the door’s locked, not that I think it matters. From what I could hear when I passed by, Connor and Jess are otherwise engaged.” 
 
   She giggles, I love that sound. “Well, that’s good to know. I would hate to think they weren’t having a good time.” 
 
   “Are you going to leave me out here alone forever or are you coming out sometime soon?” 
 
   “I’m coming, I’m just a little nervous.” 
 
   “No need to be nervous, sweetheart. It’s just me out here.” 
 
   When she opens the door, it feels like someone just knocked the breath out of me. She’s absolutely stunning. It’s her birthday but I’m definitely the one getting a gift. She’s wearing light blue baby doll lingerie with a black lace trim and bodice. It’s short, just a little past the top of her thigh, barely covering the panties underneath. It’s somewhat see through and I can see her tight stomach; her belly button ring is shining through. Damn, her legs are perfect—shapely and toned. I was right. There’s not an ounce of fat on her anywhere. She’s pure muscle and toned skin, and she’s so fucking hot. I picture her riding me, taking all of me. I’m speechless, so of course my sarcastic sense of humor flows, “Nice to see you were able to shave your legs tonight.” 
 
   She laughs, “Honesty, right? I was just joking last night, although I’m sure you were aware.” 
 
   She walks closer to me, getting bolder by the second, and whispers in my ear, “I wax, Daniel, everywhere.” 
 
   Shit, she’s a fucking goddess and I’m one hot mess right now. I sit up and massage her shoulders as she moans in pleasure. “Kate, do you still want to do this? We don’t have to, there is seriously no rush.” 
 
   “Mmmhhhhmmmm. More than anything else in the world I want to do this. It just seems right, doesn’t it?” 
 
   “Yeah, it really does, I’m glad you feel the same way. I’m not going to even bother getting dressed; under this towel I’m naked as can be.” 
 
    Kate turns and looks me up and down from head to toe. “You’re a very nice sight, Daniel. My own private present I still get to unwrap.” She reaches for the towel but I grab her hand before she can get to it. She looks surprised. 
 
   “Kate, wait. Before we do this I need to ask you something. I know it’s sudden and seemingly crazy, but this is part of why I wanted you, no needed you sober tonight. I have feelings for you, I think that’s obvious. I don’t know how to describe them. We have passion unlike anything I have ever felt before, it’s not just physical. I love the way you talk, and the way your mind works. Your drive to help others isn’t only admirable, but it’s sexy as all hell. Your compassion for people, your tolerance and desire to find out who they really are and what they’re about is inspiring to me. I have never met a woman that I have so much in common with. I know sex with us will be fantastic, like everything else so far, but I want it to mean something more. I don’t want to be a one night stand or a fling, not with you. Would you please do me the honor of becoming my girlfriend?”  
 
   Shit, shit, shit. She’s quietly thinking, looking really deep in thought. This isn’t good. I totally blew it, too much too soon. She locks her gaze onto mine. Her eyes are big and bright and it looks like tears might start pouring out of them at any moment. Please be happy tears. 
 
   “Daniel, I agree it’s crazy and fast, but I would love nothing more than to be your girlfriend.”  The gleam in her eyes tells me she’s sincere. I’m ecstatic! I pull her down to lie on the bed with me. We’re both lying on our sides facing each other and I kiss her. It’s the longest, most erotic kiss yet, and I know it’s because she’s mine. I make a silent vow to myself—I’ll never let her go, and I will never let anyone steal her away from me. She’s going to know every single day what she means to me, no matter what.  This girl is going to be my wife someday, even if she doesn’t know it yet.
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   Chapter 10 – Kate
 
    
 
   I’m totally in an episode of The Twilight Zone. Holy Christ, Daniel just asked me to be his girlfriend and I said yes! Of course I said yes. He’s probably the most perfect man I have ever laid eyes on, and not just because he’s so damn good looking, either, although that doesn’t hurt. He’s smart, funny, quick-witted, treats me like something precious to him, he’s honest, and he wants me.
 
    There’s no BS with him, no wondering what he’s thinking, or if he means what he says. He’s the real deal and he’s mine. I know it’s only been a day, but I have pretty good asshole radar and he’s not registering on it at all. I was so nervous to come out here in this lingerie, so afraid of rejection, but after seeing the look of appreciation on his face and the longing in his eyes, I know he wants me. I feel so giddy and happy—like a kid in a candy shop, and underneath that towel is my Daniel-flavored lollipop.
 
    He looked really nervous, I can understand that now, but for a minute I thought he wanted to back out. We’re lying here after the most amazing kiss and I’m massaging my way up his arms, every muscle seems to flex as he moves. I want to get a good look at him, especially his tattoos; I want to know what they are and why he got them. The first one goes across his upper right arm like a band—a tribal tattoo. All of his tattoos are done in black, there’s no color in them at all. 
 
   “What is this tattoo for?”
 
    He smiles slowly at me—a fucking panty-dropping smile. I’ve always heard the term, but now I understand the meaning. That smile alone makes me so fucking wet. 
 
   “First, answer me this…do you like tattoos, Kate? I notice you don’t have any that I’ve seen so far, but you do have quite a few piercings.” 
 
   So he noticed my piercings—there’s one he hasn’t noticed yet, I’m sure of it. “Yes, I love tattoos. Not everywhere, but a few well-placed tattoos that have true meaning to the person who has them is seriously hot.” 
 
   He’s totally smirking at me. “So you think I’m hot? Good to know. I got this tattoo when my grandpa died—he had the same one. I’m part Cherokee; I wanted to do this to honor him and my family. I only have a little bit of Cherokee blood, but it’s still there. My grandfather’s mother was half Cherokee.” 
 
   “Very interesting, Mr. McCormick. So what’s with this one here?” I draw across him with my finger. From his right arm to his right shoulder it’s just his last name. 
 
   “Well, my dad’s side of the family is Irish. I really wanted a tattoo of the family crest but it’s very intricate and difficult. The tattoo artist was concerned that it would bleed together and not turn out right. I decided that getting my name would be just as meaningful. Recently, though, I met an artist that says he can do it, so I’m debating on getting it after all and thinking of where since this was the spot I really wanted it.”
 
    Lastly, he has an infinity sign on his left shoulder blade area. I wonder if there’s a religious meaning behind it. 
 
   “What is the infinity symbol for?” 
 
   He looks shy and takes a slow deep breath. “That one is for my wife and kids—family is forever, so marriage should last forever. I’m a one true love kind of guy. I’ve always known that when I find the one I will know it instantly. Inside the infinity symbol will be her name and the names of our children. If I have more kids than space I can easily add another infinity symbol.” 
 
   Wow, I have tears again, dammit! I sniff as he wipes my tears away. 
 
   “Happy tears?” 
 
   “Oh yes, very happy tears. That is one of the most beautiful gestures and reasons I’ve ever heard. Remind me when I meet your mother to compliment her on raising such an exceptional man. Whatever girl is lucky enough to wear your ring better know what an incredible gift she’s getting in you. If she doesn’t, you send her my way and I’ll tell her.”
 
    He looks up at me with solemn eyes. “Kate, I hope our relationship works out and someday that girl will be you. I’m not trying to rush anything here, but I’m twenty-six years old and tired of dating just to be disappointed. I’d like to date thinking ahead to the future, and I would like that future to include you, but only time will tell.”  
 
   This is crazy—we just met, we’re officially dating, and we haven’t even had sex. Yet here he is talking about the future…our future. My common sense tells me to run, but every single fiber of my being feels like I already know him intimately. The words soul mate come to mind, and the theory of love at first sight runs through my head. Surprisingly, these thoughts don’t scare me. On the contrary, if I’m being truly honest with myself, I feel relief. I’m tired of being alone, wondering if love will ever come to me again, and hoping that Michael will come back, apologize, and beg for forgiveness. Even if he did apologize, I don’t think I could ever move past what happened and let him back into my life. Love is supposed to be unconditional and Michael’s wasn’t.
 
    “Yes, only time will tell. Now, boyfriend of mine, I have two very important questions for you that we didn’t cover last night, and in all honesty they may be deal breakers unless you can agree to disagree. First question, what are your thoughts on religion? Second question, what are your thoughts on politics?” Looking like a deer caught in the headlights, he slowly and carefully answers.
 
    “First, let me say I respect your opinions enough to agree to disagree but I hope that our theories are similar. I have no religious affiliation but I do believe in God. Perhaps not in the traditional sense of the word, but in the grand scheme of things. I don’t believe I have to go to church to worship. I think I can appreciate God and all he has given us and created from wherever I choose to, whenever I choose to. As far as politics, I’m very Democratic. I think that pretty much speaks for itself. Have I passed the test or are we going to agree to disagree?”  Yup, he’s fucking perfect. I lean in and give him a lingering kiss on the lips. 
 
   “I couldn’t have answered those questions better myself.”
 
   Daniel’s gazes into my eyes while running his hand down my cheek, caressing it gently. The look in his beautiful brown eyes is one I’m unfamiliar with. For lack of anything to compare it to, he’s looking at me like something he wants desperately, like he wants to devour me. It’s very sexual, carnal even, and it’s seriously turning me on. I’m still not quite sure why I feel so uninhibited with him. I’m nervous, but I’m also really excited.  I feel sexy, which is an emotion I’m very unfamiliar with.  I feel so much sensation. Daniel trails his fingers down my neck, all the way down my arms to my hand, and intertwines them together with his.
 
    Next thing I know, his lips are on mine, his tongue possessing mine with so much passion, and again the butterflies take flight. I’m really starting to love the butterflies. The kiss ends far too soon—I could just kiss him all night. 
 
   “I want you, Kate, do you want me?” Daniel whispers in my ear, nipping at my earlobe as he’s speaking. I can’t stop myself from moaning, it feels so damn good. Whenever he hears me moan, he intensifies whatever he’s doing at the time, making me want him even more. 
 
   “Yes, right now, Daniel. I want you to make love to me; I’ve never wanted anything more.” He groans and my stomach drops. “Did I say something wrong?”
 
    Daniel chuckles but it sounds a little bit irritated. “No, not at all. It’s just that, well, this is sort of embarrassing, but I didn’t bring any condoms because I wasn’t planning on having sex. I usually keep some in my wallet, but I gave my last two to a guy last night at the party. I was going to run and get some, but Connor went instead. For some reason he brought back lambskin and those don’t really afford us the same STD protections as latex; it will only help with pregnancy. I’m going to get dressed and run to the store. I want you just like this when I get back. Don’t move.” I bust out laughing while Daniel looks really perplexed. 
 
   “Daniel, the reason Connor bought lambskin is because I’m allergic to latex. We had a lab together last year and there were no latex-free gloves available. It was a short lab, and I figured I would just tough it out, but after five minutes I had to take the gloves off. I was covered in welts and getting hives. Connor had to take me to urgent care for treatment. Luckily, I’ve known about my latex allergy since I was a child. I can’t imagine what my first sexual experience would have been like had I not known I was allergic. It’s a major reason why I started getting tested for STD’s even though I was completely monogamous.” 
 
   “I’m neurotic when it comes to taking my pill. I’ve only missed taking it once when I had the flu so bad I couldn’t keep anything down. Because I know Connor gets tested regularly, I believe that you do as well. I’m fine having sex without a condom if you are, as long as we clarify a few things first. We both agree to be completely monogamous from here on out, and if we slip up we have to tell the other immediately. We also acknowledge the pill can fail. I know that from firsthand experience, but would rather not talk about that now. If I were to get pregnant, there would be no question of me keeping the baby.  I wouldn’t expect you to stick around, but you don’t seem like the kind of guy who would run.” 
 
   Daniel’s still caressing my cheek ever so slowly, and I feel his touch down to my core. It’s almost like an out of body experience because his touch is so incredibly erotic. 
 
   “For once, I’m glad I don’t have any condoms. As carried away as we were getting we may have learned the hard way what would happen if you used one. When you’re comfortable enough to talk about your pregnancy, I’m here for you with no judgment. That being said, although I agree to all of your terms I would feel like I’m taking advantage of you if I didn’t wear a condom an...” 
 
   I put my fingers to his lips. “Shhh, don’t even say that. You’re definitely not taking advantage of me, but I might just take advantage of you.” 
 
   I roll over and straddle him. I see him suck in a breath quietly, but still noticeable. It makes me feel like a goddess knowing I can do that to him. My hands go immediately to his hair which is still wet from his shower. He has sun-kissed highlights in his hair from working outside. I place tender, gentle kisses down his jaw line. Continuing across his neck, ever so softly nibbling on his earlobe, I let out a whimper of pleasure in his ear. Underneath me, I feel his arousal growing—there’s only the towel and my skimpy panties between us.
 
    As I feel him pressing against me, I realize how much God has blessed him with. I’m about to be a very lucky girl if it doesn’t hurt too much to enjoy it.  Michael wasn’t small by any means, but I can already tell Daniel is bigger—a lot bigger. My wetness is already soaking through my panties, I’m that aroused, and we haven’t even done anything yet.  Daniel flips me over so he’s now on top of me. I rip his towel off so I can get a really good look at him.  He’s Gorgeous. 
 
   “We’re going to take this nice and slow, Kate. I want to get to know your body like you’ve gotten to know mine.” 
 
   Balancing in between my legs, he slowly glides his hands up from my knees to my inner thighs. He isn’t only learning my curves, but massaging me as he goes. His hands slide under my lingerie, caressing my stomach. He leans over and lightly pulls on my belly button ring with his teeth and my body reacts instantly—it feels incredible. I haven’t been with anyone since I got my piercings. They were always something I wanted but my dad would never let me have while living in his house. One of the first things I did when I moved out was get them. They also helped numb the pain of my breakup with Michael.
 
    “Do you like that, Kate? I love the way you whimper and moan; it really turns me on.” 
 
   “Yes, Daniel, I fucking love that. You’re the first man ever to see them, to use them to pleasure me.” 
 
   In response, he begins kissing my stomach from left to right, making sure to go back and play with my belly button ring some more. I’m a little concerned about my scar; no one has ever seen that before, either. I can’t think about that now—I’m too distracted by his hands gliding up my stomach until he cups a breast in each hand. I was blessed with all natural D cups; let’s hope he’s a breast man. While he explores my breasts, his breath hitches and I know he’s found my nipple ring. Daniel sits up, pulling me with him, and slides the lingerie off over my head, really giving me a onceover. Putting his hand behind my neck, he gently lays me back down onto the bed.
 
    “You are so fucking beautiful. I want to get to know every single inch of your amazing body.” His lips crash against mine. I slightly part my lips to suck on his bottom lip. Our bodies are in perfect synchronization, our tongues meeting stroke for stroke, our hands exploring each other’s bodies as we learn each other’s sounds. I love the moan he makes when I suck on his lip which is completely different from the moan he makes when I nibble on his earlobe. My body is lost in complete euphoric pleasure. Daniel is working his way down my neck with his kisses, cupping my breasts in his hands. Soon enough, he’s lightly tugging my nipple ring between his fingers while his mouth finds my other nipple. Shifting his mouth over to my nipple ring, he tugs it with his teeth, and the sensation is pure ecstasy; I feel like I’m going to fall apart right now. My stomach clenches tighter, my wetness no longer contained by my panties as Daniel continues to grind against me. 
 
   “Oh, Daniel, please don’t stop.” 
 
   “Baby, enjoy this. I’m just getting started with you.” He reaches down and slides off my almost nonexistent panties and cups my sex as he slides one finger across my slippery wet folds. “I love that you are so wet for me.” 
 
   Simultaneously, he begins kissing me slow, really slow, and slides a finger into me. I cry out in pleasure. It’s been so long since I’ve been touched. He trails his kisses back down to my breasts while sliding in another finger. I’m about to lose it.  
 
   “Daniel, I…” 
 
   “Shhh, I know. Just go with it, feel it, I want to feel you come.”
 
    His lips are on me again, his tongue meeting with mine. I’m suffering complete sensory overload and come hard, all over his hand. This might possibly be the most intense orgasm I’ve ever had. 
 
   “I love hearing you come. I want to be buried deep inside you now, is that okay?” 
 
   “More than okay. I need to feel you. I want you to take me, to love me, to fuck me. Daniel, I want you to claim me.” 
 
   Gently, one at a time, Daniel takes his fingers out of me and rubs my wetness on his lips and then on mine. “I want to taste you, and I want you to taste you.” Leaning down he sucks on my lip and I suck on his. I always thought this would be gross but it’s not—it’s erotic. “You taste better than I imagined you would, so sweet.”  Daniel sits up and positions himself in between my legs.  
 
   Daniel takes his cock and slides it up and down my slick folds, rubbing across my clit and back down to my entrance, really lubricating himself with my wetness. Carefully he enters me, moving very slowly, letting me adjust to him being inside of me. I’m lost in the moment. He fills me completely, and it’s a little painful, but it’s been a long time so I knew that it would be, especially given his size. I love feeling him with no condom between us; it makes me feel closer, more connected to him somehow. 
 
   Daniel starts to move. I gently wrap my legs around his hips and pull him deeper into me. He’s actually so deep I can’t help but gasp. Leaning over me and brushing my hair out of my face, Daniel kisses me gently while moving in and out in a slow rhythmic motion. I feel myself building again. Holy hell. I’ve never had two orgasms in one night this close together and I’m trying like crazy to hold it back and he senses it. 
 
   “Let go, sweetheart, I want to feel you around me.” That’s all it takes. I let go, losing myself, calling out his name, and grasping onto his shoulders, pulling him even deeper into me.
 
    “Oh, Kate, that feels amazing. You’re so tight, so wet. I love the feeling of you letting go with me and on me.”  Pulling me closer and kissing me deeply, Daniel’s tongue meets mine in a frenzy. I tilt my hips higher and tighten my legs around him even more. 
 
   “Faster, Daniel. Go deeper. I want to feel you let go inside me. Oh god, I never knew it could be like this.” 
 
   He picks up the pace, going faster and deeper with a pounding rhythm. This is pure fucking and I love it. We have gone exploring and I had an orgasm, he made love to me slowly and I had an orgasm, now he’s truly fucking me and I’m going to have another orgasm. Three in a row! I can’t even believe it’s possible, but I feel it building, and I don’t think I could stop it if I wanted to. Daniel is close, too. His breathing is getting faster and his thrusts are even more forceful, but in such a good way. 
 
   “Come with me, Kate. I want to feel you come at the same time I do.” 
 
   “Oh god, Daniel, yes.” I fall apart again, but this time so does he; I can feel his release flow into me. I love the feeling of my body soaking him in. Thank god for the pill. Daniel gently pulls out of me and pulls me to him, softly kissing me before rolling us on our sides to face each other. 
 
   “Are you okay?” he asks me. 
 
   “Mmmm, more than okay, I feel fantastic. That was pretty damn incredible, boyfriend of mine.” 
 
   He smiles shyly which may be the cutest smile I’ve seen yet. “I agree, girlfriend of mine. That was pretty damn incredible. Actually, beyond incredible, euphoric maybe? Shit, I don’t know, but it was hands down the best sex I’ve ever had. Hey, why are you blushing? What are you thinking?”  
 
   “I guess I’m just not used to this kind of sexual experience. It’s been a long time, but I’ve never had three orgasms in a row before, let alone in one night. I’m just wondering if it’s because it’s been so long or because it was just that incredible.” 
 
   “It could be all of the above but in my opinion, our chemistry is off the charts. Being inside of you felt like you were created just to fit me. I’ve never had an experience like this, either. As far as orgasms go, three is nice, but I’m confident I could give you more. I want to pleasure you, Kate, especially just by tasting you with my tongue until you come apart in my mouth.” Damn that’s hot.
 
    No one has ever done that to me, and I’m not sure if I could take it, but I would try for Daniel. As I think about it, I realize I would like to make him fall apart in my mouth, too. I would love to have that kind of control over him as he just had over me. 
 
   “Daniel, that sounds really erotic, but you should know I‘ve never done that before.”  
 
   “Good, I’m glad. Now you won’t have anything to compare it to; I get to be your first at something.” 
 
   “You were just the first to give me three orgasms.” 
 
   “Damn straight, and I’ll be the last, too.” That was a bit possessive. Who knew possessive could be hot?
 
   I’m so tired all of a sudden, it’s been a long weekend and sadly it’s over tomorrow. 
 
   “Are you okay? You seem a little lost.” 
 
   “I’m fine. Just thinking that you’re leaving in the morning, and all of this happened so fast we haven’t even talked about how we’re going to make this relationship work. I know you aren’t too far away, but two hours seems really far right now, especially since we’re just starting to get to know each other.”  Daniel pulls me closer and runs his hands through my hair; I love the feeling and just let my eyes close and enjoy it.
 
    “I was thinking about that, too. I was thinking we could do the high school thing and get to know each other better by texting and talking on the phone. I’m off on Friday, so I was thinking I could come down Thursday night after work. I can hang out with Connor while you’re shopping on Friday and then we can spend the weekend together.”
 
    Pulling his head down to mine, I kiss him gently. “That sounds like a perfect plan. Maybe Jess can spend the weekend here and you can stay with me at my place.”  
 
   “Even better, while you’re out on Friday, I’ll go to the store to get some things to make you dinner and dessert.” 
 
   I’m trying very unsuccessfully to keep myself from falling asleep and mutter back, “Sounds good to me.” 
 
   Daniel chuckles while continuing to play with my hair. “Go to sleep, Kate, we can talk more about this later. Thank you for tonight. I think it might have been the best night of my life.” 
 
   Somewhere between sleep and awake I said something I wish I wouldn’t have, “Me, too. Goodnight, babe. I think I love you already.”
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   Chapter 11 – Daniel
 
    
 
   I stay awake for quite a while after Kate falls asleep in my arms. She does this really cute thing and sort of moans as she falls into a deep sleep. I can’t stop thinking about what she said before falling asleep and wonder if she’ll remember it in the morning. It doesn’t really matter; I would never hold her to it, especially since we’ve only know each other for two days, but I feel the same way. I think I love her already. While growing up, you hear of epic love stories, star crossed lovers falling in love at first sight, their love impaled by tragedy and yet they still make it to happily ever after. I hope that can be us, minus the tragic part. Could that be us? Great loves who were always pre-destined to come together to complete each other?
 
    My grandma said that when she met my grandpa she just knew they were meant to be together. He was in WWII and she was with a friend of hers at a dance. My grandfather asked her to dance and the very next day they married before he shipped out to Germany. They were married over sixty years when she passed away, and even though they had some ups and downs they never fell out of love. Maybe that’s why my dad’s so openly loving with my mom because he grew up ensconced in that kind of pure love. I never thought of that before, but then again I’ve never given much thought to love and soul mates before. It makes perfect sense now. 
 
   Making love to Kate was incredible. I can’t think of wanting to be with anyone else again. I’ve been with girls before and had lots of sex, maybe not excessive partners, but a hell of a lot of sex. None of those girls have come close to invoking the feelings in me that Kate has. My sex life has never been boring. I’ve always been able to give girls multiple orgasms just by listening to and responding to what their bodies were telling me.
 
    With Kate, though, I wasn’t on auto pilot. I just made sure to hit the areas I know please women to elicit those responses from them. With her, it was a calling, a magnetizing pull that led me instinctively to the places that would make her moan and writhe across the bed. I wasn’t thinking of how I would make her come, or how many times I would make her come, it just happened. It was almost effortless, and with it came emotions that I never knew could come from being with someone and claiming them as yours. When she said ‘claim me’—fuck, that was hot—and that’s how I feel, like I claimed her. Not just for tonight, but for always. 
 
   When she came around my dick and pulled me tighter into her with her legs, I almost lost it. That sensation almost knocked the breath out of me. I knew I had to hold back so we could come together and it was so damn worth it. That was a ‘holy shit, I could have just put a baby in you and I don’t even give a fuck because it was so worth it and I would do it again’ kind of orgasm. I know she isn’t going to get pregnant; she seems a bit neurotic about her pill for me to even have to worry about that. But if for some reason I did get her pregnant, I don’t even think I would care. We could continue to get to know each other and our feelings for each other would only grow stronger. It wouldn’t be any different than what I want to happen now. Financially, I’m more than stable—it sounds like she is, too—so there really isn’t anything to worry about. My eyelids start to droop and I think about how beautiful she would look pregnant someday. 
 
   Kisses. I feel kisses and grinding and it feels so good. I open my eyes to make sure it’s not a dream. The clock is flashing three thirty in the morning. I was asleep a little over an hour, but I’m drawn to the kisses working their way down my stomach. I reach my hand down and run it through Kate’s hair. She looks up at me with a devilish look in her eyes and keeps moving down. She makes her way down to my ankles and starts kissing her way back up my body. Kate’s hand wraps around my throbbing cock as her lips find my sac. She’s licking and teasing me. As her hand wraps tighter around my cock, she rubs up and down using my pre come as lubricant. 
 
   “Sweetheart, come up here, please. I want you.” 
 
   She looks at me, shaking her head. The next thing I know, my dick is in her mouth. Fuck, even her mouth was made for me. She takes me in slowly, going down deep. She takes all of me in, sucking hard, and then as she comes up she lets her tongue slide up my shaft and slowly caresses her way around my head with her tongue. I can’t hold out much longer; she’s really working me over. I’ve never had anyone suck my dick like this or go so damn deep on me; her gag reflex must be nonexistent. Most girls barely put the head in their mouth. It’s more like an obligation they have to fulfill to reciprocate the deed, but it’s rare to find a girl who enjoys giving head and is good at it. Kate is good at it—she’s eating me up—she wants this as much as I do. She’s literally fucking me with her mouth. 
 
   “Kate, I’m going to come. Please come up here and let me come inside you.”
 
    She pauses for a second, taking her mouth off of me but still gripping me tight. “Daniel, I’m going to let you come inside me, just not the way you want. I want to taste you, I want to swallow every last drop.” With that, she puts her mouth back over me and continues sucking and licking until I can’t take it anymore and I come in her mouth.  Kate takes it all, moaning in ecstasy, swallowing every last drop, and even licking her lips when she’s done.  
 
   “Fuck, Daniel, you taste incredible. You came so fast and so hard, letting me take all of you how I wanted to. That’s such a major turn on.” 
 
   Fuck me. Oh wait, she just did. Time to take back control. Before she can say anything else, I grab her under the arms and lay her on her back. I’m going to make her come and she’s going to scream my name this time. 
 
   Pinning her hands above her head, I thrust my tongue into her mouth, a full on assault on her senses. I push myself close to her so she can feel my erection again. She’s whimpering so softly but it’s about to get a whole lot louder. I make my way down, teasing and tasting all of her. She’s getting louder, and with every moan I’m getting harder. 
 
   She’s so responsive to me. Hell, we’re both extremely responsive to each other. I’ve never been with a girl who kissed, rubbed, and sucked me all over the way she does. Kissing my way down to her belly button ring, I continue to caress her breasts. I love how big and perfect they are. I love that she doesn’t excessively put them on display like some girls, but she also isn’t afraid to show them tastefully and let me know they bring her absolute pleasure. All I want to do is pleasure her. I capture her belly button ring with my teeth and pull as she lets out a really loud moan. I move a little to position myself just right. I have her breast and nipple ring in one hand and her belly button ring in my teeth, giving just the right amount of pleasure as I slip my fingers of my free hand down into her dripping wet pussy. 
 
   “Fuck, Daniel, oh my god. Fuck! What are you doing to me? Oh god, I want you, I need you, please make me yours!” 
 
   So fucking hot! 
 
   “You are mine, but if you didn’t already realize it you will when I finish claiming you.”  I keep my fingers where they are and slide down between her legs. I spread her open with my fingers and slowly lick circles around her clit. She’s getting wetter and louder, her hands running through my hair. I have to taste her. Ever so slowly, I lick from her clit down to her entrance and begin fucking her with my tongue. Fuck, she is so sweet. I’ve never been with a girl that tastes this good. She’s writhing underneath me and her cries are getting louder. I move my tongue in deeper as she grinds harder on me. Her juices are flowing all around my tongue and her pussy clenches tighter around me so I pull out. 
 
   She gasps loudly. “No, don’t stop, Daniel. Don’t stop, baby.” 
 
   I go back and lick her clit lightly and then start sucking it. I feel her clit pulsating, growing harder as I continue to suck, sliding two fingers into her as she’s starting to come. I feel her clenching around me, her wetness flowing down my fingers as she screams. A feeling of pride grows inside me as I hear her call my name, “Daniel! Oh yeah. Daniel! Oh my fucking god!” 
 
   She’s coming hard. I move my tongue back into her and revel in the sensation of her pulsating pussy around my tongue and lick up every last drop of her sweetness. Her hands are still gripping my hair as she begins to breathe normally. I’ve got a huge hard on and slide back up her body, slowly filling her with my cock. Quietly, our bodies fall into a perfectly synchronized dance as we make sweet, passionate love to each other. Within minutes, both of us are coming again, this time together.  
 
   I wrap her in my arms, enjoying the look of happiness on her face. “Penny for your thoughts?” 
 
   She grins from ear to ear. “I think I’m embarrassed. I was so loud I’m sure the neighbors heard that, let alone Jess and Connor.” 
 
   “Mission accomplished. My goal was to see how loud I could make you scream. I needed to hear you call out my name. Quiet is nice, but sometimes loud is best. Never be embarrassed for letting your freak flag fly. So what if they heard? They should be happy to know you’re having great sex. Now, I’ll admit I was surprised by my wakeup call; your skills are impressive.” 
 
   She’s blushing bright red and it’s adorable. “I’m glad you liked it. I’ve only done that a couple of times and he would never finish in my mouth. I guess it gave me a slight complex.” 
 
   What dumbass wouldn’t’ want to finish in that beautiful mouth of hers? He must have been a real douche canoe, leaving her with a complex like that.
 
    “You have no reason for a complex. That was by far the best blow job I’ve ever had. The fact that I’m the first guy you’ve fully finished off makes it even better. Tell me what else you’re thinking, gumdrop.” 
 
   Kate raises an eyebrow at me. “Well, I was wondering if you were going for a record with the whole five orgasms in one night thing. But now I’m wondering why you just called me a fucking gumdrop.”  
 
   I flash her a beaming smile. "Because... you taste as sweet as candy and gumdrops are my favorite. They burst with whatever flavor you choose, and from now on I'm choosing the Kate-flavored variety. You're my gumdrop, get used to it." 
 
   "Oh good lord. How did I end up with a guy whose favorite candy is something eighty-year-old women snack on at bridge?" 
 
   "What can I say? I'm one of a kind. Now, back to that record. What about the orgasms?" 
 
   “Well, I’ve heard stories, but god, to actually experience it is something else.” 
 
   “Something good I hope? It seemed like you were enjoying yourself. You’re really responsive which for the record is super hot. All I wanted to do tonight was please you, Kate. You’re incredible.” 
 
   “Definitely something good, amazing is more like it. Is it weird that I never knew sex could be like this? That my body could react to someone like this, is it even normal?”
 
   “No, it’s not weird at all. Honestly, I didn’t even know it could be like this. I’ve had my fair share of sex, I’m not going to sugar coat that, but never has it felt like this. You and I have something special. It’s a little scary how right it is between us, not that I’m worried about falling too far and too fast, but just in the fact that it’s so uncommon to meet someone who is…” She cuts me off, “Who is almost like your complete other half that you never knew you were missing?” 
 
   “Yeah, that’s it exactly, but I’m very happy that my other half is you.” I kiss her gently on the forehead and we both fall into silence.
 
    Next thing I know, it’s eight in the morning and we’re still curled up together on the bed. I’ve got an hour to get up and hit the road to see my parents for brunch. I would love to take Kate with me, but I need to talk to my parents about her first before taking her there. I need my dad to understand before meeting her that she isn’t after my personal fortune or his. I don’t want to wake Kate, so I carefully move and put the pillow under her arm where I was. I head quietly into the shower and hope it doesn’t wake her up. I hate having to go home, but I’m already thinking of creative ways to stay in contact this week until I can come back down on Thursday. I wrap myself in a towel and walk back out into the room.
 
    “Hey, sleepyhead, did I wake you up?” 
 
   Kate flashes me a beautiful, peaceful smile. “No, not at all. I just felt the pillow where you were and was afraid you were gone, but then I heard the shower.” 
 
   “I would never leave without saying goodbye, gumdrop, but I did want you to sleep as long as possible. I know you had a long night.” 
 
   “No, we had a long night and it was really fun. What time do you have to leave to go see your parents?” 
 
   I sit down next to her on the bed. Even just waking up she’s gorgeous. I can easily imagine waking up to that face every day. “Soon, in the next twenty minutes. I wish I didn’t have to go but I promised and I’m really excited to tell them about you. My dad wasn’t Vanessa’s biggest fan and he’s been standoffish since that whole fiasco. I hope once he sees I’m moving on and not going back to her or dating anyone like her things will go back to normal. I put my number in your phone before I got in the shower and vice versa. I’ll definitely call you later this afternoon when I get home.” 
 
   “Okay, that will give me time to go home, eat cake, and do homework. I have a lot of catching up to do, and even though Connor said he will help, I have a feeling he and Jess will have other plans today. Let me throw some clothes on real quick and I’ll walk you out.”  
 
   I find my clothes in my bag and put on my boxer briefs and jeans. Kate opens the bathroom door with her toothbrush hanging out of her mouth. She turns around, quickly rinses, and comes back out. 
 
   “Damn, McCormick, you need to finish covering that sexy ass up before I have my wicked way with you again.” She walks up to me and wraps her arms around me. I bend my head down, tilt her mouth up to mine, and kiss her. 
 
   “I’m going to miss you, Daniel. How is it possible that I will miss you? Are we crazy? I don’t want to cheapen what we have, but could we just be in a sex haze?  Or is it really possible to just feel so much so fast when it’s right?” 
 
   “Kate, let’s not over think this. I’m going to miss you, too, and I don’t think this is a sex haze. You nailed it on the head—it’s just right, we’re just right. Let’s not worry about anything else, let’s just be happy. It’s been a long time since I’ve felt this happy. Now, walk me to my truck, gumdrop, and give me a kiss goodbye that I will never forget.”
 
    “Okay, but we’re going to have to talk about this gumdrop thing soon.” 
 
   I pop a loud kiss on her lips. “Nope, not negotiable. You’re my gumdrop. But if you’re nice, maybe I won’t tell anyone why I call you gumdrop; that can be our little secret.” 
 
   Immediately her lips go to a pout and her hands are on her hips. “That’s not fair, Daniel McCormick!” God, she’s cute when she’s irritated. 
 
   “Maybe not, but I never claimed to be fair. Don’t get mad, gumdrop, get even. Find an equally endearing nickname for me then try to negotiate. I dare you. I don’t know, though, I think you’re always going to be gumdrop to me.” 
 
   I grab my stuff, throw on my shirt, grab Kate’s hand, and head downstairs. The aroma of coffee draws us into the kitchen. Connor and Jess are awake. 
 
   “Well, look who finally decided to stop making each other scream and come down for a breather.” Connor smirks and Kate blushes from head to toe. 
 
   “What’s the matter, old man? You having problems in the sack already? I mean, if you had time to listen to us then you must have been doing something wrong.” Jess sputters out her coffee and it dribbles down her chin. 
 
   “Okay, boys, enough testosterone rush in here. I’m sure you’re both equally talented in the realms of female arousal.” Jess is enthusiastically nodding her head at Kate’s words. 
 
   “Look, guys, I just wanted to come say bye. I’m heading out to my parents’ but I’ll be back here Thursday after work.” 
 
   Jess leaps up from her chair and hugs me, whispering in my ear, “Thanks for making her smile again; it’s been too long.” Her words make me happy and sad. Happy that I’m the one making her smile like that but sad that she’s been in pain for so long. 
 
   I hug her back and whisper, “You’re welcome, but the pleasure really is all mine.” 
 
   “Later, man, see you Thursday. Tell your parents I said hi,” Connor says as he pats my shoulder.
 
   I head for the door still latched onto Kate’s hand. Suddenly, Thursday seems really far away. I throw my bag in the back of my truck and grab Kate around the waist and pull her close. 
 
   “Don’t look so sad, sweetheart. It’s only four days. Think of all the fun we’ll have making up for lost time.” I lean down to kiss her, gently at first but then the passion takes over and I have her propped up against my truck, her legs wrapped around my waist, and I’m already fucking hard. Slowly, I break away and get into the car. Kate pops her head into the window, gives me a peck on the cheek, and tells me to check my phone when I get to my parents’ house. 
 
   Driving there, it’s as if I’m on auto pilot, and my mind is filled with memories of last night. Kate is everything I could have imagined ever wanting in a girl and never in my wildest dreams thinking I would get. Her responsiveness to me is unprecedented and vice versa. One look from her and I swear I go hard, but it’s so much more than that. The sex is without a doubt the best I’ve ever had, but her mind and soul is what I find most attractive about her.
 
    Kate has a pure willingness to give and make things right. Even on her birthday, when things should be about her, she does things for others. I’m in total and complete awe of her. I think about Jess thanking me and it touches a nerve. I hate that her ex put her through so much pain. If this douche bag has known her since second grade he should know her better than anyone. After one night I can see how devastated and sincere she was about their situation. I don’t like the fact she still has unfinished business with him. Of course it isn’t my place to discourage it, but I can’t help but wonder what it is. Before I know it, I’m pulling into my parents’ driveway and my mom waves to me through the window. As I get out of the car, I pull out my phone. It shows I have one new message and I can’t help but laugh. Kate has changed the way she shows up in my phone. Instead of saying Kate it says:
 
   *Your Girlfriend* 
 
   You claimed me so now it’s my turn to claim you. P.S. Thanks for my breakfast!
 
   Kate 
 
   There’s a picture attached of her eating the cake I brought over for breakfast. I set the picture as my wallpaper for when she calls. I love having a picture of her and I make a mental note to get one of us together on Thursday. I quickly text her back. 
 
   *If you are branded in my phone as ‘your girlfriend’ then you need to put me in your phone as ‘my boyfriend’. Loved the pic and loved the change in greeting. Very happy to be the one who lets you have your cake and eat it, too.* 
 
   “Daniel, you look so happy this morning. How was your weekend, kiddo?” My mom kisses me on the cheek and gives me a big hug. My dad is already sitting at the table drinking his coffee. 
 
   “My weekend was good. I have some news for you both. How are you guys doing?” 
 
   “We’re fine. Same old story here. I want to hear your news.” My mom always wants to hear what’s going on in my life. I love her so much for it. She makes our plates while waiting for my response. 
 
   “Well, I have a new girlfriend.” My dad groans and takes a big drink of his coffee but my mom perks up right away. 
 
   “It’s about time! Does that mean you’re finally over Vanessa?” 
 
   My dad interjects before I can answer, “Don’t get too excited, Beverly, she’s probably just another money hungry girl after something she isn’t going to get her hands on.”
 
    Gotta love my mom; she just rolls her eyes at my dad. “Oh hush, Rick, and let the boy tell us about her. Stop being so negative about everything. One bad apple doesn’t ruin the bunch.”  
 
   “Yeah, yeah. Okay, tell us about this girlfriend of yours,” my dad says begrudgingly. 
 
   “Look, Dad, I’m not going to defend my choice in girlfriends to you anymore. I was wrong about Vanessa and you were right, enough said. However, I’m not going to listen to you talk bad about Kate, and if it’s going to be an issue, I’m letting you know right now that I will choose her. I want to bring her over the Friday before the engagement party so you can get to know each other. The Houstons have invited her to stay at their estate for the weekend, along with Connor’s girlfriend, Jess. Kate and Jess are seniors at UCLA. Kate is graduating in June with a double major in Business and Child Psychology. She’s financially independent, she owns her own home and car, and when she’s not in school she volunteers at a local community center helping kids with homework and things. Once she graduates and gets her doctorate in Psychology she’s going to open up her own non-profit organization to counsel kids in need for free. Kate’s nothing like Vanessa, so I really hope for all of our sakes you will like her.” 
 
    My mom pats me on the shoulder and kisses my cheek. “Daniel, she sounds wonderful. I can’t wait to meet her.” 
 
   My dad is even nodding his head in approval. “Sounds like a keeper, Son. Driven and has a good head on her shoulders. What time are you coming up for the party?” 
 
   Relief floods through me. I was more worried than I realized about my dad accepting Kate. Hopefully, this will help us mend the rough patch in our relationship.   
 
   “I was thinking mid-morning, on our way up to the Houstons’ house, but if you won’t be here you’ll at least meet her at the party.” 
 
   “I can be here. What’s the point of being the boss if you can’t take a day off every once in a while, right?” 
 
   The rest of brunch is pretty uneventful. My mom catches me up on all the neighborhood gossip and shows me some new flowers in the garden. My dad lets me know Mike is coming back early today to help out on a new project and wants to be sure I can meet up with him for lunch tomorrow to discuss which workers were going to be assigned to which work sites and a few other details. I really want to fill Mike in on what is going on with myself and Connor so I can kill two birds with one stone. My mom walks me out to my car, which she usually does, but I can tell she wants to talk to me without my dad around.
 
    “Daniel, you look happy. That dark cloud has finally been lifted from your shoulders. How long have you been seeing Kate?” 
 
   I know I’m blushing. I have no problem telling my mom, but some people won’t be happy for me knowing how short of time we’ve been dating. 
 
   “Three days, Mom.” 
 
   She looks at me, nodding as if she understands. “Well then, I really can’t wait to meet her. She must be something special if she could turn you around from the mopey monster you’ve been for the past seven months or so to the sparkling man I know and love.” I adore my mom. There’s no judgment, only faith in me. I give her a kiss on the cheek as I get into the truck. 
 
   “Mom, you know how grandma said she just knew grandpa was her forever love? It’s Kate, Mom. I feel creepy because it isn’t exactly an acceptable thing to fall so hard and so fast, but I’m going to marry her one day. She’s going to be my forever love, I just know it. I think that’s why the cloud has lifted. I feel happier, lighter. I didn’t realize until I met her how much I was missing something that I hadn’t even had in my life yet. Does that sound crazy?”
 
    “No, sweetie, not at all. It sounds like the man I always hoped you would grow up to be. Men with a sense of romance in their souls are a rare breed; women will cherish them as long as they let that side of themselves show. It’s rare to find a man who isn’t afraid to show his romantic side. That’s why I snagged your father and have held onto him tight ever since. Love is the most amazing thing about life. People will guard themselves from it in fear of being hurt because it is the most painful thing in the world to recover from a broken heart. However, love creates the best parts of us in the faces of our children and the unconditional love that we give to them knows no boundaries. Love is a gift that keeps on giving if you let it. I hope you will let it. Even if someday you decide Kate isn’t the one, don’t shut yourself off again. Should that ever happen, remember how you feel right now and you’ll be fine. Now drive safely and we’ll see you next Friday.”
 
    Just as I start to pull away, my phone rings. I’m hoping it’s Kate but it’s Mike. 
 
   “Hey, man, what’s going on?” 
 
   “Hey, Daniel, not much. I got back this morning and wanted to see if you were back from Connor’s yet and wanted to hang out. I know your dad wanted us to talk tomorrow but I thought maybe we could get an early start on things today. I can bring by beer and some carne asada to throw on the grill later.” 
 
   I sort of want to go home and talk to Kate but Mike sounds off, maybe he needs a friend. “Sure, man, come on by. I’m just leaving my parents’ house now so I should be there in about fifteen minutes. If you get there first just let yourself in.” 
 
   Mike only lives five minutes from me so he’ll probably get there before I will. Before getting on the road, I decide I’d better text Kate now; it might be a long night with Mike. 
 
   ME: *Heading home now but Mike is coming over. He sounds off, might be a long night. Can I text you when he leaves or would you rather get your sleep if it’s too late?*
 
   Your girlfriend: *I would rather hear your voice than sleep. Call me don’t text, you can tell me a bedtime story ;) *
 
   Oh, I’ll give her a bedtime story alright. 
 
   Just as I suspect, Mike is already here. I live in a small beach house that’s light yellow with a white trim and cliché to the max. It has a little white picket fence around it, my mom’s insistence, but it’s a nice touch. There’s a pool table in the garage and a large patio out back overlooking the ocean. Inside it’s got two bedrooms and two bathrooms. My living room and kitchen are an open floor plan separated by a granite island in the kitchen. It’s simple, but it’s mine. I love being on the ocean and hearing the waves crash against the shore. Once you get used to the sound it becomes hard to sleep without it. Mike has already let himself in. He has a key so that when I go out of town he can keep up on things for me and vice versa. I grab my bag and head in. 
 
   Mike has opened the windows to let the house air out. We never need the air conditioner; this close to the beach there’s always a nice breeze. 
 
   “Hey, man, it’s good to see you.” Mike hands me a Negro Modelo and pats me on the back. Mike is somewhat of a mystery. When we first met, he was just out of high school and he was broken. When you hear the expression ‘shell of a man’, that describes Mike when we met. He was much smaller than he is now and just seemed beaten down by life.
 
   All he ever said was he had a bad break up compounded with an extreme loss. I felt bad for the guy and took him home to meet my dad. Since he had no interest in college my dad offered him a full time job and let him stay at their house for a few months so he could save up for a place of his own. He’s one of the hardest workers we have and is now much bigger and less broken then he was back then. Today, though, he seems sad. I can almost see some of that brokenness peeking out and wonder what happened. Mike isn’t the type to open up about personal things and prodding him will only get you so far. Maybe after a few beers he’ll open up a little more.
 
    “Mike, what’s up? You missed a great party at Connor’s this weekend. We missed you.” 
 
   “Yeah, I wish I could have been there. Connor always throws some good parties and it would have been nice to let off some steam. Did Connor finally hook up with that girl he’s been talking about for the last month or so?” 
 
   Laughing, I take a seat. Mike doesn’t like waiting for sex; he likes to strike while it’s hot. Connor likes to pre-plan his hookups to make him seem important or liked. He thinks if girls see just how much other people like him it’s easier to get them into bed. I don’t think he’s wrong, either; Connor Houston has never once been turned down for sex.
 
    “You could say he hooked up with her. Actually, believe it or not, he asked her to be his girlfriend.” 
 
   Mikes eyes grow in their sockets. “No shit? Well, I definitely wasn’t expecting that. Connor hasn’t had a girlfriend in all the years that I’ve known him. Is she typical Connor material?” 
 
   “Yes and no. She’s tall and leggy like the rest of them, but she has dark hair and actually has substance to her. She’s smart and has a great personality. It’s obvious she has depth to her and cares about the people around her. Connor thinks she will definitely be a long-term thing in his life; it’s nice to finally see him want to settle down. She’s great, too, because she puts him in his place and doesn’t let his big head get in the way.” After taking a long swig of his beer Mike gives me the onceover. 
 
   “So, what about you? Did you hook up at Connor’s party? You seem like you’re back to your old pre-Vanessa self, not so moody. Hell, you may even seem happier than you used to be. I don’t see the Vanessa cloud hovering around you anymore, so what’s the deal?” Mike knows me as well as I know him. Connor may be my best friend, but in the few short years Mike and I have known each other, he has become a brother to me in every sense of the word. 
 
   “Well, sort of. I didn’t mention it because I really wasn’t feeling it and thought it would be a bust. Connor set me up on a blind date with his girlfriend’s best friend.” Mike groans and I laugh because I totally agree with the sentiment. “That’s exactly why I didn’t say anything. I figured it was going to be something I would completely regret and that the girl was going to be a dog or boring as hell. Connor swore that nothing could be further from the truth.  I was so wrong. When I first saw her, she was alone with Connor. I can’t explain why, but I was totally pissed. She’s beautiful; she completely took my breath away which has never happened in all my life. I figured she was Connor’s new girl. I was mad that the one time I see a girl that makes me react like that and she’s with my best friend. I was a total jerk when he introduced me to her. Then I realized that she was the girl he wanted me to meet. I spent the next hour trying to make up for being an ass.” Mike’s cracking up, bastard, but I would have, too. 
 
   “Leave it to you to piss off the girl you’re supposed to hook up with. That’s fucking classic. Way to go, Romeo.” 
 
   “I know. I was so embarrassed, and she’s really sarcastic, so she put me in my place pretty quick. She’s got a real quick-witted humor about her. In any case, it turns out we have a lot in common. We’ve both just come off of bad relationships—hers a lot longer ago than mine, though. We stayed up most of the night talking and making out. It was different than anything I’ve ever felt before. We spent all day together yesterday and all night together last night until I had to leave this morning to go to my parents’.”
 
    Mike cocks an eyebrow at me. “So I take it you had sex with her then? Are you going to see her again?” 
 
   “Yes, we had sex, lots of sex, actually. I’m not going to cheapen it with in-depth details, but let’s just say Kate’s very alluring—she’s got quite a few piercings, and it was literally the best sex of my life. I asked her to be my girlfriend. I could tell she isn’t the type of girl that usually has sex so soon but the connection between us is… Well, it’s, don’t laugh, okay? It’s like we’re drawn to each other. When she’s in proximity to me I’m aware of her. The first few times we touched we actually shocked each other, fucking sparks and shit.  Being with her was like exploring uncharted territory. All I wanted to do was please her. Now that the three of us are off the market, do you have any plans of maybe settling down yourself? We ran into Misty while we were with the girls they were curious about your habits with girls after that conversation.” 
 
   Mike doesn’t say anything, just gets up and grabs two more beers, hands me one, and sits back down. After getting his open and drinking some he finally talks, “Daniel, you’ve never pushed me in all the years we’ve known each other, and I appreciate that more than you know. I owe this to you, and after the weekend I’ve had, maybe I owe it to myself to finally get it out there. This weekend, I was with a girl that made me reflect and think back to those dark times. I took her up to my room, and while I was undressing her, I realized she smelled just like my ex-fiancée.” 
 
   Whoa, fiancée? I had no idea Mike was engaged before; no wonder he’s messed up. 
 
   “Have you ever had one of those moments where it feels like everything you’ve been ignoring, pushing down deep inside, and fighting against just finally wins out over you? It is the most gut-wrenching feeling I have ever experienced. I ran straight for the toilet and puked. I sent the girl packing, telling her I obviously didn’t feel good. I spent the rest of the night thinking, reflecting, and crying. All through high school, I dated a girl who I loved more than anything. Our families were close and we were going to get married after college—it would have been right then if I had my way. I’ve never loved anyone the way I loved her, and I don’t know if I ever will again. I can’t even begin to get into the details right now, but my dad died in a horrible accident that I blamed her for. I was grieving and not processing things well. I was the worst version of myself and inflicted all of that rage and anger onto her.
 
   “These past few months I’ve been feeling so lost. I’ve been having more sex and fewer emotions. It’s like I’m just going through the motions to get by—looking for some kind of release that never comes. I keep thinking about her and how horrible I was. She was my best friend in the world, and probably the only love of my life I will ever have, and I blew it. Three weeks ago, my mom left me a message. She’s been trying to call me for months, but as you know I cut her out of my life. I don’t know how she got my number. Her message said that she had some new information regarding my dad’s death and the surrounding circumstances—that it hadn’t happened the way we had always assumed that it had. I never called her back. Because of her I lost the love of my life. Well, in all fairness, she got the ball rolling and I just went with it. I know I need to deal with her soon, but ever since then I can’t get my fiancée, correction ex-fiancée, out of my mind. Well, that’s not exactly true; I’ve thought about her daily since we broke up.
 
   “Now, since hearing from my mom, my thoughts revolve around her twenty-four-seven.  I want to talk to her and apologize. I want her back more than anything. I want a chance to right the wrongs I’ve created. The problem is, I don’t think I can. How fair would it be to try and work my way back into her life after all these years? The way I treated her is unforgiveable. She tried to reach out, tried to get me to talk to her for months, and I shut her down. I shut her friends down and they finally left me alone. I changed my number and never heard anything again. I’m ready to move on with my life and stop living in the past. I want a connection with someone, something deeper than one night stands, but I don’t think I can do it. I can’t move on without her.” 
 
   Mike looks like he’s going to cry, his silence speaks volumes. I can’t believe he’s finally opened up to me after all this time. Knowing how I feel about Kate, I can imagine if Mike had these kinds of feelings for his ex-fiancée how much he must have hurt, how much he still must be hurting. 
 
   “Mike, that is a lot to have kept bottled up all this time. I can’t imagine how hard that must have been for you to go through all by yourself and never talk about it. How long after all this happened did we meet?” I see the unshed tears in his eyes; he really is still broken up about this all these years later. 
 
   “Two weeks,” he whispers. 
 
   I let out a low whistle. “That’s rough. I wish we would have known. Maybe we could have helped you through it better.” 
 
   “You did help me get through it. You gave me a job and a home when I thought I couldn’t be anything, you guys helped me turn into a man. I’m not proud of the man whore I’ve become, but I’m financially stable, have my own place, and for once in my life I have a real head on my shoulders. That’s all thanks to you and your family for taking me in when I was so lost.” 
 
   “Well, if you want my advice, Mike, here it is for the taking. Go get her back, fight for her if you have to. After this weekend, I couldn’t imagine not having Kate in my life and it’s only been three days. If you had that same kind of love for years you need to fight for her. It probably won’t be easy, and if she’s married or something you’ll have to forget about it and make the conscious decision to let her go and move on. Maybe, though, if you’re lucky and she’s single, you can work past things and move forward. It probably won’t be the same, but it’s a start. Do you know how to get in touch with her?” 
 
   He shakes his head. “I don’t have her number, and I’m not comfortable trying to get in touch with her on Facebook, but I did drive by her house last week and her car was there. I thought about knocking but lost my nerve.” 
 
   “Maybe you could write her a letter and ask her to drinks or coffee to talk? You could mail it if you’re worried about being caught on her doorstep.” 
 
   “That’s not a bad idea, or maybe just asking her if she would talk to me and leave her my number. You know, all these years I have just fucked all these girls trying to get her out of my system. I tried all the things we never did—positions, threesomes, oral sex—and never once was it filled with any emotions other than pleasure and anger. Which of course is the exact opposite of my ex. With her it was truly lovemaking—soft, gentle, filled with love and emotion and trust, so much trust, and I broke it. I broke us. It was pretty easy to get lost in our world. Our sex was great. I never cheated on her; that would have never even crossed my mind. We were each other’s firsts, so when it ended I told myself to go out there and do all the things I couldn’t do with her. In doing that, I pushed myself harder and harder to try and forget her until this weekend. After hearing my mom’s messages, I tried to process that information, and then being with the girl that smelled like her, it’s crazy right? How do I go years without coming across that scent, and then as soon as I start thinking about her again, there it is? I would have never left her under ordinary circumstances. She was supposed to be with me ‘til death do us part and I fucked it all up!” 
 
   We sit in silence. I finish my beer, thinking long and hard. “Mike, maybe you never smelled that scent because you blocked it out. After hearing your mom’s messages and thinking about things, maybe you’re finally able to let yourself feel again for the first time. This could be a really good thing. Maybe if you reach out and make contact with her you’ll get some answers. Good or bad, at least it will be closure and you can move forward with her or without her. It’s been too long for you to be so unhappy and just keep going through the motions. I would like to see you find the one, whoever she is, and think about settling down. Aren’t you as tired as I am of being with people and every six months getting STD tested? I know we’re all safe, but you never know when you’ll come across a girl that will turn out like Vanessa. I’m so over all that. I want to settle down, get married, be happy, pop out a couple of kids, and coach little league. I just think it’s time; I’m almost thirty and time is just passing us by.”
 
    Nodding his head, Mike agrees. “I get it, man, I do. I’m glad you’re happy, and it sounds like she could be the one for you. I’ve never heard you talk about a girl like she could be your forever and ever until now. When a man says ‘I want kids’, that’s some serious shit right there, so you must be serious, and after Vanessa, I’m really happy you found the one for you. I just hope now that I know what I want, I can get the one for me back. Now, how about we cut out all this sappy shit because I’ve had enough for today. Let’s get drunk and eat—I’m starving!”  
 
   Just like that we’re back to being boys, but for some odd reason I have an unsettled feeling in my stomach, like a premonition of bad things to come. 
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   Chapter 12 – Kate
 
    
 
   This was the best weekend I’ve had in years, maybe in my entire life. Jess wanted to spend the day with Connor so she actually let me drive her baby home. I’ve spent the last few hours doing laundry so that I can actually have something clean to wear to school tomorrow, and of course, catching up on homework. Unfortunately, whenever I start getting bored with what I’m reading, instead of being able to refocus like I usually do, my mind drifts to the five exceptional orgasms that Daniel gave me last night. FIVE ORGASMS. I’m blissfully happy with each and every one of them, too. Sex was always the same with me and Michael. Either I was on top or he was. Don’t get me wrong, it was good, especially because so much love poured out of each of us every single time, but it was nothing like last night. Daniel’s sexy and erotic, he makes me feel desired… wanted.
 
    Even though we just met, there was trust between us, enough trust to let him take me and make me his again and again. My body is a slave to his, but I know he felt the same way; he was so responsive to me. With every touch, and sometimes with just a look, he was hard. I just hope he didn’t hear me say I might love him already. I’m sure if he did it would have scared him away already. I can’t help that I feel that way, but I think from his actions that he may feel the same way, too. My boyfriend, Daniel McCormick. I love the way that sounds. This is my first adult relationship, and now I understand why grown women tell young girls they have no idea how good sex can really be until they become women. For the first time ever, I’m grateful that Michael and I broke up so that I’m able to experience all of this with Daniel. I guess, eventually, good does always come from bad, even though it took a long time for me to get here. I think what surprises me most is that I trust him so much. I didn’t think I would ever trust anyone again after Michael, and it’s a relief. Maybe I’m not as screwed up as I thought.
 
   The day passes quickly and still no word from Daniel. I’m happy he’s spending some time with Mike, but I hope he calls soon. I’m having withdrawals, if that’s even possible. Jess struts in the front door around eight with a smile on her face bigger than the Cheshire cat. 
 
   “Looks like someone had a good day.” Jess flops down on the couch with a big sigh.
 
    “I had a wonderful day and a wonderful sex-filled weekend. But even better than that, YOU had a wonderful sex filled-weekend. I had a great weekend with a boy that makes me weak in the knees; the sex may just be the best sex I’ve ever had in my life. I think I love him, but since I’ve never really been in love I’m going to hold off on making that final determination. We like each other a lot. We’re spending the weekend together next weekend so you and Daniel can have the house to yourselves. Life is good. Now, since we didn’t talk much at all this weekend, I want you to fill me in on every single detail of how things were for you last night, what your feelings are, and how much you’ve been reflecting on Michael and your past versus Daniel and your future.”  There’s no beating around the bush with Jess; she cuts me to the quick every single time. 
 
   “Okay, last question first. I’ve actually thought a lot about Michael this weekend. I realize I’m grateful to him for leaving so I could meet Daniel and be with him freely. We have a pull between us that can’t be ignored, and I think even if I was still with Michael I would still feel that pull and may hurt him to be with Daniel. Sex with Daniel is way different then sex with Michael, both were good, but Michael was gentle, new, loving and romantic. Daniel is erotic, passionate, mind blowing to the point of five orgasms in one night...” 
 
   Jess cuts me off fast, “Did you say five orgasms in one night? Holy shit, Kate, that man has skills! I don’t think I’ve ever had more than four in one night, and that’s saying something because I have sex way more often than you do. Maybe you just had a backlog built up and needed to get those five out. It might not be like that every time, but it’s still way impressive.” 
 
    I roll my eyes at her. “Maybe you’re right or maybe my boyfriend just has mad skills” 
 
   “Holy crap, your what???? Did you say your boyfriend? When did that happen? Hell yeah! Boyfriends the same weekend, and with best friends, too! This is going to be so much fun!” 
 
   Laughing at Jess, I finish filling her in, “Boyfriend since last night. He really wanted a commitment before we had sex; it was sweet and thoughtful, really.” 
 
   “I bet you were super glad Connor thought to pick up those lambskin condoms for you.” I blush from head to toe and Jess raises one eyebrow, questioning my reaction.
 
    “Um, yeah, about that, we didn’t exactly use them. I feel safe with him, Jess. I don’t know how to explain it without sounding crazy, but think about past life theories and soul mates finding each other in each life. Daniel found me, here and now, and we have a connection that is unlike any other.  Since I know he gets tested and I’m on the pill, I just wanted to feel him, all of him, and before you go getting all crazy on me, he tried to talk me out of it. We talked about all the things that could go wrong with it but I still wanted it with no condoms and he agreed.”
 
   Jess envelopes me in a huge hug. “You must really like him then. It’s not like you to be careless, but if you’re happy then I’m happy.” 
 
   “Oh, Jess, you have no idea how happy I am. We talked and talked and talked, we have so much in common. I feel like Thursday is never going to come quick enough. I hate that he lives two hours away. You’ll get to see Connor at least a few times a week, but my only time with Daniel will be on the weekends when he isn’t working.” 
 
   “Well you know what they say, absence makes the heart grow fonder, or maybe in your case, the orgasms stronger.”
 
     We both laugh at that as I continue to fill her in on the details of our conversations and a little about the sex itself. Finally, I tell her what I said as I was falling asleep. 
 
   “You told him you think you might love him? Kate, oh no! What did he say?” 
 
   “He didn’t say anything so I’m hoping he just didn’t hear me. I mean, it would have scared him, right?”
 
    Jess taps her fingers on the couch as she thinks. “Well, maybe, or maybe he feels the same way and is glad that you came out and said it first. Or maybe he chalked it up to you falling asleep and thought you were just talking in your sleep, or he didn’t even hear it. I wouldn’t worry, Kate. Regardless of what he did or didn’t hear, that boy is head over heels for you. I could tell when you came downstairs this morning; he had the look in his eyes of a man that only wants you. You guys had such a familiarity about you. I kept trying to put my finger on it today and couldn’t. Maybe you’re right about that past life thing because you two just seem to fit. If I had walked up and didn’t know you, I would have thought you guys had been together for years. It’s a good thing. I’m so glad it’s working out and you’re happy. You’ve been too sad for way too long and I really love seeing the smile on your face that you have right now. I’m going to go take a shower, call Connor, and go to bed. I didn’t sleep much this weekend and my first class is at eight tomorrow. How about you?”
 
    I look at the clock; it’s nine thirty already. “I’m going to go get ready for bed. Daniel was supposed to call earlier but Mike came by. I guess he needed to talk so Daniel said he’ll call me when he leaves. I don’t want to seem desperate, so I guess I’ll just put the phone by my bed and if he calls, he calls. I don’t have class until ten so I’m not worried about him waking me up.” Jess gives me another hug and heads upstairs. I clean up my mess, grab my phone and head upstairs, too. 
 
   As soon as I finish changing and hit the bed, I get a text message. When I see *your boyfriend* light up on the screen, I smile. 
 
   *Mike got drunk and poured out his heart and soul finally! I think I helped him I hope I did at least. It may be awhile before he passes out can I call you tomorrow?*
 
   I’m glad he’s there for his friend, but I’m disappointed I won’t hear from him until tomorrow. I don’t want to seem clingy, though. 
 
   *Love that you are such a good friend. Take care of Mike. I look forward to talking to you tomorrow. P.S. Jess said she’s staying at Connor’s this weekend so we have the place to ourselves. Maybe I can make you scream my name this time*
 
   I sit back and smile at myself. At least if I can’t talk to him I can tease him. 
 
   *Sweetheart, I thought it was just your sounds and your touch, but even your words in print make me hard. I can’t wait till Thursday*
 
   Since Daniel isn’t going to call tonight, I get ready for bed, and before I know it I’m out like a light. Somewhere in my dreams I hear a ringing, but I’m too far into a deep sleep to wake up and check my phone. I wake up at seven to sunlight streaming through my blinds; I guess I forgot to close them last night. The message light is flashing on my phone and I vaguely remember hearing it ring last night. It must have been Daniel. I can’t think of anyone else who would have called that late. 
 
   The display on my screen says I have one missed call at two thirty in the morning from Daniel. I listen to the message, but have to listen to it again three times to make sure I heard it correctly. 
 
   “Hi, sweetheart. Sorry to call so late but I really wanted to hear your voice. I can’t sleep and I blame you and your last text for that. Also, spending the night with Mike, hearing him finally open up about stuff really put things in perspective for me. I started thinking that since we didn’t talk today, you might be worried about something you said. I just wanted you to know that I think I’m falling in love with you, too. Goodnight, gumdrop.” 
 
   I jump up out of bed and run my phone to Jess; she’s already up getting ready for class. 
 
   “It’s too early for you to be up and looking this excited. What happened?” Jess is staring at me like I’ve lost my mind. I put my phone on speaker and have her listen to the message. She jumps up and down with me like we’re little girls again and gives me a big hug. “OH MY GOD! Kate, I’m so happy for you and so jealous! What a message to wake up to! I can’t believe he called you and you were asleep!”
 
    “Well, he texted me and told me he wasn’t going to call because Mike was drunk and was going to crash at his place, so I figured it was safe to go to bed. I thought I heard my phone, but you know when you’re dreaming and noises integrate themselves into your dreams? That’s what happened, but I’m sort of glad because I wonder if I had answered the phone if he would have said those things.”  
 
   “I don’t know, maybe. You’re right, though, maybe it is a good thing you didn’t answer. I made some coffee if you want some. I have to get out of here or I’m going to be late to class. I’ll see you tonight. Maybe then you can explain to me why he calls you gumdrop.” I laugh and shake my head at her No way am I telling that story. 
 
   I lie back down and decide to text Daniel since I don’t know what time he goes to work in the morning. I assume since he works construction it’s probably the butt crack of dawn. 
 
   *Good morning, boyfriend, sorry I missed your call. I loved your message, and yes, I remember saying that and was hoping I didn’t scare you away. I’m so glad I didn’t because I miss you already. I wasn’t sure when you start work so I didn’t want to call. I go to school at 10 today. Hope you have a great day*
 
   *P.S. I think I love you *
 
   I guess I’m up now, time for coffee. I’m halfway down the stairs when I get a text.
 
   *Good morning, girlfriend. Don’t be sorry, I’m glad you got to sleep. I had a hard time falling asleep without you in my arms. I’m usually at work by 6 and off by 6. Can I call you tonight?*
 
   I sit down on the stairs and text him back.
 
   *Absolutely. I need to hear your voice, although I can keep replaying your message if I want to hear the magic words. I missed being in your arms, too. It feels like home there*
 
   About ten minutes later, I’m drinking my coffee and toasting a bagel when my phone rings. It’s Daniel and I’m surprised. 
 
   “Hey, sexy.” 
 
   “Sweetheart, that should be my line, but it doesn’t matter, I just had to hear your voice. I really missed you last night.” 
 
   “Me, too. I loved your message; it was the best wakeup call I could have ever gotten, thank you.” 
 
   “No thanks necessary, gumdrop, I should be thanking you. You do things to me I didn’t think were possible. I can’t tell you how disappointed I was we didn’t get to talk last night. Mike really needed a friend, and I’m so glad he finally confided in me. His timing was great, too, because now that I have you I was able to give him a real open perspective about relationships that I wouldn’t have been able to give him before this weekend.”
 
    “I would have liked to talk to you, too, and I can’t say I wasn’t disappointed, but I’m happy because now I know that you’re not the kind of guy to ditch your friends for a girl. That’s the way it should be. I would never want to come between you and your friends. I’m assuming you told him about us?” 
 
   “Of course I did. He could see it on my face when he walked in the door. Listen, sweetheart, I have to get back to work. I just needed to hear your voice. I’ll call you tonight after work. Maybe we can have dinner together over the phone if I’m off before you eat. And, Kate, one more thing… I think I might love you.”
 
    My heart flutters. Those words are almost more beautiful than hearing ‘I love you’ because there’s longing and promise in them for things yet to come. 
 
   “Daniel, I think I might love you, too. Have a great day.” 
 
   Talk about a way to start my morning off right. Who knew just talking to someone could make you so happy? I reflect over my coffee about the last few years and realize how lonely I’ve actually been. I love Jess, and she’s a great sounding board, but I love to have someone else to talk to and share my thoughts and feelings with.
 
    I make a mental note to do something really nice for Jess and Connor; I can’t imagine how boring I’ve seemed being solely focused on school. Besides, without them there would be no me and Daniel, and that’s something I’ll be forever grateful for. I also make a mental note to call Marc. I know he’s pissed at me for avoiding him lately and I do really miss him. The sound of my phone ringing snaps me back to reality. Shit, it’s my dad. What the hell does he want now? 
 
   “Hi, Dad.” I hope he can hear the indifference in my voice. 
 
   “Katherine, good morning, I have a conflict and can’t make the meeting we set up.” Of course he can’t, what’s new in the world of Joseph Moore? 
 
   “Oh well. That’s okay, Dad. Another time, perhaps.” I feel like I dodged a bullet. Today is going to be a good day. 
 
   “No, Katherine, I need to see you; it’s important. I have some things I need to discuss with you that really can’t wait. Can we have dinner one day this week or next week? I’ll make sure it takes priority over anything else in my schedule.”  
 
   I really don’t want to but it sounds like it’s important. I’m hopeful Daniel will start coming over on Thursdays from now on, or I can go to him, but I guess a Wednesday would work.
 
    “Okay, Dad. How about next Wednesday, will that work?”  
 
   “Yes, that will work fine. Let’s say six thirty. I would prefer to talk in private, and since you won’t have time to drive up here, how about I pick up some Chinese food and come there?” 
 
   I’m so out of my element here. My dad has only been here twice in all the years I’ve lived here, and one of those times was to look at the place before we bought it. I really don’t want him here. This is the only place that I have that isn’t truly tarnished with some bad memory of him, but I guess I really don’t have a choice. 
 
   “Okay, that’s fine. I’ll see you then.”  I wonder what the hell it is that he needs to talk to me about so badly. Fortunately, I don’t have time to sit around and think about it because I have to get ready for school. 
 
   The day flies by. Mondays are always crazy at school and the community center is even more of a mad house. The kids are always so worked up over their weekends and bummed to be back at school, it’s like pulling teeth to get them to do their homework. Finally, I’m heading out to my car to go home for the day when I get a text from Daniel. 
 
   *Text me when you’re on your way home, don’t forget we have a dinner date tonight*
 
   I wish we had a real date where I could cuddle up in his arms and let him take all my stress away. 
 
   *Stayed later than normal, leaving school now. Have to stop off for an errand. Be home in about 20 minutes. I’ll text you when I get there.*
 
   *Sounds good, drive safe*
 
   I look at the clock and it’s already ten after six. No wonder he wanted to know when I was going to be home. He’s really planning this as a date, and he must be starving after such a long day at work. I pull into my garage at about six thirty. Just as I walk in, the doorbell rings. When I open the door it’s a pizza delivery man. 
 
   “Delivery for Kate Moore.” Boy, he is really something. I just start laughing. 
 
   “Hang on a sec, let me get my purse.”  
 
   “No payment or tip necessary. Everything has been prepaid by Mr. McCormick, enjoy your evening.”  I set the pizza on the table, grab a plate and a beer out of the fridge, and call Daniel. He answers on the first ring. 
 
   “Hello, boyfriend, thanks for the pizza. It’s very sweet of you. Are you eating the same thing?” 
 
   Daniel chuckles. “I don’t think I will ever get tired of that greeting, and yes, girlfriend, I’m eating the exact same thing. I told you I wanted to have dinner with you, just because I can’t be there to watch you eat half of it doesn’t mean we can’t enjoy it together.”  
 
   “Well, I’m glad you realize I probably will eat at least half, and with as hard as you work, you’ll probably eat the whole thing, so if you were here we probably would have had to order two anyway. I must say, this might be the sweetest gesture any guy has ever made. I love that we’re together even though we’re not.”  
 
   “Me, too. I love hearing your voice. It’s been such a long day. I hate that we’re not close enough to see each other; I would love to curl up in bed with you tonight. So how was your day?” 
 
   “My day was good. It started off pretty exceptional with my new boyfriend telling me he thinks he loves me, I was busy in classes, had a great day at the center, Lauren talked my ear off about the rest of her birthday and her cotton candy and peanuts. She had a smile plastered on her face all day; it was so great to see. I did have a rather odd call from my dad today, though.” 
 
   I hear Daniel take a deep breath. I’m sure he didn’t realize I could hear that. I love how he’s already trying to protect me from the disaster of emotions that come with my dad. 
 
   “Oh, baby, I’m sorry. What did he want this time?” God, he’s sexy when he calls me baby.
 
    “He can’t meet me the day we planned so he needed to bump up our meeting. He’s coming here next Wednesday so we can talk. Whatever he has to tell me must be important; I can’t remember when he last made a conscious effort to meet with me. I just hope it isn’t about business since graduation is right around the corner. I’ve really been playing into his idea that I’ll work for him to get through, but it’s the last thing I want for myself and it’s the last thing my mom wanted for me. She made sure I would be secure financially but not until my twenty-fifth birthday which is still a year away. I have enough money in the bank to make it through a few years, so I’m not worried about that, I just really wanted to avoid the confrontation until after graduation.”
 
     “Well, there’s no need to stress out about it now. If he wants to talk business, just let him know you’re really overwhelmed getting ready for the end of the year and that you don’t want to talk until after graduation and put your foot down about it. I know how overbearing businessmen can be, but they can also appreciate someone who can hold their ground. If your dad really wants you to take over he should appreciate that you can be firm in your resolve. It’s a good trait to have in business, and point that out to him. Maybe he’s just reflecting on his mistakes, or maybe he’s getting married again, you never really know until you talk to him. Take a deep breath, gumdrop. Don’t think about him. Instead, think of all the ways I’m going to make you come this weekend.” 
 
   “That is a nice change of thought isn’t it? Daniel, if I start thinking of all the things we could be doing, will be doing, I won’t be able to think at all. Then I’ll have to come to you for a release before Thursday and that would mean missing classes and jeopardizing my future. You wouldn’t want that. would you?” 
 
   He laughs at me. “Laying it on a little thick there aren’t you, gumdrop? If I’m being honest, I don’t want to affect your school work although I definitely wouldn’t mind you being here. We could break in my house this time instead of Connor’s.”
 
    “Speaking of your house, I assume you got my address from Connor? That’s so not fair. You need to text me your address in case I want to surprise you next time.”  
 
   “Well, I wouldn’t want to have the unfair advantage, would I? I did get your address from Connor. I would have asked you for it, but I didn’t want to spoil the surprise.”  
 
   “It was definitely a nice surprise, and it saved me from cooking for one tonight since Jess and Connor are out. Besides, there’s nothing better than pizza and beer, except maybe cold pizza and beer.”  
 
   “I completely agree. Cold pizza is the best, especially for breakfast, but I don’t have a beer unless it’s football Sunday since beer-thirty is acceptable anytime of the day then.”  
 
   “I’ll have to remember to keep you well stocked in pizza and beer during football season. Speaking of which, who’s your team?” 
 
    “Definitely the Chargers. My dad used to take me to the games as a kid to see the Broncos and it killed him when I decided to root for the Chargers. There’s nothing better as a kid than going to an NFL game at the home team’s stadium to see a game. I have some really great memories. Hopefully, one day I can take my kids, but they’ll have to be Charger fans, too. How about you, Kate? Are we football rivals?” 
 
   “Nope, not at all. I actually don’t have a team. My dad was never into sports and my boyfriend in high school was a baseball player. I went to the high school games, and have gone to some games in college, but I just never followed a team. I like football, a lot actually, but I also like just watching a game without an attachment or a vested interest in the outcome.” 
 
   Daniel laughs, he’s totally cracking up. “Sweetheart, you are absolutely adorable. By the time I’m done with you, you’ll be a Chargers fan, no doubt in my mind.”
 
    Now I’m laughing, he’s too cute. I really wish he was here. I hear him yawning; he must be exhausted. We’ve been on the phone for nearly an hour.
 
    “You’re quiet, gumdrop. What are you thinking?” 
 
   “Actually, I was thinking that by the sound of your yawn you must be really exhausted. You had such a long night with Mike and still had to be to work at six. I appreciate the dinner and the call but you should probably get some sleep. You need to get your rest for all the things I want to do with you this weekend.”  
 
   “Damn, woman, you’re going to be the death of me way before then with all your promises of things to come. As much as I hate to admit it, though, you’re right. I’m exhausted and really need to go to sleep. Sweet dreams, sweetheart. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” 
 
   “Goodnight. Daniel. Dream of me.” 
 
   The rest of the night is pretty uneventful; Jess stays over at Connor’s and I work on my homework. In the morning, Jess brings me my favorite Starbucks coffee, compliments of Daniel. 
 
   “Kate, that boy is head over heels for you. First he sends you dinner and now coffee. He was so sweet when he asked me if I could bring it to you before school. He actually sounded shy—it was really cute. Especially when he told me I had to make them write gumdrop as the name,” she says with a raised eyebrow and a questioning tone that I completely ignore.
 
    “Seriously, Jess, I feel like the other shoe should drop soon or something. He’s gorgeous, sweet, honest, caring, hot, great in bed, and gives me gifts. Oh, and let’s not forget he’s already given me an embarrassing but cute nickname. He really is absolutely perfect. It’s too good to be true, right?”  
 
   “Nope, you just got lucky; this one is totally worth it. He’s a keeper, and you’d better keep your eye on him, too. From what Connor says, he has girls all over him wherever he goes, like he oozes good boyfriend vibes from his pores. You need to tell those bitches to back the hell off your man. Connor said he never pays attention to any of them and that you have nothing to worry about. He said he was waiting to see how long it would take Daniel to finally pick one and now he has!”
 
    I don’t like the idea of girls throwing themselves at him, but I shouldn’t expect any less. I would be, too, if I didn’t know him and saw him out, and now he’s all mine. 
 
   “Okay, Jess, as long as I’m not being naïve. I deserve to be happy, right?” 
 
   Jess gives me a super big hug. “Of course you do, don’t ever doubt that for a minute. I know things have been rough the past few years but they’re turning around now. I think Michael will become a distant memory after next year. You’ll have your mom’s inheritance, your foundation, no more stress from your dad, and best of all you have me! Now hop to it or we’re going to be late for school!” 
 
   I text Daniel before hopping in the shower.
 
   *Thanks for my favorite coffee. You’re turning into the best boyfriend ever! Xoxoxo” 
 
   On my way to the car, my phone notification light flashes.
 
   *Good morning, gumdrop, glad you liked it. I have a really busy day and meetings into the evening. What’s your schedule like?” 
 
   Ugghhh. I realize my schedule is packed, too; I have classes all day and a study group tonight. 
 
   *Me, too. Unfortunately, probably won’t be home till after 10 and you’ll be in bed by then. Guess we’ll have to catch up tomorrow?*
 
   He must be on a break; his text comes in almost immediately.
 
   “Unfortunately. I guess that’s how it will have to be. Have a great day, beautiful.”
 
   I’m so disappointed, but I guess this is how it will be, at least until graduation.
 
   *You, too. Be safe today*
 
    
 
   The best part of my day today is my class with Connor. We always go to lunch which he always pays for no matter how hard I try to pay for myself. Today we go to Panera; they have the best salads and green tea iced tea ever! 
 
   “So, how’s my girl doing, Connor? I don’t ever get to see her anymore—you’ve been keeping her very busy.” Oh my god, he’s blushing! I would have never believed it if I wasn’t seeing it.
 
    “Things are good, Kate. Things are great, actually. I like Jess a lot; she surprises me at every turn. She’s funny and sweet, sexy as hell, and still empathetic to people. You know, we were out to dinner the other night and there was a homeless man and his son outside. It was so sad. I’m surprised CPS hadn’t taken the kid away already. Anyway, she rushed through dinner so that she could go talk to him. I was pissed! Not because she did it, but because she had no regard for her safety. She was out the door before I could even pay the bill. I get out there and she’s asking them what happened to land them out on the streets. Turns out his wife was killed in the war, and they were in military housing, which they lost. He was a stay at home dad. They couldn’t afford daycare, but the mom also really wanted him to have his dad around since she was deployed. I’m not really sure of the details, but I guess the death benefits in the military don’t pay much and living out here they couldn’t afford to rent a place. He can’t get hired anywhere because of the economy and because he hasn’t worked in almost six years.” 
 
   “Jess told them to follow her. She marched down the block to the closest store and bought gift cards, at least two thousand dollars worth for clothes, food, you name it. Then she found a hotel around the corner, a really nice one. She rented them a room for a month and left specific instructions for the manager to call her. I don’t know how she works her magic, but she got the manager to give him a job in maintenance and now he has a month to save up to move. He’s got a job and the military benefits, so he’ll be okay. Can you believe it? In one night, in the matter of two hours, she changed two lives. Actually, three if you count mine. I’ve never been so taken with someone and their actions before; she makes me want to be a better person. When I tried to talk to her about it, she just blew it off like it was no big deal, but it was such a big deal.” 
 
   I’m stunned. I know Jess does stuff like this all the time but not to this extent. 
 
   “My best friend would save the world someday if she could. She’s the most kind-hearted person I know. I didn’t know about this, she didn’t tell me, but I’ve seen her do similar things for other people before. She’s an angel on earth. So many people are mean to her, assuming because she’s so pretty she’s a bitch, so they just cut to the chase and are bitchy to her right off the bat. It really hurts her feelings. She’s probably the sweetest person I’ve ever met in my whole life. I think it’s because we both got the short end of the stick when we were kids. Besides Maryanne, we only had each other.”
 
    Connor looks sad. “That must have been rough. Jess told me about Chloe; she sounds like a real piece of work. You guys turned out amazing. You take all your pain and use those feelings to want to help others so that they don’t have to go through that kind of hurt themselves. It’s admirable, really. Daniel, Jake, and I were raised by perfect, or seemingly perfect, families in the land of Little League and football, protected from as much of the bad in the world as possible. It was a great thing growing up, but now I wonder if my compassion is lacking because of it.” 
 
   I laugh. “I’m sorry, Connor, but I don’t think you guys are lacking anything. We all just handle situations differently. You guys are two of the nicest men I’ve ever met. You want to see someone lacking empathy, let me introduce you to my father. Trust me, you’ll change your tune real quick.”  
 
   Connor fidgets uncomfortably. “About that, don’t be mad, but next week when your dad comes by, Daniel asked that Jess and I be there. He doesn’t want you alone with him in case you get upset. I promise we’ll stay upstairs and out of your way, but Daniel said if we don’t stay there he’ll come down. You don’t want that, Kate, because if he does he won’t leave your side.” 
 
   I should be pissed. Who does he think he is to be making demands on my friends and on me like this? Ironically, I’m not mad at all. I’m tingling all over with happiness that he doesn’t want me alone in a stressful situation. My god, when did I become that girl? 
 
   “It’s okay, as long as you guys stay upstairs. It would be best if you’re there before he gets there, though, and don’t interrupt. I would really like to eat fast and get him in and out as quickly as possible.” 
 
   “Yeah, sure, we can do that. So, how did you like your coffee this morning, gumdrop? Was it hot enough for you?” He’s smirks at me. 
 
   “My coffee was fine, although I wish it would have been hand delivered by Daniel instead of Jess. This sucks with him being so far away, but at least I’m not falling behind in my work. Actually, I’m a little ahead right now because everything I usually do on the weekends I’m trying to finish during the week so I can spend time with him and not stress about homework. How pathetic is that?” 
 
   “That’s not pathetic at all—it’s smart. You can’t afford to fall behind for anyone or anything. Your goals are important and no one should hinder that, even if he is my best friend. You know, he’s got that panty-dropping smile down to a science and you’re putty in his hands. You would never get your work done with him around.” 
 
   “Speaking of panty-dropping smile, I hear he has quite a posse when you guys go out. What’s that all about?”  
 
   “You aren’t the jealous type, are you, Kate? I would have never guessed it if you are. It’s nothing really; Daniel just attracts girls like crazy. We mostly go to sports bars and girls flock to those places, hoping to run into a guy who’s on the track to fame and fortune. Daniel fits the build so he gets a lot of attention. If those girls only knew how much Daniel hates how girls throw themselves on him unsolicited. He’s old school that way; he likes to make the first move. He’s never gone out with anyone that has thrown themselves at him before, except for Vanessa. He was drunk that night and said he was going to make an exception to his rule because she was hot and he was lonely. Big mistake. Little did he know how much it was going to bite him in the ass later. Kate, trust me when I say this, drunk or sober, I have never once seen Daniel cheat on a girlfriend. It’s just not in his DNA. He really is a great guy, and I’m so glad he found someone that will love him back with the same love he gives.” 
 
   “Well, it’s a good thing I’m not jealous, at least I don’t think I am. I’ve never really been in a position to know what that would feel like, so for now he’s safe.”  
 
   “I don’t know, Kate. I would say he’s far from safe, we both are. He’s got it bad for you and I’ve got it bad for Jess; we’re like a couple of lovesick puppies. I can tell you right now, you’ll never get rid of Daniel unless you want to, that boy is in deep. I am, too. I could see myself with Jess for a long time, maybe forever, which works out really well for us if I someday marry your best friend and you marry mine.”  Connor has the biggest shit eating grin on his face right now, and if I had to guess, I would say that he’s in love. 
 
   “Connor, in all seriousness, please wait to tell Jess how you feel until you’re sure, and have patience with her if she doesn’t say it back right away. We both have abandonment issues. I knew my mother loved me growing up, but she didn’t, and she sees how fast Chloe goes through men. She’s secretly afraid that she will find a guy and his feelings will go away fast, just like Chloe’s husbands, but I promise you, she can love and does love with her whole heart. Just go slow.” 
 
   “Thanks for the info. I’ll go slow. For me, it’s too fast to tell her I think I love her even though I might.” 
 
   Seriously, Jess can’t keep anything to herself. I can’t believe she told Connor! 
 
   “Hey now, before you get your panties in a bunch, I didn’t hear that from Jess—I heard it from Daniel. He asked me if it was wrong for it to be so right so fast. I told him the truth. I told him that somehow you guys look like two old souls that finally found each other again, and if he felt it then he should say it and not let you go. You CAN trust him Kate; this isn’t a fling for him. And just to be clear, he doesn’t typically move this fast with anyone. I would say that makes you very special. He wants to romance you and make you feel cherished. Normally, I would say that is called being whipped, but I know you and what you’ve been through with that douchebag Michael; you deserve to be pampered and loved.”
 
   “Connor, Michael’s in the past. Yes, it still hurts, and no, I didn’t deserve what happened, but he was hurting so badly, more than anyone should ever have to deal with, and he said things out of anger. I think he should have apologized, but that’s neither here nor there. It’s over and I’m finally moving on. I don’t wish him any harm. As far as romance and pampering, I’ll take that if he wants to give it; I’m no dummy.”  
 
   We continue talking until I have to leave for study group.  I just have to tell Connor one last thing. 
 
   “Since Jess is spending the weekend with you, you should take her to Sea World, you have three days. She loves to feed the dolphins and sit where Shamu can splash her.” 
 
   “Thanks, gumdrop, I’ll keep that in mind. Now, tell your favorite brother why you have a new nickname.” 
 
   “Well... You need to ask Daniel that, but I don’t think he’ll tell you. I’ll tell you this much, it’s probably not brotherly for you to call me gumdrop, and if you’re feeling brotherly when you ask him, IF he tells you, you might want to kick his ass. But if you’re in friend mode, I’m sure you’ll think it’s as funny as he does.” 
 
   “Oh god. It’s sexual and involves his favorite candy. Maybe I’ll pass on this one.” 
 
   Laughing, I give him a hug and a kiss on the cheek and leave him smiling like a school boy. 
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   Chapter 13 – Daniel
 
    
 
   This has got to be the longest week of my entire life. Work usually keeps me pretty damn occupied. You would think with multiple projects, all the running back and forth, and the crap load of meetings I’ve been going to it would make the time pass faster. Nope, not at all. All I can think of is Kate—her voice, her smell, her touch, and the sounds she makes in bed. Fuck, I’m like a twelve-year-old boy. Just thinking about her gets me hard. Thank god I’m done for the day and only have to suffer through a half day tomorrow so I can finally go and be with my girl. 
 
   I sent her flowers today. Jess was home to meet the delivery guy and she put them inside already. Kate loves gardenias, so I sent her two dozen. I just wish I was there to see her reaction when she gets them. At least now I can go home, shower, and then meet Mike. We’ve got some business to discuss first, and then it’s guys’ night—beer, pizza, and pool. Personally, I’m getting a little sick of pizza, but since Mike’s paying, I’ll eat it. It’s so nice out today; the sky’s blue and there’s a cool ocean breeze blowing through the house. Nothing beats the view of the ocean after a long day; I just wish Kate was here to enjoy it with me. I’m glad I was able to cut out of work a little early—doing business at Mike’s is much more relaxing than being in the office. Hopefully, Kate will call before I leave. I’m probably being stupid, but I’m not really comfortable talking to her in front of Mike yet. I don’t want to make him feel bad until he figures out what he’s going to do about his ex. Just when I get out of the shower, my phone starts ringing. I quickly grab a towel and throw the phone on speaker since I’m dripping wet.
 
   “Hello, beautiful, how was your day?” 
 
   “Better now that I have a beautiful arrangement of my favorite flowers sitting in my room. You’re spoiling me, Daniel. Every day this week you’ve done something so sweet for me. I can’t help but wonder why.” 
 
   Poor thing, why is she over thinking it? 
 
   “Hey, there’s no reason to wonder why. This isn’t a prelude to something bad or to you finding out I have a bunch of girls on the side or anything like that. These gifts are my way of being a part of your day since I can’t be there in person. I want to spoil you with affection; I think you deserve it. You deserve someone who is willing to show you how much he wants you, needs you and misses you.” 
 
   I hear giggling, that’s a good sign. 
 
   “Okay then, I wasn’t over thinking it to that extent, but it’s nice to know how you feel. How come you have me on speaker? Are you busy? Am I interrupting something important? You can call me back if you want to.” 
 
   “No, nothing important. I was literally just stepping out of the shower. I put the phone on speaker so I could grab a towel and dry off.”  
 
   She’s very quiet for a minute. “So you’re naked, huh?” 
 
   “Completely. It’s nowhere near as fun as being naked with you, though.” 
 
   “I wish you were naked here with me, Daniel. I can think of many things I’d like to do to you, all of which involve you being very naked.”
 
   Holy shit. She’s seriously making me hard, just the tone of her voice is unbelievably sexy. 
 
   “What kinds of things do you want to do to me, Kate?” 
 
   “Oh, now that would be telling some secrets. I want to do something with you right now. Two questions—are you alone and do you have lube?” 
 
   Well this could be embarrassing, but what the hell; she’s too fucking erotic to let this pass by. 
 
   “Yes to both.” 
 
   “Get your lube and go to your room. Let me know when you’re ready. I’m alone in my room, and just so you can picture it, I’m in a black bra with red lace trim and matching thong panties.” 
 
   My dick just got harder picturing her on her bed in her sexy lingerie. 
 
   “Okay, babe, I’m ready for you.” 
 
   “Good. Keep me on speakerphone; you’re going to need both hands. I’m putting you on speaker, too. Now, I want you to put some lube in your hand and rub it slowly up and down your shaft. I have lube, too. I’m rubbing it all around my clit and down my lips, touching myself and imagining it’s you.” 
 
   Holy fuck, phone sex. I’ve never had phone sex, and just hearing the hitch in her voice I can tell she’s doing exactly what she says she is. 
 
   “Oh, babe, those sounds you’re making are really turning me on. My dick’s so hard. I need you, Kate, so badly. I hear your breathing; you sound so turned on. Are you ready, baby? Slide your fingers inside and tell me if you’re wet.”
 
   “I’m dripping wet. I’m so ready for you. My two fingers are sliding in and out just like you asked, and my other hand’s rubbing my clit. I’m not going to last long. I’m picturing you, your fingers inside of me, moving in and out slowly, then faster and faster until I just can’t take it anymore. Are you stroking yourself, baby? I hope you are. I can just imagine how hard and perfect your dick looks right now. I can see the pre come dripping from the head of your dick. I wish I was there to lick it up, to taste you on my lips, to hear you say my name as I pleasure you. Now, take your other hand and gently grab your balls. Picture me stroking you, grinding on you, moving up and down just the way you like it.” 
 
   Shit, I’m not going to last like this.. All I hear is her sexy, breathy voice hitching as she’s trying to get me off, but I can tell she’s about to come. This is so fucking incredible.
 
   “I’m rubbing my cock just like you do, squeezing it tight just like your pussy does. I’m going to come. Come with me, please.” 
 
   “Oh Daniel, yes. Oh fuck yeah, I miss you so much. Oh god, ohohohoh.” 
 
   I hear her screaming as she comes and I find my release. That was fucking awesome. Now I need another shower but it was so totally worth it. 
 
   “Kate, that was the most amazing thing any girl has ever done with me. It was so erotic. I’ve never, ever had phone sex before but now I see what all the fuss is about. That was also a perfect way to show me you miss me, by the way.” 
 
   She’s laughs. God, I absolutely love her laugh; I can just picture her dimples.
 
   “I’m glad you enjoyed yourself. I did, too. Just so we’re clear, I’ve never done that before, either. I miss your touch and really wanted to thank you for being so sweet this week. I know this is going to sound awful, but I wasn’t expecting for us to do that and I have study group in less than an hour and now I most definitely need a shower. Would it be okay if we talk later?” 
 
   Now I’m busting up. “So, just a quick hit and run, huh? It’s okay, I was actually on my way over to Mike’s. I’m surprised he hasn’t called yet. We have a business meeting and then we’re going to hang out. You’ve made me late and I need to shower again, too. Speaking of showering, that’s definitely something I need to do with you this weekend. Sex in water is so hot, but for now I’ll let you go and I’ll call you tonight when I get home. And, Kate, one more thing, I think I love you.” 
 
   I know that’s a lie. I don’t think I love her anymore, I know that I do, and I’ll do anything to make this girl love me back. 
 
   “I think I love you, too. I’ll talk to you tonight.”
 
   After my second shower, I arrive at Mike’s about a half hour late. I’m surprised he didn’t call or text; he’s sort of anal about people being on time. I’m so happy, I feel like I’m walking on air. Mike will definitely pick up on my mood as soon as he sees the look on my face. I still don’t know how I got so lucky to find this girl who literally fills the other half of my soul, but I won’t question it.  
 
   “Hey, Mike, how’s it going? You look pretty confused looking at those plans. Sorry I’m late. I got held up.” 
 
   Mike looks up and smirks at me. “Yeah, um, held up, huh? Where is she?” 
 
   “She isn’t here, she’s at school. I just talked to her before I came over. That’s why I’m late.” 
 
   “Talked about what? My guess is sex. So, how long are you going to keep her to yourself?” 
 
   I know I’m probably giving it away with my ridiculously large smile, but I don’t like talking about sexual acts with the guys. I respect my girlfriends enough not to get into details, but I don’t have to give him details to confirm the sex part. 
 
   “Yeah, I sent her flowers. Actually, I’ve been sending her a gift a day all week. I guess the flowers just really impressed her because one second we’re having a casual conversation and the next minute we’re having phone sex. Who knew it could be so hot? I always thought phone sex was kind of creepy.”
 
   Mike pats me on the back, laughing. “Welcome to the real world, brother. Phone sex is pretty cool if the girl knows what she’s doing. From looking at your goofy grin, she must know what she’s doing. You’re still pretty head over heels then, huh?”
 
   I let out a long sigh. “Yeah, man, a little more head over heels than I even want to admit to myself. I don’t want to get ahead of myself, but someday, when there are little kids running around, I can tell them I loved their mom at first sight. And if for some reason the universe is cruel enough to keep that from happening, you and I never had this conversation.” 
 
   “Sure thing, man. This conversation never happened. I’m glad you found her, though. I like seeing you this happy over a real woman who isn’t trying to play us against each other. That Vanessa shit was the nastiest mess I have ever been sucked into. That girl needs serious psychological help.”
 
   “Has she finally stopped trying to contact you? I know she was periodically trying to reach out to you.” 
 
   “Yeah, that stopped a few months ago; I think she finally got the hint. She kept saying she had something really important to talk to me about. I told her she was lucky I didn’t press charges against her for stalking and to leave me the hell alone. Speaking of girls, I’ve been thinking about what we talked about the other day, and I started writing her a letter. I’m going to be downtown next week, so if I finish it I can just drop it in her mailbox if no one’s home. I’m definitely not ready to see her and try to talk to her in person. Hell, I don’t even know if I’m ready to talk to her at all, but I have to try to make this right. I miss her too damn much not to.
 
   “Good for you. I hope it all works out. Whether you get her back or you get closure, I think you definitely need to be able to move on and get out of your sexual rage.”  
 
   “Seriously? I wouldn’t call it a rage. I don’t hurt anyone, not physically at least; rough sex never hurt anyone. I never had rough sex before we broke up and it’s just been easier to keep my feelings at bay if I never let anyone in close enough to have feelings attached to sex. I haven’t, you know, made love to anyone since her.”
 
   “Mike, rough sex may not physically hurt anyone when you’re careful, but emotionally you mess people up, man. I know I mentioned this briefly the other day, but do you remember that chick Misty you hooked up with at our graduation party? She was a really sweet girl. We bumped into her the other day at breakfast. Not only did she recognize Conner and me, but she said she had really made an effort to get to know us because she really liked you. The poor girl had no clue that you were just going to one night stand her. She was still a little pissed you never called her after. She didn’t seem like the type of girl who would do that kind of thing.” 
 
   Maybe I shouldn’t have brought her up; Mike looks like he just paled a little.
 
   “Of course I remember her, she was really nice. You know, I wasn’t going to sleep with her; we were on the road to a really great friendship. Unfortunately, I was drinking and started thinking. It was around my dad’s birthday and I was pissed and sad. So when she kissed me, I went with it. I’ve realized I don’t cope with things well. I never used to push things away, I always dealt with them head on, but once I lost Katherine I just basically gave up trying anymore. I felt really bad about sleeping with Misty, but I didn’t call her because I really couldn’t explain myself without sounding like an even bigger dick. Look, I’ve known you the longest out of all of my friends and I’m only opening up to you now after all this time. Maybe someday I can go talk to Misty; I have always felt bad about that.” 
 
   “That’s not a bad idea. I’m sure she would really appreciate it. So, speaking of girls, are you taking anyone to the engagement party next week?” 
 
   “Nope, I’m going solo. I really want a fresh start, and until I resolve all my issues, I just don’t want to screw up anymore. I want her back more than anything, but to even get her to consider it I’m going to have to come clean and she’s not that kind of girl. Even if she can forgive what I did to her, I don’t know if she can forgive everything I’ve done, and before I could even try and move forward I would have to explain it all. Shit, my chances are really slim to none, but at least with some closure there will be some finality to it. I need this to be over and done with.”  
 
   I feel bad for him; he’s been running his hands through his hair for the last fifteen minutes, he does that when he’s super stressed out. I don’t really have anything to say but I have to try and make it better.
 
   “Mike, if she’s the one, I mean truly the one you’re meant to be with and spend your life with, she’ll forgive you. If it’s not meant to be, there’s a reason why. I think the key for you is going to be patience. I know you aren’t a patient man but you’re going to have to be. The ball is going to be completely in her court. Maybe if you’re comfortable with the girls next week, you might let them give you their perspectives; they won’t judge you, they aren’t like that.” 
 
   “Maybe. That’s not a bad idea. I know she has all the control right now, and I’m okay with that. I would wait forever for her if I thought there was a chance she would take me back. Alright, enough sappy chick talk. We’re men, damn it! And seriously, right now we have major problems with the plans for this new building. Turns out the drawings for the courtyard overlap into the neighbor’s property line. I don’t know how the fuck they screwed it up but the architect really made a mess of this. It’s going to put a halt to the entire project because the courtyard was the selling point for the buyers. There’s no grass in this place so this was supposed to be the highlight. The plans are off by a lot, Daniel, and when we tell your dad he’s going to flip. The whole project is in jeopardy. On the plus side, the owner of the land is willing to sell, for a price, but then we need to utilize the extra space. I think they could use it to their advantage. They can add more parking and a park, making it a more desirable place to be. We could also add a gym and make the extra space an all-inclusive place for tenants to work out. There’s a lot of potential with this extra space; it could be a blessing in disguise. Raising the homeowner’s fees would be necessary for the amenities, but I think it would be a solid selling point. I had one of our office architects draw up a couple of ideas. Let me know which one you think is the best so we can take it to the big man.”  
 
   Shit, this is going to piss my dad off to no end. He’s threatened to fire that architecture firm before. This is going to be the final straw and put him in a piss-poor mood for the weekend. It also may keep me from being able to go see Kate. FUCK! 
 
   “Okay, let’s look at these, because I have some serious plans this weekend, and if my dad thinks this project is in jeopardy there’s no way I’m going to get to go anywhere. Then he isn’t going to be the only one that’s pissed.” 
 
   After about two hours of banging our heads together and going through new plans and old plans, we finally get a layout that will work way better than the original one. It seems like we can get the property at a fair price, and in all honesty, Mike not only catching this major screw up but coming up with a way better plan to fix it will open him up for a big promotion. My dad’s been wanting to move him up past this jerk he’s been trying to fire, so this should give him the chance. Most likely, we’ll get all our fees back from the company that did the designs which will more than make a dent in what we have to pay out for the property.
 
   “Mike, you really should think about going back to school. If you had an engineering or architecture degree you could really make a killing. I know you do well for yourself, but you have a knack for this business. Besides, the fact that you had this fixed a day before taking it to my dad is freaking incredible.” 
 
   “Thanks, but I’m not sure I’m cut out for school. That’s something my dad really wanted for me and I never really felt it. I was happy to go and keep an eye on my girl but I was really doing it more for her than for myself. Telling my dad his son wasn’t going to college would not have been acceptable. I guess one thing I gained from his death was the ability to skip school.” He looks sad so I try and change the subject.
 
   “Well, this is going to get you big kudos with pops, and you saved my weekend, so I owe you one.” 
 
   “Daniel, is this what you want to do? With your life, I mean. I know you’re good at it but does it make you happy?” 
 
   “You know, it’s therapeutic for me being outside most of the day, I don’t mind it. Eventually, I know I’m going to take over and end up being mostly inside in meetings, periodically checking out sites when I need to. I’m really happy just doing whatever. There’s never been anything that I’ve wanted to do more and I definitely don’t feel forced, if that’s what you’re getting at.” 
 
   “Yeah, I was. I guess I just wondered since my dad’s expectations weren’t what I wanted with my life if the same went for you. I’m happy that this is what you want for yourself; it makes things easier, trust me on that one. So, you ready to eat and play some pool? I am seriously starving right now.” 
 
   ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
   Last night was fun once we got the work stuff out of the way. Before I even got home, Kate sent me a message saying she was going to bed early and that she would see me this afternoon. I was supposed to meet her at her house at six, but my dad was so impressed with Mike’s plans he let us both leave early today. I already called Jess and told her I was going to get there early, so I’m meeting her at Connor’s to pick up her key so that I can surprise my girl. I figure some Chinese take-out, a couple of beers, and some fortune cookies and we should be set for an easy night in. 
 
   “Well, it’s about time you show your ass up down here! I’m all for assisting in romance but there’s only so much a girl can do before crossing a boundary you know?” Jess gives me a big hug with a huge smile on her face. “And for the record, can I also just say that I’m not the only one you made an impression on, Romeo. Our girl seems pretty happy this week and that has everything to do with you.” 
 
   “I can’t tell you how much it sucked to be away all week. It’s definitely not ideal to start a new relationship with so much distance between us, but I’m hoping that will change. We may have a project starting down here next month, and although I love my location up there, I wouldn’t mind spending the next couple of months down here if my old room is still available for me.”
 
   Connor gives me a high five. 
 
   “Hell yeah! I can only juggle two gorgeous girls by myself for so long, especially when I’m only allowed to sleep with one of them. Ouch, Jess. No need to get violent. There’s a time and a place for that, angel.” 
 
   Jess actually looks like she packs one hell of a punch and I make a mental note not to piss her off, ever. 
 
   “Speaking of juggling girls, just a heads up, Mike’s going solo next week. He finally opened up about some stuff, and although it’s his story to tell, I’ll tell you this much—he’s going to try and make amends with his ex-fiancée. Says until he does, he’s backing off the chicks. I also told him we ran into Misty; he has some real regret there. Looks like once he gets his shit in order he may even go apologize to her. I hope he does. She was nice and really seemed like she might have been a good match for him.” 
 
   Jess looks confused. “Why do you think he should go talk to Misty if he’s trying to get back with his ex? Wouldn’t that be a little counterproductive? I mean, Misty already thinks he’s an ass and I can’t say I blame her.” 
 
   “Jess, I really hope his ex takes him back, but not only does he have to make up for breaking off their engagement and leaving her, but he also wants to explain his actions with girls the past few years. I don’t know too many girls that would look past all of that and didn’t want to tell him I think his odds are slim. What I did tell him was the truth. I told him if she’s really the one, it doesn’t matter what has happened between them; it will work out if it’s supposed to.” 
 
   Connor shakes his head. “Man, you really don’t believe that crap, do you? Daniel, he didn’t just break up with her, he cancelled a freaking wedding. She probably hates his guts, and who could blame her? I’m glad he’s getting his shit together, because as much as I love the guy, he can be a real douche bag.”  
 
   Jess is shaking her head. “Well, I can’t wait to meet your douche bag friend; he sounds like a real winner. I know we all have that one friend, so I’ll keep an open mind and so will Kate. Is he coming down this weekend?” 
 
   Connor grabs her around the waist and spins her in a circle pulling her close. “Hell no. This weekend is for us. We’re locking ourselves in and turning off the phones. Kate has Daniel and I have you. Mike can wait until next weekend to meet you guys. It will be better that way since you two will be looking sexier than all hell. Maybe he’ll realize he misses a woman’s company and get this shit with his ex over with and go talk to Misty.”  
 
   We all nod in agreement. He has a point, it’s time to move on. 
 
   I try to leave but Jess isn’t done with me. “Not so fast, lover boy. I want the details on this gumdrop business.” 
 
   Connor groans. “Let it go, Jess. Kate said it might piss me off.” 
 
   “Hell no, Connor. I had to give my name as ‘gumdrop’ at Starbucks and the perv behind me had the nerve to ask me if I was a dancer at the strip club down the street. You can be mad about that. Now spill it, McCormick.” 
 
   I try and stifle my laugh, that’s some funny shit. “I can’t, I promised Kate. Don’t even bother protesting, Jess. If you want to know, ask her. I’m not the kind of guy who breaks my promises, especially the ones I make to my gumdrop.” I give her my best ‘don’t hate me’ smile. 
 
   “Okay, you win. I’ll get it out of her eventually, I always do. Enjoy your weekend.” 
 
   It takes me about an hour to pick up everything and get back to Kate’s place. She just called to see if I was going to be on time. I told her I was going to be about fifteen minutes early, but not to rush; I would just wait until whenever she gets home. Fortunately, she’s only about ten minutes away, so I’m sure she thinks she has plenty of time to come home and freshen up before I’m supposed to be here. Their condo is really nice; the builders did a good job. I especially love the way each master bedroom has its own bathroom. I can’t wait to get Kate in that giant tub of hers. Just thinking of the things I want to do with her in there makes me hard. I feel weird exploring uninvited but I want to get my stuff into her room so I don’t have to worry about it later.
 
   Even if Jess wouldn’t have told me Kate’s room was on the right, I would have known; it smells like her. She has a bulletin board covered in pictures, all of her and Jess from different stages of their lives going all the way back to when they were kids. In one of the pictures, she must have been about eight and there are three kids. I’m thinking the boy is her ex. I know she said she knew him when she was young. There’s something familiar about him and I wonder if we played baseball together as kids or something. There are other pictures with her and a Reggie Bush wannabe looking guy. I don’t know who he is, but they look a little too close for my comfort. I’m guessing he must be Marc. Other than that, there are a few pictures of her with Connor, but I know those are harmless. I hear the garage door open and quickly rush downstairs, casually leaning against the counter drinking my beer. I hope I don’t scare her as she comes in the door. Luckily, the garage interior door opens right into a view of the kitchen so I shouldn’t scare her too badly. 
 
   The expression on her face is priceless when she opens the door and sees me standing there. She drops everything she’s carrying and runs to me. I quickly set my beer down, not a second too soon, either. Kate jumps up on me, wraps her legs around my waist, and her lips instantly find mine. She’s so fucking hot. Our tongues meet in a passionate frenzy, and she tastes like watermelon. I can feel her heart racing against my chest, her hands running through my hair. I squeeze her tight ass closer to me, letting her feel my excitement and she moans in pure pleasure. After possibly the most amazing kiss I’ve ever had, she slowly unwraps her legs and looks up shyly at me as she pulls away. 
 
   “Hi, boyfriend, I missed you.”
 
   I give her a quick kiss on the lips, slowly running my tongue across her lips, tasting her. 
 
   “I can tell, girlfriend. I missed you, too, and you taste incredible. I hope I didn’t scare you.” 
 
   Smiling at me with that perfect smile of hers, she couldn’t look more beautiful if she tried. 
 
   “Nope, you didn’t scare me. I saw your truck so I knew you were here. I didn’t think you would be inside, but somehow I’m not surprised. I’m guessing Jess let you in? Oh, and I taste like watermelon Jolly Ranchers; we gave them to the kids at the center today.” 
 
   Kissing her again, sucking on her bottom lip, and caressing her gently, I lightly rub my hand in a circle on her back as I run my other hand through her beautiful hair. I give her just a few kisses and take in a deep breath. I love her scent and right now I’m loving her taste. Tomorrow I’m buying watermelon JELL-O and we’re going to have some fun with it.
 
   “I met Jess at Connor’s and she gave me her key. I put it on the counter so that you can get it back to her since we won’t be seeing them this weekend. I haven’t been here very long, actually, just long enough to put the food down and put my stuff in your room. Oh, and long enough to give me some ideas of what I would like to do to you in that bathtub of yours.” I give her a smirk and she blushes. I love that I’ve been in almost every orifice of her body and yet I still make her blush. I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of that. 
 
   “Why do you think we won’t see them this weekend? They’re always around.” 
 
   I laugh. 
 
   “Connor said they’re turning off the phones and not leaving the house until Sunday. Jess seemed pretty content with his plans and honestly, babe, so am I. We have three days to be together and get to know each other intimately.” 
 
   Being the gentleman that I am, I pick up the bags she dropped, get her a beer, and ask where her plates are so we can eat. 
 
   “First, let me call Jess really quick before the phone goes off because tomorrow we’re going shopping with April. I think Connor probably forgot, but the rest of the time I’m absolutely in love with the idea of it just being the two of us. And secondly, no dishes, just forks or chopsticks. Chinese food was made to eat out of the container, not off of a plate.” 
 
   She’s grinning at me as she starts unpacking the food from the bags. She’s so sexy and cute and best of all, she’s mine. I grab her around the waist and bring her to me for one big loud kiss.
 
   “You are a woman after my own heart, the first one I’ve ever met that will eat Chinese food from containers with me. What about the soup?” 
 
   “Even soup. We’ll grab some spoons, but let’s be clear about something, I don’t double dip when it comes to making food, or parties with dips and such. But when I’m with friends, good friends mind you, I don’t mind sharing food, containers, ice cream, et cetera.” 
 
   Oh god, I’m laughing so hard I actually have tears rolling down my face. Poor Kate looks puzzled. I have to catch my breath then kiss her on the forehead. 
 
   “Sweetheart, you’re going to be the apple of my mother’s eye. She’s had a no double dipping rule in force for as long as I can remember and her logic is the same as yours. I can’t wait for you to meet her. She’s really excited to meet you.”  
 
   Uh-oh. Her eyes are huge and getting bigger, deer caught in the headlights big. 
 
   “You already told them about me?” 
 
   Grabbing her around the waist, I pull her close. “Of course I told them about you. I’m taking you to meet them next Friday on the way up to the engagement party; I thought I mentioned it to you.” 
 
   “You did I just didn’t think you were serious.” 
 
   “Kate, is there a reason you don’t want to meet my parents? They’re going to adore you; you’re everything they have ever wanted for me wrapped up in one beautiful package.” 
 
   “No, not at all. I just thought after the issues your dad had with your ex you might want to wait, especially since it’s so soon in our relationship.”
 
   I start kissing up her neck and nibble just a little on her earlobe, whispering in her ear, “Key words, gumdrop—relationship, girlfriend, might love you. There’s not a doubt in my mind, Kate, this is going to be a very long-term relationship. You are mine in every sense of the word. I want, no rephrase that I need to own you, body and soul, but even more than that I want you to own me body and soul. You are the first thing I think of when I wake up in the morning and you are the last thing I think of before I fall asleep at night. I don’t care that this is fast, Kate, because fast or not, this is fucking right; I feel it in my core. You are the other half of my soul and I don’t care who knows it or who judges it. In the end, all that matters is you and me.” 
 
   Immediately, her lips are on mine, her tongue exploring my mouth, her hands finding their way under my shirt. I back her up to the counter and lift her up. She pulls off my shirt and throws it to the floor. She continues her gentle assault on me, exploring my chest and arms, kissing me, running her tongue along my jaw line, nibbling her way to my ear as she utters four little words, “Daniel, take me now.” I know in this instant I’m completely lost to this girl. I quickly take off her shirt, followed by her bra, and put my face to her breasts, taking in her scent. I take a breast in each hand and rotate between them, sucking them, flicking my tongue against her ever hardening nipples, and gently tugging on her piercing until she cries out my name. Lifting her up slightly, I unbutton her pants and take them off. Cupping her pussy in my hands, I rub her clit until she’s writhing and I know she’s ready for me. Sliding two fingers into her dripping wet, very tight pussy, she starts to move. Bucking against my fingers, she rides my hand as I finger fuck her. While gripping my hair, she calls out my name. My dick is so hard it hurts; I have to have her now.
 
   Slowly, I slide my fingers out and suck her juices off of them one by one as she watches in hunger. Damn, she tastes better than I remember. I mouth the word ‘gumdrop’ to her before bringing my mouth to hers. I kiss her again slowly, really drawing it out, enjoying every moan of pleasure I elicit from her. Kate unbuttons and unzips my pants. I kick them off as she puts her hands in my boxer briefs and takes my cock in her hands; it feels amazing. She continues giving me a hand job as I struggle but finally manage to get my boxers off.
 
   Grabbing her face, I turn her head so that I can look deep into her beautiful emerald eyes. “Babe, remember when I told you I wanted to fuck you up against the wall?” She doesn’t speak just nods up and down excitedly, “Good, because that’s what I’m going to do to you right now. I’m going to fuck you hard up against this wall until you fall apart screaming my name, got it?” She continues to nod but I can see the excitement in her eyes.
 
   “Wrap your legs around my waist and your arms around my neck.” 
 
   She does exactly what I ask her to do. Turning around, I get her back up against the wall, take her mouth in mine, and kiss her with every bit of love and lust running through me. Just as she starts to moan, I lower her onto my cock. I’m not gentle and she’s really tight. I check to be sure I’m not hurting her and then start moving my hips. It’s really deep this way. My dick consumes all of her and I fucking love it. So does she, I can tell by the sounds she’s making, the way she’s grinding onto my cock, squeezing it, wanting it. 
 
   “Kate, look at me.” She looks at me with lust, devouring me with her eyes, and biting on her bottom lip. Fuck, this girl is going to break me—I’m putty in her hands. 
 
   “Kate, from now until forever you are mine, do you fucking understand that? Body and soul, I own you. I am yours and you are MINE. This right here, what we’re doing, this mind blowing fucking, it’s ours and no one else’s, my dick is yours, your pussy is mine, NO ONE ELSE’S! Fuck, Kate, you have no clue what you’re doing to me, you are my complete undoing.” 
 
   The whole time she’s nodding, face flushed in ecstasy while whimpering in pleasure, getting wetter and wetter as I continue to pound into her. This is not gentle lovemaking, this is pure fucking in its rawest form and it’s incredible. 
 
   Kate tries to speak, her breath hitching at almost every word. “Daniel, I’m yours, and you damn sure well are fucking mine. No other fucking women are allowed to touch you, or your dick, it’s mine and only mine. My pussy was made for fucking you and only you. It’s yours always and forever. Oh god, Daniel I’m going to come, please come with me. Oh please, baby, don’t make me come alone.” 
 
   She’s dripping wet and I feel her walls start to convulse around me. 
 
   “Never. You never have to come alone. Come with me now, Kate, right now, all over my dick.” 
 
   Clenching me with her muscles, squeezing my dick so tight I actually see stars, she comes hard and so do I, both of us calling out each other’s names. Her body shudders from her release followed by the best words I have ever heard, “Oh god, Daniel, I love you so much it hurts.” She gasps and looks down. I grab her chin and tilt her face up to me, kissing her gently. 
 
   “Daniel, I um...” 
 
   “Kate, don’t even try to take back what you just said. I love you, too, sweetheart. I just didn’t tell you before because I didn’t want to scare you off.” Kissing her tenderly I put her down. “Come on, let’s talk while we eat.”
 
   I throw my boxers back on and Kate puts my shirt on. She looks sexy as all hell in my t-shirt. I can’t help but notice as she puts the fabric to her nose and inhales deeply. 
 
   “What? It smells like you and I missed you. I might just keep this shirt here with me when you go so it will remind me of you.” 
 
   Smiling, I just nod my head in understanding. I know I wouldn’t mind having something that smells like her in my bed. 
 
   “That’s one of the many things we need to talk about, Kate. I’m going to be honest, because that’s all I ever want to be with you and I know you feel the same. I have strong feelings for you, stronger than I’ve ever felt for anyone. I have known you a week, and yet I know without a doubt that I love you, that one day I want to marry you, raise a family with you, and grow old with you. Not anytime soon, though. We need to grow into all of that, but being with you makes me feel whole. All these years you were the keeper of my heart and soul and I was just waiting for you to bring it back to me. It looks like in about a month I’ll have a project down here I can transfer to, possibly sooner. I already talked to Connor and he’s fine with me moving back into my old room at his house. I want to spend time with you, date you properly instead of ripping your clothes off the second I see you. Not that it isn’t fun—I just really want us to get to know each other. I love spending time with you, talking to you, being with you makes me happier than I’ve ever been.” 
 
   The whole time I’m talking she’s eating. She passes me the Schezwan shrimp and looks up thoughtfully at me. 
 
   “Thank you for being honest with me, babe. You know, when I was with Michael I just knew he was the one, the one that was everything you just said to me.” 
 
   Fuck, she doesn’t feel the same at all. She reaches out and grabs my hand, intertwining my fingers in hers. 
 
   “Now it’s different. I’ve grown so much in the last four years. I gave our relationship too much power and never even realized it until I met you. I was broken, so utterly broken I thought my soul had all but disappeared. Eventually, I healed and realized that I spent too much time regretting and mourning a loss that I never really should have. You opened my eyes, Daniel. The way you treat me, the way you love me, just the way you look at me, I know you feel us down to the depths of your soul. I feel safe with you.
 
   “Michael broke me. I’m ashamed to admit the amount of power I gave him over my recovery, hoping someday he would come back. What I’ve realized in the last week is that he never loved me the way I loved him or he wouldn’t have treated me like that. I deserve better. You listen to me, I don’t think you would ever jump to conclusions or blame me for the actions of others and I love that about you. I’ve finally been able to let go of the past. I owe that to you, Daniel. I am hopelessly in love with you; my heart has finally found its home. I haven’t felt this content since before my mom died, even with Michael, he didn’t own me like you do. I won’t ever forget him. He was my first love, one of my best friends, and I miss him a lot. To be honest, I miss him almost every single day. I still hope that one day after I make things right, we can be friends again, but you are the only man that I ever want to put a ring on my finger.  What we have is real; it’s passionate and honest, loving and sexy as all hell. Just hearing you say you want to own me and wanting me to own you turns me on instantly.
 
   “I don’t know what your past love life was like with your exes, but I can tell you my love life was very tame. It was always gentle and loving, but rotated between three positions in all the time we were together. I thought it was amazing and passionate, life altering sex but now I know it was…” I love the perplexed look on her face as she tries to finish her thought. “Comforting? No, that really isn’t the right word—it was like having sex with a good friend. A way to explore and learn. It was good, but it wasn’t this, it wasn’t us and I like us. Hell, I fucking love us. I love being able to sit here and eat Chinese food out of containers with a man that makes me feel alive, who I’m not embarrassed to sit around half dressed with, one who knows me intimately but also wants to be with me and grow with me, who isn’t afraid to show his feelings for me. I want to be with you, Daniel, and I don’t give a fuck who has a negative opinion on how fast it has happened.”
 
   I grab her face and I kiss her with everything I’ve got. She’s just made me happier than I’ve ever been in my life. This sexy, beautiful, honest woman wants me as much as I want her. 
 
   “Daniel, I’m so happy you’re moving down here, it’s going to be incredible to be able to see you as much as I want to. No more shared dinners over the phone, no more delivery people, no more phone sex…” 
 
   I interrupt her, “Hey, don’t go getting crazy, the phone sex was really fucking hot!” 
 
   Kate bats her long eyelashes at me. “Hotter than the real thing? I don’t know, Daniel, I would much rather have you in my bed than on my phone, but if you want to play it that way…” 
 
   “I take it back. We can save phone sex for times apart, maybe next time we can Skype it, I can’t even imagine how erotic that would be. You’re right, though, it’s still much better in person. Did I happen to mention how much I missed you this week?”  
 
   “Maybe, but I love hearing you say it, it’s been a long time since someone has cared enough to miss me.”
 
   “Kate, there will never be a point at any time when I am away from you that I won’t miss you. It drove me batshit crazy all week just thinking about you. You have no idea how many times I almost jumped in my truck and drove down here. In the end, I decided not be a stalker and to wait it out—you know, absence makes the heart grow fonder and all.” 
 
   “Yeah, well, there was a time or two I wanted to drive up to you, too, but for both our sakes I figured it would be best not to push it. I guess I’m a stalker, too.”  
 
   “Well, at least I’m in good company, then. What does your fortune cookie say?” 
 
   Smirking at me, she reads it off, “You will be successful in your endeavors – in bed.” 
 
   Oh, she’s one of those. I open up my cookie. This couldn’t be any better if I had planned it. “Your talents will be recognized and suitably rewarded – in bed.” 
 
   “Oh my god, shut up! It does not say that!” I wave my fortune in her face. 
 
   “Oh, but it does, sweetheart, so you better start thinking of ways to reward me. You wouldn’t want my fortune to be false when you’re easily able to make it right, would you?”  
 
   Pouting quite adorably, with her arms crossed over her chest and her bottom lip popping out just a little, she looks at me faking a very wounded look .“I guess not, especially since if I fail in your fortune it would mean failing in mine since they kind of go together. Maybe I’ll get something to reward you while I’m out with the girls tomorrow.” The images of that are too much to handle so I start cleaning up so I can take her to bed. 
 
   ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
   For the rest of the night, we talked about anything and everything. I found out her favorite movie is Stealing Home with Jodi Foster, which she’s shocked to learn I’ve actually seen since most people haven’t. We talked about sports, childhoods, her pictures, and Marc who she calls her soul –keeper—again not too happy about that one, more about my ex-girlfriend’s, and more about Michael. I’m a little apprehensive about him, but it’s not something I’m willing to share with her yet. I don’t know how I feel about her trying to rekindle her friendship with him if the opportunity were to present itself. That is just too much history to overcome. I would never tell her no, but I just don’t know what to think. For now, I won’t worry about it. After all, I’m the one that got to make love to her for the rest of the night. 
 
   Now she’s off with the girls shopping, and I’m out doing the same with Connor, except we’re shopping for jewelry. I never realized how “important” engagement party pictures are, but all of us have been reserved the same tux for the night of the party. It’s fine; I don’t care what I wear as long as Kate is taking it off of me at the end of the night.  
 
   “Ummm, Daniel, are you really sure you want to do this? Isn’t it a little soon? Are you actually going to give this to her tonight?”
 
   I’ve got Connor a little freaked out. After last night, I’ve decided to buy Kate a promise ring. I used my friend Google this morning and found the perfect one at a local jewelry store. I got her ring size from Jess with the explicit instructions not to tell Kate, and also clarified that it was absolutely not for an engagement ring. 
 
   “Yes, I’m sure this is what I want to do. I love her, Connor, more than I ever thought possible. This ring is perfect, just wait until they bring it out and you’ll see why.” 
 
   Perfect timing, here comes the sales lady with the ring I bought online this morning. All I had to do was come and pick it up.
 
   “Here it is, Mr. McCormick. We just cleaned and polished it for you, please look it over and be sure it’s to your liking before I box it up.” The ring is stunning; it looks even more spectacular than it did online. 
 
   Connor whistles and looks at it appreciatively. “You’re right, you picked the perfect ring, not only does it match her eyes but it matches your tattoo. It’s unreal you were even able to find a ring this perfect without having to special order it or wait for it. Damn, I guess when you know, you know, right?” 
 
   “I hope so. I just hope Kate feels the same way or it’s all for nothing.” I tell the sales lady I’ll take it and hand her my credit card.
 
   “Daniel, you know you could have bought her an engagement ring for the price of that promise ring, right?” 
 
   I just shake my head at him. “This coming from one of the richest guys I’ve ever known? You know it’s not about the money. Who cares about the money? It comes and it goes, but this ring may never come around again in my lifetime. I would pay ten times this much if it meant getting this particular ring.”  
 
   “Sure, I get it, but you don’t have the same money insecurities that I do. I’ve always said when and if I decide to propose, the girl is getting the most Cracker Jack of Cracker Jack rings. If she says yes and loves it anyway and wears it with pride, I’ll buy her any ring her heart desires for the wedding. If she turns her nose down at it and has a fit, I’ll know she’s not the one.” 
 
   “I think one day you’ll change your mind about that. Seriously, you have to know Jess has more than enough money of her own and doesn’t need anything you have. Connor, would you seriously do that to her just because of your own insecurities? I think she might give you shit over the ring, not because it’s cheap, but because a girl as beautiful as her should not have to wear something so hideous just so you can prove a point. Would you walk out? I guarantee you, once that girl got over the shock of such an ugly ring she would still wear it. She’s all heart and an incurable romantic. Would you want to wreck her memories of your proposal that way?”
 
   Surprisingly, Connor actually seems to be thinking over what I just said. “If we get to that point someday, you’re right, I might get her the real deal; she deserves it for sure. If it’s someone else, though, never—they will have to prove their worth. The only person I would ever give a real ring to right off the bat, no questions asked, would be Kate. I would give that girl anything she ever asked for because she gives that way of herself all the time. Don’t look so shocked, Daniel. I love Kate, but we’ve been over this before. I love her like a sister. I was just saying that to make a point, you have the best girl out there so don’t blow it. I’m lucky enough to have her best friend, so I’m going to try not to blow that, either. Now, if we can get Mike past the ex and on to Misty, we’ll be set. This way, April will still let Jake hang out with us since we won’t all be single.”  
 
   “Sounds like a good plan in theory, but I think Mike has a long road ahead of him. Loving someone like he did and having it get royally fucked up is a hard thing to put back together. You haven’t seen him, but just the way he talks about her is raw. I really hope they can make it work. I would have never guessed all this time he was in love with someone else just trying to push past the pain. It makes sense looking back I guess; I just hope she doesn’t break his heart all over again.” 
 
   “I hope it all works out for him. I guess I’ll just have to wait and see what he says next time I see him. I’m not going to bring any of this up since he hasn’t told me himself. I’m sure he’ll fill me in when he’s ready. On that note, I gotta go. There are a few things I need to get done for Jake before Jess gets back to the house. Let me know how it goes tonight with the ring. I can’t imagine she won’t love it, especially since she knows about your tattoo. What girl wouldn’t want the promise of forever? I’m happy for you two; I love seeing you both so happy. Later, Daniel.” 
 
   “Later, Connor. Tell Jake I’ll see him Friday, but if he needs help before then to let me know.”  
 
   I’m so nervous about tonight. All I can think about the whole time I’m shopping and setting things up at the house is how freaked the hell out I am over what Kate’s reaction will be. I hope by making this a romantic night, it will help ease my nerves. I’m not too worried about it being so soon—not after our talks last night—but there’s always a chance of rejection, especially after gossiping all day with the girls. Jess knows about the ring and I hope she doesn’t say anything. April would only encourage the relationship, so I’m almost positive I don’t have anything to worry about, but I worry anyway. 
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   Chapter 14 – Kate
 
    
 
   I had so much fun with the girls today. It’s been so long since I’ve gone out with someone besides Jess and April is so fun to hang out with. We all found our dresses on the first try, too. That seriously never happens, especially when shopping for formal wear. The minute each of us came out of the dressing rooms and saw each other we all squealed at the same time. Jess picked a floor-length black gown with a fully open back and very low cut front. On most people it would look inappropriate for this kind of event, but Jess fills it out the way the designer intended, sex appeal galore, but it still looks very classy. Connor’s going to pass out when he sees it for sure. 
 
   April found a gorgeous midnight blue dress that is floor-length. It has a beautiful pattern woven throughout but very subtle since it’s all the same color. The dress definitely hugs her curves and she looked so damn sexy in it I might have taken her home if she wasn’t already Jake’s, the girl looked hot. I really wasn’t sure about my dress, but before trying it on the girls assured me it was perfect for me and they were right. I picked an emerald green floor-length satin dress, no bells and whistles, it’s just a classic look with a low cut bodice and a half cut back which my hair more than covers; it definitely brings out the color of my eyes. April actually gasped when she saw it and insisted that I buy it just to make her happy on her special day. Jess and I bought April’s dress as an engagement gift which she vehemently protested but Jess and I both dragged her to Jess’s favorite store already knowing it was out of April’s budget. She loved the dress so much she finally relented. Looking for shoes wasn’t as easy as we originally thought it would be, though. We all found shoes to match but when I tried on my Louboutin’s April almost had a heart attack. 
 
   “Kate, you absolutely cannot wear those shoes, even if they are to die for with that dress.” Jess and I exchanged ‘what the fuck’ glances. “There’s no way you could know this, but Daniel hates girls who wear Louboutin’s. I’m sure someday he’ll get over it, but he checks the soles of every girl’s shoes before he will have anything to do with them anymore. All Vanessa ever wore were Louboutin’s, and she would always weasel a way to get Daniel to buy them for her. By the end of their relationship, he felt like she was only with him for what he was willing to give her, which was pretty much the truth. After they broke up, the only thing he ever really said to me about it was ‘If I ever meet another girl in red-soled shoes, I will turn around and never look back.’ 
 
   “Kate, if you have any other shoes, or can find another designer, I’m sure Daniel would appreciate it. At least until you get to a point in your relationship where he’s comfortable with you and realizes you’re nothing like Vanessa and your shoe choice doesn’t matter.”  
 
   Jess replies while I’m still thinking about what April just told us, “Well, she was one fucked up bitch! My god, could you imagine asking your boyfriend to buy you fifteen hundred dollar shoes? And that’s on the moderate side. I mean, if you don’t have the money, you can find a great knock off; you don’t have to make someone buy you the real thing. Damn!” 
 
   “Agreed, I have lots of knock offs. I don’t have a lot of money, but I do have pride. I would never ask someone to buy me something like that, not even Jake. He insists that after we’re married our money is together, but he comes from so much and I come from nothing. I offered to sign a pre-nup so many times but he always says no. Even his parents refuse; they consider me one of the family. A few years ago, his dad put me in his will along with our future kids. I was not at all happy about it, but I understand. Rich people have to think ahead, I guess. I know they think of me as family, and I’m grateful for it, but my pride gets in the way when it comes to handouts. I have a hard time differentiating kindness versus handouts, in case you couldn’t tell. I know your dress was kindness, but in my head I’m already thinking of how I can repay you two for it. I know it’s a gift… blah blah blah… but expect something really nice from me one day is all I’m saying.”
 
   “Well, Kate, are you going to speak up or what?” Jess is tapping her toes, looking at me expectantly. 
 
   “Yes, I was doing a mental inventory, hoping Daniel doesn’t go through my closet while I’m gone, but I was also figuring out what else I have or if I need to shop further. Do you remember the Jimmy Choo’s I bought when Chloe was in town last time?” 
 
   “Oh yeah, the ones you spent all week breaking in and she didn’t even stop by and take us out after all? Kate, those would be perfect with that dress. You’re right, you don’t even need to shop anymore!”  
 
   Turning to April I fill her in, “They are perfect silver heels, open toed and shiny with sequins. I have a gorgeous pair of diamond studs in platinum, with a matching bracelet and necklace to go with it. They’re very simple; I hate flashy jewelry. Okay, since that’s settled, you two find shoes. I’m heading over to the lingerie department to find something for tonight, I owe Daniel a surprise. I’ll be back soon.” 
 
   “Hey, Kate, make it good. He deserves it, especially now.” 
 
   I’m not sure what that’s supposed to mean, but I don’t question it. Jess is right, Daniel deserves this and much more.
 
   ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
   I’m so excited on the drive home, thinking about spending the weekend with Daniel. I already texted him to let him know I’m on my way. I can’t wait to try on my new lingerie for him. I ended up getting a white corset with pink trim and matching garters, and also a black one with black satin trim and matching garters for next week to wear under my dress. I know most men have a weakness for garters; I’m sure Daniel is no exception to that rule. I also bought Daniel a really nice watch. I’m sure he doesn’t wear them often, but I thought it would look really nice with his tux next week. I had it engraved. I just hope he likes it. As I walk into the house loaded down with my bags, I gasp out loud. How embarrassing. But hot damn, what a sight to see. Daniel’s in my kitchen, barefoot with no shirt on. He’s wearing tight jeans, but the top button’s undone, and he’s standing over the stove tasting what smells like homemade spaghetti sauce. I’m seriously about to pinch myself because this is too good to be true.
 
   “Hey, sweetheart, how was your day?”  
 
   “It’s better now. I could get used to you in my kitchen like this. Let me go put my stuff away and I’ll tell you all about it.” 
 
   Daniel rushes over to me, taking my stuff. “Let me go put it upstairs. I promise I won’t look at anything, I’m just going to put it in Jess’s room. I have a surprise for you for later and I don’t want to spoil it. Is that okay?” 
 
   I give him a quick kiss. “Sure, babe, whatever you want. I’ll just be here waiting.” 
 
   Wow, he really went all out. There’s wine chilling, a small rack of JELL-O shots, spaghetti and sauce, garlic bread, and chocolate cupcakes that just need frosting. Where has this man been all my life? The table is set and there are candles just waiting to be lit. There’s also a beautiful arrangement of roses. Feeling his arms reach around me, I squeeze back, loving the way he feels. 
 
   “Daniel, this must have taken you all afternoon. I thought you had plans with Connor.” 
 
   Turning me around to face him, he lowers his lips to mine for a long, lingering kiss. “I’ve wanted to do that for hours. I missed your lips and I missed you. I’m glad you’re back so we can officially start our weekend.”  
 
   God his eyes are like a Pound Puppy—so soft and sweet, but they’re twinkling with happiness. This gorgeous man wants me, I have no clue why, but I’m not going to question it.
 
   “I did go out with Connor, but just for a little bit. We just ran an errand; I needed his opinion on something. He had to go get some stuff done for Jake that’s a surprise for April and I think he wanted to get some stuff ready for Jess, too. Besides, I wanted to be here to do some things for you. This is our weekend and I want it to be special.”  
 
   Reaching up, I run my fingers through his hair, bringing his face to mine. “Thank you, baby, it’s perfect. You’re perfect.”
 
   I kiss him, slowly at first, but then he parts my lips with his tongue and gains entrance into my mouth. His tongue dances with mine, practically bringing me to my knees with his kiss. I don’t think I’ll ever get used to the burst of emotions I feel when he kisses me. I wonder if it feels the same to him. I hope it does, it would be a shame if these feelings were just one-sided. I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of the feeling of butterflies in my stomach. I wonder if you find the right person if that feeling lasts a lifetime. Daniel breathlessly breaks away gently from our kiss. 
 
   “Come on, I made something special for you after last night, I couldn’t resist. Watermelon JELL-O shots just for you.”  
 
   “Just for me, huh? I think this benefits you in more ways than one, lover boy. You get me tipsy and you get to taste me, but what do I get out of it?” 
 
   “Grrrr.” 
 
   Holy hell, he actually just growled at me. Granted, it was low and under his breath, but it was kinda hot in a caveman sort of way.
 
   “You have no idea how much you’ll get out of it, Kate. Just the thought of tasting you turns me on, gumdrop, but when I actually do it… Trust me you’ll be screaming my name.”  
 
   I notice some of the jello shots are fully set and jiggly and others are in liquid form; he must have had to make two batches. I reach for one of the liquid ones—they’re easier to drink that way and still just as tasty. 
 
   “Uh-uh the liquid ones are mine.” God his smirk is sexy. He hands me a spoon. “If you have a problem popping them out you can eat it with a spoon.”  Screw that, I’m not taking the easy way out. I pop one in my mouth like a pro and hand him the cup. This jello shot is orgasmic; it’s not a regular shot. 
 
   “Daniel, this is the best jello shot I’ve ever had what did you do to it?”
 
   He takes my bottom lip and tugs it with his teeth, slowly gliding his tongue across, and then takes me in deeper for a kiss. He pulls back, to pour some of the liquid in his mouth and then pours the rest into my mouth and kisses me again. This time deeper; he’s staking his claim on me with this kiss and he tastes incredible. I can’t help whimpering, I’m seriously about to fall to my knees. Daniel unbuttons my pants and slides them off with my panties. I reach out for his zipper but he pulls back, instead taking off my shirt and bra while lifting me up and carrying me to the couch. Only then do I notice the couch is covered with the thickest comforter I have in the house. Daniel goes into the kitchen to grab the tray of jello shots as I start moving the comforter out of the way. 
 
   “I wouldn’t move that blanket if I were you. It could get messy over here.” Daniel looks down at me his eyes full of desire. I reach up to unzip his pants but again he moves my hand away. “No way, baby, this is all about you right now; here, have another shot.”  I take it without complaining. 
 
   “You never did tell me what was in these. They’re so good.”  
 
   Daniel pours some down my neck and it trickles down to my breast; it’s cold and makes my nipple harden immediately. “See, I told you it might get messy. Guess I have to clean you up; it’s a dirty job but someone has to do it.” Oh my god this feels insane. His tongue is gliding down my neck, following the trail of liquid, and he’s kissing and sucking along the way. “Mmmm… I taste watermelon jello up here on your neck. Along your breast it’s…hmmm, yep, I definitely taste watermelon puree. This luscious nipple is definitely flavored by passion fruit rum, but it’s the secret ingredient that makes it so damn delicious.”
 
   He pours more down my belly. I feel it start to pool in my belly button as he spreads my legs and… Oh god he just poured it all over my clit. “As I was saying, the secret ingredient is you. This wouldn’t be anywhere close to a good drink if I wasn’t sucking it off of my gumdrop.”  His voice is low and husky, his eyes looking at my body hungrily. As he makes his way to my belly button, he sucks and licks. He eases his tongue through my belly button ring, tugging on it just a little harder than normal, and I let out the loudest moan. I love what he does to me; how he knows just where to touch me to set me on fire. I fist my hands in his hair and tug, trying to pull him up toward my mouth.
 
   “Daniel, I need you. Please make love to me.” 
 
   Daniel stops tugging on my ring and kisses his way back up to my mouth, stopping just short of my lips. “I want you, too, but right now this is all for you. Relax and let me pleasure you, okay?” 
 
   I pull him into me and crash into his lips, parting them with my tongue, and unleash all my desire for him into this kiss. I kiss across his cheek to just under his ear. I kiss and suck until I hit his spot. Finally, he’s writhing and trying to pull back. I know I’ve got him right where I want him so I whisper in his ear, “Okay, I’ll wait because you asked me to, but it’s killing me not to have your big, hard cock inside me.”  
 
   “Fuucckk, Kate! It’s killing me, too, but this is for you. Lay back and let me adore and explore you.” 
 
   The alcohol chooses now to completely overcome me so I just wave him off. “Fine, do your thing.” I’m at least smiling at him, and from the way he smiles and shakes his head he knows the alcohol has finally hit me, too. Daniel dips his fingers in the liquid and puts them in my mouth. “Suck me, baby, nice and clean. That’s right, just like that.”  
 
   I gasp. He just spread me open and poured more cold liquid down my clit. I was already wet just from him, but now I’m soaking. Daniel’s mouth is on me—kissing me, licking me, making circles around my clit with his tongue, working his way down my slick folds, sucking and kissing every inch of me. I’m already close, so very close. His tongue circles around my entrance, lapping up all the liquid. He’s making some pretty erotic noises down there which is pulling me even closer to my impending orgasm. 
 
   “Fuck, Kate. You are the best thing I’ve ever tasted in my life. So sweet—best god damn gumdrop ever. You’re so close, baby, should I let you come now?” 
 
   “Yes, please. I need to so bad. I’m so close.” 
 
   Immediately, his tongue is inside of me, thrusting in and out, over and over. He pulls out and replaces it with the two fingers I just sucked, moving them in and out so very slowly. His mouth is on my clit, sucking and bringing me to the edge. He flicks me with his masterful tongue and I come loudly, screaming his name over and over. Daniel licks up every last drop then kisses his way back up to me. He gives me a soft gentle kiss on the lips. 
 
   “You taste like me.” He gives me an evil grin. 
 
   “Good. Now do you understand why I love doing that to you?” I laugh and shake my head.
 
   “Um, no, I think you taste much better, but I’m glad you think I’m tasty.”  
 
   “Oh you are most definitely tasty. Your alcohol has definitely kicked in; are you ready for dinner?” 
 
   “Yes. I’m starving, but I should probably shower first.” 
 
   “Don’t bother; I cleaned you up pretty good. We can take a bath together after dinner if you want to.” She grabs my shirt off the chair and throws it on. 
 
   “That sounds really good, actually. Hope you don’t mind if I borrow your shirt.” He grabs me around the waist and pulls me close, kissing my forehead and smelling my hair. 
 
   “That’s why I put it there. I was counting on you putting it on. There is nothing sexier than you wearing my shirt, except maybe you not wearing a shirt at all. Come on, let me feed you.” 
 
   Daniel pulls out my chair for me and makes our plates. I get a peaceful feeling flooding through me at the sight of him. This could really be my life—the two of us in sync with each other, so much in love, maybe one day with kids. I need to talk to him about losing Lila tonight. I’m sure he’s wondered, and he’s given me so much space and privacy I owe it to him to tell him the story. I want him to know everything about me because I don’t want anything coming between us. 
 
   “Madame, dinner is served.” Daniel puts our plates down and bows. I giggle—he’s too cute. 
 
   “Thank you, sir. It looks and smells divine.” I love spaghetti, and he even made meatballs. I take a bite and it’s delicious. “Daniel, this is to die for. I think it might be the best I have ever had. Where did you learn to cook like this?” He gives me an adorable little boy type grin.
 
   “My grandma. When I was young, up until my teenage years, she would come over and teach me to cook old family recipes or just whatever recipes. Grandma said the key to a good marriage is knowing how to woo a girl with good cooking. She said even if I didn’t use the skill often, I would be able to take care of her if she were sick or after having all of our many babies—her words, not mine. She said that even if I never got married, a good man should know how to cook for himself and not live off pizza and McDonald’s.”
 
   “She sounds like a pretty smart woman. I wish I could have met her.”  
 
   “I miss her a lot. She was a special lady. I can teach you how to cook some things if you want, then you can sort of get to know her.” 
 
   “Really? That would be fantastic! I can cook, but I would love to learn some authentic recipes. It could be really fun, too. I like having you in my kitchen.”  
 
   “I like being in your kitchen, and teaching you would be my absolute pleasure. Now, let me pour you some wine. I hope you like red; it goes the best with spaghetti.” 
 
   “I love red, just not too much; I don’t want to mix up my alcohol. If I do you’ll be watching me puke all night.”  
 
   “We definitely don’t want that, I have too much planned to let you get sick on me. So, did you find the perfect dress?” I shoot him a beaming smile. 
 
   “I did. I also found lingerie, and I already have jewelry; it’s all going to come together perfectly. Jess and April found dresses and shoes today, too. It was fun hanging out with them. I like April a lot and I think Jake is going to pass out when he sees her sexy ass in that dress. My god, even I wanted to bring her home.” Daniel laughs so hard he spits out his wine. “I didn’t know you went for that sort of thing. Do you bring girls home often?” 
 
   “Oh come on, you know what I mean. I can appreciate when a girl looks hot, but to be honest, I kissed Jess during a game of spin the bottle in high school. We were both drunk and we don’t EVER talk about it. Now how about we change the subject?” 
 
   “Yeah, that might be a good idea. I’m not sure if I’m turned on or a little jealous I missed that or both.” He winks at me. “So, you said the girls got shoes; no luck for you in that department?” 
 
   This is a question I was hoping to avoid. 
 
   “Well, I did find a pair that I really liked but April thought you might not like them. I remembered I have a pair here I’ve never worn that actually work better than the ones I had in my hand, so it worked out for the best.” 
 
   I’m not sure what the look is that flashes across Daniel’s face; it’s gone so quickly. Maybe a cross between frustration, anger, and acceptance? 
 
   “Kate, were they red-soled shoes?” I take a leisurely sip of my wine 
 
   “Yes, they were a very nice pair of Louboutin’s, but it’s okay, I understand.” Daniel exhales loudly and rubs his temple. He scoots over to me, grabs my hand and kisses it. 
 
   “It’s not okay, Kate. I know what the shoes are called, I just don’t like saying the name; I heard it all too often with Vanessa. I must have bought her at least ten pairs in the six months we were together. At first I didn’t mind, but eventually her using me all the time got old. I’m glad you’re not that girl; I know you’re nothing like her. I love you. Tomorrow, I’ll buy you whatever shoes you want.”  
 
   He kisses me on the forehead. I don’t know how much more I can fall in love with this man, but I swear I love him more now than I did just five minutes ago. 
 
   “Daniel, you are the sweetest man on the planet, but I really do have way better shoes upstairs that go with the dress. They’re new; I bought them for a night out with Jess’s mom. I had to wear them around the house for a week to break them in. Then Chloe cancelled on us. Jess and I ended up staying in, and I never got to wear my gorgeous Jimmy Choo’s. But I love shoes, and I have lots of pairs of Louboutin’s. I was planning on giving them away because if I had to choose between you and my red-soled shoes I would choose you hands down.” 
 
   Before I can say another word, Daniel pulls me out of my chair and onto his lap so that I’m straddling him. He’s holding my head in his hands and his fingers are behind my head, woven through my hair. His grasp is a little forceful but his eyes are burning with desire. 
 
   “Do you have any idea what that means to me? I don’t want you to ever give up anything for me; I want you to be happy. I know we’re only talking about shoes, but Vanessa would have picked the shoes over me. Her shoe obsession made us fight. She twisted it into me not caring for her because I had the money to buy them. Just know that money is never an issue; I’m going to buy you things because I’m your boyfriend. I know you would never take advantage of me.  I’m old fashioned; I don’t let women pay for things. When you’re with me I want to take care of you. Is that okay with you?”
 
   It’s really not, but I know I’m going to have to be okay with it because this is who he is; he takes care of those he loves. My heart swells with even more love for him. I can’t quite get the words out so I nod. I see relief flood across his face before he kisses me. I wouldn’t be surprised if he can feel my arousal since I’m straddling him with no panties on. 
 
   “You know you’re really good at that, don’t you?” 
 
   “What, kissing?” I nod my head. “Well, I think it has to do with my partner; she happens to be an amazing kisser. But you know what I’m really amazing at?” 
 
   “You mean besides turning me on?” 
 
   “Yup, although I love turning you on more than anything, we have more pressing matters at hand. I make amazing chocolate cupcakes, and right now they’re in desperate need of frosting, so I’ll need your assistance.” I bat my eyelashes at him. 
 
   “Well, in that case, lead the way my, knight in shining armor.” Since I’m still straddling him he just stands up and carries me to the counter.
 
   “So, what makes these cupcakes so amazing, anyway?” 
 
   “Well, they’re actually only amazing to those of us who are not allergic to nuts. Are you allergic, Kate?” 
 
   “To nuts, no, but you should probably know that besides latex, I’m allergic to penicillin. I don’t just get a rash, either; within seconds I can’t breathe.” 
 
   “That’s really scary. How did you find out?” Daniel stirs the frosting, waiting for me to answer. 
 
   “When I was about four, I had a really bad infection and had to go to the hospital. The ER doctor gave me penicillin, and it was a good thing I was in the hospital so they were able to immediately spot the allergy and correct it. They said if it had happened at home, with a prescription, I probably wouldn’t have lived until the paramedics could get me to the hospital.” 
 
   “I am really glad they saved you and I’m happy you told me so I know just in case anything ever happens. Now, taste this and tell me what you think.”
 
   Daniel dips his finger in the bowl and has me suck it off. Hell yeah, I like this game! I make sure I suck him in deep and moan loudly while I do, partially to turn him on, but mostly because this frosting is really, really good. 
 
   “Wow, that is really good frosting. Is it hazelnut?” Before he can answer, I dip my finger in the frosting and have him suck it off; the sensation makes the muscles in my stomach tighten. 
 
   “It is hazelnut. I don’t know if it’s good on its own or because it’s on your finger. I think I need another taste.” Daniel scoops frosting with his finger and puts it all over my lips. He still has some left, so he puts it under my ear, along my neckline; he is so not playing fair. Daniel runs his tongue across my top lip, making his way down to my bottom lip, which he bites gently, so I return the favor.
 
   I take the lead, parting his lips and claiming his mouth. He tastes like heaven, a chocolate hazelnut heaven; I just want to eat him. Unfortunately, he has other ideas. 
 
   “Why do you always taste so good? I think I need to see what you taste like over here now.” 
 
   Daniel makes his way to my neck where he drew on me with the chocolate. I wrap my legs around him and pull him closer. The moan that escapes him is one of the best sounds I’ve ever heard. To know that I can make him lose control makes me feel so powerful. I want a turn to play, so I take a finger full of frosting and put it in the same area on his neck. 
 
   Pulling him closer to me, I whisper in his ear, “My turn to make you come.” I unzip his pants while kissing his neck, sucking off the chocolate. I pat the counter next to me so he knows I want him up here, and once he’s up, I hop down. 
 
   “Kate, what do you think you’re doing?” 
 
   “I’m not doing anything at all,” I tell him innocently, all the while dipping my fingers in frosting. I wrap my chocolate covered fingers around his cock, move them up and down, and then I take him in my mouth. He tastes damn delectable. Fuck the cupcakes, this is my dessert. Daniel laces his fingers in my hair and then immediately apologizes since they’re covered in frosting. I don’t care; we can just shower and wash it off. Actually, maybe we can just finish all of this in the shower. It’s almost as if he’s reading my mind.  
 
   “Kate, I love what you’re doing to me but maybe we should shower and finish this upstairs. I really want tonight to be about you.” 
 
   “Tonight should be about us, but I’m all for a shower and moving this party upstairs.”
 
   I quickly start to put away the food while Daniel blows out the candles and clears the table. After shutting off the lights, we head upstairs. When we get to my door, he stops me in my tracks. 
 
   “Kate, I want to shower with you, but I need to finish setting up your surprise. Can you shower in Jess’s room and I’ll shower in your room? By the time you’re done drying your hair I’ll be ready, I promise.” This actually works to my advantage because my lingerie is in Jess’s room anyway. Hopefully, she still has my black Louboutin’s in her closet; they’ll go perfectly with my corset and make me a little closer to Daniel in height. 
 
   “Sure, that’s fine. Jess won’t care if I use her bathroom. I’ll see you in about a half hour? It might take a while to get this chocolate out of my hair.” He gives me a quick kiss. 
 
   “Sounds perfect, see you soon.” 
 
   I’m so nervous. I don’t know why—it’s not like he hasn’t seen me in lingerie before, although this is way sexier than that baby doll I was wearing last week. I look at myself one more time in the mirror; the shoes definitely help accentuate the lingerie. I glance at the clock and realize it’s been forty minutes. I grab the bag with his watch and knock on my door. Daniel opens the door in just a pair of black boxer briefs, holding a single red rose. He’s breathtaking which is weird to say about a guy, but that is the only word that comes to mind.
 
   “Kate, you look stunning—so beautiful and so sexy. I can’t believe you did this for me.” 
 
   “There’s no one else I would do this for, Daniel, no one. You are my everything. I love you. I want to please you and make you happy.” He smiles his panty-dropping smile at me. It’s then that I finally notice the room behind him. I push my way in a little more and really look around; there are red rose petals everywhere. Walking into the bathroom, I see they’re all over the counters and in the tub with what looks like essential oils. The drain is plugged but there’s no water.
 
   “I want to take a bath with you. I didn’t want the water to get cold, so I just got it ready for when we do.” I nod. There are candles lit in the bathroom and in the bedroom. I see a bottle of champagne chilling and two flutes filled with strawberries. There are also chocolate covered strawberries on the side. His iPod is plugged into my dock, playing slow romantic music, and there’s a little gift bag sitting on the nightstand. It’s amazing. He did all of this for me—this whole day was for me. No one has ever done anything like this for me before. I feel cherished and I start to cry.
 
   “Daniel, this is beautiful. I can’t believe you did this for me; it’s so romantic.” He takes my hand and leads me to the bed where he takes the gift bag off of the nightstand. I hold up my gift bag, too. 
 
   “Great minds I guess.” Daniel smiles nervously at me. 
 
   “Kate, I know we haven’t known each other long, but we’ve already had the talk about the pace this relationship is moving at and it doesn’t seem to bother either one of us. I love you with my whole heart. This past week without you was miserable. I kept feeling like something was missing, and then I realized it was you. I can’t imagine a day when you won’t be in my life. I don’t ever want to know what the devastating pain of losing you would feel like. I want tonight to be full of promises. I bought you something that I hope will let you know how serious I am and how much I love you.”
 
   Daniel opens the bag and pulls out a pretty little purple ring box. 
 
   Please don’t let him be proposing already. It’s way too soon. 
 
   “Relax, Kate, just breathe. I said promises not engagements. However, someday when the time is right, I do hope to give you an engagement ring.” Daniel opens the box. The ring inside is breathtaking and symbolic in so many ways. It’s a simple band of white gold or platinum. The whole band is mini infinity symbols that are made of diamonds and emeralds. It is stunning, yet simple—it’s perfect. 
 
   “Kate, it’s a promise ring. I want to give you this ring with the promise that you have my heart, and that my future begins and ends with you and only you. I can’t imagine spending my life with anyone other than you, and I hope you feel the same.” My heart is about to leap out of my chest. 
 
   I couldn’t handle an engagement this early but I love, love, love a promise of the future for the two of us. It’s also not lost on me that the band is made of infinity symbols. I know he wants his family names in the infinity tattoo he has, and it makes this ring all the more special. 
 
   “Daniel, I love the idea of a promised future. There’s no one else I want in my heart and in my life other than you. You didn’t have to buy me a ring for that, but it’s a beautiful ring, and I love the symbolism. I promise you from here on out, it’s you and me, always.” Daniel takes the ring from the box and places it on my finger. It’s a perfect fit. How in the world did he know my size? Then it hits me like a lightning bolt—Jess and her comment about Daniel while we were shopping. That sneaky bitch knew and didn’t say anything. Daniel, once again using his Jedi mind tricks, answers the unasked question. 
 
   “Don’t be mad at Jess. She only just found out today, and Connor told her if she said anything to you about this he would dump her. I think he was actually serious, too.” 
 
   I smile at him and hand him my bag, gazing back and forth between him and this gorgeous ring that’s now gracing my ring finger. In a way, it reminds me of the ring Michael got me. Not that they look the same, but that both of the men I have ever loved incorporated my eye color into the rings they want me to wear forever.
 
   “You both overreact. Jess would have never said anything about something like this. If she would have seen the ring, it would have been harder for her, but if she didn’t see it you were definitely safe. Now, open your gift.” Daniel opens the box and takes out the watch; he looks like he genuinely likes what he sees. He puts it on and it fits perfectly. 
 
   “Take it off, there’s an inscription on the back.” 
 
   Shaking his head and smiling at the same time, he removes the watch and reads the inscription out loud, “Forever yours, Love Kate and you even had them put an infinity symbol at the bottom. God, I love you so much. Dance with me.” He holds out his hand to me and pulls me close to him. The song just changed and it couldn’t be more perfect—Lady Antebellum’s When You Got A Good Thing. There’s no way he could know I love this song, but the fact that it’s on his iPod makes me happy to know we even have the same taste in music.
 
   “I love this song; it’s perfect for this moment, too.” 
 
   “Me, too. Kate, you are my happily ever after. You have no idea how peaceful I feel right now, how in love I am with you. I’m going to do everything in my power to make you happy.” It’s a surreal moment—one of those that doesn’t come around often and just needs to be enjoyed. Neither of us says anything; we just hold each other and dance. After we’ve danced a few songs, Daniel whispers in my ear, “I love you, Kate. Let me make love to you.” 
 
   “I love you, too,” I reply before kissing him. It’s different this time; it’s a long, slow, beautiful kiss full of promises of the future and so much love. There’s no rush—we’re just enjoying each other.
 
   Daniel leads me to the bed and I sit. Kneeling down on the floor, he removes my shoes. Taking my left foot first, he gives me a foot massage, and then does the same to the right foot. Kissing me from my toes, he works his way up to my thighs, paying equal attention to each leg on his way up. He murmurs, “So beautiful, Kate. You are just so beautiful.” I’m dying for him to take me already. My little panties are drenched, but it’s okay because there’s no rush. One by one, he removes my stockings and garters. “Move up to the top of the bed, baby. I want to see all of you.” While I move, he takes off his boxers, and he’s more than ready for me.
 
   I love looking at him. I don’t think he even notices me looking him over because he’s too busy taking me in. Crawling across the bed, kissing me from foot to thigh, he slowly peels off my panties. Very tenderly, he runs one finger across my clit and down to my entrance, just teasing me ever so slightly. 
 
   “I love that you’re ready for me already, Kate. You respond to me as quickly as I do to you.” He trails light kisses along my slick folds and flicks his tongue across my clit just once. 
 
   “Oh Daniel, yes.” He laughs lightly and shakes his head. 
 
   “No, Kate, I want to enjoy you. It’s not going to be that easy yet. Now, to decide if I want the corset on or off. As much as I love the way you look in it, it presents a problem in that I can’t touch or taste you, so I think it must come off.”
 
   Without warning, he flips me over onto my belly and slowly starts unhooking the corset. Once he a has it undone, he slowly kisses up the backs of my thighs and across my buttocks, grazing incredible kisses across my low back in that perfect spot that makes me tingle everywhere. He begins massaging and kneading my back and shoulders, all while planting kisses all over me. Moving my hair to the side, he kisses and sucks the back of my neck. I’m whimpering as he runs his hands through my hair, kisses my neck, and nibbles on my ears. I try and reach behind me to pull his head to me, but he’s just not having it and lets out a laugh.
 
   “Patience, sweetheart, we’ll get there; I can tell you enjoy this. I love the noises you make when I run my hands through your hair. I love how you melt into the bed when I kiss your low back, just above your tight ass. I especially love how you call out my name when I slide my finger inside you here.” 
 
   “Daniel.” 
 
   “I know, sweetheart. I can read your body. Just enjoy this.” How can I not when he’s so gentle and so right? 
 
   After a little more massaging, he flips me over, moving my corset out of the way and goes straight to my belly button. Tugging, kissing, and sucking, he works his way up to my breasts. Finally, he’s positioned between my legs. I can feel his length pushing up on me and I know I’m not going to last long at all. He’s propped up on an elbow, running his hands through my hair just millimeters from my lips. 
 
   “I love you, Kate.” 
 
   Before I can respond, he kisses me and slides inside me at the same time. I’m overcome with sensation from all the foreplay. As I wrap my legs around his hips and pull him in deep, I can already feel my orgasm, but I don’t want to come yet. 
 
   “It’s okay, let me feel you.” I come fast and hard while Daniel holds back. I don’t know where he gets his willpower from. 
 
   He has one hand behind my head and stays moving in a slow rhythmic pattern, continuously kissing me, somehow making his movements match the kiss. It’s never ending pure bliss, and it dawns on me that this is really the first time I’ve ever made love—the first time my entire heart and soul has belonged to someone completely. I was always holding back before, at least somewhat, but I’m not anymore. It’s a freeing realization.  A few tears fall from my eyes and Daniel stops, 
 
   “No, Daniel, don’t stop. They’re happy tears—one hundred percent over the moon happy tears. Please keep going, I’m so close.” 
 
   Daniel crushes his mouth back to mine and picks up the pace a little bit. I’m meeting him thrust for thrust, pulling him in deeper with my legs around his waist. 
 
   “Oh god. I’m going to come again. Please, baby, I have to do it with you. Please come with me” 
 
   “Now, Kate. Come with me.” We both come at the same time and more tears fall from my eyes. Damn hormones. Daniel wipes away my tears and pulls me close to him. 
 
   “Why are you crying? I understand you said they’re happy tears, but I’ve never been with a girl who cried during sex, although I have heard of it. I just need to know if this is, um, normal for you.” I laugh and take a deep breath. I can tell him anything; he owns my heart. 
 
   “I just realized something. Sorry if it’s girly, but remember when I told you that I’ve never been as content as I am with you?” He nods.  “Please don’t be angry. This was a good thing for me, and I hope, for us. I realized that you are the first man I have ever really made love to—real love, lifelong passionate love, soul mate love. You gave that to me, Daniel, and it’s the biggest gift I’ve ever received. I’m complete when I’m with you. That piece of my heart that died with my mom is back; you brought it back and made me whole again. I was crying because I realized I’m not broken anymore and I’ve been broken for so very long.”  
 
   Daniel gets up, not saying a word as he goes and turns on the water in the bathtub. When he comes back in he grabs my hand. 
 
   “Come take a bath with me, I want to talk to you.” 
 
   He grabs our champagne glasses and the bottle and puts them by the tub. He steps in first and helps me in; my tub is huge, so it can fit both of us with room to spare. He sits behind me so I can lean back on him. Lifting his glass, he makes a toast, “To us,” he says, and I reply the same. I’m curious as to why he didn’t talk to me in bed, but maybe I just overwhelmed him. 
 
   “It breaks my heart to think of you as broken, and even more so to think of you as having been broken since your mom passed away. That was so long ago. I don’t understand why Michael didn’t see that and help you. I’m really starting to dislike that guy. I love that you feel like I’m the first person that you have really made love to because I feel the same way. I thought I was in love before, but now I know the difference between love and lust. Kate, you are definitely my love. I will always love you, Kate, no matter what. Even if we fight and I get angry, just know that I love you first and foremost.”
 
   “Me, too. There are some things I wanted to talk to you about and now is as good of a time as any. First, I want to clear something up about Michael, and then I’m going to tell you something that is going to make you like him even less. Can you pour me some more champagne? I think I’m going to need it.” He’s talented—he pours it in my glass over my shoulder and pours himself some more as well.
 
    “Michael is, or was, a really, really good guy. I know he loved me with all his heart and soul and I know I loved him just as much. I know that I’m more broken now than I was back then because of what happened after we broke up. Michael was there when my mom died. We all saw what happened. Jess and I were like sisters already, so we bonded over our grief; she helped me and so did Michael. 
 
   From that day forward he was like my protector, always saving me from things that might hurt me or things I might not want to see or hear. Eventually, it became part of his personality and our relationship. I loved his protection and soon came to rely on it and to expect it. 
 
   “The summer before freshman year, we decided to try a relationship. We fell in sync with each other. We never fought, and everyone assumed we would be getting married someday. They were right. The night before we broke up was the night he was going to propose. That’s the night everything fell apart. He never proposed, and I became even more broken. I realize now, that by Michael stepping in and protecting me, he kept me from having to deal with things and that kept me from healing. I called him for weeks after the breakup and could never get a hold of him. Jess went to his house, he yelled at her, told her to go away and never come back, that he didn’t want anything to do with either of us ever again. She was devastated. She told me it looked like he was moving. Michael just didn’t give up on me; he gave up on her, too. We were The Three Musketeers—best friends for ten years—it was devastating to us. More champagne, please, I need it to keep going.” Daniel pours me more and runs his hand along my arm, encouraging me and letting me know it’s okay.
 
   “I was a mess, always crying and trying to learn to live without him. I had never been so hurt by anyone before. I wasn’t eating much and started getting sick, throwing up constantly what little I did get in my system came right back out. Jess took me to the emergency room when I passed out in front of her. She was terrified I was going to die like my mom did. I can’t begin to imagine how scary that was for her.  It was then I found out I was pregnant. I was admitted for severe dehydration. 
 
   “I didn’t know when I got the stomach flu that the antibiotics could decrease the effectiveness of the pill. We were on vacation in the Bahamas—they didn’t ask about the pill and I didn’t think to mention it I was so sick. That’s how I got pregnant. While I was in the hospital, they sent a counselor in to talk to me. She was the reason I chose my career path. I always knew I wanted to work with kids, but I was still trying to figure out in what capacity.
 
   “The counselor helped me understand that even if I felt horrible I had to work toward getting better so that I could take care of myself and my baby. Keeping the baby wasn’t even a question. I already loved it and I knew Michael would come back. It wasn’t easy, but every day I went through the motions. Jess was my rock; she made sure I knew we were in it together. She even figured out how we could stagger our classes so we could both stay in school full time with a baby in the house. I owe her everything. When I was twenty-six weeks along, Jess and I were heading up to see Maryanne for the weekend. The car in front of us blew a tire and lost control. Jess had to slam on her brakes to avoid hitting them head on. The car behind us rear-ended us and knocked us into the center divider. It was a slow speed accident and no one’s fault. I know that now, and I knew it then on some level. The airbag went off and hit my chest and abdomen, the impact causing a placental abruption. I was rushed into surgery, and they were able to control the bleeding, but I lost my little girl that day.” 
 
   “Oh god, Kate, I’m so very sorry.” 
 
   “I realize it was what was meant to happen. I wouldn’t want a child coming into the world whose father hated its mother. The timing wasn’t right, and one day when I’m ready to be a mommy God will send her back to me. The only people who know are Jess, Maryanne, Marc, my therapist, doctors, and now you. I named her Lila Hope. After that day I was angry for a long time, so angry at Michael. I blamed the whole mess on him on the fact that he never knew, and never cared enough to know. I figured God was taking care of something not meant to be because Michael wasn’t involved. Anything to deflect my hurt, after a week or so the anger started to slowly dissipate and I just went back to being broken. Everything I had ever loved and cared for had either left me or died. 
 
   “When I say I was broken, I don’t mean I was just hurting or sad. Have you ever been in a place where you just feel like you cease to exist? I didn’t want to die; I just didn’t want to be anymore. Every breath I took was painful—every inhale felt like a knife stabbing me in the heart; the deeper I tried to breathe the more excruciating the pain. I just couldn’t catch my breath and forget about sleep. At first, the nightmares were of Michael yelling at me, taking the ring away, and blaming me for what happened. After Lila, the dreams got worse; I would dream of the life she could have had if Michael and I had stayed together then I would wake up to the crushing reality that my baby girl never was meant to have those moments with me. In my dreams she was always around two years old with my green eyes, my mother’s eyes… and her daddy’s beautiful blonde hair. 
 
   “Between Jess, Maryanne and Marc, they got my head on straight. I started doing what the counselor wanted me to—I got up, went to classes, to the cemetery and home; every single day it was the same routine. I threw myself into my books and worked my ass off. Eventually, I started volunteering at the center and that made me feel better. This past year, I’ve finally been healing. I think my psychology classes finally started paying off. I know that even though I’m very angry with Michael, I still love him, not romantically, but more like a brother that I miss with all my heart.” By now I’m sobbing. 
 
   “The only other person in my life was Marc, my soul keeper. He’s one of my best friends and my sounding board when I need a guy’s perspective. We lost our moms the same year and were able to bond in a way nobody could understand. Marc has gotten me through some of the hardest times of my life. Michael doesn’t like him, but who was I supposed to talk to about Michael to get a guy’s opinion? It was always Marc. You’ll like him; he doesn’t like Michael, so you have something in common.
 
   “Then I met Connor; he was my first new friend in years and he took me under his wing. I saw the way he treated other girls, but he was never like that with me. The best thing about meeting Connor is that he led me to you, Daniel; you are my heart.  I think I am finally, truly healed and it’s all because of you. 
 
   Daniel exhales loudly before speaking, “I wish I would have met you sooner. I’m so very sorry you have had to go through all of this by yourself. Someday, when you’re ready, I would like to go with you to see your daughter if you wouldn’t mind.” 
 
   I shake my head. “No, I wouldn’t mind at all. I’m just not ready yet, but soon, okay?” 
 
   “Of course, whenever you want; just let me know. You were right; I like Michael even less after that story. As much as I hate what I’m going to say, I think it’s the right thing to do. You need to find him and settle your differences.
 
   “Kate, the only way you’re going to fully heal, even though you feel better is for you to tell him about his daughter. If it were me I would want to know. I know he ran and fell out of touch but maybe you should find him. I’ll help you. I want you to be able to be whole. I can tell you right now I think he’s a huge jerk. That being said, you do know now that it’s not his fault Lila died, right? It was just not meant to be, baby, and that sucks because things like that shouldn’t happen, but it was just a random freak accident.”
 
   “I know that now. It took a while for me to convince Jess of that; she blamed herself for it for a long time. I knew it wasn’t her fault, and because I had to convince her it helped reiterate it to myself that it was just an accident. Knowing that and feeling that are two different things, though.”  He kisses the top of my head. 
 
   “Come on, Kate, let me put you to bed. It’s been a long, wonderful, yet very emotional night, and I think we could both use a good night’s sleep.” 
 
   “You’ll stay with me, right?” 
 
   “Of course, where else would I go? There is no one I would rather spoon naked and sleep with than you.” I smile up at him and kiss him as he helps me up. 
 
   “Me, either. It’s always going to be you.” 
 
   It felt so good telling Daniel everything that has happened to me since Michael left. I really think that was one of the final steps of fully healing. Unfortunately, Daniel is right; the last step needs to be to track down Michael and tell him what happened. I don’t know if I really think he deserves an explanation, but he should know he had a daughter. It’s not something I can put my energy into right now, though. I’ll do it this summer, and maybe I can tell him about the money, too. I’m truly blessed to have Daniel in my life; he’s willing to face his insecurities about Michael in order to be sure I have closure, even though he’s afraid it could potentially hurt him. It would never even cross my mind to leave Daniel for Michael, especially not after tonight.  
 
   ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
   We had the best weekend; Saturday was spent mostly in bed. We made love more times than I can count and just talked about everything. Daniel was so happy that I accepted his ring. I would have never guessed he was nervous about asking, but he confessed that he was really scared I would say no because it was so soon. There is no way I would have turned him down. I don’t care that it’s so soon; he’s my forever and now everyone can know it. Today we’re having brunch with Jess and Connor before Daniel heads back home. I’m going to miss him so much, but it will only be four days. Pretty soon he’ll be living at Connor’s house again and I won’t have to miss him at all. Just thinking about Daniel moving closer brings a smile to my face. 
 
   “What are you smiling about, gumdrop?” Daniel asks as he grabs me around the waist, pulling me in for a quick kiss. 
 
   “Just thinking about you moving closer and how happy it makes me.” 
 
   “It makes me happy, too; you have no idea, Kate. The thought of going home in a few hours is unbearable, but it will only be four more days and I will have you for the weekend again. So, when did Jess say they were going to be here? Brunch is pretty much done, and if they don’t get here soon, I just might eat it without them. I worked up quite the appetite this morning, but I might be persuaded to nibble on you until they arrive.”
 
   I swear, this man makes my knees weak. He kisses his way up my collarbone, across my neck, and lingers behind my ear just as I start to succumb to his excellent idea.  
 
   “Oh, no you don’t! You invited us for brunch, and although you might be all he needs to eat, we need real food!” Daniel groans and I look over his shoulder. 
 
   “Good morning to you, too, Jess. The food’s ready and you’re late as usual, so we were keeping ourselves occupied.” She smirks at me. 
 
   “Yeah, we can see that, but it’s not like you haven’t had all weekend to keep yourselves occu…fuck me, what is on your finger???” I hold my hand out to her proudly displaying my promise ring. “Damn, Daniel. I know you said a promise ring, but that is breathtaking, simple, and stunning.” The boys move into the kitchen while Jess continues to look at my hand. Suddenly, we’re moving and she’s pulling me out onto our patio.
 
   “It’s a big step, Kate. Are you sure you’re ready for all of this? Don’t get me wrong, I am really happy for you, but you have a lot of unresolved issues to deal with still and I just need to know you’re okay.” I wrap her up in a big hug. 
 
   “Jess, I’m positive. I’ll fill you in on details later, but it’s been a weekend of awakenings and revelations, and just so you know, I told him everything.” Jess looks at me, wide-eyed and obviously surprised that I had told him about Lila Hope, and her eyes glass over. 
 
   “Jess, it’s okay. It was a good thing, and it made me realize that I don’t tell you often enough that you need to forgive yourself. It was an accident, no one was at fault, it just wasn’t meant to be. One day, when the time is right, I will be a mom and you will be the best aunt ever.”  
 
   Nodding her head and trying not to shed her tears, Jess looks at me. “I know you don’t blame me. I think it helps to talk a little about it. I hope you aren’t mad at me, but I told Connor about the accident this weekend. It’s just a part of my life I don’t want to hold back.” 
 
   “It’s your life and you need to talk about it, too. I trust you and I trust Connor. It’s not like it really matters who knows—it’s not something shameful to hide—it’s just sad. With time, though, it gets a tiny bit easier. Daniel wants me to find Michael and tell him. It’s not going to be easy, but I need to tell him about the money, too. I don’t have any clue how he is getting by. He may have a ton of student loans about to come due and it might alleviate some pressure for him and Claire.” 
 
   Shaking her head, Jess lays into me, “Kate you are too fucking nice. Just remember this, he left you, he cut off all communication with the both of us, and he treated you like dirt. Yeah, he deserves to know all that, but it’s his fault he doesn’t know it already. Remember that when you do find him don’t let him off easy. Make sure you give him a piece of your mind before letting him know you’re going to make his life better after all this time.” Jess’s voice drops a little lower and sounds a little sadder, “I guess that all the money in the world won’t cushion him from the blow you’re going to give him when you tell him about Lila Hope, though.”  
 
   “Ladies, I hate to interrupt your female bonding time, but we are wasting away waiting for you to stop being weepy. Honestly, with the two sexiest men in southern California sitting twenty feet away I really don’t understand what you two have to be weepy about.” I wrap Connor up in a big hug and Jess walks inside to give us a minute. 
 
   “You’re right. We shouldn’t be weepy, because not only do we have the sexiest men, but we also have the most understanding and caring men we have ever known. I know she told you about the accident. Thank you for being there for her. I know she holds things in that she is afraid will hurt me. It wasn’t her fault, it was just an accident.” Connor kisses me on the cheek.
 
   “She carries a lot of guilt, but she knows she isn’t to blame. I’m really sorry you had to go through that without Michael. I really, really want to kick his ass, Kate. There is nothing good that I have heard about that guy so far, but even so, he should know about his baby girl.” 
 
   “I know. I’m beginning to see that more clearly now. Daniel really helped me with that last night.” 
 
   “He loves you, Kate, like nothing I have ever seen before. He cherishes you, and when I saw that ring I knew it was perfect for you. I hope you guys are the real deal, because if for some reason it doesn’t work out with you two it might just make me stop believing in true love.” I giggle.
 
   “Since when does play master Connor Houston believe in true love?” 
 
   “Well, it started when Ariel made it out of the sea to marry Prince Erick, and it faded somewhere around eighth grade spin the bottle where I realized I could have many Ariel’s of my own. However, most recently the belief of true love has reared its ugly head ever since watching you and my best friend prove to me that it really can happen.” 
 
   “Well, I would hate to disappoint you, so I guess I will just have to get my happily ever after so you can believe again. Come on, let’s go eat before they both come out here and start yelling at us.” 
 
   We spend the day watching movies and the boys end up staying into the early evening. After a long round of goodbyes, Jess and I both pretty much drag our tired, sexed-out asses up to our rooms and crash.
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   Chapter 15 – Michael
 
    
 
   I have been parked across the street of her house since five a.m. I don’t really know why I’m waiting; I’ve already been here two hours and need to be at work in an hour. I guess I really just don’t want to leave a letter bearing my heart and soul on the doorstep. Deep down, I’m hoping to get a glimpse of her, my beautiful Katherine. I can only imagine how much she has changed, both inside and out. I’ve got my sunglasses on, my baseball cap covering my head, and the car I drive is new. I traded my Porsche days for a work truck long ago and couldn’t be happier about that. Katherine was never materialistic; she used to always tease me about being high maintenance. I guess I was back then and just didn’t realize it. Hell, I didn’t realize a lot of things back then. I was young and stupid and let other people’s feelings and accusations get in my mind and interfere with my happiness, which is why I’m in this mess. If only I could go back to that night, I would’ve never let her leave the hospital. We would have talked it out together and made sense of what happened. 
 
   My thoughts are cut short when I hear a garage door opening. I peek over the edge of a magazine, trying to keep my face covered with just enough space to be able to see who comes out. Jessica is getting into a BMW SUV and she looks incredible. She’s still gorgeous, just older and more womanly. My heart aches when I see her. I don’t just miss Katherine, I really miss Jessica, too. How could I just cut the only people besides my family that I ever loved out of my life like that? God, if I could kick my own ass I would; I’m such a fucking prick. Katherine’s Porsche SUV is next to Jessica’s car in the garage. Absentmindedly, I wonder why Jessica got a new car. She was over the moon with the little Audi Coupe she got for graduation from Chloe, but maybe she just decided she would feel safer in something bigger; I know I do. 
 
   Okay, it’s now or never. I have to do this quick. I have no clue how soon after Jessica leaves that Katherine leaves, and I don’t want to risk her seeing me. Once Jessica is fully out of sight, I hop out of the car and sprint to her door. I really hope her neighbors don’t see me. I slide the envelope to where it’s sticking halfway out of the door and sprint back to my car. My heart is pounding a million beats a minute and it has nothing to do with the quick sprint to the door. My palms are sweating and my hands are a little shaky. 
 
   I take a deep breath, start my truck, and head to work. The ball is in her court now—I just hope she calls. I think she will; Katherine isn’t unkind. I don’t think she would leave me hanging, even if she only calls to tell me to fuck off and never contact her again. I keep asking myself if I don’t hear back from her, what then? Will I try and contact her again? I know I will, so how long do I wait before trying again?  I will wait one week; it’s been almost four years, I can wait one more week. 
 
   I can’t wait to tell Daniel I finally did it. I don’t know where I would be right now without him. Daniel is like a brother to me. He is absolutely my best friend; his family is one of the best I’ve ever known. If it weren’t for them, I might literally be in a gutter somewhere. With their love and support, and the love and support of the Houstons, I feel like I belong. They have taught and given me so much, it’s time I show them how much I appreciate it by piecing myself back together. First and foremost, that means resolving things with Katherine. Once I fix that relationship, I need to call my mom and deal with her. Lastly, and probably the hardest one of all, will be Jessica. I say hardest because Jessica can hold a grudge like no other. I don’t think she will be an obstacle in trying to redeem myself with Katherine, but I don’t think she will open her arms wide to friendship, either. 
 
   Oh well, one thing at a time. Hopefully, work will be enough to keep me busy and I won’t think too much about Katherine, if she has read the letter, and what she is going to do once she does. 
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   Chapter 16 – Kate
 
    
 
   It’s already Wednesday afternoon. This week has flown by. I’m running late getting home to meet my dad because I stayed late at the center to help Lauren with some homework. Natalie has been trying to pick up some extra hours at work so I offered to stay and help out. I need to call Daniel and change our plans for this weekend. Natalie is working the night shift tomorrow and has no one to stay with Lauren. I offered to have Lauren sleep over at my place and then I can just drop her at school on Friday morning. After that, I can just drive out and meet Daniel at his parents’ house. Although I won’t get to see him on Thursday, this actually works out better. I know how crazy things are for him at work right now. Since he got approved for his transfer down here, he’s been working fifteen-hour days. We really haven’t even talked much since he left on Sunday and I miss him.  Random text message conversations are not the same, but once my dad leaves tonight, we are supposed to catch up.  I can’t wait, and I’m sure I’ll need the release once I’m done talking to him. With the change in plans, he’ll get the chance to get a really good night’s sleep on Thursday and not have to drive all the way down here. 
 
   I’m nervous. It’s been a while since I have seen my dad, and it’s typically awkward with the two of us, so this night is going to go on forever. Jess called a little while ago. She and Connor are at the house. Apparently, they have set up a baby monitor somewhere discrete so they can hear what is going on and intervene if necessary. Connor promised Daniel he would watch like a hawk, and since I banned them from being in the room, this is the next best thing.  My dad and I pull up at about the same time. I really wish I would have had time to have a drink first. Oh well, I just need to get this over with. He’s already knocking on the door as I walk in from the garage. 
 
   Deep breath in and open door. 
 
   “Hi, Dad, let me help you with that.” It looks like he bought out P.F. Chang’s with all the food he has. I look him over. He looks relaxed, which is rare. He’s wearing a black t-shirt and a pair of jeans. What the hell? I don’t think I have ever seen my dad in jeans my whole life. He reaches in for a hug—not a classic Joseph Moore pat like I’m anti-social hug, but a real squeeze hug. I seriously think I have entered The Twilight Zone. 
 
   “Katherine, sweetheart, thanks for letting me come over for dinner. I wasn’t sure if Jessica would be here so I brought plenty. Oh here, this envelope was stuck in your front door.” I glance down at the envelope; it’s addressed to Katherine Moore. It’s probably from the homeowner’s association because only my bills and official paperwork come addressed to my formal name. I chuck the envelope in my purse so I can focus on my dad. Did he seriously just call me sweetheart?
 
   “Dad, it’s good to see you, too, but can you please for the love of all that is holy call me Kate? I haven’t gone by Katherine in years.” I start unpacking the food, getting out plates and silverware to eat with. My out of the carton Chinese food rule doesn’t apply with my dad. He’s too proper, and we really just aren’t close enough to eat comfortably like that. 
 
   “Jess is here, but she’s upstairs with her boyfriend watching a movie, so it will be just the two of us tonight.” We both sit at the table and pass around the food until we each have some of it all. It smells really good and I realize I’m starving. I was too worked up about tonight to eat much today. I take some extra Mongolian beef and another eggroll because they are my favorites. 
 
   “Kate, I wanted to see you so that we could discuss some developments in my life. I know I haven’t been the best father to you, especially since your mother died. I am not a very open person, and I don’t show my feelings and emotions well. Every time I buy you something or give you money, it’s my way of trying to show you how much I love you, but I’ve come to see that I’m doing a very poor job at that. You’re so much like your mother inside and out; it’s both wonderful to see and heartbreaking at the same time because I miss her so much.” I’m shocked that he’s opening up to me. I’m sure the look on my face is priceless. I just can’t help but wonder what is prompting his sudden confessions. Is he dying? I start to open my mouth to talk but he puts his hand up. 
 
   “Please, Kate, let me get this all out. We don’t have much time tonight, but I hope that we will start spending more time together soon.” 
 
   “When Grant died, a lot of things were put into perspective for me—things in the business I couldn’t talk about because I was under a non-disclosure agreement. Personally, I was reeling when you shut me out after that initial talk.” Oh, I remember that talk; it was me screaming at him about what happened while he was trying to board a plane home from the Bahamas. I flinch a little bit just thinking about it. 
 
   “I felt terrible about what happened with you and Michael. I was devastated with Grant’s passing; he was the best friend I ever had. Just for the record, I didn’t know the board had let him go that day, not until after it had already happened. That’s why I cut my trip short; I needed to get back and try to straighten things out. I had just heard of his death mere minutes before you called and let me have it. When I got home, I went to see Claire, but she didn’t want to have anything to do with me. I found out about the board revoking the life insurance and had it reinstated immediately. I also cut two personal checks to the company from my own account and demanded they get them to Claire immediately and tell her they had made an accounting error. The money more than made up for what Grant would have received if it had been a legitimate firing. That’s the thing, though. It wasn’t legitimate. I was aware of the contract Grant was looking for that disclosed his ownership of the other company; I had a copy at home in my personal safe. If he had just waited to speak with me, and not gone out drinking and being reckless, this whole mess could have been avoided.” Dad looks really shaken up and so sad. I know he has to be telling the truth.
 
   “Why the fake copy of the document? Who presented that as proof to the board to start the whole investigation in the first place?” I’ve suddenly lost my appetite. I wonder if Michael and Claire know all of this. 
 
   “Tom Beringer did it; it took me three years to get to the bottom of it all. That’s part of why I needed to meet with you tonight. We have been trying to keep it all quiet but it’s turned into a scandal. Tom was a board member and also a good friend of Grant’s, or so we all thought. It turns out that Tom used to date Claire in high school and she broke up with him because of his temper. Tom always thought that Grant stole her away and was looking for revenge. He was delusional, and all the years he stayed friends with the family, he was really just trying to find a way to stick it to Grant, hoping to weasel his way back into Claire’s life.”
 
   “I hired investigators who found pictures of Claire and Michael all over Tom’s vacation home. There was a long paper trail of little things he did to Grant at work, proof that he was the one that stole the contract. We also found out that he was the one that initiated the board’s investigation into Grant. There were some minor misappropriations of funds within the company, but we have almost all of that figured out and corrected. Tomorrow, Tom is being arrested on a slew of charges that include stalking; he is going away for a long, long time. The photos in his house are quite disturbing. There are family photos with Grant’s head cut out and his in its place. Each photo has a label over each person’s head. Over Claire it says ‘my love’, over Michael ‘my son’, over you ‘my future daughter-in-law’, and over me ‘best friend for life’. That sick son of a bitch had pictures going back as far as when your mother was alive.” 
 
   I’m stunned and sickened. I can’t believe someone was doing that to us all of those years and we never even knew. I’m sure Jess and Connor are flipping the hell out upstairs right about now. 
 
   “Kate, I know this is a lot to take in, but that isn’t the worst part, there’s more. The police also found evidence that Tom was out with Grant the night he died. It looks like from journals they have in evidence that Tom drank with Grant in the bar for hours. The details are sketchy at best, but somehow there was a call placed to Grant by a company employee telling him something had happened at home, some sort of emergency, and he needed to get there right away. Grant took off. Tom just happened to be in the restroom at the time that the call was placed. Grant didn’t drive because he wanted to; he drove because he was terrified that something had happened to his family.” 
 
   I gasp out loud, I can’t help it. Everything that happened was malicious and intentional. How could someone do that to us? Grant died for absolutely no reason. My heart is breaking all over again, and I feel like someone is sucking all the air out of my lungs. Poor Michael and Claire; I wonder what they think of all of this. 
 
   “Dad, why isn’t he in jail already? Do Claire and Michael know all of this? This is awful for them and for Grant.” The tears are flowing down my cheeks, my sobs uncontrollable. My dad actually gets up and hugs me tight while wiping the tears away. 
 
   “Tom is out of town on Moore company business. I gave him a huge project with the incentive of making partner to replace Grant. The slimy bastard jumped at the opportunity and was even caught bragging that he would be a better partner than Grant ever was. He has no clue what’s been going on here. I spoke with him this evening and he is returning tomorrow morning with the anticipation of a limo picking him up at the airport. Once it is confirmed that he’s on the company jet, the FBI is being dispatched to meet him at the airport. Fortunately, there is more than enough evidence to put him away for life.” 
 
   “As for Claire and Michael, that’s a tricky subject. You and I haven’t spoken at all about them since the funeral. I’m so sorry for everything that happened. I know you loved Michael very much and him shutting you out broke your heart. Have you spoken to him, Kate?” I shake my head no. “Neither has Claire; not since he moved out a few weeks after the funeral. I had my private investigator track down his information and got her a phone number and an address. Claire has been leaving him messages for a while now, but he doesn’t call her back. My guess is, once this hits the news tomorrow he will call when he sees it. Maybe then Claire can put him in touch with you and you both can work things out.”
 
   I shake my head even harder. 
 
   “No, Dad, that isn’t going to happen. My future isn’t with Michael; I know that now. I wish him all the best and truly hope one day we can be friends again, I miss him. Losing Michael broke me in more ways than I can ever describe, and though I don’t wish him any harm, I don’t want him in that way anymore. I’m actually seeing someone; his name is Daniel and I’m madly in love with him. I would like for you to meet him someday.” My dad looks at my hand, sensing the seriousness of my tone. 
 
   “Kate, are you engaged?” He practically chokes out the last word, and I can’t help but laugh. 
 
   “No, I’m not engaged, it’s a promise ring. Daniel knows my soul and wants me to heal. For the first time since Michael I’ve moved on, and it’s a really, really good thing.” My dad smiles at me, a genuine, warm smile. 
 
   “I’m glad that you’re happy. That’s all that I want for you. I would like to meet Daniel, because any man that has stolen my daughter’s heart must be worth knowing. I need to finish telling you the rest of this story and then I need you to do me and Claire a favor.” I give him a perplexed look and cross my arms. 
 
   “Well, I might do you a favor, but I don’t know about Claire. She made it abundantly clear she wanted me out of her life for good last time we spoke.”  
 
   “I understand how you feel. I know how Claire is when she is upset. I tried to reach out to her for months and she would never speak to me, but I slowly wore her down and got her to listen to me. Eventually, Claire became my closest confidante and she began to help me figure out all of what had happened. You have no idea how sorry she is for all that happened. She really was a shell of herself for a long time. Claire lost Grant, Michael, and you all in the span of a month. She was truly devastated. Her grief ruled her emotions and unfortunately, you and Michael got stuck in the crossfire. Claire and I started dating almost two years ago. I never mentioned it because I didn’t want to fuel the fire between you until I could fix things. I have asked her to marry me and she accepted. Claire has tried speaking to Michael, and she would really like to speak with you. She’s waiting at Starbucks around the corner and would really like to head over to talk to you if that’s okay.” 
 
   My dad is getting married to Claire? Michael is going to be my step-brother? Claire has all her money back? All the planning I have done to fix things has been for absolutely nothing? I can’t get the thoughts in my head to slow down. I nod to him that it is okay for Claire to come by so my dad sends her a text. 
 
   “Well, this is surprising. I only want you to be happy, so I can accept it, but I need you to do something for me. I’ve been working really hard these past four years keeping my head above water with a double major, and I know we have talked about this before, but now I need you to understand how I feel about the business.” 
 
   “Kate, it’s fine, I know you don’t want to work for me and it’s okay. I want you to do what makes you happy and I know that my company won’t; it doesn’t even make me happy anymore. I guess it took a lot for me to realize that happiness doesn’t come from business, it comes from the people you love. I’m just sorry it took me so long to figure that out.  I wish I could get your childhood back and do it over, but for now I just want a fresh start if that’s okay with you. I don’t want to miss any more of your life—I missed your gymnastics, your birthdays, and so much more.  I want to be there for you and all your milestones from here on out. I want to walk you down the aisle at your wedding and take my grandkids to Disneyworld. I know I blew it horribly with you, but I’ve changed, sweetheart, I just need a chance to prove it to you.” 
 
   I feel such a weight lifted has been off of me; I can’t even begin to describe the feeling, I really feel that he loves me, and it’s been so long since I’ve felt that from him. 
 
   “I think I would like that very much. You have no idea how much stress I’ve been under, worrying about how you were going to react when I didn’t join the company. Now we need to discuss a touchy subject. I’ve been planning on paying Claire and Michael out next year for what they lost in the business. I figured five million would probably be enough, but are they financially stable now? The last talk I had with Michael was that he was under the impression they were ruined financially.” Shit, shit, shit. In my thoughtless state I just slipped and now he’s going to know about my trust fund. 
 
   “First of all, they are fine financially—more than fine—now that we’re getting married, and even if they weren’t they will be now. Secondly, I would never want you to use your mother’s trust money for something that I can easily make right. It’s admirable that you would want to, but you really need to let me fix things sometimes.”
 
   “You knew about the trust?” He gives me a classic Joseph Moore patronizing look but shakes it away quickly. 
 
   “Yes, Kate, I knew about the trust. Your mother and I had our differences, but I think she underestimated my perception of her. Lila was one of the smartest, sweetest, caring women I had ever met in my life. Her passion and intelligence is what pulled me to her in the first place. I knew that there was no way she would have given me all of her money. I also knew more than anything that she would make sure you were taken care of. I let your mother slip through my fingers. Before she passed away, I was trying to figure out how to bring her back to me. My greatest regret is that she died thinking I didn’t care. Your mom will always be the one great love of my life. Claire knows it, just as I know Grant is her one true love and we accept that of each other. In our lifetimes, I believe we can love often with many people but nothing will replace the epic great love of our life. I hope that deep down your mother knew she was mine.” Before I can respond, there’s a knock at the door. I stand up and open it to see Claire Matthews standing in front of me. This isn’t the woman I remember; she is still beautiful, but her eyes look a little hollow inside. She looks as if she has aged at least ten years. Claire reaches for me and pulls me into a tight hug and starts crying. My dad clears his throat and Claire releases me, now he’s hugging me.
 
   “Kate, I’m going to go get some coffee for the road and I’ll be back in a bit to get Claire. You two take your time. I have some calls to make, but I will be outside when you’re ready to leave, darling. We’ve missed too much time, Kate. I don’t want to miss any more. I’ll be in touch soon to set up a dinner for us all.” I nod at him and gesture for Claire to have a seat. 
 
   “Can I get you something to drink? Water, soda, perhaps a stiff drink?” Claire smiles up at me. 
 
   “Water would be great, Katherine, thank you.” I get us both a bottle of water from the refrigerator. Before I can say anything else, Jess and Connor come downstairs. I knew it wouldn’t be long; she has to be reeling from all of this, too. I know she’s just coming to check on me now that Claire and I are alone. 
 
   “Hey, Jess, movie over already?” Claire looks at Jess and smiles but Jess just shakes her head and ignores her. 
 
   “No, we just needed something to drink and some snacks. I didn’t realize you still had company. We’ll be quick, I promise.” Jess squeezes my hand as she walks by and Connor grabs me in a hug and spins me around, whispering in my ear, “Are you okay? Just say the word and I will kick this bitch to the curb.” I giggle, I can’t help it. I know Claire can’t hear him, but if she could she would probably pass out from anyone saying they would kick THE Claire Matthews to the curb. 
 
   “I’m fine, Connor, thank you. There’s plenty of food if you guys want to take it upstairs and eat.” 
 
   Jess grabs two forks and Connor grabs the second bag of food that was untouched and they go back upstairs. 
 
   “Sorry for the interruption. Now that they have food we should be able to talk alone. Also, if you could please call me Kate I would appreciate it. I haven’t gone by Katherine in years.” Claire nods, and I notice she’s squeezing her hands together—she’s nervous. If I were her I would be nervous, too. She treated me horribly the last time I saw her; she’s lucky I’m gracious enough to want to forgive her. 
 
   “Kate, I owe you a huge apology. I know you have no reason to accept it and forgive me, but I am truly sorry about what happened the night Grant died. I knew deep down that you were too good to have anything to do with any of what went on, but I was devastated and running on pure adrenalin that night. If I could go back and do it all over again, I would in a heartbeat. I always loved you as one of my own, and I have missed you so very much these past few years. I kept my distance, hoping you and Michael had worked things out, and figured you would contact me when you were ready. Please tell me, was my wishful thinking just that or were you able to work things out?” Closing my eyes, I take a long deep breath and let it out slowly. Part of me feels really bad for her because she has no clue what her son has been doing for the last four years, the other part of me thinks she deserves it. My tone is cool but I can feel myself softening toward her.
 
   “No, Claire, I haven’t spoken to Michael since the morning after Grant died when he showed me the engagement ring then ripped it away from me as he cussed me out. Not for lack of trying, though. I called him often until he finally changed his number.” Claire looks very sad and I can see the tears pooling in her beautiful eyes. 
 
   “I’ve been trying to reach him, to get him to call me. I miss him so much and haven’t seen or heard from him since a few weeks after the funeral. Kate, I’m going to somehow make this right, I promise. I will earn both of your trust back and you guys can have the future that I so stupidly stole away from you. I always had a picture of beautiful grandkids in my mind, a little girl that looks like you and a little boy that would take after Michael. It’s not too late for you to have that you know; we can make this right, I swear.” I shake my head vehemently at her as it all pours out.
 
   “No, that won’t ever happen, can’t ever happen. I don’t want Michael. Regardless of what you thought and said, he was his own person and he made his choice to believe I was capable of things that were completely outside of my character. Ultimately, he proved that he didn’t trust me and trust is the core of any relationship.  I’m in love with someone else that has my whole heart and then some. Daniel is my lifeline, he’s my happily ever after. I am promised to him and have no intention of ever breaking that promise.” I lift up my hand and show her my ring. She looks shocked and maybe a little defeated. I feel pity for her and I’m sad because I can tell she had an image in her head that isn’t going to be. “Look, Claire, there are only five people who know what I am about to tell you, besides myself and my physicians. I’m not telling you this story to hurt you, but maybe you can get some closure with it. Someday if you talk to Michael, I would appreciate you sending him my way so I can tell him, too. He doesn’t know and I would really appreciate being the one to tell him.”  
 
   I proceed to tell her the story of Lila Hope, and by the time I’m done she is sobbing uncontrollably and so am I. “It’s taken me a long time to be able to finally talk to people about the accident and the things that have happened since Grant died. I’ve just recently come to accept that things happened this way for a reason, the life that I was on track to have derailed for a reason, Lila Hope died for a reason. I am finally in a place in my life with a man who loves me heart and soul. I can only hope that the reason all of this happened is because I was meant to end up with him and have a life with him.” 
 
   “Do you love him more than Michael?” Of course she would ask me that.
 
   “I don’t love him more than Michael, I love him differently than Michael. I loved Michael, and still do; we were each other’s everything for many years. Michael was my best friend and my first love. Our love was a comfortable and protective love and it’s something I will never forget as long as I live. I still want Michael in my life as a friend, and now as a brother so maybe things will be okay after all. But Claire, Daniel is my one true love. It is a passionate, all consuming, light my heart and soul on fire kind of love. I never had that with Michael, and after experiencing it I would never be able to settle for less. I need you to understand this, so I’m going to be blunt. I can honestly say had I met Daniel while I was still with Michael, I would have left Michael for Daniel. The pull between us was instant and all encompassing, and for that reason alone I’m glad I didn’t have to break Michael’s heart.” 
 
    Claire pulls me into another hug and she is still crying, but nodding all at the same time. 
 
   “Sweetheart, I have loved you since you were a girl and I have only ever wanted you to be happy. I know I lost my mind there for a while and I’m sorry. I am beyond sorry that you had to bury your precious little girl all alone; no one should ever lose a child. I hope you and Michael can find a way to be friends again but if I talk to him I won’t tell him about Lila. I don’t think I could bear it and it’s your story to tell. If it’s okay with you, I’d like to tell your father.” Claire looks so sad and defeated, but she also seems a little bit lighter than she did when she first walked into this room tonight. I take her hand in mine 
 
   “Of course, Claire. I wouldn’t expect you to keep this from your soon-to-be husband. I’m happy for the two of you; it’s nice to see my dad happy. You of all people know how he treated me growing up and because of that you became my second family. This whole mess has caused us all to lose so much. I hope Tom Beringer burns in Hell for all that he put us through. I already promised Daniel that I would find Michael because he deserves to know about Lila and so I can get closure. If you leave me his number I can reach out to him next week.” 
 
   “Daniel wants you to contact Michael? That seems like an odd request.” Claire looks confused which is understandable. I smile at her. 
 
   “He’s one of the good guys, Claire, he really is. Daniel feels that no matter what has happened with us, Michael deserves to know about Lila. He feels it will give me the last push to finally feel okay with moving on. Daniel is also fully aware that I want Michael in my life because I truly miss our friendship. I know he’s not really happy about that part, but he knows he has nothing to worry about because my heart belongs to him.” Claire pushes back from the table and stands. 
 
   “Sounds like you found one of the good guys, indeed. Whether you are with my son or not, that is all I have ever wanted for you. I hope, with time, you and I can rekindle our bond and you can forgive me. I have really missed having you in my life. I know it’s my own fault that we missed so much time together, but if you can find it in your heart to forgive me and give us a second chance I promise you won’t regret it.” I take in a deep breath and exhale it slowly before speaking.
 
   “Consider yourself forgiven, Claire. Tonight has been an eye-opening night in many ways. I have never been one to hold a grudge and the timing for this reconciliation couldn’t be better. The past few weeks have been all about change and new beginnings. I am trying to get over the past and leave it there where it belongs. I’ll let you know if I talk to Michael, and I guess Daniel and I will be seeing you both soon for dinner. Have a good night and tell my dad to please drive safe.”  
 
   “Goodnight, Kate. Thank you for seeing me. I’ll text you Michael’s number and look forward to talking to you soon. I can’t wait to meet the young man who has stolen your heart. I love you, have a good night.” With a quick hug and a kiss on the cheek, she leaves looking both happy and sad. 
 
   “The coast is clear,” I say to the invisible baby monitor, letting Jess and Connor know it’s okay to come down. 
 
   “Oh my god, are you okay? What the hell just happened in here tonight? Is someone playing a joke on you? Seriously, that was some crazy-ass intense fucking shit storm that just ran through here. First, your dad being all loving? What the hell? And then the fucking ice queen herself apologizing? It has to be a sign of the apocalypse. Oh, and you should probably check your cell phone because we just stuck Connor’s phone up to the monitor so that Daniel could listen to everything we were. Hope you don’t mind.” Jess says that last part sheepishly, and I start digging though my purse for my phone. 
 
   “No, I don’t mind; it’s actually better that way. I’m exhausted, and if I would have had to explain that all over again to Daniel I might have actually cried. I don’t know what I’m thinking right now. Honestly, my head is spinning with all sorts of crazy things. Can you believe my dad and Claire are getting married and now Michael, ex love of my life, is going to be my step-brother? I bet Daniel is freaking out, oh god.” I open up my phone to a slew of messages, all from Daniel. 
 
   *It will be okay. I love you*
 
   *Take a deep breath, it will all work out*
 
   *I don’t know if I am happy he is going to be your brother or upset he’s going to be back in your life, but we will figure it out. I love you. *
 
   *Baby, I’m so sorry you are going through all this without me* 
 
   *Dinner with the parents sounds interesting* 
 
   *I’m so proud of you for staying strong. I love you, gumdrop.*
 
   *You obviously don’t have your phone, call me when you can*
 
   *You’re the most loving, forgiving, passionate woman I know. I love that you’re mine, you’re amazing.* 
 
   I feel so bad. He must be freaking out right now; I know if the situation was reversed I would be. I send him a quick text back. 
 
   *They’re gone, I’m going to take care of a few things and I will call you in a bit. I love you more than you know.* 
 
   Connor comes downstairs with the leftover food and Jess hands me a vodka tonic. “Drink up, Kate. You need this after tonight. You realize when that article hits tomorrow you have a very limited amount of time before some sleazy reporter starts hounding you for an insider’s view, don’t you?” Taking a large drink to try and calm my nerves doesn’t really seem to help. 
 
   “I hope not. I really don’t have any information, but being the mogul’s daughter, you’re probably right. I’m guessing Michael will probably surface again, too, because the media is relentless and they are going to want answers. Maybe I should skip the engagement party this weekend. I would hate to drag the press along for the ride.” 
 
   Connor speaks up immediately, “No, Kate, that’s not a good idea. If anything, getting away for the weekend will be good for you. If for some reason the reporters stake out the house here they will have no clue where you are. I’m sure for the first few days they will just be around your dad’s house and Claire’s house; that’s where the bulk of the information they want to get is. Don’t let this wreck your weekend. Jake and April are really looking forward to you guys being there, and so are Daniel and I.” Jess plops down in Connor’s lap and kisses him on the cheek. 
 
   “He’s right. Don’t give up your weekend plans because of this mess. Let’s go and relax for the weekend. By next week, you will probably have to give some type of statement, and the sooner the better, because once you speak up they will stop hounding you. Tell your dad to have his company attorney draw something up and just have them release it when necessary. Besides, do you really want to blow off meeting Daniel’s parents when his dad has already taken time off for it?” 
 
   “You guys are right; it’s stupid to think of cancelling. Lauren is spending the night here tomorrow, but just in case, maybe I should stay at her house, instead. I just thought it would be much easier to pack if she was staying here.” 
 
   “No, have her stay here; it will be fun for her. Since Jess and I are driving up on Friday, I can just stay here tomorrow. I don’t really have anything to pack because my tux is up at my parents’ house already. I thought Daniel was coming here tomorrow, though.” 
 
   “He was going to, but Natalie needs someone to watch Lauren because she is finally getting some hours at work. I know they need the money so I figured I would help her out. I haven’t talked to Daniel about it yet, but I can just meet him at his parents’ on Friday. I wanted to visit Lila Hope on Sunday anyway and that’s easier to do if I have my own car. Thanks for offering to stay over, Connor, I appreciate it. You two will have to keep it down, though, I don’t want to have to explain sex to a six year old.” Both of them start laughing. 
 
   “Well, maybe we will just actually sleep and save our energy for the weekend. I know I don’t want to have to look at Lauren and try and explain that, either!” Jess is still laughing but Connor is totally serious. 
 
   “I better go upstairs and call Daniel. I’m sure he’s tired, and I can only imagine the amount of questions he has.” 
 
   “You know Daniel listened in to pretty much all of the conversation, and he was really concerned about you. I know my friend better than most people, and even though he won’t say it to anyone, he’s going to worry about the Michael situation. I don’t want you to rush into anything you’re not ready for, but the sooner you can put this to rest, the better.” I give Connor a kiss on the cheek as I get up to go to bed. 
 
   “Daniel is pretty lucky he’s got a friend like you looking out for him. Don’t worry, I’ll be gentle with him. Well, unless he doesn’t want me to be.” 
 
   I feel a little more relaxed after the drink Jess made me. Realizing I’m completely exhausted, I decide to put on my pajamas and get ready for bed. I know Daniel is usually asleep by now, and I feel horrible calling him so late, but I know he wants me to and I can’t leave him hanging. It’s only ten but it feels so much later. Daniel isn’t answering his phone so I leave him a message to call me before he heads out tomorrow because there’s been a change of plans. I try and stay awake but I’m so tired I end up falling asleep.
 
   I’m having such a nice dream that Daniel is kissing me so gently and tenderly. It’s so real I can even smell him. God, I love his scent; he smells like man and spice. It’s sexy, but it dawns on me that I have never smelled anything in my sleep before. My eyes flutter open and I’m staring up at him. I feel warmth flood through my body as I realize he drove all the way here for me. 
 
   “Hello, sleeping beauty. Sorry I woke you up. I wasn’t going to, but you just looked so kissable I couldn’t resist.” He makes my heart flutter. I glance over at the clock and it’s only ten forty-five. 
 
   “You don’t ever have to feel sorry for waking me, but how did you get here so quickly? Why are you here?” He flashes me the sexiest lopsided grin. 
 
   “I was worried about you, so I pushed my morning meeting back and hopped in the car. Sweetheart, I know tonight couldn’t have been easy for you. I didn’t want you sleeping alone tonight. Would you rather I wouldn’t have come?” 
 
   I pull him down on top of me and run my fingers through his hair, kissing him slowly and enjoying the tingles that are running through my body. I think I’m addicted to him, to these feelings I have when I’m with him. I can’t imagine ever being with anyone again that doesn’t give me this feeling. It’s all consuming and an even bigger turn on that I know he feels it, too. Slowly I break away from him. 
 
   “Never, I always want to see you. It was hard, but I’m okay. I’m so lucky to have you. There’s nothing I want more than to fall asleep with your arms around me. First we need to talk about this weekend, and after that I want to make love to you and fall asleep in your arms. Do you think you can handle that, Mr. McCormick?” 
 
   “Oh, I definitely think I can handle that, Ms. Moore. So what would you like to talk about?” I prop myself up on my elbow and lie on my side to face him 
 
   “I was calling to tell you I’m canceling on you tomorrow to watch Lauren while Natalie works. Now that you’re here I don’t feel so bad about it. I’m concerned about your lack of sleep. Tomorrow, I really want you to just go home and relax over a few beers. Can you do that for me please?”
 
   Daniel leans in and kisses my forehead. He traces my face with his fingers and is slowly working his way down my arm while I’m talking. His touch is so soft and gentle but leaves me feeling like he left a trail of fire on my skin. 
 
   “Of course. Honestly, it will make my day a lot easier since I’m already pushing back my first meeting. Natalie and Lauren are lucky to have you. Someday you are going to make a great mother. Our kids are going to be the luckiest kids in the world. We’re supposed to be at my parents’ house at noon, will that still be okay?”
 
   I can feel tears pooling in my eyes, but I’m not going to cry. It’s just been a really emotional day, and to hear him talk about our kids just makes me realize how lucky I am to have found this amazing man. 
 
   “That will be fine. I’m going to pack tomorrow night. Lauren is staying here and then I’m taking her to school in the morning. I have to run a few errands, but nothing that will take too long. Noon should be fine, once we finish at your parents house if we have enough time I would like to pop over to see Maryanne. Her birthday is next week and I want to drop off her present. I think Jess and Connor are going to be there visiting too for a little bit.” Daniel’s hands wrap around my waist and he pulls me in closer. 
 
   In between kisses and slowly peeling off my clothes, he manages to give me an answer. “Sounds. Good. To. Me.”
 
   I mutter something back that sounds along the lines of “mmmkay” but it might have been a little incoherent due to his delicious assault on my skin. I love him so much. I love how he shows me what he’s feeling, and how he says exactly what’s on his mind and doesn’t hold anything back. I can’t even begin to explain how good it feels to know this man cares about me and puts me first. I know that I would do anything for him if he asked me to. I’ve never been happier or more content. I don’t ever want Daniel to wonder about or have second guesses about my love and desire for him. Maybe if Michael would have known deep in his soul how I felt about him, he would have trusted me and not doubted me. That doesn’t really even matter, though, because knowing what I know now, I wouldn’t change a single thing if it would mean I still end up with Daniel. 
 
   “Daniel?” He kisses his way up from my belly to my mouth, hovering just a breath away from my lips. 
 
   “Yeah, what can I do for you?” Oh my god. The biggest panty-dropping smile I have ever seen is looking right at me. That is a smile filled with pleasure and sin, and it honestly makes me a little wet. 
 
   “I just want you to know that I’m really, really glad you’re here tonight. You have no idea how much this truly means to me. I love you so much I can’t even begin to describe it to you.” I lace the fingers of both of my hands through his and he raises them above my head pinning me down with his incredibly sexy body. “I just want you to know that I would do anything for you; all you ever have to do is ask.” He answers with one slow tantalizing kiss and I melt under his touch. 
 
   “There is something you can do for me right now. Let me make slow, passionate love to you.” I smile up at him and nod my head. 
 
   “Mr. McCormick, there is nothing in the world I want more right now than you inside me.” 
 
   “Well, future Mrs. McCormick, I think that can be arranged.” 
 
   Hearing him say those words doesn’t scare me. Last week when I thought he was proposing? That terrified me. Now something has shifted. With him showing up here tonight, it has sealed our future even more. My heart swells, and together we find an even deeper level to our love. It’s the most incredible feeling. Daniel makes love to me slowly and gently, but it doesn’t last long; my body is so emotionally and physically responsive to him tonight. I have the most incredible, mind numbing, orgasm. It just keeps going and going, multiple orgasms, one after the other. Finally, I feel like I’m going to pass out when Daniel finds his own release. Good god, I think it’s probably the most intense one he’s ever had, too. After a few minutes, he wraps himself around me to spoon me. 
 
   “I love you, Kate.” Turning my head, I kiss him on the cheek. 
 
   “I love you, too, Daniel.” 
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   Chapter 17 – Daniel
 
    
 
   Waking up with Kate wrapped in my arms has to be the best feeling in the world, besides waking up and making love to her. This morning I have been fortunate enough to have done both. Knowing that I have to get up and get ready to leave in a few minutes puts a serious damper on my happiness. Last night was without a doubt the most amazing sex I’ve ever had. Each time with her just gets better, but last night we had such an intense emotional connection. Kate opened up to me—truly and completely gave her whole self over to me. I felt the shift in her attitude, and also in her responsiveness to me. It took everything I had not to come inside of her as soon as she started having an orgasm. Just feeling her ride out a multiple wave of orgasms was fucking indescribable pleasure. Finally, when I couldn’t hold out anymore, I found my release with her and it was a life-altering experience.  I think that moment in time has ruined me for any other woman. Not like I plan on being with anyone else, but that officially put the nail in the coffin for life. I kiss Kate on the back of her head and inhale the sweet scent of her shampoo.
 
   “What time do you have to be at school today?” Kate rolls over and faces me running her fingers along my lips. I can’t help myself I bite at them and catch one between my teeth. 
 
   “Hey, tiger, easy now—you know what they say about biting the hand that feeds you.” She does have a point, so I grab her hand with mine and slowly suck up and down her finger instead. I can tell by how she starts to squirm that it turns her on, but I let get go and softly kiss the tip of her finger. She gives me a chaste kiss on the lips. 
 
   “That’s better. I have a class at ten, but I’m actually debating skipping class today. I’ve gone to every class this semester, and after last night I think I just want some me time for a while before things get hectic around here.” 
 
   “I can understand that. I think getting out of here this weekend will definitely help. I wish I could stay, but unfortunately, if I don’t leave in the next thirty minutes I’ll never make my ten o’clock meeting.” 
 
   Kate pops out of bed and throws her clothes back on. 
 
   “Hey you just took away my view!” Laughing, she chucks a pillow at me. 
 
   “Get up, Romeo. I don’t want to piss off your dad before I even get to meet him. I already know how much he loved your ex.” I growl at her and throw the pillow right back. 
 
   “The difference, Juliet, is that you’re not a money-hungry whore out for your own agenda. My parents are going to love you. Especially my dad, but even if he doesn’t love you as much as I do it doesn’t matter because I LOVE YOU and nothing will ever change that.”  
 
   “I know, but I love hearing you say it. Now, be a good boy and get in the shower so you’re not late.” 
 
   “Yes ma’am, are you going to join me?” 
 
   “Nope, I already told you I don’t want to piss off your dad and I mean it. You need to hurry and get to work. But if it makes you feel any better, I really, really want to,” she says with such a seductive tone, and I can tell from the sparkle in her eye and the flush of her skin that she means it. 
 
   After my shower, I wrap up in a towel and go to get dressed, but Kate isn’t alone—Jess is there, too. Jess whistles loudly through her fingers. 
 
   “Damn, sexy, if Kate decides she’s through with you my room is just across the hall. Mmmm, you are yummy with your clothes off and downright fuckable with all that water just dripping off your sexy body.” Kate’s blushing, but I’m just laughing even though Jess is giving me some pretty hardcore ‘fuck me’ eyes. I know she’s just kidding. 
 
   “I’ll be sure to let your boyfriend know my rating on your fuckability scale.” Connor walks up behind her and props himself in the doorway, arms crossed, and wouldn’t you know it, he’s also wrapped in a towel. 
 
   “Don’t bother, I heard every word, so I guess now it’s Kate’s turn to appraise my fuckable rating. I’m totally game for a swap if it will help with all the sexual tension radiating off of these two lovely ladies.” 
 
   Connor is so devious. I see the twinkling in his eyes, but what surprises me is Kate. She gets up and walks over to Connor. Kate interlaces one hand in Connor’s, runs her hand down his chest, and takes her sweet time while she does it. I’m starting to get a little on edge—Jess is, too, but I know she has a plan. Kate leans in really close, and blinking her long eyelashes at him, she pauses and looks him over from head to toe. In a sexy, breathy voice she answers him. 
 
   “Connor, your fuckability rating is about a zero on my scale. Perhaps if you hadn’t drilled into me that I’m the sister you never had, I could give one or maybe even agree to swap, but incest just isn’t my thing.” She kisses him on the cheek, and as she walks away she pulls off his towel. She doesn’t look—she’s watching me the whole time. She throws the towel to Jess even though Connor doesn’t bother to cover himself. 
 
   “Better keep your boyfriend under control or my fuckable man might have to do something about him.” 
 
   Kate stalks up to me and takes me into a very passionate kiss. Connor sounds a little wounded as Jess drags him out. 
 
   “Damn, I would tell you two to get a room, but since you’re already in one, we’ll leave you to fuck each other’s brains out one more time.” I hear the door close and Kate breaks away, cracking up. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Daniel. I hope you aren’t mad, but that was really funny and I needed a good laugh.” 
 
   “I know, babe. I thought it was funny, too. What was Jess doing in here, though? I’m surprised you let her in. What if I would have walked out naked?” Kate’s expression turns suddenly serious and she points to the desk.
 
   “She wanted to bring me that. The story’s out—he’s been arrested. For now, they just mention the arrest and the mismanagement of the company. But within the next forty-eight hours, once the media blackout is lifted, shit will hit the fan. After the blackout is lifted and he’s been arraigned, myself and everyone else involved will all be fair game to the media. It’s going to be a media circus. Hopefully, my dad and Claire’s engagement will deflect some of it. You know, eventually they’re going to want to open old wounds and talk to us about Grant. It was pretty high-profile in the business world when he died. I’m sure this will also bring Michael out of hiding. Things are probably going to get really hectic from here on out. Are you sure you’re up for this?” 
 
   “Kate, not only am I up for it, but I want you to make a pact with me. I won’t read any of the papers or turn on the news until next week if you agree to do the same. I want this weekend to be special for you. I want to dance in the moonlight and show everyone I love just how much you mean to me. When we’re alone, I don’t want you distracted thinking about all this crap—I want you concentrating on me and screaming my name. Let’s avoid all this drama for the next few days, and I promise we’ll deal with the fallout together. Everything together from now on… What do you say? Can you wait until Monday to read the papers?” 
 
   “That is a promise I can definitely make. I’m going to go make you some coffee to go while you get dressed.” She wraps her arms around my neck and stands up on her tiptoes to kiss me. “Besides, you standing there in only your towel is way too tempting. Your fuckability rating is off the charts, and if I stay here we’ll both be in trouble.” I watch her sexy ass leave the room. God, is that ass luscious. She was totally right, too. If she wouldn’t have left I would be really late. 
 
   After a long kiss goodbye, my coffee and I are on the 101 freeway heading to work. I really hope I can get this transfer down here sooner rather than later. Waking up with Kate feels too good to constantly be so far away from her. Luckily, there isn’t much traffic which is shocking because there is always traffic on the 101, especially in Woodland Hills. Hotel California by the Eagles is on, which is probably one of the best songs of all time in my opinion. I’m playing the beat on my steering wheel and singing along. My phone rings and the Eagles are no more. I answer the Bluetooth that is routed through my truck’s speaker system. 
 
   “McCormick speaking.” I know it’s a work call, so I’m not worried about saying hello. 
 
   “Hey, it’s Mike, our ten o’clock just cancelled. I  guess Lewis’s wife went into labor this morning.” Well, that frees up more of my morning. 
 
   “I wish I would have known earlier, I would have stayed and taken Kate to breakfast.” Michael laughs. 
 
   “Boy, you’ve got it bad. I didn’t know you went to LA after work. You just can’t stay away, huh?” 
 
   “No, man, actually it wasn’t like that. well not ‘til I got there anyway. She’s going through some personal family stuff right now. I just wanted to be there for her when I heard it was all going down. I’m actually making really good time, though, are you still at Jake’s house?” 
 
   “Yeah, he just left for work. We pretty much finished the deck last night and April will be over the moon when she comes home after this weekend.” 
 
   “I know she’s going to be so excited. She’s wanted to do something with that backyard for months; Jake’s going to get the best sex of his life after it’s done. Well, I’m only about thirty minutes from you. Since the meeting’s cancelled, want to hit up Harold’s for breakfast? I could really use an omelet as big as my head right now.” I can hear Mike laughing. 
 
   “Guess you worked up an appetite last night, but waffles sound good right now and they have the best, so I’ll see you there.” 
 
   I find a spot right next to Mike and park. He must already be inside which makes sense—this is one of those places where you take a seat when you can get one. I see him at a table in the corner and head over. 
 
   “Somebody’s got a glow about him today. Did you have fun last night?” 
 
   “Hahaha, aren’t you a funny one? I thought only pregnant women had a glow about them?” 
 
   “Shit no, we all get that just fucked glow, especially when it’s really kinky or really good. So, did you get your kink on last night, Danny boy?” I flick a straw wrapper at him. Before I can reply, the waitress comes and takes our order, and once she leaves I answer him. 
 
   “Not that I would tell you about my kinky sex anyway, but no, it wasn’t like that at all. I just love her, more than I have ever loved anyone, and last night we hit a turning point in our relationship. I felt her open herself up to me completely—she wasn’t holding back at all. It was the most intense feeling I’ve ever felt. Have you ever felt like that?” 
 
   “No, man, sorry. I can’t relate since my ex was my first. I think we both opened to each other right away. After her, you know I just fucked them and left them; I wasn’t interested in any emotional attachments. The only one I want an attachment to is her.” I nod sympathetically. I feel like I just stuck my foot in my mouth big time. 
 
   “I did it, man. I went to her house yesterday and I left the letter. I waited outside for a couple of hours. I saw her roommate leave and her car was in the garage. As soon as the roommate left, I ran up to the door, left the letter, and took off.” He’s really on edge. I should have noticed it before, but I was too busy floating on my Kate cloud. 
 
   “I’m guessing you haven’t heard anything yet?”  
 
   “Nope, nada, zip, zilch, not a damn thing, and honestly I’m not surprised. I’m sure it’s something she’s really going to have to think about. I was just hoping against hope she would read it and call me instantly like the old days. When I moved, I grabbed a box of letters and trinkets she had given me over the years. Of all the things I left behind, even in all of my anger I still grabbed that box. It’s been under my bed this whole time. I finally looked through it the other day; it was one of the most painful things I have ever done in my life. I’m so screwed, Daniel. I’m going to love this girl until the day I die, but deep down inside I don’t think she’s going to love me.” 
 
   Our food arrives and it looks amazing as usual. My dad used to bring me here almost every weekend, and it’s been way too long since I’ve been here. I’m trying to think of what to say to him because he really looks miserable. Maybe we can figure out a way to bring her into our circle somehow and try and help him plead his case. 
 
   “Mike, all I can say is true love is worth fighting for. If you were as much of a dick to her as you say, it’s probably going to take you more than just a letter to get her back, but it’s a starting point. What time frame do you have in your head before you try your next move?” 
 
   “I’m thinking I’ll give it a week. She could be out of town or busy, engaged or married. Maybe she’s trying to figure out what to say or if she wants to talk to me at all. It’s not really fair of me to put it all on her, but since I don’t have a way to contact her I really didn’t have a choice. Next week, I will just park and wait until I see her then try to talk to her. In the meantime, I’m just going to try and keep busy. Helping Jake with the deck is really helping. I’m going to stay at his house tomorrow night instead of heading out to his folks’ house. That way I can do the last minute touch-ups for him so it’s perfect when he brings April home. I’ll drive out Saturday in time for the party, and then Sunday after brunch I think I’m going to go see my mom. She’s been leaving me at least three messages a day. I guess it’s time to fix all my issues, it’s beyond time, actually.” I have never really understood why Mike doesn’t talk to his mom. I can’t even imagine cutting my mom out of my life. I know Mike misses her and feels like he’s lacking family because he blends in so well with mine and Connor’s. 
 
   “Sounds like a good plan. Maybe you’ll get lucky and she’ll call, but in the meantime, keeping yourself busy is a great idea.” 
 
   “Yeah, and once I make it to Saturday I’ll be fine. It seems like it’s been forever since I’ve hung out with all of you guys. Even though all of you will have dates, it will finally be nice to meet the girls that have turned you into pansies. Speaking of, is she still wearing your ring?” 
 
   “Of course she is, did you think she would take it off after three days?” Mike pushes his plate away. 
 
   “God, I’m stuffed. This place is fucking awesome; makes me want to move here just so I can eat here daily. And no, I didn’t think she would take it off. I was just messing with you. It’s fun to see you so serious about someone. I’ve seen you date, but I’ve never seen you in love. Giving some chick a promise ring when your best bud hasn’t even met her yet must mean she’s really something special. I’m happy for you, really. Maybe if things don’t work out for me she can find me someone new.” I groan. 
 
   “Be careful what you wish for. Between her and Connor’s girlfriend, they will have chicks lined up for you. On second thought, it might be just what you need if things don’t work out with your ex.”  
 
   “Yeah, maybe. Speaking of ex-girlfriends, did your dad tell you he thought he saw Vanessa outside of the office a couple of days ago?” My stomach drops. That is the last thing I need right now. 
 
   “Are you fucking kidding me? No, he didn’t say a god damn word about that. What the hell do you think she wants?” 
 
   “Man, I have no idea. He probably didn’t say anything because he wasn’t sure if it was her. He said it looked like her car but she looked a little different—he couldn’t put his finger on what was different, though. Pops kind of brushed it off because she didn’t get out and start any trouble. He said that wasn’t like her, so maybe he just decided it wasn’t worth mentioning.” 
 
   “Mike, the last thing I need right now is for Vanessa to come along and try to screw with my relationship with Kate. She hasn’t called, emailed, texted, or even messaged me on Facebook. What about you?” Shaking his head, he looks just as stressed as I am about this.
 
   “No, man, like I told you a couple of weeks ago, she called some in the beginning, mostly just begging me to call her and give her a chance to explain. There was no explaining away that shit, though. Her timing couldn’t be worse for either of us. It’s one thing to have to explain all this if she gives me the time of day, but what if she’s willing to work things out and Vanessa starts being nasty and fills her head with lies? That bitch makes me so sick to my stomach. I don’t know what you ever saw in her.” 
 
   “Yeah, me either. Tomorrow, Kate is meeting Pops and he isn’t exactly on her side yet.  I hope he isn’t holding it in to bring up in front of her. Maybe I should tell her what’s up.”
 
   “No way, don’t tell her anything. If he was going to say something he would have told you. Look, don’t tell him I said this, but the old man was practically shitting rainbows yesterday when I went by for dinner. Your mom was going on about what she was going to serve for lunch tomorrow and your dad was just smiling away. He kept talking about how you got one with a head on her shoulders this time and more than enough money that she doesn’t need to steal yours. They were both excited about how much better your mood has gotten, and Pops was saying how glad he was now that the money hungry-whore is out of your life. That’s when he told me he thought he saw her; maybe you should take him and get his eyes checked. I’m sure if that would have been her she would have absolutely made her presence known, right?”
 
   I suppose he’s right, but something about this whole situation isn’t sitting well with me, and it’s not like my dad to see things that aren’t there. 
 
   “Yeah, she isn’t one to sit idly by, that’s for sure. Hopefully, she went back home to mommy and daddy’s house in Vegas. I would love to never have to bump into or hear from her again.”  I throw enough money on the table to cover the bill and leave the waitress a big tip. It reminds me of Misty. 
 
   “Hey, what about Misty? Are you going to call or go by and see her? That girl seemed really into you.” Mike’s shoulders are slumped and he’s kicking at the ground. 
 
   “I know I need to. She’s third on the list, right under my mom. She’s the only one I fucked that I feel bad about.” 
 
   “Have you ever asked yourself why you feel bad? Were there actual feelings there between you two?” 
 
   Leaning back on his truck, he pauses before answering. 
 
   “I don’t know, maybe? I got to know her, but we were friends and I really liked her and wanted to keep it that way. Misty reminded me of a better time in my life. She almost made me want to make amends way back then but not quite. Once I had sex with her, I just couldn’t face her. I knew she wanted a relationship and I wasn’t able to open up, so I shut her out and shut down. It sucked because I lost a friend, but another time in my life, if I was single and my shit was straight, she would have been a good fit for me I think. She’s a great girl, though—funny, compassionate, and not pushy at all. I miss her as my friend which is why she’s on the list.” 
 
   “That makes sense. Sounds like she might be a good prospect for the future; maybe she’s as forgiving as she is compassionate. Let me know if you hear from your girl before I see you on Saturday, and don’t do anything stupid like go wait her out. I can see you wanting to make it happen sooner, but you gotta let her take the lead on this one.” 
 
   “I know, man, I can wait; I’ve waited this long. Thanks for listening to me whine about it so much lately.” Laughing, I pat him on the back. 
 
   “That’s what brothers are for. I’ll see you Saturday.” 
 
   I don’t get home until about eight o’clock and I’m exhausted. As much as I love Kate, I’m relieved that she changed her mind about tonight. I talked to her on my way home and she was having a blast with Lauren. Kate took her after school to get mani-pedis, which just picturing it in my head is fucking adorable. She promised she hasn’t checked any news or papers and that Jess and Connor are staying media free, too. I texted my parents’ address to her earlier, and the plan is for her to drive out and meet me there around eleven thirty tomorrow. I’m a little nervous about her meeting my parents. Not because I don’t think they will get along, but after Vanessa I just feel like my dad will be leery of her. After what Mike told me, I can’t shake the feeling that something is going to go very wrong. Damn Vanessa and her fucking horrible timing. I also haven’t told them that I bought her a promise ring. My parents are romantics at heart, but they’re still my parents and will probably feel like I’m rushing things a bit. 
 
   I’m sitting on the deck, drinking a beer and listening to the ocean; nothing relaxes me more after a long day at work. My mind is sort of jumbled with thoughts that I’m trying to work through, and at the forefront is Mike. I want to help him get his ex-girlfriend back, but I can’t think of anything I can really do to help him since I’ve never even met her. Come to think of it, I think he’s only ever mentioned her name one time—it was something like Kathleen or Catherine or something. I don’t know her, so I obviously have no clue to even really help him fix this. 
 
   Truth be told, I don’t know if he should, but he needs to figure it out. I wonder, if he re-integrates into his past, will it erase him from our future? If he goes back with her will he ditch us? It’s stupid to even think like that, but Mike’s my brother and I would miss our relationship if that happened. I have a bad feeling about this whole thing but I can’t figure out why. Something’s just not right. 
 
   Today, I also got the ‘official’ word that my transfer will be effective in two weeks. I knew it was likely, but it could have taken two months. I haven’t told Kate that it’s official yet. I want to surprise her with the news tomorrow. It’s going to be a busy weekend—lunch tomorrow with the parents, afternoon with Maryanne, dinner with Connor and Jake’s family, and then sweeping my girl away for some alone time. 
 
   The girls don’t know it yet, but we set them all up for a spa day on Saturday. We managed to get all of the appointments in groups of three so that April, Jess and Kate can get all their stuff done at the same time and not have the stress of the moms and sisters around. April loves her family but they stress her out. Jake wanted to make sure she had as much stress-free time as possible, and since her and the girls really hit it off he figured this would be a nice distraction for her. 
 
   On top of everything else, now I’m thinking about Vanessa—about our relationship and how it ended. Kate knows the whole story, but I don’t know if anyone can truly comprehend how much I dislike her, except Mike; he hates the bitch. I never really took time and processed just what my relationship with Vanessa was or wasn’t until now. I liked her a lot, maybe even thought I loved her, but deep down I don’t really think that was the case. The sex was good but nothing compared to what I have with Kate.  I think I was just trying to make something work by any means necessary and didn’t want to let her go. I realize now that all of my moping after the breakup had nothing to do with my love for Vanessa—I felt used. She wanted Mike and spent her time with me to finally get him, and in the process had me spend money on her. They say love is blind and I just ignored all the signs in front of me. Even when my dad and Connor tried to question her character, I ignored them. In the end, what it all really boiled down to was me being upset about another failed relationship. 
 
   I’m twenty-six years old, and I’m ready to settle down. I want the whole package—wife, kids, dogs, the works. I want unconditional love, and I see that with Kate. I know she’s going to want to finish school and get her center opened before even considering starting a family and getting married. I’m okay with waiting, but I wish it would happen sooner. Damn, I would marry her tomorrow if she would say yes. Meeting Kate is the best thing that has ever happened to me. The way she loves me is eye-opening and I am just so grateful that she’s in my life.  I hope that she truly realizes how deep my love for her is because if Vanessa shows up it could get ugly. There’s really nothing I can do about Vanessa right now, so I think I’m just going to take Kate’s advice and shower and hit the bed. Maybe thoughts of my beautiful girl can lead me to some interesting dreams.
 
   ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
   “Daniel! I’m so glad you’re here. Where’s Kate, sweetheart?” My mom’s looking all around me like Kate is going to magically appear. 
 
   “She was babysitting last night so we decided it would be best for her to meet me here. She should be here in about fifteen minutes or so. It smells good in here, what did you make?” I hear my dad chuckling from the table. 
 
   “What didn’t she make should be the question. She’s so damn excited and nervous she’s been cooking all morning.” My mom slaps him on the shoulder. 
 
   “That’s enough of that, Rick. Yes, I’m excited to meet the girl who put the smile back on my son’s face, and there’s nothing wrong with making a variety of food; I don’t know what she likes to eat. Daniel, I made blueberry muffins, broccoli and cheese quiche, fresh fruit salad, Belgian waffles, sausage and home style potatoes.” 
 
   “Wow, Mom, that’s some brunch. I’m sure Kate will love it. I’m going to wait out on the porch for her to get here.” I give her a kiss on the cheek and go wait on the swing. 
 
   A few minutes later, she pulls into the driveway and my heart races just knowing she’s here. I meet her at the car and open the door for her. She looks sexy as hell, and I suddenly wish my parents weren’t home. She’s wearing high heeled boots, dark blue jeans, and a deep forest green sweater that brings out the color of her eyes. My body is drawn to hers and I do the only thing I can do at the moment. I wrap my arms around her and kiss her like there’s no tomorrow, but she breaks away pretty quickly.
 
   “Daniel, stop, your parents are inside! What if they walked out here and saw you with your tongue down my throat? That wouldn’t make the best first impression.” She’s flushed from our kiss but has a cute little irritated look on her face. 
 
   “My parents wouldn’t care if they saw me kissing you. They would just realize I love you so much I couldn’t wait to have you.” She still looks irritated so I flash her the biggest smile I’ve got. 
 
   “Are you sure they wouldn’t think I’m some whore trying to have my way with their son in a very disrespectful way?” Kate’s serious but I’m laughing inside; she is the farthest thing from a whore I could ever imagine.
 
   “They won’t ever think you’re a whore—nothing could be further from the truth. However, if it will make you feel better, I’ll try and keep my hands off of you while we’re here but no promises.” Finally, she relaxes and smiles. Reaching into the car, she pulls out a beautiful bouquet of sunflowers. They’re gorgeous and I’m touched that she brought something for my mom. None of my other girlfriends have done that before. The best thing is my mom adores sunflowers; they make her happy. I grab her free hand and walk her into the house. 
 
   “It’s really sweet that you brought my mom flowers. She loves sunflowers; did I tell you that before?”
 
   “Nope, but I saw the garden she did at Connor’s and figured she would probably be the kind of woman to appreciate them. Besides, how could you not like sunflowers? Just looking at them makes me happy.” As we walk into the house, she squeezes my hand a little tighter and I can tell she’s nervous. 
 
   “Hey, there’s nothing to be nervous about. They’re going to love you as much as I do.” I give her a quick kiss on the forehead and walk her into the kitchen. My parents both look up at the same time and quickly assess us. 
 
   “Mom, Dad this is Kate. Kate, these are my parents Rick and Beverly McCormick.” 
 
   “It’s so nice to meet you both. Mrs. McCormick, these are for you.” My mom wraps Kate up into a huge hug just like I knew she would.
 
   “Oh, you sweet girl, you didn’t have to bring me flowers, but they are beautiful. And please call me Bev; Mrs. McCormick makes me feel old. I hope you’re hungry, Kate, I made a ton of food. Please sit down and let’s eat and get to know each other.”
 
   “Kate, tell us about yourself, and call me Rick; only my business associates call me Mr. McCormick.” My mom hands Kate a glass of lemonade, and as she reaches for it with her left hand my mom sees the ring. 
 
   “Oh my.” I can hear the wonder and question in her tone. I’ve still got Kate’s right hand in mine under the table and I give it a gentle squeeze. My dad clears his throat.
 
   “Son, is there something you would like to explain to us?” 
 
   “Sure, Pops, we got married last weekend and I wasn’t sure how to tell you guys, so here we are.” Okay, so maybe that wasn’t as funny as I thought. My mom takes a seat, my dad grips the table, and Kate drops my hand like a hot potato and gives me a death stare. If we weren’t with my parents she would totally think this was funny, but before I can correct my statement Kate speaks up after giving me the evil eye.
 
   “He’s joking, although I can see why you would be concerned. I would never marry anyone without at least meeting his family. I know how important my wedding would have been to my mother, and she would have been devastated if I had eloped without her. I would never deny any parent the privilege of being at their child’s wedding; that would be in very poor taste and bad manners, not to mention extremely selfish.” My mom looks intrigued and my dad looks impressed. 
 
   “So that’s not a wedding ring you’re wearing, dear?” Kate smiles and shakes her head no, and I figure it’s my turn to speak up. 
 
   “No, it’s not a wedding ring, or an engagement ring, but it is a promise ring. If I thought she would let me put a wedding ring on her I would right this second, but I guess she has a stronger will than I do when it comes to waiting.” 
 
   “Do you mind letting me see your hand, Kate?” Mom takes Kate’s hand and looks at the ring. “I see you got your taste in jewelry from me, Daniel. This ring is absolutely stunning.” 
 
   “So what exactly does this promise ring mean to you? Are you two on the same page with the definition?” Leave it to my dad to make things a little uncomfortable.  Kate answers him without hesitation as she grabs my hand again under the table. 
 
   “I think we are definitely on the same page. We have promised our love and faithfulness to each other. Daniel and I haven’t known each other long, yet it feels like a lifetime. I’ve had a difficult time the past few years—I lost my mom when I was a young girl and my father and I were never close, but we’re trying to mend that relationship now. I have one more semester of school before graduating with a double major in Psychology and Business, and then I have three more years of school before I can practice. I plan on opening a non-profit organization where children can come free of charge for counseling and mentoring. I envision it will be set up very much like a boys and girls club but with counseling available. I plan to call it Lila’s Place, named after both my mother and my daughter whom I lost before I ever was able to meet her. Sorry, I know I digressed a little bit from the original question, but I love your son very much and this ring promises me to him forever. I just need to finish school before I can be his wife.” 
 
   I want to reach over and kiss the hell out of her. It took guts to open up to my parents like that. I would wait until the end of time if I had to for her. My dad looks impressed and my mom is about to cry. Uh-oh, if she cries I know Kate will, too. 
 
   “Well, I can understand why my son wants to marry you. You sound like you have a good head on your shoulders even after the loss and sadness in your life. I wish he would’ve found you sooner; we’ve been enjoying his good mood the past few weeks. Shall we eat now?”
 
   Score! He likes her. He really fucking likes her! I knew he would love her. I was still a little worried earlier, but my girl won them over. I feel even more in love with her now than before and I’m going to show her just how much when we stop by my house to pick up my stuff for this weekend. I could have easily brought it with me, but I wanted her to see where I live and let her get to know a little bit of me.
 
   “Bev, these muffins are incredible. Daniel do you know how to make them?” I nod my head. 
 
   “I can show you if you want me to. I know how much you want to learn to cook new things.”  
 
   “I may not have to learn to cook anything else ever again if you show me how to make these muffins. I think I could just live off of these forever.” My mom smiles at her. 
 
   “You say that now, but have you had Daniel’s grandmother’s lasagna yet? It’s amazing and probably why I carry an extra twenty pounds on my frame. Just wait until he makes that for you and let me know if you want to live off of muffins or lasagna.” My dad takes his plate to the sink and kisses my mom on the top of her head. 
 
   “Bev, you’re beautiful, and even if you gained another thirty pounds I would think you’re stunning. No man wants to be with a stick figure; curves are sexy.” 
 
   Kate smiles at my parents and blushes a little. I told her how in love they are, but now she can see it for herself. Maybe now she can see the way I will love her. For all their faults, my parents have been amazing role models when it comes to love. I can’t imagine what it would have been like to never find that kind of love. 
 
   “Kate, would you like to come outside with me and see my garden? We can chat over a nice cold glass of lemonade.” 
 
   “Sure, Bev, that sounds nice. I saw the garden you did at Connor’s house—I can’t wait to see what you have here.” 
 
   Dad and I clear the table in silence. He’s obviously thinking about something, I let it go  and figure he will speak when he’s ready. 
 
   “Daniel, you know I doubted what kind of man you were becoming when you were wrapped up in Vanessa. I felt like I couldn’t reach you and I didn’t understand how or why you ended up with that girl. I can’t tell you how relieved I was when you got out of that relationship relatively unscathed, even though you seemed like you were having a hell of a time moving on from her. I like Kate—I like her a whole hell of a lot; she’s got some depth to her. She reminds me of your mother a bit at that age—stands her ground, brutally honest, and flushes red when she’s embarrassed, mad, or excited. I can see why you love her. I know you didn’t ask for my approval, but I also know you wouldn’t have brought her here so quickly if you weren’t seeking it. I’m pretty sure that I can speak for your mother, too, when I tell you that she is always welcome in our home. I saw the scandal surrounding her dad in the paper this morning. She’s going to have some media attention soon, are you ready to support her through all of that?” 
 
   “Yeah, Dad, it’s going to get a lot worse, actually. That story that hit this morning is just the tip of the iceberg. It’s not my business to tell since the police are still sorting it out, but she’s going to need my support for a while. I’m ready for it and we’ve already talked about it.” 
 
   Pops gets his ‘I have to tell you something and you’re not going to like it’ look in his eyes, and I instantly know he’s going to tell me he saw Vanessa. 
 
   “Son, I don’t want to make things harder on you, but I think you have the right to know. I’m pretty sure I saw Vanessa driving around by the office the other day. She circled by a few times, either looking for you or Mike. I already told that boy to stay far away from her and I want you to do the same. I’m not quite sure what she’s up to—if she just wanted to be nosy or if she wants to talk to you boys—but I don’t like it one bit. Has she called you at all?”
 
   “No she hasn’t and I hope she doesn’t. I don’t need her to try and start any drama right now. Kate’s got enough on her plate, but to throw Vanessa’s nasty ass in the mix would just be difficult to say the least.” 
 
   “I agree, Son, I agree. You know, I only got a glimpse of her the few times she drove around, but she didn’t look well. I could tell she didn’t have any makeup on and she looked… I don’t know…a little bloated in the face maybe? She just looked different but maybe it was because of the lack of makeup—you know she wore enough for an entire whorehouse. Just watch yourself. She’s lurking for a reason, and girls like her always have a reason. One more thing and I’ll let you go rescue Kate from your mom. I know I harp a lot about money and about girls who want to take it from you. I can tell that Kate isn’t that girl—she has character—so when you tie the knot, don’t worry about a pre-nup. But with her kind of wealth you may have to sign one to make her dad happy. As a matter a fact, once she gets that center of hers up and running I would like to make McCormick Construction a benefactor and give them a yearly donation. It’s been a long time since I have found a cause I believe in, and I think that pretty girl of yours is on to something with her center.” I wrap him up in a big hug. I haven’t felt this close to him in a long time. 
 
   “Thanks, Pop, you don’t know what that means to me.” 
 
   “Yeah, well let’s not get too worked up over it; let’s go find your mom and Kate so you can get out of here.” 
 
   “How’s the inquisition going out here? Are you holding up okay, Kate? I know my wife can be a nosey busy body when it comes to her only son.” Kate just flashes my dad a brilliant smile while my mom lets him have it. 
 
   “Rick, don’t be an ass! If I want to ask my future daughter-in-law some questions that is my God given right. Now, as much as I would love to stay here and learn all about you I know that you two have places to be today. I’m so happy we got to meet you, Kate. We’ll see you tomorrow night at the engagement party. I can’t wait to introduce you around to our friends; they’re going to be so happy for the two of you.” 
 
   After my parents give us both hugs they let us go on our way. I can tell Kate isn’t exactly comfortable with all the attention they showered on her, but she seems happy. 
 
   “Is it my turn to get to hug and kiss you yet? I’m feeling a little neglected and jealous over here.” 
 
   “Well I’m still sort of pissed at you for putting me on the spot. I can’t believe you didn’t tell your parents you gave me a promise ring! But I really hate the thought of you feeling neglected and jealous when that is a problem so easily fixed.” 
 
   I wrap my arms around her and kiss the top of her head. I don’t want to make her self-conscious by shoving my tongue down her throat in my parents’ driveway, even if that’s what I really want to do right now. 
 
   “Can you follow me back to my place? I need to pick up my bag for this weekend, and if we have time I would love to show you my bedroom.” Kate smirks at me.
 
   “Well, Romeo, since you obviously left your stuff at home on purpose so you could have your wicked way with me, what kind of girl would I be if I turned you down? Let’s go. We don’t have a lot of time if we’re going to still pop by Maryanne’s on the way to Connor’s parents’ house.”
 
   Kate pulls up next to me in my driveway and hops out of her car. 
 
   “Oh my god. I can’t believe you seriously have a white picket fence around your house! It’s so frickin’ cute I can hardly stand it!” She’s so frickin’ cute. I’m already hard; I need to get her inside now. I grab her hand and pull her into the house. As soon as I shut the door I push her back against it and claim her perfect mouth. Fuck, our sexual chemistry is off the charts—the sparks passing between us only fuels our passion. I pick up her legs, wrap them around my waist, and carry her to my bed. 
 
   She rips my shirt off over my head and throws it on the floor as I peel off her sweater. Unbuttoning my jeans, she slides them down my legs. Every touch of her skin against mine reiterates that she’s mine. I love the sounds of her moaning in ecstasy, knowing that I’m the cause of her pleasure, and it makes me want her that much more. Her hands are tracing all the lines of my chest, wandering down my hips and gripping onto my cock. With one hand she flicks open her front clasping bra. She rubs the head of my dick across her piercing before she rubs my cock over her lips, licking off my pre come, her eyes wide in anticipation. Fuck me. 
 
   “Fuck, baby, you’re killing me here.” She gazes up at me with those beautiful lust filled eyes and smirks. She squeezes my dick between her beautiful breasts and sucks the head into her mouth. For a girl with such limited sexual experience you would never know it—my baby is a fucking sex goddess. I was barely holding on before, but now I can’t hold back. I have to stop her; I need to be inside her NOW. 
 
   “Kate, I need you now, lay back.” Her answer is to suck me deeper into her mouth while shaking her head no. Other than being inside of her, there’s absolutely no better feeling in the world. I want to be inside her too badly to let her continue. I need to feel her come all over my cock. I need to fill her with my come and claim her as mine. Pulling away from her and watch her pout.
 
   “No pouting allowed, sweetheart, lay down.” Kate scoots up on the bed and I take off her boots. Damn, her ass looks good in these jeans. I flip her on her stomach and grip onto her ass cheeks as I slide them off of her. I groan loudly—she’s wearing a sexy black lace pair of boy shorts that match her bra perfectly. I slap her ass once and she releases a light moan. I rub soft circles where I just slapped her and then slap her again in a different spot. She lets out a louder cry and my dick gets so hard it hurts. A little more rubbing and one more slap, this one a little harder. 
 
   “Oh god, Daniel, fuck yeah.” 
 
   I slide up her backside, massaging her back as I go. Pushing her hair to the side, I trail kisses from her neck to her ear. 
 
   “Baby, do you like that?” 
 
   “Mmmhhhhmmm.” 
 
   Pushing her panties to the side, I slide my fingers into her—she’s so fucking wet. I start a steady rhythm as I nibble on her ear. “I’ve got big plans for you; we’re going to explore some more spanking, maybe get a flogger.” I can feel her getting wetter the more I whisper to her. “Can I tie you up, Kate? Will you let me blindfold you? Do you trust me?” I slide her wetness up to her clit and rub small circles around it as I tease her with kisses along her spine. You’re awfully quiet, baby, say something.” 
 
   “I trust you. I want all of that—tying me up, spanking me, and exploring our sexual fantasies together would be so hot.” Fuck yeah. I remove her panties, pull her up on her knees, and take her from behind. This is going to be quick. I need it hard and fast, and I can tell she does, too. Wrapping my hand around the front of her, I rub her clit in slow circles as I slam into her from behind. 
 
   “I’m going to come already...fuck… come with me, I need you now.” 
 
   “I’m right here, baby, just let go.” She comes instantaneously, hard and fast, screaming my name over and over again. I love knowing I can make her lose control like that.  I collapse on top of her and roll us both on our sides, facing each other.
 
   “Hi.” 
 
   I answer her with a slow, sweet kiss. “Hi yourself, have I told you today how much I love you?” A blush slowly creeps up her face. 
 
   “Ummm, maybe, but I always love to hear it. I love you, too, even if you’re going to make us late to Maryanne’s. Actually, we aren’t too far away, maybe twenty minutes or so. I didn’t realize how close you lived to us. Just think, growing up, going to neighboring schools and we never met or had any mutual friends in common. How strange.”
 
   “Maybe not so strange; you guys were pretty sheltered, right? Going to private schools and such you probably didn’t do much with public school kids or their parties.” 
 
   “Yeah, you’re right. Unfortunately, I really wasn’t into the party scene; that was Jess. She would drag me along for company, but always ended up ditching me when she found some random guy to flirt with. I also had a lot of charity events and dinner parties to attend with my dad. I learned early on how to do great phony party etiquette. It’s easy to get along with anyone once you slip into the mindset of just not giving a fuck and biding your time until it’s over. Sometimes, I would get so lost in thought I would barely even remember talking to anyone and would find myself surprised when the night was over. Jess really hated those nights; she always thought she was losing me to some deep psychological illness. She says it isn’t normal for people to be able to suck themselves deep down into their inner psyche like I can.” 
 
   I can’t help but laugh. “Jess is a little over the top about things sometimes; I’m beginning to see that more and more. I don’t think there’s anything wrong with disassociating yourself for a while so you don’t have to deal with a boring situation. I wish we could disassociate from the world this weekend and just stay here. As much as it kills me, we have to get up and head out if we’re going to make it to Connor’s for dinner tonight. Be forewarned, I think I heard about an after dinner karaoke battle. It’s always boys against girls; with you and Jess there I know we’re going to lose.”
 
   She looks up at me with an intrigued look on her face. “Do you guys ever actually win? I mean, I’ve heard Connor sing and he’s a little… off key?” I chuckle and help her up so we can get cleaned up and ready to go. 
 
   “We often use the swoon factor to our advantage. Mike and Jake are the best out of the guys. April, God love her, is worse than Connor; hopefully, her kids will get their singing abilities from Jake. Our moms are tone deaf so there’s no luck there. I think tonight we’re going to be a little unevenly balanced since you and Jess sing like angels.” 
 
   Before she replies, my cell phone rings at the exact same time her does. It has to be Connor and Jess. I grab my phone. “What’s up and why are you calling both phones?” 
 
   “I’m not calling both phones. I called you and Jess is calling Kate.” 
 
   “Well, tell Jess that Kate is indisposed and isn’t going to pick up right now.” Kate’s stifling a laugh, her eyes glimmering bright green. 
 
   “Yeah, we figured you were both indisposed which is why we called at the same time. Look, we just wanted to give you a head’s up not to come to Maryanne’s. Her boyfriend just surprised her with a trip to Maui for her birthday and they’re already gone. She said to tell Kate to hold on to the gift and they’ll do a girls’ weekend when she gets back. We’ll just see you out at my parents’ house when you get there.” 
 
   “Okay, man, sounds good. We’ll see you there.” 
 
   I repeat the conversation to Kate who screams and stomps her feet excitedly. “I bet he’s going to propose to her while they’re gone. Oh my god! She can finally get married and have the family she has always wanted and I can be an auntie!” 
 
   “You want to be an auntie, huh?” 
 
   She looks at me shyly. “Yeah, I really do. I’m definitely not ready for my own kids, but being an auntie would be great—I can babysit, spoil them rotten, and then give them back. Someday, kids will definitely be a part of our lives; I want at least three of them.” 
 
   I love the way she says our lives. Three kids sounds pretty good to me, but if she wanted to just have one or twelve I probably wouldn’t disagree with her; I just want to see her happy. 
 
   “Three is a good number. Since we have some time, why don’t we shower and practice so that when we’re ready to try we’ll have the technique down pat. Maybe I can give you triplets on the first try and you’ll only have to go through one labor.” Kate looks horrified and I wink at her. 
 
   “That sounds good, but if you ever curse me with even a tease of a triplet pregnancy you won’t be able to walk for a week. I will personally castrate you, capiche?”  
 
   “I guess I’ll just have to try for twins.” I laugh all the way to the shower as she throws pillows at me. 
 
   After we’re showered and dressed again, I show Kate around. “Sorry, it’s kind of a disaster. It usually looks more together, and there were actually pictures on the wall, but I needed to repaint and this seemed as good of time as any to do it before an extended stay with Connor.” I watch her take in the layout of the house, walking through the kitchen and back into the living area. It’s not a big house—just two bedrooms and two bathrooms—but you can’t beat the location. 
 
   “Can we go outside? I would love to see your view and the deck.” 
 
   I nod my head, grab her hand, and pop my iPod into the dock. I have a really nice speaker system that runs inside and out. It’s my favorite part of the house besides the location. Once we step out onto the deck, Kate takes a deep breath, inhaling the ocean air. Kiss Me by Ed Sheeran is on—it’s perfect; there’s no other song that reminds me as much of Kate as this one does. 
 
   “Dance with me, gumdrop.” 
 
   “Anytime.” 
 
   I pull her close to me and wrap my arms around her. When I’m with her, my whole world comes into focus. I’m a much better man with her than I could ever be without her. These past few weeks have been the best of my life and I wouldn’t trade them for anything in the world. I’m all in; Kate owns my heart and soul. I’m so in love with her and would be lost if she ever left me.
 
   “I love you, Daniel. I love being here with you in your home and I love the things Ed Sheeran’s voice can do to my body. I’ve got a playlist with all his music; he’s amazing.”  
 
   “As long as it’s just his voice affecting your body, I’ll let it slide. I do have to agree that the man has pipes. I’m glad you like it here. Maybe when you’re done with school you might want to stay the summer with me?”
 
   I feel very shy all of a sudden. That wasn’t exactly a planned question, but I would love for her to stay with me. 
 
   “Hmmm, a summer in a gorgeous beach house with my sexy, extra fuckable boyfriend. How could I resist? Besides, I don’t think I like you living on the beach where all the hot girls can just walk up to your deck and flirt with you while you’re barbecuing and hanging out with the guys.” 
 
   My heart just dove to the pit of my stomach. I know she’s joking, but that really happens—a lot, actually. She needs to know that would never affect us.
 
   “Kate I. LOVE. YOU. If you haven’t noticed yet, I only have eyes for you. I’m not the kind of guy that ogles other girls when I have one of my own. Yes, I’ll notice if someone is attractive or not; I’m only human. We’re not the kind of guys who cheat. Meeting a girl that has a complete disregard for your relationship status is the biggest turn off there is. A real woman backs off immediately. Those are the kind of women I would date if I wasn’t already with the girl of my dreams. Remember, Kate, you own me—my heart is yours, my ring is on your finger, and your watch is on my wrist, always. My ring on your finger is the sexiest damn thing I have ever seen, a wedding band on your finger is going to set me on fire. What you should really be worried about are the guys I’ll be setting straight when they walk by and see you out on my deck. I have no problem letting them know you’re mine. If you feel the need to tell a few girls to back off I’m cool with that, too. It’s kind of hot thinking about how you might want to protect what’s yours.” She busts up laughing, her eyes shining with unshed tears, and I can’t help but laugh with her. 
 
   “Are you ready to go now?” 
 
   “Yeah, let’s get going. I can’t wait to meet everyone.” 
 
   ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
   Stubborn-ass woman. I understand her reasons, but I hate taking two cars; it’s less time I get to spend with her. I made her agree to talk to me the whole way there. She points out that it’s only a forty-five minute drive, but I insist.  I’m being an ass and I know it, so I try and calm down. 
 
   “Daniel, don’t be mad. You know this isn’t about you, it’s about respect.” 
 
   “I know. I just want to be a part of this with you. You’ve carried it by yourself for a long time and it would truly be an honor to be able to pay my respects to your daughter; it’s important to me.”
 
   That’s the reason we’re taking two cars—she wants to see Lila Hope on her way home on Sunday and she threw in some stuff about maybe me needing to be around for family stuff. I know the main reason is because she feels it would be unfair for me to meet her daughter before her ex even knows about her. I agree that it’s wrong for me to go first, but it doesn’t make me happy to know that he will grieve with her and I won’t be there. What if they reconcile over their mutual loss? “So, are we okay?” She sounds so sad and just ten minutes ago we were happy as can be. I’m such an ass. 
 
   “Of course, sweetheart. I don’t want to ever make you do something uncomfortable, but I hope he gets his sorry head out of his ass soon so we can move past all of this.” 
 
   “Me, too, but you know this is just the beginning, right? I’m going to talk to him, and if I have my way we will be friends again. It’s more than that now; he’s going to be my step brother. He’s always going to be in my life. You and I both have to come to terms with that and agree not to ever let it come between us. I love us and I’m not giving that up for Michael or anyone.” 
 
   “I agree, we’ll deal with it when the time comes. I don’t plan on letting anyone ever come between me and my gumdrop.” With those words the fight is over. 
 
   “Okay, things you should know about Connor’s family. Their house is ginormous. This isn’t the house Connor grew up in; his parents moved after high school. Linda and Bryan are two of the nicest people you’ll ever meet. They’re high school sweethearts and love their kids immensely. The house is fancy because of Bryan’s business, but they aren’t one bit pretentious. They’re excited to meet you and Jess, so expect a lot of attention and a lot of pictures. They take pictures of everything. The four of us will be staying in the guest house tonight; Mike will join us there tomorrow. There’s more than enough space, it’s bigger than my house. April, Jake, and her family are staying in the main house with the parents for the weekend. Tomorrow, the guys will all get ready in the main house and the girls in the guest house. Linda loves the element of surprise when men see their women for the first time. Trust me, there will be cameras flashing like you just got hit by a flash mob of paparazzi. Any questions?” 
 
   “No, I think I’ve got it. Tomorrow we’re going to the spa with April, so I won’t see you until the party.” 
 
   “Nope. After breakfast and up until the party you’re with the girls. Once the party starts you won’t be leaving my side. I want everyone to know that the second prettiest girl is there with me.” I hear her giggle. 
 
   “Second prettiest, huh? That’s a confidence booster.” I chuckle at her because I know she’s joking with me. 
 
   “Kate, you’ll always be the most beautiful girl in the world to me but tomorrow, on her wedding day, April gets to be the prettiest. It’s just the law or something.”  
 
   She doesn’t say anything for a minute and I hear her sniffing. “Sweetheart, are you crying again?” 
 
   “Shut up, I can cry if I want to. That was beautiful. April is going to be the most beautiful girl in the world tomorrow because it’s her day. Even if it wasn’t, that dress she bought makes me want to fuck her, and I’m not one bit bi, but she’s one sexy bitch in that dress.” 
 
   “Well, if you and April wanted to act on any sexual feelings you two may have I’m sure Jake and I would be happy to observe for the night.” 
 
   “I’m sure you would, but unless you want to mess around with Jake so we can watch, you’re shit out of luck, buddy.” 
 
   “Uh no, that’s not going to happen; Jake’s not my type, gumdrop. We’re here. Turn in this driveway; I need to enter the code so we can get in.” 
 
   After we park, I grab our bags. Thank god she’s not an over packer like most girls. I’m sure Jess is, and it probably makes it easy for Kate to pack light because anything she needs, Jess will probably have. 
 
   “Daniel, this estate is gorgeous; they should just have the wedding here, too.” 
 
   “I agree, but April really wanted to keep it separate so she doesn’t feel so overwhelmed by the Houstons’ wealth. It’s hard for her to accept she’s marrying into money she’s so independent. She put her whole savings down as a deposit for the wedding. Jake was pissed at her, but he knows how important it is to her. In Jake’s eyes, it’s also sort of a non-issue. Once they’re married she’ll have to get used to being wealthy. He already has a black American Express in her name that he’s giving her on their honeymoon. He would give it to her now, but knows it will start a fight.
 
   “Come this way. We’ll walk out to the guest house now and put our stuff away, and then we can go meet everyone up at the main house.” I love watching Kate’s expressions as she takes in the grounds. She looks genuinely amazed at the view from up here. Their grounds are amazing; they have every amenity imaginable and an ocean view. 
 
   “You know, I grew up not too far from here in a huge house. This estate makes my house look more like my condo.” I laugh because I know exactly how she feels. 
 
   “I know. The houses Connor and I grew up in are probably a little more modest than yours and we feel the exact same way. This house is beautiful, though. I can see why they like living here. The view alone is priceless.” 
 
   “This is the guest house? It looks like a regular house; no wonder you guys don’t mind coming and staying up here.” I hear talking and laughing coming from the patio area. Everyone must be outside. 
 
   “Come on, I’ll show you around the house later, but this is our room so you know where to go in case you need anything. Let’s go check in with everyone; I bet they’re waiting for us. I can hear them out on the patio.” She gets up on her tip toes and gives me a light kiss. 
 
   “Anything you want, this weekend is for you.” Clutching her hands in mine, I give her a more passionate kiss. 
 
   “No, this weekend is about us. I can’t wait for everyone to meet you.” 
 
   “Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s go.” 
 
   We walk hand in hand across the grounds. Once we reach the covered patio where the outdoor kitchen is I see that Connor, Jess, Jake, April, and Connor’s parents are all here. Linda and Bryan have their backs to us, making drinks. Jess hops up, engulfing Kate in a big hug. 
 
   Connor greets us first, “Hey, you guys finally made it. Kate, let me introduce you to my parents.” As we head over to the bar Connor begins the introductions, “Mom, Dad, I would like you to meet…” Before Connor finishes his sentence, Linda turns white as a ghost and drops the glass she’s holding. As the glass shatters into a million tiny pieces the only thing she says is, “My god…Lila”
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   Chapter 18 – Kate
 
    
 
   Lila? Did she just call me Lila? It’s so silent you can hear a pin drop and everyone’s staring at us. Linda blinks rapidly, grasps the bar, and starts rapidly apologizing, “I’m sorry. I’m so, so very sorry. It’s just stunning; you look exactly like your mother, Katherine.” 
 
   Connor and I exchange puzzled glances and I manage to whisper out, “You knew my mother?” I see tears forming in Linda’s eyes as she nods in affirmation. 
 
   “Very well, in fact. Why don’t we all sit down? Connor, can you be a doll and grab the broom and get that mess cleaned up? Bryan how about you get us some drinks so we can all get up to speed, I think I need something to calm my nerves. Kate, come sit with me over here on the couch. I need to look at you, darling, just for a moment and then I’ll explain everything.” I do as Linda asks and follow her to the couch, Daniel sits next to me and grabs my hand. I cling tightly to his. 
 
   “Who would have thought that my son’s new sister would be my best friend’s daughter? Daniel, from what Connor has told me about Kate, I already know that she’s her mother’s daughter through and through. What a lucky pair you two are to have found each other again. Lila was the other half of my soul and I miss her every single day. It’s not easy to lose your best friend and have to stay in the shadows.”
 
   Wow, I’m so confused. If Linda knew my mom, how come I don’t know her? And what does she mean we ‘found each other again’? 
 
   “Jake, will you do me a favor? Go inside to my desk and bring me the photo album in the bottom drawer, please.” Jake hops up and rushes inside. I think he’s just as curious as the rest of us to find out what’s going on. Bryan brings both Linda and me a vodka tonic. She drinks hers pretty quickly and I follow suit. I guess Bryan was prepared because he hands us both another one immediately. Everyone continues to sit in silence just watching the two of us. I know whatever Linda is about to say is pretty significant based on her reactions. 
 
   Jake comes back with the photo album and hands it to Linda and she clutches it with both hands. Bryan sits next to her and pats her hand, encouraging her to speak. 
 
   “Kate, I’m not sure where to start. The last time we saw you, other than the funeral, must have been when you were about five years old. You were running around the pool in a bathing suit and pigtails. It’s truly funny how fate works; you and Connor were best friends back then, too. On this day in particular, though, the older boys had decided to tease you both. Daniel, Jake, I can see why Connor and Kate don’t remember—they were so young, not even in kindergarten yet—but do you two remember the day I’m talking about?” 
 
   Daniel shakes his head no but Jake swallows over a lump in his throat. “Yeah, Mom, I remember. We made her cry, but then we gave her ice cream to make up for it. Daniel, you have to remember; we were running around the pool saying ‘Katie Grace, Katie Grace, Katie Grace and Connor sitting in a tree, loving on each other ‘cause they were meant to be’ We did it over and over until Katie started crying. Connor was so mad he managed to push me into the pool.” 
 
   We all look at each other as the memory strikes us. I vaguely remember that was the last time I ever saw them. My mom said they had moved far away, or something along those lines. Daniel’s the first one to speak up, “I do remember that now, I can’t believe that little girl was you, Kate.” Connor looks pissed.
 
   “Mom, what happened? You said she moved away and that’s why we weren’t friends anymore. God, Kate, do you remember? We used to hang out all the freaking time! No wonder we clicked immediately; you really are like my little sister!” 
 
   Nodding my head, I look up at Linda with tears in my eyes. “I do remember Connor, not a lot of specifics, but I remember the little brown-haired boy that I used to play with all the time. Sometimes that little boy’s brother came to play, but he mostly called us babies and ignored us.” I give Jake a pointed look and he laughs. 
 
   “You were just babies; both of you were barely even five years old. I was much older and smarter than you both.” That’s all we needed to break the ice a little. Everyone laughs as I reflect on this alternate reality I have suddenly stepped into. 
 
   Linda smiles and opens the photo album. “Kate, this album chronicles my friendship with your mother. We were best friends from the age of ten. Lila was Maid of Honor at my wedding and I at hers. After I had Jake, your mom got baby fever. About a year later I was pregnant with Connor. Shortly after that your mom was pregnant with you. Once you two were born, we spent at least two days a week together. You and Connor shared the same playpen, toys, and attitude. Lila used to joke about the two of you getting married. I hope I don’t overstep and say something I shouldn’t, but you deserve to know the truth, all of it. When you were four, Joseph’s business really took off. Lila couldn’t get out as often anymore; we were lucky to see you once a month. The visits got less frequent as time went on and eventually, they stopped all together. The day you guys were all together was the last day we saw you. Lila confided in me that day, said that her marriage was failing and she just didn’t have the energy to put into it anymore. Joseph was becoming demanding, always wanting Lila at his beck and call, springing lunches and dinners with clients on her with little notice. Even though we no longer saw each other, she mailed me letters at least once a week, keeping me abreast of the situation. Kate, your mother loved you so much. I know you got the letter from the attorney so you already knew she was going to leave your dad.” 
 
   Letting out a long sigh she continues, “About two weeks before she was going to leave, she confided in me that she saw something in him that she hadn’t seen in a long time. She thought he was trying to make things right. Lila said they were even going to try and go on a few dates. The night of the first date is the night your mom passed away. After the funeral, your dad gave me all the photos of us; he said he didn’t want any reminders of Lila in the house, that it would hinder your grieving process.” The disdain in her voice is evident; she is not a fan of Joseph Moore. 
 
   “I took all of those photos and made this album for you. I have a matching album for myself. I knew if you didn’t come looking for me first that I would see you again on your twenty-fifth birthday.” What? I’m so confused. 
 
   “Linda I don’t understand. What significance does my twenty-fifth birthday have, and how did you know about the letter I got on my eighteenth birthday?”  
 
   Linda’s beautiful blue eyes are filled with unshed tears. “I know because I’m the one who helped your mom set up your trust. Lila got the letters to me and I got them to the trust attorney. She didn’t trust your father to not have her followed, and she really wanted this to be there for you when you were old enough to handle the wealth. I included a letter to be given to you on your birthday. Bryan and I are the executors of your trust, Kate. I know that wasn’t disclosed to you previously. We have loved you since you were a little girl. Your father thought it was best for us to stay out of your life. I vehemently disagreed. You’ve always been a part of our family. Kate, your trust fund is very large; are you aware of how much money you’re inheriting? Did you opt in for monthly statements?” 
 
   I shake my head no. “I didn’t care about how much money was in there. I have plenty for now and mostly plan on using it for my foundation anyway. I had another purpose for some of it, but as it turns out, I don’t need to contribute to that idea after all; my dad has it taken care of. He also knows about the trust. I don’t know if he’s aware of what it’s worth, but he’s happy my mom left it for me. It’s obvious to me that you dislike him, and trust me, I know the feeling. Just this past week, we finally had a long heart to heart talk and I truly believe he’s turned over a new leaf. Dad and I have decided to give our relationship a chance at healing, but I do intend to talk to him about keeping me from you guys.” 
 
   Linda and Bryan exchange glances and Bryan nods his head to her. “Kate, this is your call. It’s understandable if you don’t want everyone here knowing your financial bottom line, but I think you need to know what your trust consists of. We can talk in private later or now, but it’s important.” 
 
   Looking around at my friends’ concerned faces, I nod my head. They love me and I know I can trust them all. “It’s okay, you can talk about it here.” 
 
   Bryan speaks up, clearing his throat first, “Kate, when I took control of your trust, I built your fortune alongside of mine. I treated your money as if it were my own child’s future, so everything I did for myself, I did for you. I’ll be happy to continue to oversee your funds if you choose since your trust is managed by my investment firm. Right now, your trust sits at approximately one hundred and fifty million dollars.” 
 
   I feel like the oxygen is being sucked out of my lungs. That’s a lot of money. I could never use that much in my whole lifetime, but I can do so much good with it. I just want a modest life—a house similar to the guest house here. I know I grew up rich, but I don’t really want to be rolling in that kind of wealth. I close my eyes but I feel all of their eyes on me, watching me to see how I’m dealing with all of this as I let this news sink in. Daniel squeezes my hand tighter and kisses it; I smile at him and try to shake this news off. 
 
   “Well, at least I know now that even without backers I can fund my foundation, and if I do get backers I’ll be able to expand. Thank you both for taking care of me, I really appreciate it. I would be happy for you to continue to manage the trust. Honestly, I have no desire to be that wealthy, so just know I’ll be seeking worthy causes for donations once I set aside enough for my future and my children’s futures.” 
 
   Bryan and Linda both exchange a content look and Linda offers me the photo album. Jess finally speaks up; this might be the longest I have ever seen her this quiet. 
 
   “Hot damn, Kate. Now you’re uber rich, super sexy, have the second best boyfriend ever, and you had sleepovers with my boyfriend way before I ever did! I don’t know if I should be jealous or happy for you.” 
 
   Oh my god, I love her so much. She completely lightened the atmosphere by throwing her sex life out in front of Connor’s parents. Connor grabs her and swings her around, kissing her; his parents don’t seem to mind at all. They only make one comment about it. 
 
   “We’re not stupid enough to think that in your mid- twenties you all are not having sex. But with the exception of the ones getting married—promise rings don’t count—we hope you’re all using protection. We’re not ready to be grandparents quite yet, and we consider all of you our kids, so don’t screw up.” 
 
   I start to flip through the photo album, looking at pictures of my mom and Linda in school, in college, and at their weddings. I then move into the pictures of Connor and me as kids. My favorite picture is of me, Connor, and Jake; Connor and I are babies and Jake is holding us, one in each arm. It’s crazy to think of the life I could have had with this family, growing up with all of them. Would I have dated Daniel earlier or would I have dated Connor? Would Michael have been such a part of my life if Connor was already in it? Life works out in such a crazy way and all roads brought me back here where I should have been all along. I start crying and Linda wraps me in a big hug. 
 
   “It’s okay, dear, you don’t need to cry.” Daniel looks over and smiles.
 
   “Linda, she’s not crying because she’s sad; those are her happy tears.” Linda pushes me back and looks at me, really taking me in. 
 
   “I guess they are. You’re just like Lila—crying at everything happy or sad. It was probably my favorite trait of hers. She wore her heart on her sleeve and wasn’t afraid to show it. I’m so happy you’re back in our family, Kate; we’re not letting you go this time.” Daniel, Connor, and Jess are looking through the photo album. 
 
   “Wow, Kate, you really do look identical to your mom at the same age; it’s uncanny. I mean, I remember your mom, but seeing these pictures against your beautiful face is extraordinary.” For once, Jess is actually speechless, so am I. On the other hand, Connor isn’t. 
 
   “Mom, what I don’t understand is why I don’t know about Kate? Why did you hide all of our pictures instead of having them up on the wall? ”
 
   “Oh, that is such a loaded question, sweetheart; I guess it just comes down to how sad you were over the situation. Jake wasn’t really fazed by it because he had Daniel. Since he was older than you he wasn’t especially close to Kate. You were the saddest little boy once Kate was out of our lives. It was so hard for me because I not only lost Lila, but I lost Katie Grace, too. To top it all off, I had to help you through the loss of your best friend; she was the one constant in your life besides us. Little by little, Jake and Daniel got you playing with them and I started switching out pictures of you and Kate for you and the boys. After the first year, you stopped asking about her all together. We never intentionally kept it from you boys; it just wasn’t worth talking about until we could get her to come back to us. The reason we didn’t make contact at eighteen was because she had milestones to reach, college to attend, and she needed time away from Joseph to find herself. I’m over the moon that you’re back in our lives now, Kate. You always have a place in this family; it’s been too long since my god daughter has been around.” 
 
   I give her a perplexed look and she laughs. “Oh goodness, there is so much catching up to do! One last thing before we eat and we’ll have to catch up another time. Kate and Connor, you were baptized together in the same ceremony. Bryan and I are your god parents and your mom was Connor and Jake’s godmother; we’re not only bound by love but by faith. Now, let’s go eat. Start thinking of songs for karaoke over dinner. Each of us will pick five songs and put them in a bowl. We might sing them, or the other team might get to sing them, so make them good.” 
 
   As everyone heads over to the dining area, Daniel asks Linda to give us a few minutes alone. She kisses us both on the cheek as she walks away. I snuggle into him and close my eyes trying to absorb all of this. 
 
   “Are you okay, Kate? I know this was definitely not what you expected to walk into tonight.” 
 
   I lean up and give him a kiss. “I’m okay, Daniel; more than okay, really. I feel like I gained a family today. I’ve never really had that, you know? My dad was always cold and distant. Of course Jess and Maryanne were family, but to be truly welcomed into a fully functional family is surreal. It’s not just Connor’s family, either, but yours, too. It’s no wonder Connor and I clicked: maybe we felt the connection deep down. I can’t believe that we knew each other as kids! A part of me wonders how things would have worked out if my mom had left my dad or if she would have never let her relationship with Linda suffer. Would you and I have dated still but maybe earlier? Would Connor and I have dated or would we be like brother and sister? Would I have ever dated Michael and let him become such a huge part of my life if I already had you guys in it? I know they are silly questions because I’m so happy with us right now, but what if we could have had us sooner?” 
 
   “I had those same thoughts, but there’s really no point in thinking about it. I’m so happy right now with where we are in our relationship. For whatever reason, it was meant to be for us to meet again later in life. Maybe by doing so, we were able to bypass all the stupid teenage disagreements and fall right into the romance that will lead us to forever. Our love is undeniably strong and there’s nothing that will change that.” He kisses me and helps me up. “Let’s go eat so we can get the karaoke torture over with.” I can’t help but laugh at him, and Jess looks up at us. 
 
   “What’s so funny, lovebirds? Fill the rest of us in, please.” I give Jess a look that says we’re going to have some fun tonight. 
 
   “Daniel said he wants to get the karaoke torture over with, and I think that’s funny because I love karaoke.” Jess has a devilish glimmer in her eye and she smirks at Daniel. 
 
   “Lighten up, sunshine, it will be fun.” 
 
   Connor pipes up. “That’s what you think. When you put Daniel, April, and me on it’s like listening to cats in heat.” Oh god, that’s so funny.
 
   “Well, long lost brother, I would say you could be on my team, but since it’s a battle of the sexes I can’t help you.” 
 
   Connor leans over and whispers in my ear, “So that conversation about fuckability seems even more incestuous now, doesn’t it?” I choke on the water I just drank; it totally went down the wrong pipe. 
 
   “I guess it depends on whose version of us you want to go by. My mom thought we would get married someday so she might have been happy for the fuckability discussion.” Connor glances over at Jess who is rapidly talking wedding plans with April and Linda 
 
   “Well, maybe we can honor her vision with a pact. I always wanted to have one of these with someone. Let’s say if we’re single at thirty-two and we’ve been separated from those two for at least… two years—you know, long enough to get them out of our systems—we’ll get married.” I’m not sure why, but that thought comforts me for some reason. 
 
   “Deal, as long as they give us their blessings.” At that we both laugh because there is nothing that could be further from our reality than Connor and I dating and getting married. 
 
   Dinner is nice; I love getting to know everyone a little better. Even Jake is being sweet instead of his usual cocky self. He even made it a point to tell me a secret while everyone was cleaning up and getting ready to sing. 
 
   “Don’t tell Connor this because he may be embarrassed or not remember, but he cried every day for months after you were gone. After we met you, I kept telling April I knew you from somewhere but couldn’t put my finger on it. Not that I would have recognized you from that little girl, but I remember your mom she was like my second mom. I missed her when you guys didn’t come over anymore. I think that’s how Connor and I bonded after you were gone; he never wanted to sleep alone. He was used to your sleepovers. You have no idea how happy my mom is having you back. She’s going to smother you and make you her own—mark my words.” 
 
   “I like your mom, Jake; I like your whole family a lot. I feel at home here and maybe that’s my subconscious kicking in. I keep thinking, trying to remember, and I think some things are coming back to me. It just hurt so much when we stopped seeing you guys that I pushed it all down, I tend to do that. I’m good at covering my feelings and putting on a fake face. Jess hates it, but it’s just part of me.” 
 
   “Well, does your fake face apply to karaoke or are the boys going to have some competition tonight?” 
 
   “Oh, there’s no playing in karaoke; we’re going to take you boys down, sorry.” Daniel comes up behind us and wraps his arms around my waist. This is the best feeling in the world. 
 
   “Hey, it’s time; Linda went all out this time since she has a D.J. coming tomorrow for the party. The mini stage is all set up for karaoke tonight. The rules are pretty simple—each team takes a turn, and you can choose to sing solo or with a few of your group members, but everyone has to sing by the end of the night.” 
 
   Jess comes strolling up and pulls me away from the boys. “Be prepared to lose, gentleman, we’ve got this one in the bag.” 
 
   “Well, at least if we have to lose it will be to some hot-ass chicks, because losing to mom is going to suck!” Jake says to Daniel.
 
   Once we sit with Linda and April and compare song choices, we’re pleasantly surprised that none of us picked the same song. April’s blushing from head to toe by some of our song choices. 
 
   “I seriously hope I don’t pick some of those songs you two threw in there; I can’t sing to save my life, especially those songs.” 
 
   Linda pats April’s hand. “It’s all in good fun, dear, I can’t wait to beat the pants off these boys once and for all.” 
 
   It’s decided by a coin toss that the boys will go first and we decided to go by couple status. Married, Engaged, Promised, and In Heat since Connor so kindly threw out that name for them. 
 
   Bryan is up first, and his rendition of Achy Breaky Heart by Billy Ray Cyrus is hilarious. The way he shuffles across the mini stage is priceless. It looks like he’s doing a cross between a country line dance and the electric slide. His voice isn’t bad, but I definitely think the dance enhances his singing abilities. Next up is Linda; she definitely didn’t pick one of our songs. I’m almost embarrassed to see what she comes up with for this one. She picked I Touch Myself by The Divinyls; April’s totally relieved that Linda got this one and not her. The boys are begging her to pick another song, saying they’ll let the rules slide this once. 
 
   “Boys I raised you better, you know I don’t back down. You shouldn’t have put the song in the mix if you didn’t want to chance having to hear your mother sing it.” 
 
   She doesn’t do too bad. It’s cute to watch the boys blush as their mom serenades Bryan. Even though it’s off key, she sings it with confidence, emotion, and lots of touching herself, but not in a bad way. 
 
   Jake’s up next, and from the look on his face he definitely got one of the songs we picked. 
 
   “Really, girls? You really had to go there? I can’t do this one alone.” 
 
   He walks over to the boys. Bryan decides to sit this one out, but Daniel and Connor decide to suck it up and help Jake. He never does announce the song, but once the music starts playing, we can’t stop giggling. They’re singing The Right Stuff by New Kids On The Block. Jake takes the lead as Jordan and he really does have a great voice. They’re all trying to do the New Kid shuffle and failing miserably at it. I’m laughing so hard tears are streaming down my face and my vision is blurred. Connor and Daniel are so off key, and I wonder if it’s on purpose since no guys really like NKOTB. Jess looks over at April, unable to keep the smile off of her face. 
 
   “April, my Jordan Knight fantasies might have just been fulfilled. Do you maybe want to switch brothers for the night?” 
 
   April looks like she can’t tell if Jess is playing or not, but finally answers her, “Sorry, I’ve only ever had a Jordan fantasy, and tonight I plan on making it happen. Wanna switch sleeping assignments with me instead?” 
 
   “Oh, no can do on that one, girl, I’m a screamer and I can’t be within the walls of the parents’ house. Sorry.”  
 
   I’m so glad Linda went and got a drink because I know Jess wouldn’t have used a filter and no mom should have to hear about her son’s screamer. When the boys step off the stage, we give them cat calls and whistles. Considering April looks like her dog just died, though, I can see this isn’t much fun for her. 
 
   April picks her song and sends instant daggers to Daniel. “Seriously, Daniel, I never want to see this song in here again. You’ve finally won; I finally have to sing it.” Jess and I exchange questioning looks as the boys all laugh. 
 
   Daniel slaps Jake on the back and says, “This one’s for you man.”  
 
   Do Ya Think I'm Sexy by Rod Stewart has never been so entertaining. April can’t sing, but the girl can dance. The best part of her performance isn’t April though… it’s watching Jake watch April. He’s watching her with a combination of lust and love. It’s HOT. It’s also very romantic. As she finishes, Jake grabs her off the stage, spins her around, and kisses her passionately. 
 
   Bryan finally speaks up, “If you two don’t stop, I’m going to turn the hose on you.” April breaks away immediately, looking embarrassed, but everyone is just smiling at them, basking in their love. 
 
   Next up is Daniel which means it’s almost my turn. When Daniel pulls his song, he starts busting up and struts to the stage. He begins tapping his foot, waiting for the music to come on. He didn’t share his song with anyone, so we’re all a little curious. Jess recognizes the beat immediately and starts whooping and hollering. Daniel’s singing I’m too Sexy by Right Said Fred. After about a minute, he takes his shirt off and swings it around his finger a few times, launching it right at me. He’s so fucking hot; I may not give his shirt back to him. I pull it up to my face and inhale. It smells like him and I fucking love the way he smells. I look up at him and he’s unbuckling his belt.
 
   “Yeah, baby, take it all off. It’s the only way I’ll ever get a look!” Thank god he’s just teasing. Jess doesn’t get to see the goods, and I’m sure the rest of them don’t need to see them, either. Once the song’s over, Daniel stands in front of me patiently waiting for his shirt, but I don’t hand it over right away. 
 
   “Can I help you?” Since he’s standing above me, his gaze travels right down my V-neck shirt. I catch his eyes and see nothing but desire. 
 
   “Well, sweetheart, I think you have something that belongs to me. I could sit here shirtless all night, but your friend might take advantage of me while you’re on stage. It wouldn’t be polite for me to turn her away, would it? I mean, she is an adoring fan and all…” I stand up so I can go get my song and put his shirt over his head. 
 
   “We wouldn’t want you to get mauled by rabid fans or anything, so I guess it’s only right to give it back to you even if it does smell amazing.” 
 
   “Baby, I smell just as good and taste even better. If you’re good I might let you have a taste tonight.” Hot damn, he’s right about that. I push away from him to get my song—the sooner this is over, the sooner he can take me to bed.
 
   Of course I pick a serious song. I’m thinking Jake put this in hoping to get to sing it. There’s no way to funny this one up so I just drag the stool to the center of the stage and start singing Marry Me by Train. If I can’t be funny, I can at least do the song justice. I’m not one to be self-conscious, but everyone is watching me intensely. April’s actually crying, Linda looks like she might cry, Jess is beaming from ear to ear, and all of the boys have the same look of awe on their faces. I’m so glad when the song’s over. I’m not used to little crowds hearing me sing; it’s a little unnerving. Jess and I usually do upbeat collaborations together when we perform. Once I step down from the stage, I hear Connor talking to Daniel who is looking at me like I walk on water.
 
   “Holy shit, dude, have you ever heard her sing like that? I mean, I know she can sing, but all I’ve ever heard is upbeat fun stuff. That was fucking awesome. She could seriously be on the radio now.” Daniel’s just shaking his head no because he hasn’t heard me sing like that before. 
 
   April and Jake have their heads together, but after a minute April pops up. “Kate, seriously, that was incredible. Would you maybe want to sing that at our wedding? It could totally be your present to us.” 
 
   “I don’t know, guys. What if I screw it up?” 
 
   “You won’t screw it up, Katie; now say yes.” Jess only calls me Katie when she’s emotional, so I know it must have been okay. 
 
   “Sure, April, I would be happy to, but just the one song, okay? I don’t want to change my career path to wedding singer anytime soon.” 
 
   April squeals in happiness as she wraps me up in a big hug. “Thank you, thank you, thank you. Eeekkkk I’m so excited right now! Who would have known we have our very own Mariah Carey among us?” 
 
   Connor pulls out his song and cockily struts up to the stage like he’s the king of the world. He doesn’t ask anyone to go up with him, so he must be pretty confident in his song. Soon enough, the music to I Wanna Sex You Up by Color Me Badd comes on and I bust up laughing. This was my pick and I was hoping he would be the one to get to sing it. His voice isn’t the best, but he absolutely makes up for it with his performance. He sings directly to Jess and slides around the stage a lot, falling to his knees; it’s hilarious. Connor finishes, blows Jess a kiss, and heads back toward the guys section of lawn. 
 
   Jess picks her song then sticks her tongue out at the boys with her fingers in her ears, wiggling them around which is classic Jess. It must be something they think will trip us up or something. 
 
   “Okay, Kate, this one is for the two of us. We totally got this.” 
 
   Not letting me respond, she’s grabbing my hand and pulling me to the stage. Without even letting me see the song she finds it on the machine, but once I hear the music I know she’s right—we’ve totally got this one. In eleventh grade, Jess and I did a talent show with this song. Believe it or not, we brought down the house with our rendition of If You Wanna Be My Lover by The Spice Girls. Sometimes we do it around the house just for fun, although the boys would have absolutely no way of knowing that. They probably just think the song is stupid and it would be funny to see someone sing it. Jess takes the lead and we alternate roles of singing and dancing the whole time. This is so much fun. I’m not even paying attention to the audience; it’s just me and Jess being us and having a blast. When the song’s over, even the boys stand up and clap. Connor’s the first to speak up, though. 
 
   “I should have known when I picked that song that you two do you would have an act for that one. Seriously, though, you guys have the best voices; you should go on tour or something.” 
 
   “Wouldn’t you miss us if we went on tour? I mean, we probably wouldn’t miss you or anything because I’m sure guys would be trying to break down the door of our luxury tour bus.” Jess bats her eyelashes at Connor dramatically a few times. 
 
   “Damn, woman, if you think we would let you go on tour without us, you’re crazy. We would be your bodyguards and in-house stud muffins, ready and eager to please your every desire.” 
 
   Everyone has coupled off, and Linda and Bryan are yawing which makes me yawn. 
 
   “I hate to interrupt the stud muffins, but do we have a winner for the night or do we need another round?”  
 
   Jake speaks up fast, “No, Mom. After hearing Kate and Jess I think without a doubt the girls won tonight, and I got a wedding singer. I also think Connor and Daniel need singing lessons or we need a new family game since we have no shot of winning anymore with them on your team.” 
 
   “No way, Jake you’re just a sore loser. Your mom and I have lost against you for years. What goes around comes around and payback is a bitch.” 
 
   “Okay, kids, I think we’ll call it a night. I can’t wait for our spa day tomorrow, girls, it’s going to be so much fun.” Linda and Bryan give each one of us a hug and a kiss. I’m in love with how much they love their family. I’m a little sad I missed out on all this for years, but on the other hand, I’m super happy I won’t miss out ever again; this is my family. 
 
   “Goodnight, Kate, we’re so glad you’re here. Your mom would have been so proud of the woman you’ve become.” As she moves on, I hear her tell the boys in sequence, “Daniel, use protection. Connor, use protection. Jake, no grandbabies until after the wedding unless you want to move the date up.” When she gets to Jess and April, she tells them both the same thing, “Thank you for loving my sons.” I swear I actually see tears in Jess’s eyes; she doesn’t speak, just nods. 
 
   Jake and April head off to the house with Bryan and Linda as the rest of us head down to the guest house. All of us are yawing by the time we get in the house. We’re not even interested in staying up and talking; we just say goodnight and head to our rooms. 
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   Chapter 19 – Daniel
 
    
 
   Today’s been a long day. I can’t believe how tired I am even after the good night’s sleep I had last night. While I’m waiting for Kate to finish up in the bathroom and come to bed, I think about all the things we found out today. I think it’s awesome that Kate and Connor grew up together and she now has an extended family, which happens to be my extended family, too. I vaguely remember that day we all hung out together when we were kids. I wish I remembered it more, but it was a long time ago. I’m completely lost in thought when I feel Kate snuggle into my side. 
 
   “Damn, Kate, my shirt looks much better on you than it does on me.” 
 
   “I don’t know about that. I think it looks damn sexy on you, but I can’t help but want to wrap myself up in your scent.” I know the feeling. I pull her in tighter to me, loving that we’re spooning. 
 
   “Daniel, do you mind if we just lay here and talk tonight? I just need to take a little time and absorb all that’s happened today.” 
 
   “Of course not. Don’t ever think we have to have sex just because we’re together. I have some willpower.  I’m happy just laying here and spending time with you wrapped in my arms.” 
 
   “Daniel, do you think my mom would be happy with the way things turned out today?” 
 
   I flip Kate over so she’s facing me and run my fingers through her hair. “I think she would be happy. I think she would have been pissed that your dad kept Linda away from you when you lost her. I know you had Maryanne, but it seems Linda knew your mom better than anyone. I’m happy that you’ve found your extended family, and even happier that they’re also my extended family. Now you need to decide how you’re going to deal with your dad. If he really wants a fresh start with you, he’ll be willing to do whatever it takes to facilitate the relationship and bring them into your new family with open arms. I know Linda can hold a grudge, but I think for your sake she would try to get along.”
 
   I love how she rubs my back and looks me in the eyes the entire time I’m talking to her. “My dad has done some pretty shitty things in his life, but this is one of the worst. I don’t necessarily think he kept her from Linda on purpose, because my mom never had any problems spending time with Maryanne. Maybe they just grew apart, especially with living further away from each other. My friendship with Jess probably made a relationship with Maryanne easy. My dad isn’t the easiest person to approach and he was hurting when he spoke to Linda. I wonder if she made other attempts over the years to get back in my life, that might have made all the difference, you know?”
 
    She seems so sad. I give her a kiss on the forehead; they always seem to perk her up a bit. “I know, but she probably decided to abide by his wishes. It had already been a few years since you guys had been getting together. She saw how hard it was on Connor to lose you, she probably didn’t want to see either of you go through that pain again. The ball is in your hands now. Don’t dwell on the past, gumdrop, just focus on your future. Everything and everyone else will fall in place.” 
 
   “My dad called this morning. They went and saw Lila Hope today. They were both crying and apologetic about it all. Maybe I should have let them in sooner, but I felt like by keeping her to myself I could stay closer to her. Now that they’ve seen her, I know Michael needs to be told. This isn’t fair to him or me. I need closure, Daniel, so that the one percent of my heart that is still open to him will be completely yours.”
 
   I hate hearing that he still has part of her heart. Even if it’s a tiny piece, it’s a very significant part of her soul. I’m so proud of her for realizing it and coming to a decision because after this she will be completely mine. 
 
   “I can’t wait to meet your daughter, Kate. I’m sure she would want you to be happy, and someday we’ll take her brothers and sisters to meet her, too. I know she wasn’t a part of your life for long, but while she was here she made an impact on you that helped you become who you are today.” 
 
   She just nods her head as silent tears escape her eyes and all I can do is hold her. I think that’s all she needs me to do. Within a few minutes, she’s sleeping so peacefully, curled up in my arms. I can’t think of a better way to fall asleep.
 
   Morning comes all too soon. With the girls scheduled to leave for the spa at ten a.m., the fact that we slept until almost nine doesn’t give us much time. I’m excited for her to have a day with the girls and for her to get to know April’s family. Everything seems to be falling into place; I’ve never been in a relationship before where everything just fell together like it was meant to be. I can’t wait to see her all dressed up tonight, although I’m sure that as soon as I see her in that dress all I’m going to want to do will be to peel it off of her. 
 
   “Kate, sweetheart, you don’t have much time; you’d better get in the shower. You only have about an hour before the limo gets here to take you guys to the spa.” Raising one questioning eyebrow at me, she looks adorable. 
 
   “The limo? You guys rented a limo to take us to a spa?” 
 
   “Yes, a limo for the spa. Jake wanted everything to be prefect and special for April today. She doesn’t let him spoil her, so he takes advantage when he can.” 
 
   “That’s sweet. I could tell how much he loves her last night. Just the way he looks at her shows how much in love they are. They adore each other. That’s why I agreed to sing at their wedding because of the loving looks they shared while I was singing. It was like they were promising each other forever with their eyes. Their love is undeniable, it’s truly a blessing..” Kate’s eyes glaze over a little bit and I pull her hand to my mouth and kiss her ring finger. 
 
   “You know, promise rings are typically worn on the right hand, but when I placed yours on your finger, I put it on your left because you’re it for me. If I would have placed it on your right hand I would have felt like there was a chance to take back what happened, and I don’t ever want to take it back. My love for you is undeniable. You’re mine to love forever and to worship until the day I die.” 
 
   “Mr. McCormick, it’s not just your body that sets me on fire, it’s your way with words as well. Please come and worship every inch of my body in the shower or I will never make it through today. I love you so much. I love that people constantly think I’m engaged. I wouldn’t have wanted you to place my ring anywhere else. You found the perfect ring and the symbolism behind it is profound, you were staking a claim to me. I like that and one day when my name is on your back, everyone will know that you’re mine and I can’t wait for that day when I get to claim you.” 
 
   Holy fuck that’s hot. I don’t waste a second; I grab her off the bed and take her to the shower. “Baby, that is the hottest thing I’ve ever heard. Most girls would freak over the symbolism of the ring and tattoo especially so soon. Not you gumdrop. I love you so much. I’m going to fuck you in the shower and it’s going to be quick, baby. I’m so turned on right now my eyes are crossed. Tonight, I’m going to take my time with you. I am going to show you how much I worship every single part of your incredibly sexy body.”
 
   I turn her around, placing her hands against the shower wall, and she immediately spreads her legs. I slide my fingers across her clit and inside of her; she’s so wet already; I can’t wait another second. I thrust inside of her and reach around her wet, naked body. I’m not coming alone, but I’ve got to make this fast. I begin kissing her neck, using one hand to massage her breast and tug on her nipple ring. I take my other hand and slide it across her wet pussy, tugging on her clit. She’s so fucking responsive; I immediately feel her gripping me tighter, clenching me with her muscles, and I’m about to lose it. 
 
   “God, I love the way you grip my cock when I’m fucking you. It’s yours, Kate, my cock is yours forever and your tight little pussy is mine. You understand that, right? Tell me, baby, tell me your mine.” I love the way her cries of pleasure mix with the acoustics of the shower. She’s not holding back this morning; she’s on fire. I’m sure Jess and Connor can hear us but I don’t care. 
 
   “God, yes! I’m yours, Daniel—always. Take me, baby, I’m so close. Fuck me; show me how much I turn you on. Show me that you’re mine and only mine. Deeper, let me feel all of you. I’m so close, Daniel…so close!” 
 
   Feeling her come so hard and wet all over my cock drives me to the edge, fast. I can’t help it after hearing her talk like that; I was lucky to hold out as long as I did. I love coming inside of her. I can’t wait until one day when coming inside her creates a life made of the best parts of her and me. 
 
   Spinning her around, I claim her mouth. I can’t fuck her and not kiss her; she needs to feel how much love I have for her. I break away quickly, though. 
 
   “Here, let me help you clean up really quick. You probably only have about fifteen minutes to get out there.” 
 
   Kate finishes up quickly and kisses me as she gets out of the shower. “I’ll see you later when we get back. Thank you for planning all of this today. I love you so much.” 
 
   “It was my pleasure. I love seeing you happy, but you won’t see me until tonight. Connor and I will come and pick you and Jess up around six and walk you over to the party. Stay here until then, okay?” 
 
   “Sure, whatever you want. Love you!” 
 
   After getting dressed, I stroll into the kitchen for breakfast. The nice part about staying in the guest house is that Linda always has the staff bring out a continental breakfast. Connor’s drinking coffee and shaking his head at me. I guess they heard us but I really don’t care. 
 
   “Dude, I really don’t need to hear you fucking my god-sister like that. It sounded like a fucking porno, but a good one, you lucky bastard.” 
 
   “You act like you didn’t get any last night or this morning.” 
 
   “I didn’t, it’s that time of the month for Jess, so beware of attitude and carry chocolate in your pocket. Watch out because you know how girls sync up and shit when they live together. Kate’s probably going to start anytime.” 
 
   “Thanks for the warning—I think. As long as I can peel that dress off of her tonight and have my way with her, I don’t care when she starts.”
 
   “What are our plans for today? I have something I want to do and I want you to come with me.” 
 
   Connor looks up from his coffee. “We’re not supposed to do anything for a few hours yet. Dad and Jake are dealing with some last minute details for tonight and Mike got delayed, so he won’t be here until after the party starts. I don’t think we’re going to end up doing much of anything today. Why? What do you want to do?” I know he’s going to shit bricks in about five seconds. 
 
   “I want to go to Ben’s” 
 
   Okay, less than five seconds since he just spit his coffee all over the place. I can’t help but laugh; his face is priceless. 
 
   “Daniel, seriously, why do you want to go to Ben’s?” 
 
   “I want her name, Connor; she’s the one and that will never change for me. I want her name permanently on my skin because she is permanently in my heart.” 
 
   “Daniel, it’s too soon, you can’t; you’re going to scare her away. It’s only been two weeks, and don’t give me the love at first sight speech. I know all about how all the great loves in your family were all love at first sight. This is Kate though—my Kate—the girl who, less than a year ago, was struggling to not be so broken and live her life again. She’s not ready for this. If you do it you’re going to blow it with her.” 
 
   I take a deep breath, he sounds awfully possessive of my girlfriend. “Connor, I’m sorry I have to ask this, but I need to know—do you have feelings for Kate beyond friendship?” 
 
   Connor puts his head down and won’t meet my eyes. I drop down into the chair across from him and wait. If he has feelings for her this is going to be so fucking bad. Sighing, he finally lifts his head up. 
 
   “Truth?” I nod at him. “Always, man, no matter what” Nodding, he continues. “I don’t know what I feel for Kate and it’s confusing the hell out of me. I have always felt friendship for her and a deep-rooted sense of needing to protect and care for her. I love Jess, more than I ever thought possible, but also I love Kate, and the thought of her being hurt or broken again tears me up inside. I don’t think I feel for her the way you do, and I don’t love her the way I love Jess, but what I feel for her is on another level. I’ve never felt like this before and I just don’t know what it is or how to act.” 
 
   We sit in silence for what seems like forever, both deep in our own thoughts. “Connor, I’m trying to piece this together, and we’re going to figure this out before we leave this house today. Let me ask you a few questions, okay?” He nods, looking genuinely distraught and a little optimistic at the same time. 
 
   “If you think about Kate being with me, does it make you happy or angry?” 
 
   “Normally it makes me happy, but today it made me angry.” 
 
   “If Jess were to cheat on you, how would that make you feel?” 
 
   “I would be digging the SOB’s grave that messed with her.” 
 
   “If Michael came back into their lives and wants to be friends again, what would you do? Heads up, Kate is calling him tomorrow so this is a very real question.” Connor slams his fist on the table. 
 
   “I would be fucking pissed. He broke both of their hearts in different ways. He doesn’t deserve either of their friendships. We’re not going to let that happen, right? We’re going to protect them from him?” 
 
   “We don’t have a choice, Connor. We have to let them go through the motions with him, and whatever they decide we have to abide by. However, we don’t have to like it, we don’t have to let them go off alone together, and we can damn well make sure he knows that our girls are spoken for.”  
 
   “Here’s the big question, can you picture yourself marrying Jess someday? Same question again but exchange Jess for Kate.” 
 
   Connor smiles. “Yes, no and yes.” What the hell? 
 
   “You can’t answer yes and no for Kate; you have to pick one.” 
 
   “Ah, but that is where you’re wrong; I can. First, let me clarify. I can absolutely see myself marrying Jess one day, no doubt about it; I think the girl might have stolen my soul. No, I don’t picture myself with Kate under normal circumstances, but we kind of have a pact that if we both hit thirty-two and are single, and haven’t been with the two of you within two years, then we’ll get married and give each other sexy-ass kids.” Son of a bitch, he has the thirty pact with my girl. 
 
   “Well, I guess it’s too bad for you I plan to marry her long before then.” We both laugh and it seems to break the tension in the room.
 
   “Connor, here’s what I think. I think that you’ve always felt a connection with Kate, and you’re very protective of her which is a good thing—she needs people looking out for her. I don’t think you’re in love with her, but I think you have a very deep love for her that you’ve never had with anyone else. Yesterday, you found out how close the two of you used to be and started wondering about the ‘what ifs’; it has you in a mood. Kate was questioning them last night, too. What if you two were supposed to be together? What if the two of us were supposed to be together sooner? What if Michael was never supposed to be such a huge part of her life? Would any of us have dated? How would things be different? I’m telling you the same thing that I told her—everything happens for a reason. I’m not sure what could’ve been, but I know that maybe we weren’t supposed to be together so that we could grow up before having this epic love and these strongly bonded friendships. I think you’re mad at all you missed out on and you’re confused in your feelings. I think that if you didn’t want to go pull me away from her and beat my ass while we were showering that you aren’t in love with her. You just love her tremendously and that’s okay.” 
 
   “You’re right, Dr. Daniel, I didn’t want to beat your ass; it was hot as hell, lucky bastard. It just made me want to have sex with Jess, but that’s not possible right now and it put me in a bad mood. I still think you’re jumping the gun getting the tattoo, though, but I’ll go with you if it’s what you really want to do.” I’m so relieved that Connor’s just mixed up in his feelings because I don’t think I could have given Kate up to him. 
 
   “I wasn’t going to get it done. I mean, I’ve wanted to from almost the second that we met, but I knew it would scare her. She told me today that she can’t wait until the day I have her name on me so she can finally feel like she’s claimed me. Do you know how fucking hot that is? I just feel like I don’t need to wait after that.” 
 
   “Yeah, I don’t think I would have waited, either. The fact that she said she wants you to claim her is smoking hot. Let’s go to Ben’s, but you better start thinking about cover-ups because you know he isn’t going to ink some girls name on you unless you pick out a cover piece in case it doesn’t work out. Thanks for talking me through that little crisis and not flipping out. I definitely think I’m just suffering from finding out all that stuff yesterday and the periodic memories that seem to be hitting me because of it all. The lack of sex probably isn’t helping, either.” 
 
   “No problem. I really didn’t think you would’ve set me up with her if you were in love with her, but you better find a new girl to make a pact with because I’m not letting this one get away.” 
 
   Bryan and Jake look at us like we’re crazy when we tell them we’re heading to Ben’s. “This is for Daniel’s whipped ass not mine, do you want to come?” Both of them decline and go back to their afternoon beers while overseeing the setup for the party.  
 
   It only takes a few minutes to get to Ben’s. He’s a good friend of mine. No one does my tattoos but him. We went to high school together. He married his high school sweetheart and they’re still going strong.  Ben looks like the guy you would be afraid of in a dark alley. Callie, his wife, was valedictorian of our class, homecoming queen, and looks like a Barbie. No one can believe it when they find out they’re happily married, but like April and Jake they’re very much in love. Ben told me to find a cover while I wait for him to get to the shop, always overprotective but I appreciate it. After handing him the cover art to put with my file he has me straddle the chair. 
 
   “So, you finally found the one to make you fill in your tat, huh? How long have you known her?” 
 
   Connor fake coughs and says, “Two weeks.” 
 
   “Seriously? Two weeks? Are you sure you want to do this?” 
 
   “Yeah, I’m sure. She is absolutely the one—no doubt in my mind.” 
 
   He’s shaking his head while he gets the needle ready. “Okay, man, you’re not one to jump the gun on anything. In fact, you’re one of the most level-headed guys I know, so if you say she’s the one then let’s do this. What’s her name?”
 
   “Her name is Kate. K-A-T-E.” 
 
   Most artists sketch out the design and let you see it first, but I’ve always given Ben free range. I trust him that much; I don’t need to see it drawn out. 
 
   “Also, Ben, just something to keep in mind for the future—she had a daughter that passed away before she was able to carry her full-term. I don’t think it would be right to put her in my infinity symbol since she was someone else’s child, but I might want to do something like a tribute tattoo later down the line if it’s okay with her. Maybe you can come up with some concepts in your spare time?” 
 
   “Yeah, I can definitely do that. Just give me a head’s up when you’re ready. Tell me about this girl; how did you meet her?” 
 
   “I get to tell this story since I introduced them. Turns out we were attached at the hip when we were kids, but I haven’t seen her since we were five. Daniel even knew her back then. Now here we are, years later, finding out we are God brother and sister. I knew she was perfect for Daniel, and it got his head out of Vanessa’s ass, so it was a win-win. You guys will meet her tonight. You’re still coming, right?” 
 
   “Yeah, we’ll be there; Callie can’t wait to catch up with April. So, you got a date to this shindig or what, Houston?” 
 
   “I get to tell this one. His girlfriend is going to be there, too. Jess is Kate’s best friend. Kate introduced them and they decided Kate and I were meant to be. Not that they were wrong, but it just sort of pisses me off that he gets to take credit for it.” 
 
   “Connor, when are you finally going to let me get a hold of your virgin skin?” I see him back up a step, as if he’s afraid Ben’s going to attack him with the gun. Ben laughs at Connor’s wussy ass. 
 
   “Never. My skin is staying virgin. I’m a stud without the ink. I just haven’t seen anything that has made me want to put it permanently on my body. Maybe someday, you never know.” 
 
   Ben finishes the tat. It really doesn’t take that long since it’s just her name and it’s pretty small inside the infinity symbol. Taking the mirror he hands me, I walk up to the big mirror and hold it up behind me so I can see. It looks good; not that I doubted it would. 
 
   “Dude you are so getting the shit fucked out of you tonight. Maybe I should buy some earplugs on the way home because I have a feeling what I heard this morning is going to be quiet compared to tonight. Kate’s going to claim your ass hard.” God, I hope so. I love her name on me. I know it belongs there; I just hope she doesn’t freak out after all. 
 
   “Thanks, Ben, it looks great. Let me pay you so we can all get out of here and get ready before the girls are pissed at us.” 
 
   Ben shakes his head. “This one’s on the house. I’ve been waiting a long time to put that name in there. I’ll charge you once you start popping out a bunch of kids. I’m just glad you finally found her. Now maybe Jake and I won’t be the only ones settled down. Now that you two have been taken off the market, what’s Mike up to?” 
 
   “Mike’s actually not dating or sleeping with anyone right now. He’s sort of reflecting on life and how he got to where he is. I guess there’s a girl in his past he wants back and is trying to figure out a way to make amends. I hope it works out for him; he really seems to miss her.” 
 
   “Yeah, we usually miss the ones we can’t have anymore. Alright, I gotta get back to Callie so she can get ready before the babysitter gets there. If I make her late I’ll never hear the end of it.” 
 
   We get back to the house and head out to the yard to find Jake and Bryan; it looks incredible out here. There’s a huge white canopy set up with black bows tied around each pillar. There are tons of space heaters so people will be warm. Inside the canopy, there are dozens of round tables set up with chairs covered in white with black bows wrapped around them. The settings are all white plates with black trim; it’s definitely very black tie. To the far right, there’s another canopy set up with a dance floor surrounding the D.J.’s stage. When the girls get here, they’re going to go crazy; April will fall to pieces, I’m sure. We see all the guys out by the covered patio. 
 
   As soon as we walk up, Jake is all over me. “Take it off; I want to see.” His statement causes everyone’s attention to turn my way, especially my dad’s. 
 
   “Too late to worry now, lover boy, they already know what you went and did, so let us see.” 
 
   “Fine, asshole, but NO ONE breathes a word of this to anyone that will tell Kate, so that basically means no one talks about this at all until tomorrow. You’re going to have to peel the bandage back to look; just make sure you put it back on right.”
 
   “Well, I’ll be damned. You really did go and do it, Son. I don’t know if I should be proud or if I think you’re acting a little prematurely, but I already love that girl so I’m going to just go with proud for now.” 
 
   It’s nice to see a smile on my dad’s face for once.  I’m happy things between us are better than they’ve been in a very long time. Everybody finally settles down and the topic changes to the Super Bowl. By the time we’re done with lunch, and have had a few beers, it’s time to start getting ready. The girls got back about thirty minutes ago and were ushered straight into the guest house. We can hear them giggling and laughing which I guess is to be expected since there are at least twelve of them in there. Connor, Jake, and I go to Jake’s room to get ready.
 
   “Why the hell isn’t Mike here getting ready with us? I miss him hanging out with us.” Jake just got out of the shower and answers Connor, “That’s my fault. I wanted everything perfect at the house and Mike offered to help make it happen. I owe him a lot for all he’s done at my house this week. He’s got his tux with him and said he’s just going to get ready at my house and head out. I don’t know why you keep asking the same question; we keep giving you the same answer.” Jake whacks Connor upside the head and I laugh. 
 
   “Whatever, butt munch, it would just be nice to have him around more; he’s been totally MIA lately. I’m looking forward to spending some time with him tonight.” 
 
   “Well, April made it to where the five of you and Ben and Callie will all be at the same table so you’ll get your fill of Mike tonight. Unfortunately, I have to be a puppet and do the song and dance to make sure I visit everyone here. Not that I mind because all of this is worth it to see April happy, but I do kind of miss being able to hang out with the guys.” 
 
   I pat Jake on the shoulder. “You’re lucky to have her; you guys have something special. Kate called it undeniable love this morning. She said that’s why she agreed to sing at the wedding.” 
 
   “Yeah, we really do. I don’t know how I got so lucky to find the girl of my dreams in high school. Kate has a set of pipes on her. She could really go pro if she wanted to, or at least do some American Idol shit.” 
 
   “Right? I had no idea she could sing like that; she and Jess really could tour the world. It’s funny how they don’t seem one bit into it. It’s incredible how talented and humble they both are considering the amount of wealth they come from. Both of them would rather spend their days helping others than doing anything for themselves; it’s inspirational. Honestly, though, I just can’t wait to see what Kate looks like in the dress she bought.”
 
   “Speaking of dresses, have you seen it? April won’t tell me what she bought; only that she hopes I will like it. You guys know how self-conscious she is. I know she’s going to look amazing, but I wish she would have let me have a preview.” I start busting up and Jake throws an evil look my way. “Man, you have no idea how hot April is going to look tonight. I don’t know what she bought, but Kate has said more than once that the way April looks in that dress makes Kate want to take her home and fuck her.” Jake and Connor’s reactions are priceless when they hear me say that. 
 
   “Is it wrong of me that I would totally be up for watching that if the girls would go for it?” 
 
   “I asked Kate pretty much the same thing and she said she doesn’t swing that way, but that is just how great April looks in her dress.” 
 
   “I can’t wait to see them all. Hopefully, April will listen to your girls and she will feel beautiful tonight. I wish she had more self-confidence. No matter how much I love her, tell her how beautiful she is, and worship every single inch of her she still doubts she’s beautiful. I really hope that will change once we’re married, but for once I don’t mind all the photographers that mom hired lurking around tonight; maybe she will finally see it for herself.” I’m sort of angry because April is my best girl friend and she really does have issues that are needless. 
 
   “She’ll get over it eventually. Unfortunately, because you guys fell in love so young she didn’t experience other men wanting her. Once you staked your claim that was it. You don’t touch the captain of the football team’s girl. Every girl in school wished they were April, but some of them were mean. They called her names, told her she was a sympathy fuck, that you were just using her. It began to get to her and she wondered if it could be true. Instead of using your love to empower her, she wondered if she should leave you so that you could get what you deserved instead of what you had.” Jake and Connor both have that same dumbfounded look on their faces. 
 
   “You know that’s how she feels for a fact?” I nod my head; this isn’t going to go over well. “What the hell, Daniel? Why wouldn’t you tell me this? Do you have any idea how I could have made things easier for her?” 
 
   “You couldn’t have and she didn’t want you to. She came over one night crying. April wanted to leave and break up with you so that you could be happy. I convinced her that you were happy and that you had just as much dickhead in your personality as Connor did and if you didn’t want to be with her you would leave her. She confessed some of the things the girls were saying. I was so pissed, pissed enough for all of us. I promised her I wouldn’t tell you. I tried to help, though. Anytime I would see April in the hall I would tell whoever I was with how beautiful I thought she was and I wished you two would break up. That’s how the rumor got started that I was in love with her. I made it known that she was desirable. The other guys agreed with me and when the mean girls put her down they would correct them. Eventually the mean girls stopped but the damage was done. April knows you love her, but her pride took a hit, and those are the hardest hits to recover from. Her issues are her own, though. She doesn’t question your love for her. She never thinks you’re cheating on her, she just doesn’t always think she’s the prettiest girl in the room.” 
 
   “Thanks, Daniel, you’re a good friend to both of us. I never knew how much helping you were doing behind the scenes, but I appreciate it. I’ve gotta go get my girl because Mom and Dad have pictures set up early for us. Connor, don’t forget that Mom wants some pictures of me and you. Daniel, Mom said once Mike gets here she’ll get our pictures. Then she wants all the girls and some special pictures of Kate with Connor She also wants couple and family pictures; this woman is going to drive me crazy. Later, guys.” 
 
   After Jake leaves, Connor gets a serious look on his face. “Hey, Daniel, truth time?” I nod my head. “Did you really never want April?” 
 
   “I love her probably just like you love Kate, but I could never be with her because she’s already been with my brother—blood or no blood, we’re brothers. You don’t do that to your friends, but you really don’t do that to your brothers. If they had never dated, though, I definitely would have asked her out.” Connor is quiet for a minute; he’s really full of reflections today. 
 
   “Me, too. I know she isn’t my normal type, but April is one of a kind. Since I have to go be the bestest brother and Best Man all at once, you are going to get the first glimpse of my amazing girl. Do you mind walking her and Kate down to the party together?” 
 
   “Mind? I don’t mind, but you might not get her back; I’m the lucky bastard that gets to walk in with two beautiful girls on my arms.” 
 
   “Don’t get any ideas. Only one of them gets to claim you. Here, make sure you give this Hershey’s kiss to Jess for me; it will help with her anger.  And, uh, I kinda let it slip to Jess that you had a surprise for Kate. Don’t be mad. I didn’t realize how secret you were trying to keep it. I responded to her text on the way to Ben’s, but all I said was we were going to get a surprise for Kate.” Of course he let it slip; Connor has a bigger mouth than a girl sometimes. 
 
   “It’s alright. I’ll just tell her she has to wait for it until the party is over. It’s not like I wasn’t going to show her tonight anyway; I can’t wait to see her reaction.” 
 
   “Good, because I thought you were going to kick my ass. Come on, let’s go.” 
 
   Once we get downstairs, we grab a drink from the bar. Jake and April are getting their pictures done and I see what Kate was talking about—April looks ravishing. Connor and I both stare at them openly. Jake can’t take his eyes off of her, and I bet he’s sporting a nice pair of blue balls right now. I hope April can see how desirable she is to him; God knows the rest of us can. Linda and Bryan are standing together and she has tears in her eyes. I know the look well. It’s the ‘I can’t believe my baby isn’t a baby anymore’ look; she and my mom give it to all of us at every special occasion. Connor takes his turn with the happy couple and April steps out for a bit so they can take their brother pictures. I take the moment to wrap her up in a hug. 
 
   “You are the most beautiful girl I have ever seen; you’re absolutely breathtaking, sweetie.” April smiles a relaxed smile and a flush creeps into her cheeks. 
 
   “Always the flatterer, but you haven’t seen your girl yet; she and Jess look incredible. We had a great day at the spa. Thanks for arranging for private time for us—it was pure bliss—and I know the three of you boys were responsible.” 
 
   Giving her a quick kiss on the cheek I let her out of my embrace. “You’re welcome. We had fun plotting that one. I can’t wait to see the girls; I’m sure they look amazing, too, but it’s your night and you have a glow about you that can’t be beat. I’m sure it’s just happiness, but you’re not pregnant, are you?” I guess I shouldn’t have asked that question because she punches me hard. 
 
   “Bite your tongue, Daniel McCormick! There is no way I’m walking down the aisle a pregnant bride. This glow is all from happiness.”
 
   “Sorry, sweetie, but if you glow this much from happiness I really can’t wait to see your pregnant glow—when you’re ready of course.” I hear the doorbell ring and that’s my cue to get the girls since the guests are starting to arrive. “I’ll see you in a bit. If I don’t go get the girls I’ll never hear the end of it from them for being late.” 
 
   “You’ll probably have to wait for them anyway, but you’re right, you shouldn’t be late to get them. I’ll see you in a bit; you owe me a dance, don’t forget.” 
 
   “Never, best friend of mine, you’re always at the top of my dance card. Just come steal me away from Kate when you’re ready.” 
 
   As I walk down to the guest house, I just keep thinking of how excited I am to be spending this weekend with Kate. Sharing her with my friends and family has been amazing so far and I can’t wait to introduce her to everyone else. I see my parents, Ben and Callie and April’s sisters all walking up the path on the other side and wave. There are lots of people arriving now; I hope the girls are ready. Even though I know I can just walk in, I give them the courtesy of knocking so they can have their element of surprise. Jess opens the door for me; she’s absolutely stunning in a beautiful black dress that shows everything and nothing all at the same time. Connor is going to flip his shit knowing he can’t have her tonight. I feel sorry for both of them because he’s going to whine like a baby.
 
   “Kate’s still getting ready. I took too long and now she’s mad at me.” 
 
   Kate yells from the other room, “I’m not mad, Jess, I know how you are; I just hate being late.” 
 
   Jess rolls her eyes. “See, what did I tell you? She’s mad.” She’s kind of cute when she stomps her foot, especially doing it in her red-soled shoes. I laugh and she gives me a murderous stare. “What is so funny?” 
 
   I reach into my pocket and pull out a Hershey’s kiss. “Nothing, Connor just told me you might like to have this.” 
 
   Her eyes sparkle and she pops it in her mouth. “That was perfect, but now I need to go run a toothbrush across my teeth; be right back.” 
 
   I hear heels so I turn around, wondering how Jess finished brushing that quickly, but it’s not Jess—it’s Kate. If there was any piece of my heart that still belonged to me, it’s gone. The angel in front of me has my entire heart in her hands and I couldn’t care less. 
 
   “Kate, you are the most breathtaking woman I have ever laid eyes on.” I don’t know why God decided to give her to me, but I’m so glad he did. She looks beautiful in a long green satin dress with shiny silver shoes, no red soles which makes me grin. Her hair cascades down her shoulders and back in beautiful curls. Her jewelry is understated and stunning at the same time. The best part of the whole outfit is the way my ring flashes with the emeralds matching so perfectly with her dress and her amazing eyes. I’m an idiot because I’m just staring and I haven’t moved a muscle since she came in. That’s when I notice—much like the first night we met—she’s looking me over just as much as I am her. I see the appreciation set into her eyes; she likes what she sees.
 
   “Daniel, do you want to skip the party and just stay here tonight?” 
 
   “Hell no, just because you both look so unbelievably sexy it’s ridiculous it doesn’t mean you get to blow off the party to have sex. If I don’t get sex, neither do you, at least not right now. Besides, Kate, remember that favor Jake asked us for when he picked up April? We can’t bail on him. And where the hell is Connor? You’re not leaving until he gets here, but you don’t get to screw while we wait, either.”
 
   Damn, I should’ve brought more chocolate. I figured Connor would have texted her and told her I was taking them both. Before I risk Jess ripping my head off, I cross the room and kiss Kate like there’s no tomorrow. 
 
   “I hear you have a surprise. Can we see it while we wait for Connor?” Jess asks nicely and Kate just shrugs, apologizing for her friend with that one movement. 
 
   “I should have brought more chocolate,” I mutter while Jess gives me the evil eye. 
 
   “No surprise until tonight when I have Kate alone in bed. Sorry, Jess. I thought Connor texted you. Linda had him and Jake taking pictures before the party and it ran really long, so I get the honor of escorting both of you beautifully stunning women up to the party. One of you on each arm; I’m going to be the guy everyone wishes they were tonight. Shall we go?” 
 
   Kate nods her head. The look she gives me proves I’ve smoothed things over with Jess. 
 
   “So, what favor are you doing for Jake?” 
 
   “Oh, he said he found out some things that maybe made April self-conscious today and he wants to sing Little Things by One Direction to her tonight. The only thing is, he needs at least three singers to pull the song off, so he asked us to sing with him. How could we say no to that?” 
 
   Wow, I guess what I said really bothered him, but lyrically it’s a great song even if I don’t particularly care for the band. I think it will definitely make an impression on April because she loves that song. 
 
   “I can’t believe we’re going to sing again. At least I know if I fail at all else in my life, I can make a living as a wedding singer.”
 
   I pull her a little bit closer to me. “Not going to happen; you’re going to be great at whatever you do. Don’t worry, you’ll have no problem bypassing wedding singer and shoot straight up as Mariah Carey’s competition before you know it.” 
 
   Jess laughs and Kate just smiles. God, how I love these girls. I see Connor on the side of the house talking to someone; he must have started walking this way and got sidetracked by an incoming guest. The closer we get I can tell it’s Mike. Tonight’s going to be a blast; we can finally all hang out together. The girls are so busy looking ahead at the party unfolding—ooh-ing and ahh-ing at what they see—they don’t notice the boys until we’re right on top of them.
 
   Mike sees us first and a look of absolute terror and heartbreak crosses his face. Connor notices it, too, because he turns around immediately and stands next to Mike. Jess and Kate both stop dead in their tracks and look at each other. I’m not sure who says what first because I hear it all at the same time.
 
   Kate says, “Michael.”
 
   Mike says, “Katherine.” 
 
   Jess pops off with, “Is this some kind of sick fucking joke?” 
 
   Connor ends it all with, “Oh my fucking god.” 
 
   Jess launches off of me like a rocket and Connor jumps ahead to keep her from Mike. I feel Kate start to fall and I grab her to steady her. When I finally get a look at her, it’s heartbreaking, and suddenly it all kicks in. I don’t know how none of us put it together before. My Kate is Mike’s Katherine. The love of my life is the love of his life. All of the pain our girls have gone through has been because of him, my brother, one of my best friends. I feel like every piece of happiness I will ever know has just been ripped away from me because no matter how this ends, I know it can’t end well. For once in my life, I have no idea what to say or what to do.
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   Chapter 20 – Kate
 
    
 
   I haven’t had the wind knocked out of me since I was nine years old and fell off the monkey bars onto my back. It was awful and I never wanted to feel that way ever again. Except without being injured in any way, I feel that way right now. I’m completely breathless and unable to move the muscles which enable me to breathe. Seeing Michael standing with Connor, joking and laughing as we walk up, is shocking. The harder I look, trying to convince myself it isn’t him, the more I realize it is. How could I have been so stupid? How did all of us not figure this out? I know how--because it’s only been two weeks. Because I go by Kate now and he obviously goes by Mike. We were Katherine and Michael back then; I guess I wasn’t the only one that needed a change. 
 
   Mike—the rough sex guy, the womanizer that wants his ex to forgive him and fall back in love with him. Oh my god. I’m trembling; my knees start to buckle and I’m falling. Daniel senses my weakness, and his grip on my arm tightens. I know he won’t let anything happen to me. I have to fix this now before it’s too late. I have to do something, anything, because as much as I want to freak the fuck out right now, we are not going to wreck Jake and April’s night. I just need a second to take this in. Everyone is staring at me. Connor has Jess somewhat calmed down now. 
 
   I take a good look at Michael. He looks good—so manly, so grown up. Better looking than he ever was and I ache for him. At the same time, I bleed out on the inside. My heart is being torn to shreds because I know this is wrong and it’s not going to be okay… but for right now, for tonight, it has to be. I do what Jess hates, I have no choice. I slip into my shell and I know I won’t come out until tomorrow once I’m home crying it out in bed.
 
   I reach my hand out to shake Michael’s hand. It’s so odd; my body is screaming for me to give him a hug. I’ve missed him so much. “Michael, how are you doing? It’s been too long; have you talked to your mom lately? She gave me your number last week. I was actually going to call you tomorrow, but since you’re here I guess maybe we can sort some things out tonight.” Daniel and Connor exchange extremely worried glances as they notice the difference in my demeanor. I know it, and I’m so sorry, but I have to be like this. 
 
   Jess, on the other hand, has no problems speaking her mind. “NO FUCKING WAY, KATE! This is not happening. Son of a fucking bitch, you haven’t slipped into zombie Kate in almost two years and you are not going to start now. This is not okay, damn it! See, Daniel, this is what she does when she’s protecting herself. Can you see the difference? You asshole, this is YOUR fault, you fucking son of a bitch! I just got her back. Finally got her back after almost four years of absolute hell and torture, and I’m going to lose her again because of you. Why do you have to be him? Why couldn’t you just stay away? You’re so fucking good at disappearing, why show up now?” Jess is crying hysterically, and Connor is trying to calm her down. I can’t bring myself to look at Mike so I have no idea what he’s thinking in regards to her outburst. 
 
   “Jess, I’m fine; everything will be fine. Connor, you need to take her back to the guest house and get her some water. Each of you needs to listen to me right now. Tonight, we’re going to do this my way. All of our emotions are high and all of us have things we would rather be discussing right now. This is not the time or the place; right now is about Jake and April and their undeniable love for each other. It’s pure and unspoiled by life and sadness, and we are in no way going to inflict what we’re feeling right now onto their night. We are all going to smile and be happy, and absolutely none of us are going to have more than two drinks; there will be no drunken scenes and no more emotional outbursts. We will all talk about the things we need to say and get out of the way first thing in the morning. Michael, you have a lot of catching up to do, and I guess the rest of us do, too. This stays between the five of us tonight. All of us are going to walk over there as a group and we are all going to be happy as clams. The only thing I will bring you up to speed on right now, Michael, is that we’re about to be step-brother and sister; my dad and your mom are getting married. Welcome to the family. Now, let’s go before things look suspicious. Besides, I need my first drink now.” 
 
   I don’t give anyone an opportunity to say anything; I just give them all a determined look and they each nod at me. This is going to be an awful night. Just when I was finally looking forward to something my life had to crash down on me once again. 
 
   Connor escorts Jess back to the guest house. I rein my feelings in close and ignore the searing pain that is slashing through my heart. I lace my fingers through Daniel’s and we start walking with Michael following behind us. He looked so surprised when I told him our parents are getting married; I guess he still hasn’t talked to his mom. I can’t help but wonder if this is going to be the last night Daniel and I hold hands like this. I won’t think about that now or I’ll lose it. I have to keep my thoughts on the party only. Daniel has a really tight grip on my hand the look on his gorgeous face is one I’ve never seen before. I have no idea what he’s thinking right now but I really wish I could. 
 
   The party is in full force and everyone looks like they’re having a good time. Linda and Beverly are the first ones we see when we walk in. Michael says a quick hello and excuses himself to the bar. 
 
   “The two of you are absolutely stunning! Beverly, we are going to have the most beautiful grandchildren one day!” 
 
   Linda grabs me in a hug. “I’m never going to stop hugging you, darling. Seeing you again and having you in my life after all this time is the best gift I could have ever received. Where are Connor and Jess?” 
 
   Daniel answers for me and I’m grateful. “Jess got an eyelash or something in her eye. They ran back to the house to flush it out. Her eyes were running like crazy and she wanted to fix her makeup. Both of you look beautiful tonight. It’s a good thing Dad and Bryan are here to keep a close eye on you before someone tries to snatch you both up.” It’s so nice to see a man flatter the older women in his life, especially when one of them is his mother.
 
   “While we’re waiting for those two, why don’t we go take some pictures? I can’t wait to get the two of you up on the wall. We have to get pictures with Kate and myself to put next to the pictures of me and Lila. Daniel, grab Mike; he hasn’t taken his shots yet and you know I need all you boys together.” 
 
   Anger flashes through Daniel’s eyes, but he plays it off well so no one can see anything is bothering him. This is such a mess, but it’s only one night and we will all be okay to pretend for one night. Jess and Connor join us soon afterward. Jess laces her arm through mine and I lay my head on her shoulder. It kills me to see her so sad and I know she’s thinking the same thing about me. I put my head to hers and whisper, “It’s all going to be okay, right?” She nods her head, but I know she’s just as uncertain as I am. 
 
   After a long round of pictures, I order a double vodka tonic. Getting my two drinks in one will make it easier to loosen up, and if I need to make a getaway later I’ll be sober enough to drive. Daniel and his parents take me around and introduce me to all of their friends. Linda and Bryan join us. Turns out my mom knew a lot of these people. I’m happy to meet more people who knew my mom. I wish I was in a better frame of mind to ask questions and really enjoy the conversation. We’ve been asked multiple times about my promise ring; everyone seems to think it’s an engagement ring. After assuring them the only wedding in our immediate future is Jake and April’s they seem to let it go. The D.J. announces dinner and requests everyone go to their tables. This is going to be interesting. 
 
   The place settings at the table have Mike next to me, but Daniel quickly swaps them and puts Mike between Connor and Ben. Now he’ll be directly across from me. Not much better, but now I don’t have to worry about accidentally brushing up against him under the table. When we’re all seated, we’re introduced to Ben and Callie. Ben is very sexy in a rugged way; he has piercings and gauges and I’m sure he has some tattoos under his tux. Callie is absolutely adorable; she’s tiny and blonde with a perfect body, and I’m shocked to find out they have three kids. I quickly learn that Ben owns a tattoo shop nearby and the conversation turns toward tattoos and piercings. 
 
   “I’ve been thinking about getting my eyebrow done for a while, or maybe a small diamond in my nose, but I keep putting it off. It may not look appropriate once I open my practice.” 
 
   Connor has something to say about that, “Seriously, Kate, don’t worry about that crap. You want to pierce your face? Ben’s the guy to do it. You have more money than you know what to do with and you’re opening a free clinic. I think the last thing you’re going to have to worry about is offending someone with a well-placed piercing.” 
 
   Jess snorts. “Yeah, Kate, maybe you should stick with well-placed visible piercings from now on.” Mike chokes on what he’s drinking and Daniel looks like he wants to kill someone. 
 
   “Maybe we can get off the subject of my piercings and talk about tattoos. That might be a topic you’re a little more familiar with, Jess.” 
 
   “I don’t know why you haven’t gotten one yet; you have no problem with piercings. You just need to loosen up a bit.” I let out a sigh. Being frustrated with her doesn’t make me feel any better. I know she’s on edge because of Mike, so I just wrap up my end of the conversation. 
 
   “Jess, you know I haven’t gotten one yet because I haven’t found the right design for what I want. You already know what I’m getting and where I want to put it, so let’s drop it, okay?” I see the lights flash in her head; she knows that she screwed up. I want a memorial tattoo for Lila Hope, but the last thing I want to do is let Mike know about her this way. 
 
   “Fine, I’ll drop it. They’re bringing the food anyway and I’m starving!” 
 
   During dinner I catch Mike looking at me; he’s been very quiet tonight. I can’t get over how handsome he is. Whatever he’s been doing has really agreed with him. Daniel keeps constant contact with me by either rubbing my thigh under the table, holding my hand, or just leaning close to ask if I’m okay. I know he’s worried about me and stressed out himself. I smile at him and assure him I’m fine. We chat with Callie and learn all about their high school years. Callie teases Mike about settling down but he just shrugs it off. 
 
   “Maybe someday, Callie. I’ll never say never.” 
 
   After the tables are cleared, the D.J. makes an announcement that the dancing will begin and to feel free to ‘Bust a move’. Jake waves me and Jess over, so we excuse ourselves to go get our performance out of the way. Neither of us is in the mood to sing, but there’s no way we would let Jake down; this is too important to him. Jake already had three stools set up on the mini stage for us and grabs his microphone to make his announcement. 
 
   “Ladies and Gentlemen, if I can have your attention for a moment, I would like to thank you all for coming on behalf of April and myself and our amazing families. We are truly honored and touched that you could all make it here tonight to celebrate with us as we begin the next journey of our lives. I have been in love with April from the first moment I kissed her at a high school football game when I was fifteen years old. I could tell she was a little shy, and it took a lot of convincing to get her to agree to go out with me, but it was worth it. April had perfect attendance in school, and once we started dating so did I, because I wasn’t about to miss a day that could be spent with her. The past twelve years have been the best of my life, and I hope we have at least another sixty years ahead of us. There will never be a day that goes by that I don’t thank my lucky stars that she picked me to love, cherish, and spend her life with. I only hope that you know how much I love you, April. You’re the only one for me, forever and always.” April is right up front watching us tears, streaming down her face. Jess and I are both about to cry as well; that was beyond beautiful. 
 
   “Before we get started with the dancing, I’ve recruited my god sister and my brother’s girlfriend to sing a song with me that I hope you will all enjoy. I know that my singing isn’t bad, but next to these beauties I will probably sound tone deaf. I apologize in advance for my own voice, but trust me when I say these ladies will knock your socks off.” 
 
   While we perform, I notice an almost identical look of love and pain in both Daniel and Michael’s eyes. I wish I could stay in this moment forever. Anything to avoid what I know is coming tomorrow. Utter sadness. Somehow I have to make a decision on how to move forward and someone is going to get hurt. My thoughts are interrupted by thunderous applause; I guess we’re a hit. The D.J. starts Matt Nathanson’s Come on Get Higher. Connor and Daniel swoop us up off the stage, each of them spinning us around. 
 
   “You two were incredible!” Jake slaps Connor on the back of the head. 
 
   “What about me, douche nozzle, wasn’t I incredible, too?” 
 
   “No, you were just okay. Sorry, but you’re a dude and my brother; it just doesn’t have the same effect. Your voice doesn’t make me want to have my wicked way with you.” Now it’s April’s turn to hit him over the head. 
 
   “Shut up, Connor, he was amazing and so were the two of you. Thank you both for doing that; you have no idea what it means to me. That is a memory that will be forever etched in my mind. I will treasure it always. It seriously does make me want to have my wicked way with Jake, too.” April giggles as she pulls him down to her for a long, loving kiss. Rick and Beverly make their way over to us and give me and Jess hugs. 
 
   “Girls, you were amazing! Linda and Bryan filled us in about your karaoke night, but we thought they were exaggerating.” Beverly pulls Mike in from the crowd and gushes to him, “Don’t you think they were amazing, Mikey?”
 
   Oh god, I almost forgot he’s like her adopted son; my heart falls a little deeper into its hole. 
 
   “Yeah, Bev, they were amazing; they sing like angels, but they always have.” 
 
   Everyone exchanges confused glances, but it’s April that asks, “You know each other? I thought tonight was the first time you were going to meet?” 
 
   I answer carefully, “Yes, we’ve known each other for years, but after high school we fell out of touch. Our parents are actually engaged now. We never put two and two together because Mike is Michael in our house and my family refers to me as Katherine.” 
 
   April squeals excitedly, “That’s awesome! Our families are all just coming together! We’re all going to be the best of friends. Let’s take some group pictures to celebrate.” The guys groan and convince her to take a thirty-minute dance break before pictures. 
 
   “Come on, beautiful, dance with me. I want you in my arms.” The smile on his face and the look in his eyes is one hundred percent panty-melting; there’s no way I can refuse him. Everything Has Changed by Taylor Swift and Ed Sheeran is playing, but I barely hear the music; I just want to focus on being in his arms. 
 
   “Kate, I’m so sorry. I know tonight isn’t how we’ve imagined it.” I cut him off by placing my fingers on his lips. I remove my fingers and kiss him gently. 
 
   “Daniel, I can’t. I’m in a zone and I can’t talk about this tonight or I will break—tomorrow will be fine, but please not tonight.” He nods his head and pulls me closer to him, holding me tightly. We dance the next few songs, holding onto each other. I love him more than I have ever loved anyone my entire life. I feel it in abundance in this moment; it’s a surreal feeling. 
 
   April eventually gets all of us for pictures, and once Linda catches wind, she wants some other shots she didn’t get earlier. Unfortunately, that leaves Mike and me watching. I walk to the bar and get a glass of water; I need to be thinking with a clear head. Daniel’s eyes haven’t left me all night, and I know he’s watching me to be sure I’m okay. I flash him a smile to let him know everything is fine. It’s a fake smile, though. Things are far from fine and he knows it. 
 
   “Katherine, will you do me the honor of dancing with me, please?” 
 
   I know I must look like a deer caught in the headlights because the last thing I was expecting was for him to ask me to dance. I nod my head because it would look very strange if I declined him. I feel Daniel’s eyes focused on us as he leads me to the dance floor. 
 
   As soon as we start to dance, the song changes to Lady –Antebellum’s Wanted You More which has always reminded me of him. 
 
   “Katherine.” 
 
   “Michael, we should probably get used to calling each other our preferred names.” 
 
   “Fine, Kate I don’t want to make tonight hard for you. I really just wanted to know if you got my letter.” His letter? 
 
   “When did you send me a letter?” He looks relieved that I haven’t read it. 
 
   “I brought it to your house on Wednesday and left it on the door.” The only thing I have is the letter from the homeowner’s association. Now it makes sense; it wasn’t from them. Michael would have used my full name and the HOA would have mailed a notice. 
 
   “I’m sorry, I haven’t had a chance to read it yet. I thought it was from someone else; it’s in my purse in the guesthouse.” The song is ending and Daniel’s walking toward us. 
 
   “Please read it when you have a chance, Kate. I’d really like a chance to talk. I miss you so much it’s killing me.” My anger flares. How dare he miss me? He’s the one that left; he doesn’t get to miss me! 
 
   Daniel eases in smoothly, separating us. “Is everything okay with you two?” We both nod and Mike walks away. I have to see that letter. I need to know what’s in it. 
 
   Everything important has been done. Although it’s still relatively early, and I really want to spend some more time with Callie and Ben, I think I need to go lie down for a bit. 
 
   “Daniel, do you think we can just go to the guesthouse? I’ve got a headache, and apparently I have a letter from Mike waiting for me.” Recognition flashes across his face, followed by a sad, knowing look. 
 
   “Sure, sweetheart, let’s go figure all of this out.” Daniel holds my hand on the walk back. Once we get inside, he pulls me into the most passionate kiss we’ve ever shared. My knees are weak, my heart in being torn to shreds, and in this moment I wish I had never met Michael Matthews.
 
   “Kate, I love you, sweetheart, and I’m not letting you go without a fight.” 
 
   God, the look on his face is heartbreaking. He thinks I want Michael back but I don’t; nothing could be further from the truth. I try and hold back but a single tear escapes and falls down my cheek, my love for him is all consuming now more than ever. 
 
   “Listen to me, no matter what happens, no matter what is written in that letter, you need to know that I LOVE YOU. I don’t want Michael back; he’s not for me, he’s not who I want my life with, not anymore. I have to read this letter, and I want you with me, but I need to read it first, okay?” Daniel takes off his tie and unbuttons the top two buttons of his tux. Under any other circumstances that would be incredibly sexy. Who the hell am I kidding? It’s still really hot, but right now is not the right time to act on those feelings. I pull the letter out of my bag and sit down at the table to open and read it. 
 
    
 
   Katherine, 
 
   I know it’s been a long time since we have spoken, and I am sure you hate me more than you ever loved me. I’m so terribly sorry for how I acted all those years ago. I was brokenhearted, confused, and in unimaginable pain—all of which I took out on you. There has not been a day that has gone by that I haven’t thought of you and wondered how you are doing—wondered if today was better than yesterday for you because it wasn’t for me, not without you in it.  I know I don’t have any right to reach out to you after all of this time, and I understand if you don’t want to finish this letter, but I hope with all my heart and soul that you find it in yourself to continue reading. 
 
   Where to start? I guess that would be with my anger. When my dad died, I lost control. I didn’t realize that such an amount of rage and fury could exist within me. After hearing my mom’s explanation, I was in shock. I knew she had to be wrong about you, maybe not about your dad, but about you. I came to you that night for comfort. There was no one else I wanted to be with, but all night I stewed in my grief, anger, and thoughts of deception. When I woke up, I saw you and just snapped. I let everything get to me and took it all out on you.
 
   You have to know the things I said to you were out of a place of anger and I have never been sorrier for anything as I am for the way I treated you. Katherine, I have never in my life met anyone as pure-hearted as you. Never have I known anyone capable of unconditional love who never expects anything in return. I had to distance myself from everything. I didn’t talk to anyone for months, not even my mom, not after the funeral. The day that Jessica came by to see me, I had just finished packing up my things. I was a broken man. I had to leave my home, where all my memories of my family and you were, just to try and move past the dark place I was living in. Unfortunately, her timing could not have been worse. I was looking for someone to lash out at and she was there. After Jessica left, I threw my phone away and replaced it with a new one and a new number. I didn’t want anything to remind me of my past life. I left everything behind, Katherine; I have not spoken to anyone from back home or to my family, not since the funeral. 
 
   I met new friends and they are like family to me. I learned the construction business from one of the most respected and well-known companies in the industry. I have moved up faster than anyone in company history. I love it—the work is therapeutic and it gives me a sense of accomplishment. I never told you this, but I never wanted to go to college. I only wanted to go so that I could be with you and take care of you. I would have done anything for you and still would. I thought the day I lost my dad was the worst day of my life, but I was so wrong, baby. My darkest, loneliest, nightmare filled days have been the ones I have spent without you. I have never loved anyone other than you. I have never made love to anyone but you. My heart, my soul, every single piece of me belongs to you. Without you, I just don’t make sense, my life doesn’t make sense, this isn’t how we were supposed to end up. We were supposed to have our Happily Ever After. 
 
   Now the hard part. I haven’t adjusted well since that day I left you; I have become a person I don’t even know. I have spent a lot of time drinking and even more time trying to forget you. I’m not proud of what I have done. Actually, I am rather embarrassed by it, but I can’t take it back. I have spent three years sleeping with random women, using them for sex—rough sex, out of control crazy sex. God, Katherine, half of them I didn’t even know their names. Never once was it love, it was never someone I had feelings for. All I was trying to do was purge you from my system and all it did was make me want you, miss you, ache for you. None of them were you, none of them could ever compare to you. 
 
   I know this isn’t fair. I’m sure this is nothing that you want to even hear, but you have to know. I need you to know because there is no moving forward until I can be sure you know my past. So much time has passed and I’m a completely different person. I can only imagine how much you might have changed, how my actions could have driven the way you think and respond to men and to love. I can’t apologize enough for any and all of the hurt I have caused you. Katherine, you have always been all I have ever cared about. From the first moment I saw you in second grade, you have forever since held my heart. I know you may be involved with someone else. For all I know, you could be married by now. That thought chills my soul, knowing that I could have lost my chance and it’s all my fault for running away from you, from us. 
 
   I am trying to come terms with the boy I used to be and the man I have become. I’ve wasted too much time running away from everything that ever mattered. I had a come to Jesus moment recently that has really brought me clarity. I need to see you, we need to talk. I’m sure it’s obvious that I want to try with you again. I know it won’t be easy, but nothing worth having ever is. If you have moved on, I will completely respect that. I don’t want to interfere with your happiness.
 
   I miss you, Katherine, more than you can imagine. I miss your love, your laugh, your beautiful face when you wake up in the morning, your touch, but most of all I miss us. I wanted to reach out to you first before talking to my mom, but she got my number somehow and keeps leaving me messages. I wonder if you have spoken to her? Were you two able to push past the delusions and mend fences? I guess that is neither here nor there, I just feel like a stranger stepping back into my life. I hope you will respond to this letter. I will be happy to meet you somewhere for a drink, dinner, or just somewhere we can talk. I am enclosing my business card and wrote my cell number on it. You can text me or call me anytime. I really hope I hear from you soon. 
 
   All my love, 
 
   Michael
 
    
 
   Holy Fuck. I am so completely and utterly screwed. I want to keep this letter to myself, but I know that I can’t. Daniel looks devastated, and I can’t stand seeing that look on his face; it breaks my heart. I hand the letter to him with a guilty feeling that I’m betraying Michael by letting Daniel read it. No matter what, this concerns all of us and we have to deal with it. 
 
   “Kate, I don’t have to read it if you want to keep this private; this is between you two.” 
 
   “No, it’s okay. I don’t want any secrets between us; we all have to deal with this situation together.” 
 
   Once Daniel finishes reading the letter, he hangs his head and puts it in his hands. I scramble into his lap and hug him like my life depends on it. I let the tears flow freely, and so does he. After a bit of time passes, we both wipe each other’s tears away. 
 
   “What are you thinking, Kate? I need to know; this is killing me.” I cup his cheeks in my hands and softly kiss his lips. 
 
   “It’s killing me, too, but I meant what I said earlier—I LOVE YOU. I need some time to think about how I want to handle this and the only way I can do that is to go home…alone.”
 
   “NO, Kate, absolutely not. We’re going to deal with this together. You’re not going to go off and make a bunch of decisions alone.” 
 
   “I have to, Daniel, and if you love me you won’t stop me. Please let me be, just for tonight. Tomorrow, all of you come to the house for breakfast and we’ll talk this out, but tonight I need to just be alone. This is too much for me to handle; I need to drive and clear my head. Please promise me you won’t tell Michael you read the letter and promise me you two won’t fight. My heart can’t take any more sadness right now, and the two of you being upset with each other is making me really, really sad. No matter what happens, I have to take Michael to the cemetery tomorrow. After that, you and I will spend the afternoon together, okay?” 
 
   “I don’t like it, Kate. I don’t like any of this, but if you truly need to leave, I’m not going to get in your way.  Promise me you’ll drive safe and you won’t make any big decisions without me.” I nod my head, but I don’t promise because I know that would be a lie. 
 
   “I’ll be there by nine and I’ll make sure Mike is, too.” I throw the letter back in my purse and dig through for my keys. This is really not the way I envisioned tonight ending. 
 
   “Let me walk you out to the car. I’ll have Jess pack your stuff and bring it in the morning, unless there’s something you need tonight?” I lean against him and just breathe him in for a minute. 
 
   “I don’t need anything tonight, and you don’t have to walk me out. The car is just right out there, I’ll be fine.” 
 
   “I am walking you out. Your car isn’t out front; we moved all our cars out to the street earlier to make it easier for the valets to move cars around tonight.” 
 
   “Oh, okay. Well then let’s go.”
 
   It’s a beautiful night. The sky is full of stars, and under other circumstances, this would be very romantic. Suddenly, I remember that he has a surprise for me and I feel even worse for ruining it. 
 
   “Daniel, I forgot about your surprise. I’m sorry to ruin it, but can it wait or do you still want to show me?” I pause next to my car and watch him run his hands through his hair; he’s worried and it’s my fault for leaving, but I have to go. 
 
   “No, sweetheart, it can wait until the time is right. I thought tonight was going to be special so I wanted to share something with you, but there will be other chances I hope.” I wrap my arms around his neck which is much easier to do in these heels. 
 
   “No hoping. There will be other chances; you and I are just at the beginning of our story unless you are ready to give up on us. I will understand if that’s what you want…”
 
   His grip tightens around my waist and his mouth claims mine, our tongues meeting each other in a passionate tango. I’m lost in a sea of emotions, moaning and whimpering as he pushes me up against my car, his hands trailing down my backside and tightening on my ass. I don’t ever want this to stop. I need him like I need the air I breathe to live; my life won’t make sense without him. We finally break apart and his sad, brown eyes meet mine. 
 
   “Don’t ever say that, Kate. I will never let you go willingly. This situation is going to be very difficult and we’re going to have to handle it just right so everything doesn’t fall apart. You’re mine, Kate. Your love has seared my soul for eternity; there is nothing that can change that.” 
 
   I rest my forehead against his. “I love you, Daniel” 
 
   “I love you, too, Kate.” Daniel helps me adjust my dress to get in the car. 
 
   “I don’t foresee getting any sleep tonight, so if you feel like it, please call me. Drive safe and text me when you get there. I’ll see you at nine sharp.” He closes my door without another word and watches me drive off.
 
   I can’t stand the silence right now, so I throw my iPod on shuffle mode and drive. It’s eleven o’clock when I hit Ventura so I’ll be home about twelve thirty. It starts to sprinkle, and maybe it’s something to do with the rain, but I finally let out all the tears I’ve been holding back since I left the house. I feel awful for having left without saying goodbye but I’m sure Daniel will make the proper excuses for me. My text messages have been dinging consistently for the past half hour or so which means Jess knows I left and she’s probably trying to convince Connor to follow me home. I really love her, but I hope they stay put; I just can’t deal with too much more tonight. Hold My Heart by Tenth Avenue North comes on and I cry even harder. I’m not a big believer in God, but if I was this song would speak my entire world for me right now. 
 
   It feels good to just cry it all out and drive. Driving calms me down and helps me think, and tonight I need to think. I don’t want to lose Daniel but I’m not sure I can fix this. If it were anyone but Michael I know we could work through it. The fact that my Michael is his Mike complicates things. There’s no way Michael will step back and let me be with Daniel. Not without a fight, and certainly not after us only dating for two weeks. Daniel isn’t going to let me go and I don’t want him to—my heart belongs to him. But they’re brothers now, and they work together. Daniel would walk over hot coals for Mike, and I’m sure the feeling is mutual. No matter what, the outcome won’t be good. Maybe I should walk away now—from both of them—and allow them heal and move on. I’m always going to be in their lives, especially after meeting the Houstons. If I bow out gracefully, can they save their relationship? I know I would be absolutely miserable. I need more time to think; I can’t make any rash decisions right now. 
 
   By the time I pull into the garage, I’m all cried out and exhausted. I look disastrous as I check my reflection in the mirror. Pausing for a minute, I check my text messages and reply. 
 
   Jess: What were you thinking leaving? I’m so mad at you!
 
   Jess: Sorry, I love you, not mad but so very worried
 
   Jess: I know you’re driving and you won’t check your phone. Daniel told everyone you left to help Lauren, they all understand.
 
   Your Boyfriend: I love you. I’m not giving up without a fight. I made an excuse for you, don’t worry.
 
   Jess: I’m packed and we’re leaving we should be home by 2 I’m sorry but I can’t stay here when I know you’re hurting. 
 
   Connor: I tried to get her to stay honest. I’m taking Daniel and Michael to my house don’t worry they aren’t even talking it’s okay I will look after them both for you until the morning. 
 
   April: Thank you for my song, I’m sorry you had to go. I know this isn’t my place but I get the feeling with everyone leaving something is going on with you. I hope you’re okay and if you need a sympathetic ear I’m here for you. Xoxo
 
   Time to text them all back and my dad, too.
 
   Dad: I met up with Michael tonight, long story I will catch you up tomorrow evening. Can you please send your town car and driver to my condo at 10am? I am taking Michael to see Lila Hope and I don’t think either of us will be in a condition to drive. I haven’t told him yet so if he calls Claire tonight please don’t say anything. And we also need to talk about the Houstons. I spent the weekend with them.
 
   Your Boyfriend: I love you, we have to have faith we can work this out this is not an easy situation but my heart is always with you. I’ll always be your gumdrop.
 
   Connor: Thanks for being a good brother this sucks ass.
 
   Jess: It’s okay I love you and knew you would come home see you later. I’m going to the gym so don’t worry if I’m not here.
 
   April: You’re too smart for your own good,everything is going to be okay I just didn’t want to upset your night. You looked stunning and I’m so happy for your both. We’ll fill you in tomorrow
 
   Already responses are coming back in; that was fast, especially since it’s so late.
 
   Dad: The driver will be there, I’m sorry you have to go through this and yes whenever you are available we can talk about the Houstons for what it’s worth I’m truly sorry about that as well. More than you could ever know. 
 
   Connor: Yes it does suck ass and since you’re all my friends I can’t even make jokes about this situation. You should feel blessed you know if this was any other couple I would laugh my ass off at this whole thing instead it just makes me sad. Maybe I should start rethinking what I find funny. Yeah right my sarcastic demented sense of humor will never change and neither will my love for you. I’m sorry Kate but we’ll fix this just don’t do anything rash ok?
 
   One reply to Connor and then I’m going inside.
 
   Connor: Don’t change I love you sarcasm and all. Going to the gym for a few hours to avoid being rash. I don’t want to hurt them.
 
   As I walk through the door into the house, I hear someone knocking on the front door. Who the hell can it be this late at night? It better not be some crazy-ass reporter trying to get a statement; we’re still on media blackout until Monday. I keep my phone in my hand in case I need to call 911 and look out the peephole to see a very pretty but sick looking girl at my door. 
 
   I open the door cautiously, in case she’s a ploy and someone jumps out of the bushes. Once I have the door open all the way, I can see she’s pregnant—about as big as I was when I lost Lila. 
 
   “Can I help you?”  Relief washes over her face. She has big brown eyes and shoulder length blonde hair and is just a little bit taller than I am. 
 
   “Hi, I hope so. I’m so sorry to bother you, really I am. I’m even sorrier I followed you all the way from Connor’s house, but I saw you with Daniel and you looked friendly and I really need help.” Who is this girl and why did she follow me? She is very sweet and looks really uncomfortable. I guess since she’s pregnant she probably isn’t a danger, so I go off my first instinct and invite her in. 
 
   “Please come in and have a seat; let’s talk so I can see if I can help you. Can I get you a glass of water?” Happiness spreads across her face; she has a beautiful pregnant glow, although she still looks sick. 
 
   “A glass of water would be great, thank you.” She walks over to the couch and lowers herself onto the cushion. I hand her the water and offer her my hand. 
 
   “I’m Kate, and you are?” The girl takes a deep breath and looks up at me. 
 
   “I’m Vanessa.” 
 
   With those two words my world has officially crashed in on itself. I catch myself from falling and take a seat across from her on the opposite side of the couch.
 
   “I can tell from the look on your face that my reputation precedes me.”  
 
   She’s so sweet looking; I can’t believe this is the vixen that took the boys down. How do I sit here and have this conversation with her when I know it’s going to lead me to absolute heartbreak? 
 
   “Well, reputation or not, I’ve never judged anyone based on their reputation. Why don’t you go ahead and talk and let’s figure out how I can help? I’m sure you’re here for something important, especially since you followed me such a long way.” 
 
   I don’t know if that helped or made things worse because now she’s crying. I remember all too well those unfortunate hormone flashes that come with pregnancy. I get her a box of tissues and sit next to her instead of across the couch. I don’t say anything, I just give her the time she needs to compose herself.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Kate. I didn’t mean to come here and cry all over you. No offense, but it looks like you’ve done enough crying all on your own tonight. I’m sure you’ve had a very rough day and I’m just adding to it. I’m not sure what your relation is to Daniel and Mike, but I guess that would be a good place to start.” I notice her eyes flick to my ring when she asks about my relation with the boys. 
 
   “That is a complicated question to ask tonight. I guess the simplest way to say it is that I’m Daniel’s girlfriend, but we are promised to each other and eventually want to get married… at least we did before tonight. I’m Mike’s ex-girlfriend who was his almost fiancée once upon a time. Until tonight, none of us ever pieced together that Mike was my ex Michael. This was our first time meeting so things are now complicated. From the looks of you, I’m guessing you’re about six months pregnant? I have a feeling this situation is about to get even more complicated, am I right?” Vanessa nods her head.
 
   “I’m so sorry. I don’t want to cause any trouble. The past couple of years, my head hasn’t been exactly in the right place. I can’t justify anything that happened because what I did was unforgiveable, but I’m really not the deceitful bitch they think I am. Growing up, my mom put her men before me. I used to live with her and my step-father in Vegas. They’re both severe drug addicts and alcoholics who disowned me before I came to California with my ex-boyfriend. He went to UCLA, and we drifted apart, deciding we were better friends than lovers. 
 
   “Chad took me to a party at Connor’s one night to meet his new girlfriend and make some new friends. After Chad broke up with me, I decided to try a new approach with men. You can see how well that worked out. I was tired of having nothing and scared because Chad was moving on. I started a few classes at the junior college. Chad always encouraged me and told me I could do anything I put my mind to, but my inner demons got the best of me and I gave up and started waitressing. Chad loves me as a friend, but he’s getting married. He told me I can keep our apartment, but I can’t afford it. 
 
   “I tried calling Mike for the first two months but he never called me back. I went back home, thinking maybe things may have changed, but they were worse, so I came back and went back to work. I never contacted Daniel because I know he’s a stand-up guy. He would have wanted to get back together for the baby’s sake; I didn’t want to put him in that situation. Not knowing which one is the father is so embarrassing; I was never that girl. I always liked Mike and I knew I blew it with Daniel by being such a raging bitch. Transitioning straight to Mike was what I had hoped to do, but I made a mess of that, too. I’m so ashamed of what I did that night. I can hardly look at myself in the mirror because I’m not proud of who looks back at me. Most likely, the baby is Mike’s. We didn’t use protection, but I had a lot more sex with Daniel than Mike, so there is a chance the baby is his.”
 
   Vanessa stops to wipe the tears from her eyes and sips some water. I find myself patting her hand and sympathizing with her. It sounds like she just got lost along the way and unfortunately, it’s come to bite her in the ass. 
 
   “I wasn’t going to tell them; I was going to do this on my own. I was saving all of my tips and Chad was very encouraging. He’s really grounded in his faith in God and was relieved when I decided to keep the baby. We didn’t know then he would be moving and getting married. Two months ago, I started feeling dizzy and getting bad headaches, so I went to the doctor. I have a pretty severe case of preeclampsia. Do you know what that is?” I nod my head. My doctor gave me all the warning signs when I was pregnant; it can be very scary.
 
   “I had no clue things like that could happen when you’re pregnant. He put me in the hospital for a few days. Two weeks later it happened again, but worse. I spent a few more days in the hospital and have been put on bed rest. I’m not supposed to be out at all, except for appointments, and I’m supposed to avoid stress. That’s not very easy. My disability doesn’t even cover my part of the rent, let alone necessities. Chad has been great, but he’s moving at the end of the month and can’t carry me anymore. I started making trips out to Santa Barbara. The drive is relaxing, and I’m sitting, so it’s like bed rest—at least that’s how I’m trying to justify it. I’ve driven by their houses and work, hoping to catch one of them outside and talk to them. I just want to tell them in person. I know they’re going to be angry with me. My doctor advises against a DNA test until the baby is born; he’s worried about how stressed I’ll be while waiting for the results.
 
   “I hate having to crawl back and ask them for help after what I did to them. I’m not doing it for me; I have to do it for the baby. I just need help getting through the pregnancy, then I’ll disappear from their lives. I won’t hold them for child support or visits; I am really okay raising my child alone, but I’m desperate, and that’s why I need your help. I was hoping you could help me tell them in a less stressful environment and maybe help me ask them for help? I only have a week before I need to move and I just don’t know what to do.” 
 
   I want to hate her. I want to hate her so much it’s killing me. I can’t, though, because she’s pregnant, sweet, and misunderstood. I know she’s hurting, and I don’t want her to lose her baby or risk her own life from worry and stress; preeclampsia is a life-threatening condition. She’s plunging a knife so deep in my heart I don’t think it will ever come out. Vanessa has unilaterally torn apart my happy ending. She’s either having a baby with Michael—the baby that I couldn’t give him—or she is going to be giving Daniel his first born child. Daniel’s first born is supposed to be our child and she could be taking that away from us. I don’t know if that’s a reality I can live with. I don’t know if I can be with him knowing that his baby isn’t from me. There is one thing I know without a doubt—I want to help her. She’s broken in a deep way, and I can understand that more than she will ever know. Financially, I have no problem supporting her. I don’t want her to have to depend on the boys, especially since they don’t know who the father is. This is going to either bring them together or put a bigger wedge into their already strained friendship. My guess is the latter. 
 
   “Vanessa I want to help you. I have a few questions, though, but please understand that your answers are not going to affect me helping you, okay?” 
 
   “Okay.” 
 
   “Before we tell them, is there anyone else that could be the father?” 
 
   She looks at me with her big brown eyes and I can see why Daniel fell for her. When she’s got her guard down, she’s beautiful inside and out. I can see why it was so hard for him when they broke up. When they were alone, I bet she was a lot like she is with me right now.
 
   She shakes her head. “I was a virgin until Chad. We dated for four years. I never wanted to be a slut like my mom. I think Daniel was my rebound. I slept with Mike out of desperation and selfishness. I told Chad everything and he’s been my rock, helping me get past it. I haven’t been with anyone else and don’t plan to be for quite a while”
 
   “I know you said you’re okay doing this alone, but if it was possible, would you want a relationship with the baby’s father? If so, friendship or more?”
 
   “I would love to be friends, but I know it will take a long time to build up any sort of trust between us—if we can even get to the point where they are willing to try. As far as a relationship, my heart belongs to Chad. I’m trying every day to get over him.  I know his heart is no longer mine. I would be lying if I said deep down inside I didn’t want a happy ending for my little family. It’s not something I plan on pursuing, and if it came at a risk to someone else’s relationship then I definitely wouldn’t. I’m tired of making a mess of people’s lives, including my own. I want to be a much better role model for my little boy. Can I ask you why you would want to help me when I could be potentially destroying everything you love?” 
 
   “Sure, but are you hungry? I have some apples and grapes I can get for you if you want a snack.” She flashes me a beautiful smile and looks genuinely happy. 
 
   “I would love a snack; I’m always starving these days,” she says with a giggle, and it’s nice to hear her laugh. I actually think we could become friends which is good since she’s about to live next door. I refill her water and hand her a plate. Before I answer her, I take a long drink of water and a deep breath.
 
   “I want to help you because you need help. I’m a very giving person, and I have suffered a lot of loss in my life, but I’ve always been very fortunate to come from an extremely wealthy family. I know what it’s like to be pregnant; I lost my daughter when I was six months along a little over three years ago. Losing a child is a devastating loss that will stay with you forever. I never want to see anyone go through that if they don’t have to. Your medical condition is serious; you don’t need any added stress. I have no doubt both Daniel and Mike will help you, but right now their relationship is suffering, and for them to both feel obligated to help you without knowing who the father is could make that a lot worse.”
 
   “Two years ago I bought the condo next door to give to my best friend as a graduation present. I figured by the time we graduated we could use our own space but still be close to each other. Jess knows I own it, but doesn’t know it’s for her. It’s fully furnished and all the utilities are on; the previous tenants just moved out. I decided not to rent it out since graduation is just a few months away. Jess won’t mind her present being delayed for a few months. I would like to offer you the condo next door to live in until the baby is old enough for you to go back to work. Until then, I’ll get you whatever you need so you can have a happy, healthy, stress free pregnancy. Your disability checks will probably be enough spending money to get by on, but if you need money just ask. We can go shopping and buy anything you need for the baby and set up a nursery. This will give you some independence and help build your confidence up. My only stipulation is that you let me tell them and we work on building functional relationships for you with each one of them. After the baby is born, we’ll get the DNA test. They don’t look anything alike, once the baby is here you’ll probably know who the dad is, but it’s good to have it as legal protection for you. Once you are ready, we can look into getting you a job at my father’s company, or Connor’s father’s company; both of them have great internship programs. You can learn new skills and be able to work your way up. Both companies have nine to five hours and on-site daycare facilities. This baby doesn’t have to mean you’ll struggle all your life like your mom did. We’ll help you make a good life for both of you.” 
 
   Vanessa wraps me in a jumbo-sized hug, tears streaming down her face. “I’m so sorry you lost your little girl, Kate. I’m surprised Mike never said anything; that is, assuming she was his?” 
 
   “Yes, she was his but he never knew; he’s coming over tomorrow so that I can tell him. The last time I saw Mike, before tonight, was two months before I found out I was pregnant. Like you, I was prepared to raise her on my own.” 
 
   “I appreciate your offer, Kate, and I can see you are sincere, but I would feel like I’m taking advantage of you by…” 
 
   “Stop, Vanessa, don’t even think that way; this will help me heal. I couldn’t bring Lila to term. If this baby is Mike’s, in a way it will help me knowing that something bad didn’t happen to two of his kids. If the baby is Daniel’s, well, that is going to break my heart, but I would never want his to break like mine did when I lost Lila Hope. I want to do this… for all of us.”
 
   Nodding, she hugs me harder. “Chad was right; God did send me an angel. I just had to wait for her to come along. I don’t even know what to say. Thank you so much. You will never understand how you’re changing my life. I promise I won’t let you down, and now I guess I can continue trying to learn how to let Chad go; maybe some distance will help. I’m sure I can get him and his friends to move my things in next week, if that’s okay?”  
 
   “Of course it’s okay. It’s pretty late; do you want to stay tonight? I can let you in.” 
 
   “No, I’m going to go home. I only live about ten minutes from here. Why don’t I give you my number and you can let me know about tomorrow?” 
 
   We exchange numbers and she hugs me goodbye, looking much better than she did when she knocked on my door an hour ago. I’m exhausted but know I won’t be able to sleep, so I decide to still go to the gym.
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   Chapter 21 – Kate
 
    
 
   Being at the gym makes me feel instantly at ease. I don’t know why; I haven’t been coming here very often lately. It used to be I spent half of my day here every single day. Marc’s gym is in an industrial building park just about ten minutes from my house. Marc and I have been friends since we were little kids in gymnastics together; he’s my home away from home. Of course, since Marc loves me so much, he gave me a key to come work out whenever I want to. I came a lot after Lila Hope. I haven’t been here at all in almost two months. My body is going to scream at me, but I need to feel it because tonight I am numb. 
 
   The gym has everything a gymnast could want—huge built-in trampolines, tumbling mats, pommel horses, horizontal bars, parallel bars, balance beams—you name it and it’s here. This is the local facility most Olympic gymnasts in training use. It also has every piece of equipment and amenity you could ask for. I like coming late like tonight; at two am there’s no one here and being alone is a perk. I go to the office and put my iPod in the dock, blasting my playlist through the speakers. After stretching and stepping on the treadmill, I work myself up to a run. I hate running, but I love the adrenalin rush I get after about ten minutes. I rotate through different machines, letting out my aggression. Listening to Pink sing So What helps me feel better. 
 
   After about forty minutes, I make my way out to the trampoline, just wanting to do some back flips and slip back into a childish state of mind. Linkin Park’s Numb is just what I need to hear. Halfway through Linkin Park, the music switches to Girl on Fire by Alicia Keys and I know the jig is up. Marc is here and he’s watching me. 
 
   When I finish, I’m out of breath and covered in sweat. Marc has seen me worse than this and it doesn’t stop him from hitting on me. I drop down to one of the mats and lie down. The absolute best part of this gym is the glow-in-the-dark stars and constellations on the ceiling. Marc’s dad put them in for us one year when we were into planets and stars after doing a school project He loaded the ceiling with them and would turn off the lights and let us watch the sky while he worked. Sounds cheesy, but it’s really cool. 
 
   “Hey, baby girl, want some starlight tonight?” I flash him a smile because even on my saddest days, Marc makes me feel happy. I tell him all the time that it’s his superpower. 
 
   “Sure, it’s been forever. As long as you’ll join me?” 
 
   “When do I ever let my favorite girl look at the stars alone? Of course I’m joining you. Now move your big butt over and lay with me.” 
 
   “Ewww no, I’m so sweaty and stinky.” 
 
   He laughs at me. Marc is one of the best looking men I have ever seen in my entire life. he’s always wanted to go out, but I don’t want to wreck what we have. Marc looks a lot like Shemar Moore but his skin is just a little bit darker, and his eyes are a gorgeous shade of green that I swear have hypnotized me all on their own a time or two. 
 
   “Here, I brought a towel for you to lay across my arm so when you lay on me you won’t get me sweaty. Seriously, Kate, I like you sweaty; I just wish you would finally let me work up a real sweat with you.” 
 
   “I know you do. I keep telling you, though, we have to save each other for our mid-life crisis. If we waste that animalistic attraction between us now nothing will appeal to us when we’re feeling old and insecure about ourselves.”  
 
   Marc pulls me in close and kisses me on the cheek. God he smells good. He always smells like Eternity and it makes me feel so close to him. Our relationship is probably my most cherished of all my friends—our mothers passed away within weeks of each other and it bonded us in ways nobody could understand. We decided then that we would call each other our soul keepers so we could try to protect and keep each other safe after experiencing such a profound loss. I would give my life for him and I know he would do the same for me; our bond is unbreakable.
 
   Michael hates Marc; he always said he just wanted to get in my pants. I know he does, and it would probably be great, but I’m terrified of losing him if that ever happens. Our friendship means too much to me to risk that. 
 
   “I’m totally willing to risk not having my mid-forty crisis if I can take you right here and now.” 
 
   “I know you would risk it, but I’m totally looking forward to cougarizing your ass.” 
 
   Laughter rolls out of him. “You have to be more than two months older than me for it to be considered being a cougar, but I’ll let it slide and let you cougarize all over my ass! By the way, since you’ve been too busy to see me, Happy Belated Birthday, baby girl, I’ve missed you. My birthday is in six weeks. Will you come out to the club with me? You can be my official birthday date. Just tell the new boyfriend he has to loan you out for the night. No one, and I mean no one, can work me the way you can on the dance floor. I want that ass all over me for my birthday present.” 
 
   “Deal, I owe you at least that much. Besides, I don’t know if the boyfriend is going to be in the picture then anyway.” Marc pulls me in suddenly serious. 
 
   “I had a feeling something was up. I had just got home and logged into the security system to make sure they set the alarm tonight. I saw it had been accessed a little while ago and knew it had to be you. Kate, you haven’t been here late like this in a long time; I was worried about you. All kidding aside, do you want to talk?” 
 
   He doesn’t judge me and loves me unconditionally, so I spill it all, everything that has happened in the last two weeks until Vanessa left my house tonight. I cry and sob and even laugh, and the whole time Marc just listens patiently. He lets me get it all off my chest and wipes my tears away. As much as I love my friends, if I could bottle up the essence of one person’s soul and carry it with me to make me feel better, it would be Marc—hands down.
 
   “Damn, Kate, that’s a lot to take on; no wonder you’re here. You have the biggest heart I’ve ever seen.  Makes me sad that you won’t give it to me, but at least the part I do have is the purest part. I think you’re very sweet to help Vanessa and I think it will help you heal. I also think it’s going to hurt you more than you realize. The months you missed out on with Lila Hope are the months you’re going to be helping her through. I get that it can also be a healing process for you. What do you think you’re going to do about Mike and Daniel now?” 
 
   I explain to him what I’m thinking and the only answer I have come up with so far. He listens and thinks about what I’ve said. 
 
   “Well, you’re not asking my opinion, but I’m going to give it. I don’t care about any of them; I am giving you this opinion for you, and I think that what you decided is the absolute best choice for you. I’m here for you, sweetie, and I promise you it’s going to be okay. Let’s go to lunch on Monday and you can fill me in; my last class is out at noon.” 
 
   “Lunch sounds great. I miss you, we need to see each other more often. Thanks for being here for me tonight. I didn’t realize how bad I needed you until you were here.” I roll over and hug him, both of us lying on our sides, wrapped around each other. Unfortunately, Connor doesn’t know Marc and doesn’t realize how innocent it is when he walks in the door. 
 
   “What the hell, Kate? Who the fuck is this and why are you all over his fucking body?” 
 
   I hear Connor’s voice roaring at me which echoes in this big building. Marc is up and flipping on the lights, ready to take Connor down. Connor isn’t small by any means, but Marc is six foot four and an easy three hundred pounds of pure muscle. I jump between the two of them with one arm out on each of their chests. 
 
   “Connor, I appreciate you protecting my virtue and all, but this is purely innocent. Marc, this is Connor—my god brother, good friend, and Jess’s new boyfriend. Connor, this is Marc—my soul keeper and the most innocent love of my life.” Connor backs down immediately and shakes Marc’s hand. Marc flashes me a look, letting me know that I was right about Connor being a great guy. Connor looks up sheepishly and apologizes. 
 
   “Sorry, my mistake. Kate’s told me all about you and how you gave each other your souls for safe keeping after your mom’s died. I’m sorry to just walk in, but the door was open.” I flash Marc a look because he is always on me about safety. 
 
   “Don’t look at me like that, little girl, I can protect myself you can’t.” 
 
   “You can’t protect yourself from a gun, so lock the fucking door before I have to beat your ass. Promise me, Marc.” Looking at me like a scolded little boy, which apparently Connor thinks is quite funny, Marc concedes. 
 
   “Fine, I promise I will lock the door behind me so the boogey man doesn’t get me. Happy?” 
 
   I jump up and kiss him on the cheek. “Very. Thank you.” 
 
   I turn my gaze to Connor and cross my arms. “So why are you here checking up on me? I’m a big girl and allowed to be out.” 
 
   “Yeah, that may be the case, but let me tell you what you put me in the middle of. Let’s pop a squat for a second so I can hash this one out for you two.” We all sit down and I hand Connor a bottle of water. 
 
   “So picture this—Mike in his truck, Daniel, Jess, and I in Jess’s car. We stop by Daniel’s for his truck. All of us caravan to your house, Jess opens the garage, and you aren’t home. You said you were going to the gym, so no biggie, right? WRONG. We got back later than we expected. Jess said the gym isn’t in the best of areas and that you never stay more than two hours for a night session. So we wait—Jess is now blowing up your phone with messages, Daniel’s in his truck moping, Mike’s in his truck moping and fuming; it seems Mike isn’t too fond of our friend Marc here. That kind of makes you my hero right now, dude, because Mike is on my shit list tonight for a multitude of reasons. So, ‘Miss I don’t answer my text messages’, all three of them ride my ass until I come check on you. Since you don’t have your phone anywhere, you would have no idea that it’s almost four thirty now. Don’t worry, pumpkin, I texted them all and told them you were safe and sound before I walked in the door; once I saw your car I figured you were fine. My question is, why did you need a four hour workout?” 
 
   Marc leans across and kisses me on the cheek. “I’m going to go work out before the girls get here at five for their morning workout. Call me if you need anything, otherwise I’ll see you Monday. It was nice to meet you, Connor.” 
 
   “Marc, wait, can you just lock up behind us? I’m going to talk to Connor outside.”  
 
   “Sure thing, baby girl.” 
 
   “Sorry, Connor, I forgot my phone in the car. You wouldn’t believe the night I’ve had. Listen, I have a lot to tell you, but I would rather sleep for three hours and tell all of you at the same time. This is between you and I, so please don’t say anything, but the reason I was at the gym so long was because I didn’t get here until after two. I had a visit from Vanessa tonight. She followed me home from your parents’ house and we had a nice long talk.”
 
   Connor’s jaw hits the ground, almost quite literally. “I’m assuming you mean that very sarcastically about your nice talk with Vanessa, but I completely missed the infliction in your tone.” 
 
   I give him a sad smile. “No, I really had a nice visit with her. I know you can’t understand it, and I don’t expect you to, but I like her a lot. I promised you I wouldn’t make any rash decisions, and you have to trust me when I tell you I didn’t, but I also don’t think any of you are going to like what happens tomorrow. I’m sorry I can’t tell you any more than that, but it wouldn’t be fair for me to tell you before I talk to them.” 
 
   “But you told Marc?” I sigh. I knew he was going to say that. 
 
   “Yes, I told Marc, but Marc is my soul keeper and he won’t let me fall. I ran it by him because he’s my friend. He has no connections or ties to anyone but me and no vested interest in the outcome, except for my happiness. That’s why I needed him tonight. It doesn’t make me love you any less.” 
 
   “Yeah, that makes sense. I get it, and I’m glad you have someone that is removed from the situation to help you out. Do you know what you’re going to do tomorrow? Who you’re going to pick?” I nod at him sadly. 
 
   “Can you do me a favor, please? I really have to run home and shower and sleep for a few hours. On your way over in the morning, can you guys pick up some donuts or bagels and coffee and o.j.?” 
 
   Connor gets an evil smile on his face. “Sure thing, buttercup. With the way Mike and Daniel are pacing at opposite ends of the house, avoiding each other, I’ll just mention to one of them you want donuts and coffee and to the other that you want bagels and o.j.; your cup will runneth over.”  We both break out in laughter. This is the best laugh I’ve had in the last day. 
 
   “I love you, Connor, and I’m sorry you’re going to be caught in all of this.” 
 
   “I love you, too, Kate. Don’t worry about me. You’re my priority in this. I’m making it my job to be sure that you stay okay. I just got you back in my life; I won’t let you fall, either. It’s you and me against the world. Now get your smelly, sexy ass home and get some sleep.” 
 
   I drag myself up the stairs when I get home. Jess is waiting for me in my bed. “Shower and come sleep with me. Connor told me something epic happened tonight and not to bother you until the morning. Since he usually doesn’t try and tell me what to do I’m going to trust him on this one. I’ve got the alarm set for eight thirty and told him to tell those boys no one is getting access before nine.” I love her so much. I take the world’s quickest shower, and although I think I’m going to have a hard time falling asleep, Jess spoons me and I’m out like a light. 
 
   Morning comes too fast. Today is a big day and it’s going to be an emotional rollercoaster. After the alarm goes off, Jess grabs my hand. 
 
   “Are you really okay, Kate?” I wipe away the tears that are leaking from the sides of my eyes and shake my head. There’s no way I can tell her that I’m breaking all over again, even though I am. I have to be stronger this time, I have to be.
 
   “No, I’m not, but I will be. Today’s going to be bad, but I promise you I’m not going to break again. I’m not that girl anymore; I won’t let myself be.” 
 
   Nodding her head, she gives me a hug and goes to get ready. We make our way downstairs, and before we even hit the bottom step the doorbell is ringing. Jess rolls her eyes. 
 
   “Well they’re nothing if not punctual.” Too bad this is one time I would rather them be late. Connor strolls in first and sure enough, Daniel follows with donuts and coffee with Mike trailing behind with bagels and o.j. I look at Connor and laugh. 
 
   “What? I told you the power of suggestion works wonders... See? Your cup runneth over.” 
 
   “Well, guys, I guess this is the moment of truth. I’m sure this is going to be the first discussion of many today. Grab some food and take a seat; we only have an hour. This is going to be emotional and painful, but we’re all going to get through it together. At ten o’clock, my dad’s driver is picking Mike and me up for a field trip of sorts which will be extremely emotional and painful, but hopefully healing as well. Daniel, I will text you on my way home so you can meet me here. We have so much to talk about. Any questions so far?”  
 
   Everyone shakes their head. I sort of feel bad because Mike looks excited to be going out. If only he knew why, he wouldn’t be excited at all. Once we’re all settled around the table I begin. 
 
   “I need you all to know that everything I’m about to say has been thought out. I’m not making any rash decisions, and I’m doing what I think is best for all of us. Yesterday was a shock to say the least. I guess one of the downsides to falling head over heels in love so quickly is that you miss some important details, like last names. I know for me, the last four years have been extremely difficult. It has only been this last year that I have begun to be myself again. Meeting Daniel and exploring our love is more than I could have ever asked for. Knowing Connor this past year, I learned a lot about Daniel and Mike through him before I even met you two. However, it’s really been these past two weeks that has enlightened me about your relationships. I’ve been able to witness firsthand how much of a family you are beyond just friendship.”
 
   “My new relationship with the Houstons complicates things a bit because they are my family and I’m going to be integrated into your lives from here on out. I left last night because I needed time to think—time to figure out if there’s a way to be with Daniel and have Daniel and Mike continue to be friends. I thought maybe with time things could get easier, but realized there would always be some ill feelings there between you two. Mike, I read your letter and you have no idea how much those words would have meant to me a few years ago—how much I needed to hear all of the things you said.”
 
   I take a deep breath and drink my coffee while all of them are stare intently at me. I feel like I’m under a microscope. God, this is so hard. I just want to grab Daniel and run far away. 
 
   “The more I thought about it, the more I started thinking about all the talks we’ve had about Mike. Mike, these guys would give their lives for you and I’m sure you would do the same for them. You guys are family; you lifted Mike up when he needed love and support. You gave him friendship, love, a home, a job, and a true sense of family. I know better than anyone how important that is to him because I know firsthand how drastically his own was taken from him. There is nothing more important than family. Unfortunately, there is no love story—epic or not, faithful and true—that is worth losing your family for. Above all else, we are all family and we’re all going to be in each other’s lives for the long haul. As hard as this is going to be, it is my decision. I’ve decided that we are all going to be friends and family but that I am not going to date any of you. Sorry, Connor, but that includes our thirty-year pact, too, buddy.” 
 
   Daniel and Mike look crestfallen and try to speak up. Jess and Connor look absolutely floored, but I can see in their eyes they know I’m doing the right thing. I put my hand up in the air, letting them know I’m not finished and a hush falls across the table. 
 
   “Listen, guys, this story isn’t over; there was a development last night and a few new players to add to our game. They are the most integral part of why and how I came to my decision. When I got home, someone was knocking on my door. I was sure it was some reporter trying to jump the media blackout until I looked out the peephole. What I saw was a beautiful, sad girl who looked a little ill. It turns out Vanessa has been trying to find a way to talk to you two.” I point between Daniel and Michael who exchange looks like they actually knew that. 
 
   “Do you two know about this?” 
 
   “My dad thought he saw her driving around. He said she looked funny, maybe sick or something, but he wasn’t positive it was her since she wasn’t up in his face yelling and demanding things.”  
 
   “Yeah, she explained to me how she acted with you two and why. I know I heard it all from you guys before, but let me tell you something, the Snow White I talked to last night is nothing like the Evil Queen you described; she’s changed. Actually, she’s always been sweet; she changed while she was with you and is trying really hard to get her life back to normal.” Daniel is furious. 
 
   “What the hell was she doing here? Doesn’t she have any fucking boundaries whatsoever?” My heart hurts so bad, my eyes fill with tears I can’t push down. I have to get through this with real feelings and emotions. 
 
   “Daniel, please, you’re going to feel differently in a minute.” I tell them all everything Vanessa told me, with emphasis on the mistakes she’s made and how hard she’s working to right her wrongs. 
 
   “I like Vanessa a lot and she’s about to become integral to our inner circle. Everyone here is going to work on their relationship with her, and if you don’t you won’t have any sort of relationship with me.” Oh yeah, I pulled out the blackmail card. 
 
   Mike speaks up, “I don’t understand why she didn’t come and talk to us herself.” I give him a pointed look.
 
   “Well, I guess she called you for a few months but you never called her back, so that’s why she didn’t reach out to you. As for Daniel, she’s been driving by his house but never catches him home. She’s been driving by both of your offices to see if she can catch you, but she never seems to be there at the right time. Vanessa is sick; she has a severe medical condition and has to avoid stress at all costs. She can’t work, she’s losing her apartment, has no family support, no money, and needs our help.” 
 
   Mike and Daniel both speak up at the same time. “No fucking way! You can’t give us one good reason to help her.” 
 
   I look them both in the eye, my anger boiling to the surface. Yes, my sadness is now turning to anger which is normal, but I’m trying to reel it in. I take a long drink of my coffee and make them sweat it out a bit. 
 
   “I can give you a good reason, but brace yourselves, boys, it’s a doozy. Vanessa has preeclampsia. It’s a potentially life-threatening illness that develops during pregnancy and is dangerous to both mother and child. Congratulations, you two, one of you is about to become a father to a bouncing baby boy.” 
 
   Mike speaks up, “She’s lying! She always lies! There is no way that baby is one of ours; she’s a whore.” 
 
   “Michael Matthews! With the way you’ve acted the past few years, you should be happy you don’t have more than one pregnancy on your hands.”
 
   I soften my tone because they’re in shock. “Look, I believe her. Just by looking at her I could tell she’s six months along; the timing is perfect. She said she always used condoms with Daniel, but not with Mike. She knows condoms aren’t one hundred percent, so the baby could be either of yours. Chad’s been helping her. She loves him and her heart is broken. Vanessa has deep-seeded issues with her mother’s promiscuity. Although she may have acted differently, besides Chad, you two are the only two men she has ever been with. So here’s what’s going to happen, listen up because this is important. Take today to yell, scream, be angry, and cry—whatever you need to do—because tomorrow you are both Vanessa’s new best friends. If her blood pressure raises even in the slightest it can be catastrophic. Maybe if you had answered her calls you would have known about this sooner. Until she got sick she was willing to do this on her own, but now she can’t. The Doctor won’t do a DNA test because of the stress while she’s pregnant. You two don’t look anything alike, so I’m sure that once the baby comes, waiting for the results will just be a formality.” 
 
   “How can we help her?” Daniel asks sincerely, and my heart breaks a little more because he’s such a good man. I fill them in on everything I discussed with Vanessa; how I’m going to help her and why. 
 
   “Don’t try and talk me out of this. I want to do this and I think it’s best for Vanessa if I help her instead of either of you two. I also think it will be easier for both of you to forge ahead with a true relationship if neither of you are financing her pregnancy. Let’s face it, in no way is it going to hurt my bank account to help her. And if I’m being honest with myself, as much as this is going to hurt me, I also think it’s going to help me heal to see her through the final trimester of her pregnancy.”
 
   The rest of them understand, but I think Michael just thinks I mean heal in my relationship. “I plan on seeing a lot of Vanessa, and Jess will love her as much as I do already, I’m positive. Your only job is to make her feel welcome and not judged. Get to know the real Vanessa before you pass judgment on her. Once the baby comes, one of you can be sure to pick up your fatherly duties and be the best dad you can be. Don’t let her push you away; she wants help. I asked her if she was looking for a relationship with the father. She said friendship would be great and she wouldn’t rule out a fairy tale ending if it happened that way, but she’s not seeking it. 
 
   “I didn’t come to my decision easily. If I followed my heart I would be with Daniel. I’m sorry if that hurts you, Mike, but it’s the truth; I love him to the depths of my soul. Sadly, this situation is bigger than me and my wants. It encompasses entire families and the fallout isn’t worth the risk. For the next three months, you guys need to build a relationship with Vanessa. At the end of that time, one of you is going to be a dad, and whichever one of you it is, I know you’ll be great at it.” The tears are flowing now and I can’t stop them even if I wanted to. “My relationship with either of you is not going to hinder the progression of a relationship with your child and the mother of your child. I won’t let it; that’s a bond you need to develop and cherish. In six months, if things have changed and you decide between yourselves it’s okay for me to have a relationship with one of you, maybe that’s something we can talk about then. For now, all I can give either of you is friendship. You can take it or leave it.” 
 
   With that being said, I excuse myself and head upstairs to get ready to go see my little girl. In just a few minutes, the most painful part of my life is going to split wide open. I hope I know what I’m doing, and that in the end, family really is more important than love.
 
    
 
   To Be Continued…
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   Playlist
 
    
 
    
    	Hit me baby one more time - Britney Spears 
 
    	Mama said knock you out  - LL Cool J  
 
    	Say my name  - Destiny’s child 
 
    	Dead Man’s Party  - Oingo Boingo 
 
    	When You Got A Good Thing  - Lady Antebellum  
 
    	Hotel California  - The Eagles 
 
    	Kiss Me  - Ed Sheeran  
 
    	Achy Breaky Heart  - Billy Ray Cyrus  
 
    	I Touch Myself  - Divinals  
 
    	You Got The Right Stuff  - New Kids On The Block  
 
    	Da Ya Think I'm Sexy  - Rod Stewart 
 
    	I’m too Sexy  - Right Said Fred 
 
    	Marry Me  - Train 
 
    	I Wanna Sex You Up  - Color Me Badd 
 
    	If You Wanna Be My Lover  - The Spice Girls  
 
    	The Little Things  - One Direction 
 
    	Come On Get Higher  - Matt Nathanson 
 
    	Everything Has Changed  - Taylor Swift & Ed Sheeran 
 
    	Wanted You More  - Lady Antebellum 
 
    	Hold My Heart  - Tenth Ave. North 
 
    	So What  - Pink 
 
    	Numb  - Linkin Park 
 
    	Girl on Fire  - Alicia Keys 
 
   
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   The Sappy Pages  AKA Thank You’s 
 
    
 
   There are a lot of people who helped me make this book a reality. First and foremost, my husband and kids, they are my whole world. They inspire me to want to be a better person. My husband, my high school sweetheart, encouraged me to keep going when I said repeatedly, “No one is going to want to read this book”.  Even better, he kept me from making a disastrous mistake in picking a pen name.  Yes, I write under a pen name; it’s necessary with teenagers in the house.  His constant advice was, “Pick a name you won’t flinch while saying when you’re sitting on Oprah’s couch.” Now, I’m under no crazy idea that is where I’ll be, but it is a sobering thought when you’re ready to name yourself something stupid. He kept me filled with coffee and tulips and his undying love for twenty-two years and that’s why he’s mine. They are the three people I love most in this world; they have my entire heart and soul in their hands. I could have never written a word without their love and encouragement. 
 
   MAK- It doesn’t matter how old we get, you will always be the Ethel to my Lucy. You have been my best friend and sister for thirty years and I love you more than words can express. Thank you for being my biggest supporter and for putting your own life on hold to read my book. I love you! 
 
   CAT- This girl right here is the reason why JLaw got the dedication page in my book. I don’t back down from a triple dog dare and neither does she. I’ve enjoyed our recent travels to lands I’ve never seen. Someday we’re going to do it for real.  Thank you so much for listening to me rant, complain, whine, and text my frustrations to you. Your encouragement is a big reason why I’m here and I love you for it so much! 
 
   KLR- YOU READ MY BOOK!  For the girl who hates to read I am honored that you read my book and even more so that you liked it! Even though I never see you as often as I like, when I do it’s like time has never passed. I love you now and always my friend. Xoxo
 
   Regina Wamba – Thank you for my amazing cover! You are fantastic and I can’t imagine working with anyone else! 
 
   Tiffany Tillman- Editor and Blogger extraordinaire. I think between you and I we saved the world from being afflicted by Murphy’s Law by catching it all ourselves the past few weeks. Even through it all we got an amazing job done. NAB – I’m thinking of getting it tattooed on my wrist so I always have a constant reminder. Thank you for a job well done and for talking me off the ledge! 
 
   D’s Divine Divas- Girls you know who you are and you are all AMAZING. The best street team a girl could ask for. We are small but mighty. Your love and encouragement means the world to me. I don’t know how I will ever make it up to you, but just know you guys are in my heart always. 
 
   Can I just say that the bloggers are amazing…I have been helped by so many, but a few of them I really have to call out and thank. It’s not always easy trying to start off as an Indie Author and these girls and blogs have really gone the extra mile to help me. 
 
   Ashley Griffieth  from Reviewing Romance – You are a beta reader extraordinaire and always full of good advice.  So much love to you!   
 
   Nadine Colling and Tamara McRae from Hook Me Up Book Blog – The best cheerleaders, teaser makers and promoters around. I love you girls so much! 
 
   Stephanie Locke from Rude Girl Book Blog – Amazing! You have so much knowledge and were 100% willing to share it with me without a second thought. Thank you so much! 
 
   Natalie Catalano from Love Between the Sheets – You picked up this lost Indie author and led me in all the right directions. You will never know how grateful I am for all of your help getting my page off of the ground. I can’t wait to work with you again! Thank you so very much! 
 
   Derna Hope Fearon  from BiblioBelles Book Blog – You are amazing! You are also my Re-Tweeting queen and I love it. Thank you so much for all your help!
 
   Tabby Coots from Tabby’s Tantalizing Promotions – This girl knows a lot and answered so many questions for me. I will always be grateful for your help! xoxo
 
   Nanette Bradford from Nanette’s Bookwhore-ish Obessions – Always willing to share and such a sweetheart. Thank you so much! 
 
   Jodi Murphy from Butterflies Books and Dreams – You gave me lots of advice in the beginning and answered all my questions even though I’m sure I was annoying you by that point. Thank you for your help! 
 
   There are so many more bloggers I could name, just know I appreciate you all and I thank you all so much for all of your help! 
 
   Author Sydney Lane – Thank you girl! You have been my question answerer, beta reader, and page promoting friend. You are the sweetest girl and I appreciate your help and your friendship! 
 
   Author Jessica Sorensen – For answering questions openly and just being so sweet. Thank you for referring me to Regina; she is amazing! I hope I get to see you again and talk more football.  Xoxo
 
   Shawndra Dias, Heidi Ryan, Sue Clement and Caterina Ayala – The four of you deserve your own shout out for being my biggest cheerleaders and supporters without a blog. I love you girls. Thank you so much for believing in me! 
 
   This one may seem a little weird but I don’t care. I have to thank Author Tina Reber; that woman puts bad Indie etiquette on blast! I have learned so much from her posts of what not to do. I think I may have avoided social suicide by reading her posts. She knows I stalk her page and read her posts, and I have thanked her profusely—this is just a continuance of that. Thanks for speaking your piece and saving my ass!
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   To join D. Kelly’s mailing list and stay up to date on upcoming releases please visit: http://www.dkellyauthor.com/mailing-list/
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