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This book is dedicated to my soul mate. When my inner demons rear their ugly heads and my insecurities try and take the reins, he’s first in line to help slay those dragons. After twenty-three years, you’d think he’d be over it, but he’s still here, ready and waiting for the next battle. I couldn’t love him more if I tried. Thank you for loving me more than anyone ever has and ever will.
 




 



 
 
 
"In all the world, there is no heart for me like yours. In all the world, there is no love for you like mine."
-- Maya Angelou
 



 


Mommy and Daddy are fighting again. I’m being a big girl like my Mommy told me and trying not to cry but it makes me so sad when they fight. I wish my grandma would have never died. She loved us so much and ever since we moved into her house last month, all my daddy does is yell and drink stuff that makes his breath yucky. 
“John, please stop yelling! Maybe if you’d sober up every once in a while you’d get your mood under control and stop taking everything out on me!” 
“Woman, don’t back talk me! I’m the head of this family and now that I have Cassidy’s trust fund at my disposal, I can drink whenever the hell I want to since I don’t have to work anymore.” 
Mommy blinks her eyes fast and her lips crunch together like they do when I accidentally spill on something I shouldn’t. 
“That money is for her, John. It’s supposed to guarantee her future,” she whispers softly. 
“Yeah? Well, where’s my money? Where’s my future? If mama didn’t want me to have access to the money, she would have made it a condition of her will.” Spit flies out of Daddy’s mouth; that usually happens when he’s really mad. 
“If you wouldn’t have married me you’d still have your money. I was never good enough for her precious baby. Thank God she loved Cassidy anyway.” 
“Nobody would have been good enough. She thought she was the only one good enough for me,” he tells her sadly and she gasps. 
“John, what are you saying? Did she…” Mommy covers her mouth quickly and sobs.
“I’m not saying anything! Let it go, Deidre, and don’t bring it up again!” I don’t like it when Daddy yells so loud, and I’m glad we’re almost home so I can go play until the yelling stops. 
“We should move, John. Let’s move back home. That’s why you’re drinking so much. This house, those memories…We’ll take the house off the market and go back.” 
“Can we? I want to go back home. Please, Daddy?” I miss my room and my best friend, Missy, so much. 
“See what you started? No, we are not moving back home!” I really want to go back home, so much I start crying as we are pulling into our new driveway. 
“Cassidy, I’m warning you, stop crying before I give you something to cry about!” 
“You wouldn’t,” Mommy snaps at him just as I ask what that means. I’m still crying but don’t understand what he was saying.
“Damn it to hell, I’ll show you!” he roars while getting out and yanking me out of the backseat and into the back of the SUV. He unbuckles his belt and I sit still. I’m not sure what he’s doing but it scares me. When he gets his belt off, he folds it in half and makes a loud whacking sound with it. It sounds scary, and when I look at my mommy, she’s not moving. 
I try scooting away from him but he pulls me by the ankles, muttering, “Disrespectful, disobedient, kids. She couldn’t have just been a boy. She had to be a whining, simpering girl, just like her mother.” 
His hand pulls back like he’s going to throw a baseball and the belt slashes across my legs. I’ve never felt anything hurt so much. 
“Daddy, no! That hurts! Please, Daddy, don’t do it again.” I’m crying, screaming, and twisting around which is making him angrier, but I can’t stop. He turns me over and does it again and again on my backside. All across my butt and my legs, the belt comes down again and again. When I peek over my shoulder, Mommy is still just standing there, watching. She’s not crying and not trying to stop him. Why won’t she make him stop? I don’t understand. Don’t they love me anymore?
“I’m sorry, Daddy. I’m sorry, I won’t do it again. Please stop. I love you. Please stop!” Now I’ve got the hiccups and as he pulls me closer to him, my face burns from being dragged across the carpet in the back of the car. 
“There’s no such thing as love, Cassidy,” he says with a whack harder than any of the others and I scream as loud as I can, hoping someone will hear me.
“The sooner you learn that, the better off you’ll be. I’ll make you understand if it’s the last thing I do.” 
After those last words fall from his mouth, he walks away and my mommy carefully helps me out of the car. I hate this house, and I hate my daddy. It hurts so bad and standing makes it even worse. 
“Shh, stop crying, Cassidy, it’s not that bad. Let’s get you inside and cleaned up before he starts drinking. I’ll bring you dinner in bed tonight.” She won’t look at me anymore; I guess she doesn’t love me now, either. Maybe Daddy is right, maybe there is no such thing as love. If she loved me she would have stopped him, right? 
Once again, I wake up sobbing and drenched in sweat. I can’t even dream like a normal person. The fact that these memories come to me in my dreams so crisp and clear astounds me. Before that day, I don’t remember anything good—no fun times, no family vacations, nothing exciting. I remember we were normal and happy until we moved and then it all fell apart. 
It also all came together. I met Zack and Rylee the day after that beating. We were six years old and they were the happiest kids I’d ever seen. Everything good that has happened to me since then has been because of them. 
So why am I wide awake at four in the morning after another nightmare? I’m getting married in less than twelve hours to the man of my dreams. I should be happy—too excited to sleep—not reliving the worst day of my life. Ever since we started planning the wedding, the nightmares have been torturing me. 
“Cassidy, if you love him that much you’ll let him go. You don’t belong in this world.”
Priscilla’s words have haunted me for days. She’s been my opposition every step of the way, trying to pull me down, to give him up. Maybe she’s right and I’m not good enough for him, and maybe I should walk away now before it’s too late. 
My love for him is stronger than that. We’re stronger than her words. I just need to keep reminding myself of that, of our love. 
“Love doesn’t exist, princess, and the sooner you believe it, the better off you’ll be. Only fools believe in love.” 
Not today, Dad. Your words won’t get me today and neither will Priscilla’s. Today I’m going to give Zack everything he’s always dreamed of. I just have to be stronger than them for twelve more hours…
 





“Cassidy,” my best friend and Zack’s sister, Rylee, calls out softly as she pops her head in to check on me. “Ten minutes, okay, sweetie?” I nod my head and she backs out of the room with a forced smile. She’s worried about me and she’s not wrong to be. This isn’t what I wanted; this is never what I wanted. 
When I look in the mirror, I see a beautiful girl looking back at me but I don’t feel beautiful. There isn’t a hair out of place on my head, my makeup is flawless, my gown and jewelry spectacular, but my eyes…my eyes are sad.
I’m sad. 
A bride shouldn’t be sad on her wedding day. 
This isn’t me and this isn’t what I wanted for my wedding. There are three hundred guests out in that church and only a handful of them are my friends and family. Not that I care if one or all three hundred of them are here for me—it’s the giant production I have an issue with. And yet, in their world, this is intimate; the original guest list was over eight hundred and fifty guests. I should have never let myself get sucked into this. 
The nausea I’ve been feeling for days overwhelms me and I grab onto the corner of the table, praying it will pass, but deep down I just know I’m going to throw up all over this one of a kind hand-beaded gown that Zack’s mom insisted I buy. 
With her money.
Never forget, it’s always her money.
The deep breaths I’ve been taking for the last thirty minutes aren’t helping. Sending everyone out of the room didn’t help my nerves or my second thoughts one single bit. My heart is still beating a million miles a minute, so much so I can actually envision it popping out of my chest and running away from this church, leaving me in its wake. 
It’s not that I don’t love Zack, I do. I need him in my life more than I need oxygen to breathe. Every part of him is intricately woven into my soul and I can’t picture my life without him. He’s been my anchor since we were six years old. I’m just not sure if I should be marrying him. He deserves someone who can live up to his mother’s expectations, and my god does she have a lot of them. Not only that, he also needs someone who can thrive being a part of his social circle. Someone who seamlessly fits into the high-status life which accompanies being a Stafford, not a measly Kindergarten teacher who barely makes thirty thousand dollars a year. 
That someone isn’t me and Priscilla Stafford has never let me forget it. I’ve never been good enough for her baby boy. She has no issues with me being her daughter’s best friend, but to be the mother of her grandkids… not so much.
Slowly, I lower myself onto the chair at the makeup table and try to shake off the panic attack encroaching on every fiber of my being as I recall her harsh words a few days ago. It was her Hail Mary pass and I’m afraid it worked. 
“Rylee, dear, would you be a doll and go fetch your grandmother’s diamond bracelet from upstairs? I want to show it to Cassidy. I think it would look lovely with her wedding dress.” 
Rylee flashes her a beaming smile. “Of course, Mother, I’ll be right back.” As Rylee exits, she gives me a thumbs up behind her mother’s back. It’s sad that Rylee still believes the best in Priscilla. The only reason she sent her out of the room is because she wants to say something to me she doesn’t want overheard. 
I’m already in defensive mode because I know this will be quick and underhanded. It’s not my first go ‘round with Priscilla Stafford and I’m sure it won’t be my last, either. As I square my shoulders, sit up straighter, and re-cross my legs, she finally speaks. 
“Cassidy, the wedding is in three days and I would be remiss if I didn’t try and appeal to your senses one last time.” 
Here we go with another round of ‘you’re not good enough for my son’ and there’s nothing I can do but listen to her. 
“Zachary is a Stafford and there is an immense social and moral obligation that goes along with carrying that name,” she says, raising an eyebrow at me. I nod and clasp my hands together, trying not to get upset. 
“Cassidy, I’ve known you almost all of your life, dear, and while I have no problem with you being Rylee’s best friend, I don’t think you are the most suitable choice for my son to spend his life with.” 
Ouch… I knew it was coming but it still stings. 
“Mrs. Stafford…” I begin, but she raises her hand in the air, almost like a queen getting ready to wave to her court. I would laugh if it weren’t so serious. 
“Cassidy, back out of the wedding, darling. It’s for your own good. We’ll absorb the cost and I’ll even give you a nest egg so you can start over somewhere new. A fresh start would do you good. You could get away from everything and everyone here who is toxic to you, especially your parents. I put the honeymoon trip in both of your names and have paid for everything already. Break the engagement and take the honeymoon as a recovery trip. Who knows? Maybe you can teach in Hawaii and settle down there, meet a nice boy, and have a lovely family someday.” 
I can’t believe this bitch. I’m fuming. My teeth are clenched and I’m trying to curb my temper without screaming at her. 
“Mrs. Stafford, I love Zack with all of my heart. I would have been the happiest girl in the world if the two of us had just eloped instead of having such a huge production of a wedding.” 
“Don’t you see, my dear? That is precisely my point. You consider this wedding a production. You’ve forced Zachary to make all the decisions when he should have been focused on work. A girl of his social standing would have been planning this along with me, not hiding and making Zachary do everything.” 
“I didn’t make Zack do anything. I agreed to this wedding because he wanted to make you happy. However, I expressly told him the only way I would do it is if he took care of the details and worked with you directly on it. Not because I don’t love him, but because I wanted him happy. Making you happy makes Zack happy. I don’t ever want to come between the two of you, so that was our compromise.” 
Priscilla looks at me thoughtfully before speaking. This woman is so intimidating I just want to crawl into a hole. “Cassidy, sweetheart, this really isn’t personal but don’t you understand you’ve already come between us? If Zachary marries you, he will be singlehandedly bringing down the Stafford name that took generations to make as prestigious as it is.” 
A single tear falls from my eye but I won’t allow any more to fall. I’m not going to let Priscilla Stafford bring me to my knees. And even if she does, I won’t let her know she did it. “Have you mentioned your concerns to Zack?” I ask her with a firm resolve and she sighs. 
“Yes, I have, but not as directly as I have to you. I’ve alluded to the fact you two might not be the best fit for each other, but he disagrees.” 
My heart leaps in my chest knowing she wasn’t able to guilt Zack into leaving me. “Mrs. Stafford, I’m not going anywhere. I love Zack. I know you’re trying to protect him, but the last person you need to protect him from is me. I might not be up to par socially, but you’ll never find anyone who loves Zack the way I do.” 
I’m so angry. I can’t wait for Rylee; I have to get out of here. 
“If you’ll excuse me, I have an appointment I need to get to.” As I stand up and start walking toward the door, her voice follows me out. 
“Cassidy, if you love him that much you’ll let him go. You don’t belong in this world.” And with the slightest whisper, I hear her say, “Trust me on that.” 
Maybe Priscilla is right. Maybe I should love him enough to let him go. Zack is an attorney and works at Stafford Investments which has been run by the Stafford family for generations. They are definitely old money and it seems with old money comes higher standards. 
The longer I sit here and panic, the more I realize Priscilla is right. I’ve got to get out of here. My luggage is already in the limo waiting in the back parking lot. All I have to do is sneak out the back exit. 
When I open the door in the back of the dressing room and glance down the hall, it’s deserted. I take that as a sign that this is what I’m supposed to be doing. Zack will hate me and I can’t stand the thought of that, but he deserves so much more than I can give him. Quickly, I scribble a note for him that simply says ‘I’m sorry’ and grab my purse, gather up my dress, and make a run for the exit. As I run, the tears are streaming down my cheeks all while my heart breaks into a million pieces. 
Reginald, their driver, is leaning against the limo but when he sees me running toward him, he puts his phone away and opens the door. I jump in as quickly as I can and he kindly helps shove the rest of the dress into the car. This stupid, fluffy, hand-beaded, one of a kind, beautiful monstrosity. I can’t wait to get it off. 
“Please take me to the airport,” I tell him between sobs as I pull my cell phone from my purse. There’s only one person I can text and I hate it, but I have no choice… I need her help. 
Priscilla, I did what you asked. I’m on my way to the airport. Can you make sure the pilot is ready to go now?
Within seconds, I have a reply. 
You foolish girl. I didn’t mean for you to leave him at the altar. What’s done is done. The pilots are already on standby. I’ll transfer money into your account immediately. 
Oh, hell no.
NO! I don’t want your money. This was never about the money. This is about Zack getting what he deserves and so much more. 
After the text goes through, I power off my phone and toss it into my purse. I won’t be turning it on again. At least not anytime soon; I can’t handle knowing his heart is breaking worse than mine. 
The entire trip to the airport, I’m bawling my eyes out, knowing I’ve just made the biggest mistake of my life but it doesn’t matter now… Zack will never forgive me for leaving him at the altar. 
You should have talked to him, Cassidy, and told him what happened. 
When we get to the plane, Reginald takes my suitcases up for me. I need to change and can’t wait until I get to Hawaii to do it. Before he gets off the plane, he turns to me with an indecisive look on his face. Finally, he says what’s on his mind. 
“Ms. Cassidy, I’ve known Mrs. Stafford a very long time. I know she’s been trying to run you off for a while now. It goes without saying I could probably lose my job for talking to you, but I don’t care. I’m about to retire, anyway. After forty years of service, I think it’s time. And this is too important to keep quiet about.” He pauses and takes my hand in his. “Mr. Zack loves you and he’s loved you since he was a little boy. No one is going to change how he feels about you. And Mrs. Stafford… well, let’s just say she didn’t exactly come from the same social circle as Mr. Stafford did, either. She worked really hard to be as prissy as she is so she could feel like she fits in.” 
He smiles at me and I relax a little, even though I’m still crying. “But I’ll tell you a secret. Mr. Stafford… he loves his missus with all of his heart, but he loved her a whole lot better when she was young and feisty like you. And without all her priss. Do you love Mr. Zack?” 
I nod my head emphatically and he pats my hand. “Love has a way of coming back to you. Have faith this might not be the end. To forgive is to love,” Reginald says firmly as he exits the plane. I want to get in the air as soon as possible, so I shove myself into the seat and tug the seatbelt around the dress. After the plane is in the air and the pilot says I can take my seatbelt off, I have the onboard flight attendant unbutton the fifty or so buttons on the back of the dress for me. 
As the dress falls to the floor, she immediately picks it up and takes it to the bedroom in the back of the plane. I’m assuming she’s trying to figure out how to hang it up but honestly, I’m too emotionally spent to even care. All I want to do is cry myself to sleep and pretend today never happened. After pulling on a pair of yoga pants and a sweater, I recline the chair and continue crying. 
The enormity of what I’ve done hits me like a cold shower. I’m now living in a world where Zack and Cassidy are not a couple and that’s a world I don’t ever want to be a part of. Zachary Stafford owns my heart and always has. 
I’ve just made the biggest mistake of my life. 
 





Today is going to be the happiest day of my life. Of our lives. After years of trying to build up Cassidy’s confidence enough to marry me, she finally agreed and today is our big day. I know this isn’t the wedding of her dreams by any means. Cassidy wanted this day to be about us and our love for each other, not about who can out-do who in the high class wedding department.
“Simplicity, Zack. Why can’t we have that?” 
I let out a sigh as her words reverberate in my mind and try to wash away the nagging feeling biting into me every time I think about how we got roped into this wedding. My mom isn’t Cassidy’s biggest fan so I thought by capitulating to her requests, she would lighten up on Cassidy. I’m not so sure that worked. 
Fuck, I know it didn’t work. 
Cassidy has been off the past few weeks, but especially the past few days. Rylee admitted to me she left her alone with my mom a few days ago. Rylee knows she isn’t supposed to leave them alone together but as usual, Mother had something she needed Rylee to do for her. When I asked Cassidy about it, she said it was nothing she couldn’t handle. 
That’s Cassidy, though—tough as nails. At least she is on the outside, but on the inside she’s as insecure as they come. I’m hoping once we’re married some of that insecurity will go away and she’ll truly realize my happiness begins and ends with her. We’ve known each other since we were little kids and my life is so much better because she’s in it. 
The first time I laid eyes on Cassidy, she was being beat with a belt in the back of her dad’s car. I heard her screams before I actually saw her. We were only six years old and I’ll never forget the feeling that crawled across my skin as I listened to her cry. I didn’t understand what was going on but I knew it was wrong. Her dad reminded me of a fairy tale ogre—he was big and burly and there was no way I could have gotten him to stop. 
When it was over, her mom took her inside the house and I waited. For what, I wasn’t sure, but when Rylee came to tell me it was time to go home, I didn’t want to leave. All I knew was I had to know she was going to be okay. The next day, I went back and sat across the street on the curb of my best friend, Nick’s, house. His family was on vacation so I was able to camp out in his yard and wait. 
I was only there for a little while before Rylee came and found me. The upside and the downfall to being a twin is we always have a sixth sense when something good or bad is happening to the other.  
“Watcha doin’?” Rylee asks as she plops down on the grass next to me. 
“Did you know there’s a little girl who lives there now?” I ask her, pointing across the street. 
She crinkles her nose like our mom does. “In that yucky old Pope house?” 
Her words make me angry; she sounds so snooty, just like my mom. “Rylee, that’s not nice,” I tell her firmly. 
“But that’s what Mother always calls it, Zack,” she rationalizes.
“I know, but it’s mean,” I say honestly. “Besides, Dad says not to listen to Mother when she’s being snooty. He’s says it’s unbecoming. You don’t want to be unbecoming, do you?” 
Rylee’s eyes grow wide and she shakes her head no. “Uh-uh. I want to be nice like Daddy,” she says with a smile. 
“Why don’t you go knock on the door and see if she wants to play?” I ask her, hoping she’ll say yes. 
She jumps up and wipes off the back of her pants. “Okay, I will. Wait here, she might not want to play if I have a boy with me.” 
She’s got a point so I stay put. A few minutes pass and she comes skipping back over with the little girl smiling behind her. She looks a lot happier today than she did yesterday. 
“This is my brother, Zack” she says, pointing to me and then she points behind me. “His friend Nick lives here but he’s on vacation so I have to play with him until he gets back. We’re twins, though, so we’re usually together, anyway.” 
The little girl looks shyly at me. “I’m Cassidy and I’m six. How old are you guys?” she asks, looking at Rylee. 
“We’re six, too,” Rylee says. “We go to St. Mary’s private school. Where do you go?” Rylee is always asking people questions but Cassidy doesn’t seem to mind. 
“I’m supposed to start there, too, when summer is over. I’ll be in first grade.” 
“Us, too,” Rylee tells her excitedly. 
That was the beginning of our friendship, which was great timing because that was also the beginning of Cassidy’s beatings. I try and shake those negative thoughts from my head because Cassidy hasn’t been beaten in years and she won’t ever be again. I would give my life to make sure that never happens. 
“Zack, man, are you nervous or what? You know it’s not too late to back out and go get some last minute pussy. You’ll never know what you’re missing if you don’t get a last minute bachelor fuck,” Nick says, completely serious as he walks in and gives me a quick hug. He can be so fucking annoying. 
“Nick, I love you like a brother but enough is enough. I’m marrying Cassidy and she is going to be the last woman I ever make love to.” 
He shakes his head and rolls his eyes. 
“You mean the only woman you’ll ever make love to,” he snaps. “Man, I just don’t get why she’s so special. Angelica Martin has been on your jock for years. She’s the hottest chick I’ve ever seen, and she has a trust fund bigger than anything I could make in a lifetime.” 
“How long have we been best friends?” I ask him in a controlled voice. 
“Since we were in designer diapers together,” he replies with a chuckle. 
“So it’s safe to say you know me better than anyone, correct?” He nods his head in affirmation. 
“Nick, I’m only going to ask you this one more time and then I’m going to look for a new best friend. Lay off of Cassidy. You don’t have to like her. I get that she’s not up to par with the girls in our circle in your mind but in my mind, she’s better than anyone in our circle. I love her and she’s going to be my wife. Wife trumps best friend, always. So I suggest you work on getting along with her if you want to stay in my life because I’m not going to let you say one more negative thing about her again. Got it?” 
I’m surprised he actually looks humbled by my words. “I’m just messing with you, Zack. I know you love her. I’ll try and do better. But I still think you should have sex with more than one person before you can’t anymore. I know you and Cassidy ‘make love,’ ” he says with a shudder. “But, damn, Angelica would fuck you until you couldn’t walk.” A sly smile creeps across his face as if he’s envisioning it. 
“Who says Cassidy and I don’t fuck?’ I ask him seriously and the confused look replacing his sly smile is priceless. 
“I…I don’t know. I just assumed…” he stutters. 
I laugh at him shaking my head. “Well, you know what they say about assuming. Look, man, Cassidy isn’t just some random chick. She is the love of my life and I’m not going to sit around with you and the guys and compare sex stories. That’s not for public consumption. But for the record, there’s no way Angelica could out fuck Cassidy.” 
After walking away from him, I begin to pace in the small office the church is letting us wait in. Rylee walks in and Nick chuckles as he walks out, still shaking his head as if he never thought Cassidy and I could have good sex. 
Rylee looks concerned. “What’s going on, Rylee? How’s my girl doing?” She’s grasping her hands and her knuckles are white. I’m officially as concerned as she looks. 
“She’s nervous, Zack. Honestly, I’m worried about her,” she replies without meeting my gaze. 
Damn it! 
“Why aren’t you with her?” I ask, trying to control my temper. 
“It couldn’t be helped, Zack. She sent everyone out of the room and said she needed some time to herself. I checked in on her and gave her a ten minute warning before coming here but she looked… I don’t know… sketchy?” Her voice hits a high note as she finishes her sentence. Rylee’s voice only does that when she’s scared. I stalk over to the door and fling it open. “Zack, wait! You can’t go, it’s bad luck,” she calls out from behind me.
 “Fuck luck, Rylee. You and I both know Cassidy is on pins and needles. Something is wrong, I can feel it. Ever since Mother had that talk with her the other day, something just isn’t right.” 
My mother is walking toward us now and the last thing I need is to get delayed by her. “Rylee, go back and get in that room. Stay with Cassidy until it’s time. Please.” I beg her with my eyes and she nods as she walks past. “Rylee, tell her I love her and I can’t wait to hear her say I do.” 
She smiles at me and shakes her head. “Always the romantic, Zack. Cassidy is a lucky girl.” 
“Zachary, darling, it’s almost time.” My mother greets me with a kiss on each cheek. I’ve never understood why she greets people that way, especially me and Rylee. She picks at invisible lint on my collar and hesitates slightly. 
“What’s wrong, Mother?” She’s hedging for a reason; I know her well. 
“Nothing is wrong per se, I just thought I would ask you one more time if you’re sure this is what you want. Getting married is a big step and you’re only twenty-seven. There’s plenty of time…” Her words are interrupted by her cell phone. I’m actually a bit shocked she’s trying to talk me out of marrying Cassidy right before the ceremony. I thought she had much more class than that. 
As I back away from her and lean against the desk, I watch her. My mother is an interesting creature; her facial expressions never reveal anything. It’s almost as if the woman is in a permanent state of Botox but I know she doesn’t touch the stuff. She’s just well trained, for lack of a better reference. Her eyes, however, are a different story. I can see her emotions in her eyes and something has made her very happy. 
“Mother, what is so important that you’re texting before your son’s wedding? If I recall correctly, you yourself said the use of cell phones during family occasions was ‘abhorrent.’ ” 
She continues to text, completely distracted, and I’ve had enough. I’m going to talk to Cassidy. Before I reach the door, Rylee comes running back in and she’s terrified. 
“Cassidy?” I ask, already knowing the answer. 
She shakes her head. “I’m so sorry, Zack, when I got back to the room she was gone.” 
I’m consumed with rage and stalk over to my mother, forgetting all the manners with which I was raised. Losing all control, I rip her cell phone from her hand. “What the fuck have you done now, Mother?!” 
“Zachary, that language is most unbecoming” she chastises me, and yet she doesn’t seem even the slightest bit ashamed as I scroll through her messages with Cassidy. 
“Unfuckingbelievable!” At this point, I don’t even care that we’re in a church and I’m cussing like a sailor for everyone to hear. 
 “You’re being overly dramatic, Zachary. That girl was never right for you. She finally came to her senses and you need to do the same.” 
I pause, reading the last message Cassidy sent 
Cassidy:
NO! I don’t want your money. This was never about the money. This is about Zack getting what he deserves and so much more. 
Priscilla: 
You foolish girl. This has always been about the money. Your parents were easily bought off already. Call it payment for services rendered. You broke him in, now a real woman with class can reap the benefits. The money will be in your account in the morning. Do with it what you wish. 
The only sound I hear is my blood pressure building in my ears. Whoosh, whoosh, whoosh, whoosh. I’m clutching her phone so hard, I’m surprised it doesn’t crack in the palm of my hand. And she’s just staring at me as if I’m a petulant child. Deep down, I don’t think I ever realized she could be this diabolical. 
My vision is hazy as I push back from the desk so hard it flips over. Suddenly, I feel strong hands on my shoulders and I snap out of it. 
“Zack, what’s going on in here?” my dad asks with concern. 
“She finally did it, Dad,” I tell, him my voice cracking. I’m about to lose it so I hand him her cell phone. “Rylee, go get Nick for me, please. Tell him I need a ride to the airport.” 
My mother gasps. “Honestly, Zachary, tell me you are not going to go chasing after Cassidy.” The disdain dripping from her voice makes me sick. 
“Yes, Mother, that’s exactly what I’m going to do. I’m going to chase Cassidy down and beg for her forgiveness. I’ve got a feeling those text messages weren’t nearly as bad as whatever it was you said to her in person the other day. I strongly suggest you leave me and Cassidy alone from now on because if I’m lucky enough to win her back, she will be my one and only priority. Not you. Never again will it be you.” 
She flinches as if I’ve hit her and it makes me sick. She has no clue what it’s like to be hit but Cassidy does; she has taken physical and verbal beat downs her entire life. It sickens me that my own mother has been verbally abusing her behind my back and I never knew. 
“Priscilla, good god, woman, what have you done? Do you think this is a hazing? Some sick rite of passage? Where is the woman I married? How did the girl with enough gusto to stick up for herself to my mother turn into her? God dammit, woman, I didn’t want to marry my mother. I wanted you and you disappeared a long time ago.” 
What the hell?
“Zack, go with Nick to the airport. Cassidy is in the family jet, so I’ll get the company jet ready for you. It will be a few hours, but you’ll still get there faster than booking and flying commercial. Get on the plane and have a drink. Hell, have ten drinks. Whatever you need to do to calm yourself.” I don’t think I’ve ever seen my dad this pissed off before. Even my mother is cowering, as she should be. 
“Zack, this is for you.” Rylee’s placing a note in my hand as Nick crosses the room. All the note says is ‘I’m Sorry’ but for Cassidy, even leaving a note is a big deal. 
“Come on, Zack, let’s get you out of here,” Nick says, placing his hand on my shoulder. Nick has been around long enough to know family tension when he sees it. He’s also known me long enough to wait for me to talk when I’m upset. 
In a daze, I let myself be ushered out to his car and leave my parents to deal with the non-wedding aftermath. Once we’re on the freeway and heading to the airport, I finally break my silence. “I can’t believe she finally did it. She finally scared Cassidy away.” I’m dumbfounded. 
Nick glances from me to the road before speaking up. “Are you sure you want to chase after her? I don’t mean that in a ‘shit on Cassidy’ way, but damn, she just left you at the altar. Maybe you both need some time to regroup and think things through.” 
Cassidy has a flight reflex and I’m not surprised she ran. Not really, anyway. I’m surprised she did it the day of the wedding, but I’ve always wondered deep down if she would flee before this wedding could happen. I promised her, though, and I’m not about to break my promise to her; it’s the only one I vowed to always honor. No matter what. Not that I would ever intentionally break a promise to her, but this one is especially important. 
“If I don’t go now, I’ll never find her. You know how she is. Once this all comes crashing down on her head, she’ll run. I’ve got maybe a day, tops, to catch up with her and then who knows?” I run my hands through my hair, undo my tie, and unbutton my top button. I feel like I’m suffocating.

“Zack,” he says hesitantly, “Cassidy is messed up. Maybe this is a sign the two of you just aren’t meant to be.” 
“Cassidy isn’t messed up, Nick,. She’s just had messed up shit happen to her! Fuck! Why is everyone so quick to write her off?” I’m yelling but I don’t care. I shouldn’t have to defend Cassidy. She’s more than earned her respect, especially from Nick. 
“Look, I’m not writing Cassidy off. For as much as I bitch you know I love her and I owe her more than I could ever repay. We’ve always had a love/hate relationship, but you guys have been attached at the hip since we were kids. All I’m saying is maybe you guys could use some time apart to figure out if you really are meant for each other. If you catch up to her, take it slow, test the waters, and somehow figure out if this is right. Because the Cassidy I know wouldn’t have let Priscilla scare her away. Something else is up.” 
He’s making some good points but no matter what he says, I know Cassidy Pope is the girl for me. 
As we pull up to the terminal, Nick looks at me and says what only Nick can, “Go get your girl, man. And remember, when people call you a pussy for chasing the girl who left you at the altar, just tell them what you told me. Cassidy can out fuck Angelica. No one will ever say another word. Trust me.” 
It’s the first time I’ve laughed today. 

It’s an hour later and I’m on the jet, drinking my third scotch. Reginald just dropped off my luggage but I’m still waiting for the pilot. I did check the commercial flights when I found out it would be about three hours before we would take off, but the soonest one I could get would leave even later. Hawaii is a busy summer destination, so I’m not surprised. This is better, anyway, because it gives me time to cool down and regroup. I’m pissed that Cassidy left and didn’t talk to me, but it’s not entirely her fault. My mother is to blame for so much but ultimately, it’s all on me. I knew better than to force Cassidy into a big wedding—we should have just eloped. 
After filling up my glass again, I turn on the TV and flip channels until I see a picture of myself on the screen.   
“This just in. Zachary Stafford, heir to the Stafford Investments fortune, has just been left at the altar by his fiancée Cassidy Pope.” 
What the fuck? Why is this news? It’s my fucking life, goddamn it! 
There’s a photo of Cassidy and me from last Fourth of July, hugging and smiling for the camera. She’s so fucking beautiful and my heart hurts because I know I’m going to have to fight so hard to get her back. And I will. I refuse to live without Cassidy by my side. 
“Well, Ryan, there are going to be a lot of happy women out there all ready to dry Zachary Stafford’s tears. After all, he is a hot commodity, having been voted Hottest Billionaire Under Thirty five years in a row,” the female news anchor replies.
Assholes. Since when does a person become a commodity? 
“Not so fast, Felicity. These photos just came in. If insider reports are correct, Zachary Stafford is now following his fiancée in hopes to win her back.”
Photos of Nick dropping me off at the airport are now flashing across the screen. Shit. At least I know Cassidy well enough to know she won’t be following the news. She’s likely shut down all electronics and cried herself to sleep by now. 
“What do you think, ladies and gentleman? Is Zachary Stafford romantic or desperate? I mean, really, who gets left at the altar and tries to work things out? The phone lines are open we want to hear your thoughts,” Felicity says, smiling at the camera. I can’t take anymore. I flick the TV off and throw the remote. All my life I’ve been followed in some way because of my family’s fortune and I’ve dealt with it like a perfect gentleman. I’ve tried to keep Cassidy out of the public eye as much as possible, but I’m not going to be able to control this. They’re going to be all over us for weeks. Looks like I’m going to have to change plans. 
My friend, Pete, runs a security firm in Hawaii. After locating his number, I fumble through my email for the address to the house I bought for Cassidy and me. It was supposed to be a surprise. Instead of following my mother’s honeymoon plans, I was going to whisk Cassidy off to our new vacation home. Now that she’s going to be headed for the hotel, I have to intercept her. 
The phone rings three times and I let out a sigh of relief when he answers the phone. “Pete, it’s Zack.” 
“Hey, Zack! How are you doing, man? Long time no talk,” Pete replies excitedly. 
“I’ve been better, actually. Are you up for a job? I’m going to need a driver and four guards for at least a few days but could be for a few weeks. It’s a paparazzi detail.” Fuck, I hate this and Cassidy will hate it, too. 
“Sure, man, I’ll take care of it myself. When do you need me to start?” he asks immediately, sounding like a professional and less like a friend. 
“Tonight, actually. My fiancée, Cassidy, should be landing in about two hours. She’s on the family jet. I’ll need her escorted off and taken to the address I just emailed you. Don’t give her specifics. Just let her know the house is fully stocked, and per Mrs. Stafford’s instructions, she was moved from the hotel so she could be secluded from the media.” 
“Yeah, man, got it. No problem. Anything else I should know?” Pete wants details and I can’t blame him; it’s the nature of his job. Pete owns one of the most prominent security firms in the country but he’s also been my friend since college. For one reason or another, he’s never met Cassidy and he’s so busy with work that taking time out to come to the wedding wasn’t possible. 
“Cassidy left me at the altar and she’s running,” I say with a sigh.
“Shit, man, I’m sorry. That sucks.” 
“Yeah, it does, but if she thinks my mom moved her, she’ll just go with the flow.” 
“This girl… I know you’ve been together a long time. Is she worth it? I mean, worth tricking and chasing?” Pete’s not being judgmental; he’s just looking for facts. 
“Cassidy has a complicated past and other than myself and my sister, there’s never been anyone she could count on. Her reflex is to run, which is why I need you. But is she worth it? I’d give up everything I have just to spend my life with her. She’s so fucking perfect, she makes me feel unworthy. Cassidy loves me for who I am, not for what my money can buy. What’s intimidating to her is the Stafford name, the legacy, the billions. It’s why she’s running, I know it. She doesn’t think she can measure up to us. Little does she know, we’ll never be able to measure up to her.” After four scotches, my words are flowing freely. 
“Alright then, operation true love is in full swing. We’ll make sure she stays put. She won’t get past my men. How far behind her are you?” I hear him clicking away on his keyboard in the background. 
“I’m about five hours behind her, so I’ll need a ride from the airport, too. I’m coming in on the company jet. I’m also sending you the gate code so you can get in. The house is on Sunset Beach, so it’s secluded, but you’ll probably want to station someone at the private beach entrance, as well.” 
The onboard flight attendant approaches. “Mr. Stafford, we’re getting ready to take off. Please put your seatbelt on.” I nod my head in acknowledgement and buckle in. 
“Zack, I’ve got it. Don’t worry about a thing. Whose house is this we’re taking her to? Do we have clearance to be there or do we need to be even more discreet than usual?” 
“It’s ours. I bought it for Cassidy as a wedding gift, but she doesn’t know it yet.” It kills me that I’m not going to be there to see her reaction to the house, but it’s the only way to keep her away from the paparazzi for now. 
“Okay, Zack, have a good flight. I’ll see you in a few hours. Don’t worry, I’ve got this.” 
“Thanks, man,” I tell him, feeling much more at ease. 
“Anytime.”
 





Ten years ago
 
“Dude, this party is going to be fucking epic!” Nick shouts excitedly as he lines up row after row of alcohol in his kitchen. I’m laughing at him and he promptly gives me the middle finger. 
“Whenever your parents are out of town, your parties are always epic,” I tell him seriously. 
“Yeah, but not like tonight. Tonight, Angelica Martin is coming over and since you don’t want her, I’m going to finally make my move.” 
“Shit, you can have her. It would be nice to get her to leave me alone for a change. She’s really starting to get on Cassidy’s nerves.” It’s true. Angelica is pushy and way too forward but she also really puts Cassidy on edge, even though I keep telling her she has nothing to worry about. Cassidy is gorgeous and so is Angelica; they’re just different. 
“Man, I don’t know how you put up with Cassidy’s constant insecurity,” Nick says, shaking his head. “It would only push me further away to constantly be doubted like that.” 
I cross my arms and lean against the doorframe. “Cassidy doesn’t doubt me, dumbass, she doubts herself and you know why.” 
At least Nick has the decency to look ashamed. “Yeah, I do, but after all this time… well, at least as long as you’ve been together you’d think she’d be okay by now.” 
“Would you be okay?” I ask him pointedly. 
“Honestly, man, I’m not sure I’d ever be okay,” he replies with a shrug. 
Our conversation dies off and I get lost in the memory of that night. 
We’re lying in the back of my truck in front of Nick’s house and it’s getting close to Cassidy’s curfew. “I should probably go in. It’s getting late and I don’t want my dad to freak out,” Cassidy says softly. 
I pull her closer to me, weaving my hands through her soft, silky hair and let my lips hover above hers. “I love you, Cassidy Pope,” I whisper before taking her mouth in mine. When Cassidy’s lips touch mine, it’s as if the gateway to my soul opens. I run my tongue across her lips and when she finally parts them and grants me access to her mouth, my body burns for hers. The kiss begins slow and tantalizing, her tongue greeting mine in a welcome hello. My free hand slides under her sweater and caresses her breast and she moans into my mouth. My dick is so fucking hard. I wish I could take her right here even though I just had her less than an hour ago. I’ll never get enough of Cassidy. As long as I’m breathing, she owns me body and soul. When the kiss speeds up, I roll over and climb on top of her. Her hands move to my hips and she pulls me closer to her core. Fuck. I want her again. Slowly, I break away from her and look deep into her beautiful blue eyes. 
“Go ask if you can spend the night with Rylee. I want you in my bed tonight.” I want her in my bed every night, but she’s not ready to hear that. Not yet. 
She bites her lip and shakes her head. “You know I can’t, Zack. He knows you took me out tonight and he’ll suspect we’re up to something. I can’t risk it. I’m sorry.” 
I roll over and adjust myself, trying to calm down. She sounds sad. I know she wants to come but I also know she’s right. And almost as if he could hear my thoughts, his voice roars into the quiet night. 
“Cassidy! Get the hell into this house right now!” 
Shit, this is going to be bad. His words are slurred and he’s shitfaced as usual. Out of the corner of my eye, I see the light go on in Nick’s room and then quickly flip back off. Cassidy hastily jumps up which is a big mistake because her sweater is askew and her hair is a mess. Sucking in a deep breath, I sit up, too, because she’s not going to deal with this alone. I’ll kill him this time if I have to. 
“Girl, what the hell do you think you’re doing in the back of that truck with him? Are you out here fucking him for the whole damn neighborhood to see? You want to give the neighbors a show, do you? I’ll give them a show,” he yells as he lumbers over to my truck. 
“Cassidy, stay here,” I command as I jump out of the back of the truck and into the street. 
“Mr. Pope, we were just watching the stars and kissing. I promise we weren’t doing anything inappropriate, sir.” 
I hate this man so much and sucking up to him is not something I ever want to do, but I will for Cassidy’s sake. He’s wearing an undershirt covered with stains and sweatpants. The grease on his hair proves how long it’s been since he’s showered but based off his signature stink of whiskey and sweat, his lack of cleanliness is obvious. 
“Get out of my way, boy. I see my daughter and I don’t need to hear your sorry excuses. Just because your family has more money than God doesn’t make you better than us.” He’s always so judgmental. 
“No, sir, I agree money does not make the man.” 
“Are you talking down to me now?” he asks, getting up in my face, and it’s taking all my strength not to punch him in his fucking mouth. 
“Daddy, please leave him alone,” Cassidy calls out from behind me. 
“No, sir, I’m not talking down to you. I wouldn’t do that,” I answer, trying to redirect his attention from Cassidy. I’ve never understood how such a beautiful girl came from such a demon bastard. 
“Damn straight you wouldn’t, you piece of shit, because then I wouldn’t let you date my princess,” he says with a sneer. 
His princess my ass. More like his punching bag. 
“I love her, sir, and I would never treat her or you with disrespect and jeopardize that.” 
The laugh coming from his mouth is pure evil. “Did you hear that, girl? He thinks he loves you. Haven’t you told him you’re unlovable yet? Love doesn’t exist, Zack, and my princess knows that better than anyone. I’ve taught her good. At least man up and admit you just want a piece of ass because that is more believable than love.” 
Holy shit. Did he really just call her unlovable? That son of a bitch. Just as I’m about to give his sorry ass a piece of my mind, he bellows at her again. 
“Cassidy, I’m not going to tell you again to get out of that truck and into the house.” She scrambles out of the truck and the look in her eyes is heartbreaking. She extends her hand, reaching out for mine but when she does, he snaps. 
The next thing I know, his hand is around her wrist, he pulls hard, and there’s a loud pop. Cassidy screams as she falls to the ground. She moves to get up but when she tries to push off the ground with her wrist, she cries out in pain. I bend over to help her and he throws me off her and onto the ground. I’ve had all I can take of this bastard. 
“Don’t fucking touch my daughter!” he screams and Cassidy jumps up, using her other arm for support. She comes to me and tries to help me up. The fucking bastard is strong, I’ll give him that—I think I cracked a rib. 
John Pope doesn’t like the fact that Cassidy tries to help me and the next thing I know, he’s pulling his arm back and punches her in the face with so much force it knocks her out and she lands on the ground in a heap. I’ve never felt the kind of fear and anger I felt in that moment. I thought I was going to lose her forever. 
“Cassidy!” I scream, scrambling up off the ground. As soon as I reach her, he kicks me in the ribs and I go flying. Just as he rears back to kick her while she’s down, a bright beam of light falls over us. 
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” I hear Nick’s voice from behind the beam. 
“Your choice, Mr. Pope. I’ve got 911 on speed dial and I just recorded everything on my video camera. You can stop now or I can call the police,” Nick says smugly. 
“You son of a bitch. Do you think a little shit like you can stop me?” he asks, sneering at Nick as I crawl to Cassidy. 
“Maybe not, but I can,” I tell him with a strength and determination I don’t feel. “Nick, call the police now. Tell them we need an ambulance.” 
John steps closer to stop Nick, but my words stop him in his tracks. “This is your choice, Mr. Pope. Give me your word right now that you’ll never touch Cassidy again.” He laughs a maniacal laugh, which doesn’t surprise me in the least. 
“If you can’t give me your word, we’ll release the tape to the police. I’m sure I can convince Cassidy to tell them about all the beatings you’ve given her over the years. You’ll be put away for a very long time.” 
The bastard isn’t laughing anymore. Breathing is painful but I suck in a ragged breath and continue. “Trust me when I say if you touch Cassidy, I’ll know. I’ve seen it all since I was six years old. Plus, I’m sure I have at least one cracked rib and the bruises to match. Do you realize the connections my parents have? You just beat the heir to the Stafford billions. Not a smart fucking move. You live in what used to be a beautiful estate, off your daughter’s inheritance, and you don’t give her anything she was supposed to have out of it. It would be a shame if that information got reported to the authorities, wouldn’t it?” 
He looks down at me with a vengeance I’ve never seen before and sirens wail in the background. “This isn’t over, you little fuck. You better watch your back. I’ll leave her alone but I’m not making any promises regarding you.” 
“Oh, yes you are, Mr. Pope, because my video camera is still recording upstairs in my window and that threat you just made will put you in jail for a long, long time,” Nick tells him with a friendly smile. 
He hasn’t touched her since and it’s been six months. She had a concussion, a dislocated wrist, and quite a few bruises that night. The doctors said it was a miracle she didn’t have any facial fractures but she was bruised for weeks. I had two broken ribs from his kick and a cracked one from where I fell, not to mention my own bruising. We told the police some men came through and tried to rob us and we were taken by surprise. It was the lamest story ever but Nick backed us up. When they asked for a description, we said it was too dark and we didn’t get a good look because it all happened so fast. 
Cassidy has been spending more time at my house and he hasn’t stopped her. I think he’s afraid we’ll go to the police—not because he’ll get in trouble for hurting us but because he’ll have his money taken away. The only thing he does for Cassidy with that money is pay for her school and I actually don’t think he does. I think the estate is set up to pay that for her. By the time she turns eighteen, I know her inheritance will have magically disappeared. He doesn’t work; all he does is drink away his days. The house used to look like all the other estates in this area, at least that’s what my dad says. He said Cassidy’s grandma was a very nice woman and she’d be turning in her grave if she could see how John let the house fall apart. My parents don’t know he beats Cassidy; they just think both of her parents are alcoholics. Which is true, but I think Cassidy’s mom drinks to avoid. She’s forever passed out and rarely present for anything. 
Rylee and I just turned eighteen and in less than six months, Cassidy will be eighteen, too. I want her to marry me but I know no one will let that happen. Especially not Cassidy; she pretty much told me so that night. 
I’m sitting in a chair next to Cassidy’s bedside at the hospital. My ribs are taped up and I’m uncomfortable as hell but I’m not going anywhere. Cassidy has been moaning off and on for about an hour but she still hasn’t woken up. It’s been six hours since we were brought in. The doctors performed a cat scan and an MRI. Thank God she has no broken facial or skull bones. And no internal bleeding, either, just a severe concussion, a dislocated wrist, and tons of bruises. 
My parents and Rylee have been and gone but I refuse to leave. However long Cassidy has to be here, I’ll be here, too. Aside from Rylee, I’m all she has. It kills me to see her this way. Her beautiful face is so swollen, the bruises are dark purple, and her face is scraped up from where she hit the asphalt. If only she wouldn’t have tried to help me. While I hold her good hand gently in mine, I try and hold back my tears but it’s no use. I was so fucking scared I was going to lose her tonight and it’s all catching up to me now. 
“Zack,” she croaks out, squinting as she tries to open her eyes. The lights have been dimmed because the doctors knew she would be sensitive to them and from the way she’s blinking, I can tell they were right. 
“Cassidy, shh, babe. Don’t try and talk. Let me get the nurse,” I tell her as I excitedly push the nurse’s call button. They didn’t expect her to wake up this soon; it’s a really good sign. 
“Well, hello,” the nurse says quietly as she walks in and checks Cassidy’s vital signs. “How are you feeling, Miss Pope?” 
She tries to lick her lips but her mouth is dry. “Sore and thirsty,” she manages to say. 
The nurse nods in understanding. “Everything looks good here, so I’ll get you some more pain medicine and some ice chips. You need to take it slow and make sure your stomach can handle it.” 
When the nurse leaves, I pull Cassidy’s hand to my mouth. “Baby, I was so worried about you but it’s okay. You’re okay and your dad is never going to touch you again. I promise.” 
A strangled gasp escapes her. “Is he in trouble?” I hate that she’s worried about him but that’s also what I love most about her. No matter how much they’ve put her through, she still loves him and wants to make sure he’s okay. Most people would be hoping he’s rotting in hell by now, but not my Cassidy. 
“No, he’s not, but I wish he was. Nick got the entire thing on video and we’re blackmailing him with it. He’s going to leave you alone from now on or he will go to jail.” My tone is filled with anger and her fingers reach my cheek and trail down softly. 
“He’s not worth you getting worked up over. If it’s really over let it go, Zack.” 
She’s so beautiful and kind and I’ve waited for so long to ask her. Even though this is a less than ideal situation, I can’t stop myself. 
“Marry me, Cassidy Pope,” I say, pulling her hand to my mouth for another kiss. 
Her eyes fill with fear, and though her response doesn’t surprise me, it still hurts. 
“Zack, I can’t…” 
“You can and you will,” I say, interrupting her. 
The nurse brings in the ice chips and a spoon and hands it to me. “Give them to her slowly, one at a time.” She pulls a syringe out of her pocket and a bottle of morphine. I know because that’s what they’ve been giving her since we got here. “The doctor says we’ll give you morphine tonight and reassess tomorrow if you can be moved to oral medications. This will probably make you pretty sleepy, but that’s a good thing. You need your rest after what you’ve gone through. The police will be back tomorrow for your statement, but we’ll keep them at bay until you’re feeling up to it.” 
She smiles at us and closes the door behind her on the way out. My dad made sure Cassidy had a private room and I’ve never been more grateful for the Stafford influence than I am right now. After I feed Cassidy a few ice chips, she pushes the cup away. 
“Zack, when I'm with you, every part of me wants to be the girl you want, the one you deserve.” She emphasizes the last word then releases a sigh. “But then, inevitably, something always happens and I'm painfully reminded I don't know how to be the girl you need. Just look at what happened tonight. I’m not good enough for you, Zack. I don’t belong in your world,” she whispers sadly. 
“You’ve got that so backward. You’re better than anything in my world. I don’t deserve you but I don’t care. You’re all I’ve ever wanted, Cassidy, and I’m going to continue to ask you to marry me until you say yes.” I lean over and place a gentle kiss against her lips as her eyes begin to droop. 
“You can’t marry trash, Zack. Hell, your mom won’t even let you take the trash out,” she whispers with her eyes closed. “There’s someone better for you out there, you just need to find her,” she mumbles as she falls asleep. My heart hurts for her and I decide I’m going to make it my mission to help Cassidy feel worthy. 
“You couldn’t be trash if you tried, Cassidy, and I’m going to prove it to you. You will say yes one day. You will be Mrs. Zachary Stafford.” 
“Hey, baby.” Cassidy wraps her arms around me, effectively pulling my thoughts from the past to the future. She looks beautiful in a blue sundress which enhances her blue eyes and hugs all her curves. “What were you thinking about? You looked a million miles away.” 
“I’ll tell you later. Let’s go get a drink,” I say, taking her hand in mine as we work our way through all the people in Nick’s house. As we walk into the kitchen, I notice a group of football players in the corner and they’re all looking at her as if she’s their next meal. Bastards. They know she’s mine and I have no issue showing them. 
Wrapping my arm around her waist, I pull her to me and kiss her deeply. Cassidy hates PDA but she loves kissing me. I feel her hesitate, so I quickly part her lips with my tongue and take control. Her arms wrap around my neck as she gives in and I take possession of her mouth with mine. When I pull away, she’s flushed and a round of cat calls aimed at the two of us makes her blush. 
“You did that on purpose,” she says accusingly. 
“Hell yeah, I did. They want what’s mine and they can’t have it,” I reply arrogantly as she crosses her arms and glares at me. 
“I’m not a possession for you to claim, Zack,” she spits out as Rylee crosses the room, heading in our direction. 
“I never said you were a possession. I said you’re mine. It goes both ways, Cassidy,” I say, pulling her close and whispering in her ear. “You own my heart and soul. I’m yours, too… forever.” 
“You better be,” she replies, giving Angelica a dirty look as she walks by us and intentionally brushes against me. I love when she’s jealous. 
“You know I don’t want anyone but you. Rylee is behind you, tapping her foot impatiently. Why don’t you go see what she wants and find me in a bit?” 
“Okay,” she says with a smile, and after placing a lingering kiss on my lips, she goes off to see what the hell Rylee has her panties in a twist about now. Hopefully it’s just something dumb because I’m really not in the mood to kick her douchebag boyfriend’s ass tonight if he did something stupid. 
Nick walks over and brings me a beer, which I take gratefully. 
“You and Cassidy staying here tonight still?” he asks as he finishes his beer and opens another. 
“Absolutely. Did you lock up the room already?” People have a habit of making themselves at home in empty bedrooms during Nick’s parties. 
He laughs as he hands me the key. “Man, I locked them all up this time. After the last party, when Constance told my mom it looked like someone had ‘soiled’ the sheets in the spare bedroom and I had to listen to her sex talk, there’s no way I’m going to risk that again.” 
I smile, remembering how weirded out he was by that. His mom has a great sense of humor and she only did it to embarrass him. “Well, maybe next time you won’t be such an arrogant fuck and assume it’s part of her job to wash sexed up sheets after one of your parties. Constance has been a part of your family since you were a baby. You had to know she’d say something.” 
“Yeah, yeah, whatever... the one time I didn’t have time to wash all the sheets. In my defense, sex with Hilary was completely worth the embarrassment.” 
Angelica is heading our way. I can use this as the perfect wingman opportunity; all he needs to do is take the bait. 
“Speaking of… who are you trying to score with tonight?” I ask as his eyes widen and a perfectly manicured hand lands on my thigh. 
Damn, I wish she’d take the hint that I’m not available or interested. 
“Bethany was just talking about you, Nick,” she purrs in the way only Angelica can. It’s sexy and a complete turn off all at the same time. “You should go talk to her before someone else snatches her up.” 
I remove her hand from my thigh as Nick stands. “Later,” he grumbles as he walks away, leaving me in Angelica’s clutches. Damn, he’s dense at times. He had the perfect chance to try and claim her as his. My eyes scan the room for Rylee and Cassidy but they’re nowhere in sight. 
“They went to your house to get their things since they’re sleeping over. We have a little while before they get back,” she tells me with a smirk as her hand starts roaming up and down my arm. 
I pull away quickly. “Follow me,” I tell her and lead the way out to the garage. I’ve been nice but I’ve had enough. I’m not going to go off on her in a house full of people, though. I’m not that much of a dick. The smug look she has on her face pisses me off. I can read Angelica like a book; she thinks I’m dragging her out here because I’m going to finally give in to her. 
Once we reach the garage and the door closes behind us, I let her have it. “Angelica, I don’t know how much clearer I can make this to you. I’m. Not. Interested. You know I’m with Cassidy and that’s never going to change.” 
“Zachary,” she purrs and I hate it; it reminds me of my mother. “When are you going to realize Cassidy is just using you for your money?” With every word she speaks, she inches closer and closer to me and it’s making me seriously uncomfortable. 
“Cassidy doesn’t care about money, but you’d never know that because you can’t get over your mean girl attitude enough to even get to know her.” 
She lets out a peal of laughter. “You’re adorable, Zack. People like us don’t associate with people like her. She’s a scholarship kid, a nobody. But you and I, Zack, we’re legacies. Everyone knows legacies shouldn’t date let alone consider a future with someone who isn’t a legacy. It just doesn’t work like that.” 
What a cunt! 
“First of all, let me make this very clear. Cassidy isn’t a scholarship kid and even if she was it wouldn’t matter. The world is changing, Angelica, and you should get with the times. If you want to be stuck in some semi-arranged marriage with a man who most likely won’t love you the way you deserve to be loved, then go for it. That’s not what I want for my life. Maybe this isn’t all your fault. I see your mom and mine with their heads together at the country club. I’m sure they’re plotting our eventual nuptials.”
She smiles and motions her hand for me to continue, as if I was going to stop there. “You don’t know me, Angelica. You don’t know who I am. I’d give up every single penny of my fortune if it meant keeping Cassidy with me for life.” 
The gasp escaping her mouth is priceless. But then the shocked look on her face quickly becomes an eerie smirk as she reaches out and pats me on the hand. “It’s okay, Zack, you can’t see our future yet but I can and I’ll wait. I’m even okay with being the girl on the side for now. I’ll happily give you what I know must be lacking from your relationship with Cassidy.” 
As she speaks the last sentence, the garage door opens and Cassidy and Rylee hear everything. Fuck, could this night get any worse? Cassidy is frozen in her spot, looking back and forth between Angelica and me, but Rylee is beyond furious. 
“Who the fuck do you think you are?” she screams as they both walk in and the door closes behind them. “Do you think you make yourself look good by offering to ho yourself out to my brother on the side? Do you think he’ll want you or even respect you after that?” 
Rylee laughs and looks back at Cassidy for a second before going full force at Angelica again. “You’ve been after my brother for years but I can tell you right now that even if he and Cassidy split, he’d never go for someone like you. Get a fucking life, Angelica, and while you’re at it, find some self-respect along the way because, honestly, you’re pathetic. Too bad you can’t buy a personality with all your money because you desperately need one.” 
Angelica doesn’t even look ashamed, she just pops a kiss on my cheek, walks to the door, turns around, and blows me a kiss. “You know where to find me when you decide you want a real woman.” 
“Oh my god. I can’t believe the nerve of that bitch! What the hell are you doing out here with her alone, anyway, Zack?” As Rylee screams at me, Cassidy runs out. 
“Dammit!” I scream at no one in particular as I stalk to the door so I can follow her and explain. Rylee catches my arm and turns me to her instead. 
“Let her go, Zack. Let her calm down. Do you want to tell me what’s going on?” she asks gently. 
“No, Ry, I don’t. I just want to go find Cassidy and explain. Fuck, this night could not possibly get any worse!”
“Well, about that… we knew to find you out here because everyone inside was taking bets on what exactly you guys were doing. When we walked in, everyone was giving Cassidy sympathetic looks. I’m sure this is all on Angelica but it looks really bad, Zack. They’re saying she was all over you in the kitchen and you brought her out here for sex.” 
“You’ve got to be kidding me. Jesus, Ry, that’s not what happened. She was all over me and I told her to follow me here so I didn’t act like an ass by going off on her in front of everyone. I was trying to be nice. Even if I liked Angelica, which let’s be perfectly fucking clear here, I don’t, I would never hurt Cassidy like that.”  No wonder Cassidy was so freaked out. 
“Okay, Zack, let’s go find our girl,” Rylee says as she links her arm through mine. 
We look around and can’t find her so we decide to split up. I know she wouldn’t go to the room because she’d have to ask Nick for the key and he’s in a big group with Angelica and all her friends. She’s got to be out back. There are a ton of people out here but I think I know where she is. As I walk across the yard, people keep trying to talk to me but I’m not in the mood. My friend, Gus, hands me a beer as I pass by and I take it gratefully. 
Behind the pool house is a set of steps that lead down to Nick’s basketball court. Nick doesn’t like people going down there in the dark so he keeps the lights off so no one will even know it’s there. Cassidy likes going down there in the dark to look at the stars so I’m hoping that’s where I’ll find her. 
Before I make it to the bottom of the stairs, I hear her crying and I feel like absolute shit. Even though I was defending her and myself, somehow Cassidy still managed to get hurt. 
“Cassidy,” I call out softly, trying not to scare her. 
She sniffs and then sighs loudly, “Go away, Zack.” 
“Not a chance in hell, babe.” 
“I’m serious. I just want to be alone right now,” she says, trying to control her breathing. “Please, Zack, just go.” A sob escapes from deep down inside of her. 
She’s crying because of me. No, she’s crying because of that bitch, Angelica. I lower myself behind her on the grassy hill she’s sitting on and pull her close to me. Thankfully, she doesn’t fight me. Instead, she releases a sigh as she sniffles through her tears. 
Pushing her hair to the side, I speak softly in her ear, hoping she’ll hear what I want her to instead of what she wants to. 
“I love you, Cassidy Pope, and that will never change.” She stiffens under me and tries to cut me off but I’m not having it. 
“No, you ran again, Cassidy. It’s my time to talk now.” Her body relaxes slightly against me and I know she’s ready to hear me even if she doesn’t want to. 
“You, of all people, should know what a tramp I think Angelica is and that it doesn’t matter what she wants. I don’t want her. I’ll never want her because my heart is already entwined with yours.”
She sighs again and relaxes all the way into me. Cassidy is fearful and insecure but I always hope to find the right words to bring her back to me when she gets like this. 
“There’s never been a girl whose hands fit mine like a glove as if they are an extension of my own, until you. There’s never been a pair of eyes that see into my soul and set my world right again, until yours. There’s never been a set of lips that have locked onto mine like the keys of a lost kingdom until yours touched mine. Every part of you completes every single part of me.” 
Her tears fall against my hands and I lightly kiss the back of her head. 
“Zack,” she says on a sigh, “I don’t know how to do this. I love you more than life but I don’t know how to let you all the way in. I don’t know how to not run away when things get bad. My instincts are always to run now. I’m so sorry my relationship with my parents is affecting us, but I don’t know any other way. I’m trying. God, Zack, I’m trying so hard, but I just don’t feel good enough. Maybe Angelica isn’t the one for you, but she’s not wrong. I’m not meant for your world.” 
My poor broken girl. She has no idea how much she’s worth. 
“Cassidy, I am who I am right now because of you. Your strength to go through all you have and still be a loving, caring person astounds me. The love you’re willing to give overpowers anything negative in your life. Your dad almost killed you and the first thing you wanted to know was if he was okay. I’m in awe of you, baby, and even more than that, I’m so in love with you.” 
She tilts her head back and I turn her slightly so I can capture her mouth with mine. Our kiss is slow and deep but it’s tinged with all of her sadness. 
“Cassidy,” I pull away, “I’d give up everything for you without one single look back. There is nothing more important in my world than you. If I could, I would marry you right here, right now.” 
She shakes her head no and I let out a soft laugh. 
“Oh, yes, Cassidy Pope. You’re going to be my wife one day, but until that day comes, I’m making you the most important promise of our lives.” 
Her eyebrow hitches up a little…Good, she’s intrigued. 
“I’ve known you since we were six years old and I’ve loved you for as long as I can remember. For the last four years, you’ve been my everything and in those four years, I’ve learned everything there is to know about you.” 
“Like what?” she whispers softly as I trace the lines of her body with my fingers. 
“Lots of things, but I’ll give you the highlights.” She giggles and I instantly know she’s feeling better. “Let’s see… I know you sigh just as you fall asleep. That when I kiss you here,” I say, kissing the top of her neck right below her ear and she moans, “that you’ll moan because you’re getting turned on. I know when you stay over most nights you’d rather be with me but you stay in Ry’s room because you don’t want her to feel bad. I know you love me more than you ever thought possible but you still feel like I love you more. You’re right. I do love you more, but that’s my job. This is us, baby. This is how we work and it’s perfect. I know you love me with all you have to give. We all love in different ways, Cassidy, and as long as it’s given freely, one person’s love is no better than another’s.” 
“Could you be any more romantic?” she asks, releasing another sigh and relaxing even further into me. 
“Yes,” I reply with another kiss to the top of her head. “I’m about to be right now. I knew when our hearts merged into one that you would run whenever things got hard, and I made myself a promise to never let that bother me. You’d rather flee than hurt someone but what you don’t realize is when you run, it kills those of us around who would lay down our lives for you. I know it’s just instinct and that’s why I always come after you. I know you’re not trying to hurt me, you’re just trying to cope in the only way you know how.” 
“Zack,” she whispers breathlessly. 
“Nope, let me finish. Someday you need to work this out with a therapist if you can’t work it out yourself, but until the day comes when you no longer feel the need to run, I will always chase after you. This is my promise to you. No, fuck that, this is my promise to us. Don’t misunderstand me, Cassidy. This isn’t a free pass to run. You need to learn how to accept my love as is and stop being fearful of what or who you think will be affected by us. The only people affected by us are us.” 
“Thank you,” she replies softly as I hug her tightly to me. 
“For what?” I ask, hoping this time my words sink in. 
“For understanding me better than I even understand myself. For loving me more than anyone ever has. For knowing that even when I run, it’s never from you but from my own fears and insecurities. But most of all, for coming after me time and time again. I hope one day I’ll stop being so afraid before you get tired and stop coming after me. I love you, Zack, so very much.” 
She turns her head and places a lingering kiss on my lips. It’s tender and sweet, just like her. 
“I might get tired of chasing you, but I’ll never stop because I’ll never be tired of you. Making friends with you was the smartest thing I ever did.” 
She laughs and turns around, straddling me. “I’m pretty sure Rylee was the one to make friends first. You just happened to be there.” 
I’ve never told her this story, but maybe now is as good of a time as any. 
“Actually,” I say, lying down as I pull her with me, “I sent Rylee to your door to see if you could come out and play.” 
“Seriously? Why didn’t you ever say anything before now?” I love the way her nose crinkles up when she’s curious about something. She’s cute when she’s animated. 
“I wasn’t ready to tell you before but now that the past… is really that, I guess it’s okay for me to tell you.” 
“Tell me what, Zack? Why do I feel like this is going to be a big deal?” 
“Relax, Cassidy, it isn’t bad. Maybe back then it was but, baby, it doesn’t matter now.” Releasing a sigh, I brace myself, suddenly realizing this is not a good idea after all. 
“The day before Rylee went to your door, I saw you… actually heard you, first.” Anger floods through me even remembering that day. “Your dad was beating you with the belt in the back of the car and you were screaming. I didn’t realize what was going on back then but I knew it wasn’t good and I wanted to help you. Your dad was so big and scary back then, I thought he might have been a real life ogre.” 
A gasp falls from her perfect little mouth. “You saw that? That was the first time he ever did that,” she whispers. “It didn’t start until we moved into the house, but you know that.” 
“Yeah, I know. I was pretty far away. Like I said, I heard you but I could see him going in for each strike. It was confusing but I knew it wasn’t right, and when you got out of the car, you were so sad. To me, the worst part of it all was your mom just standing there watching. I’ll never understand why she hasn’t protected you all of these years.” Her mom disgusts me almost more than her dad does. 
“She’s just afraid of him,” Cassidy says, making another one of her endless excuses for her. 
“Fuck that, Cassidy! She should be protecting you at all costs. You are her child, her responsibility. Your needs and wellbeing should always come above hers.” I know I’m being an ass but I can’t listen to her defend her mother anymore. 
Taking a deep breath, I count to five and let it out slowly. I pull her close to me and place a soft kiss on her lips and wipe away her silent tears. “I’m sorry. It just frustrates me to no end knowing the people who brought you into this world have made you suffer so much. No matter how strong you act, I know it hurts you, too.” 
“It did, Zack, but you and Nick saved me from ever having to go through that again. They just completely ignore me now and let me do what I want. It might not be the perfect situation, but it’s the best I’ve had since before we moved here. In a few months, when we go away to school, I won’t even have to see them anymore. Everything good happening is because of you. I just…” Her voice trails off and she bites down on her lower lip to keep herself from saying anything else. 
“You just what? There’s nothing you can’t say to me. Not now, not ever.” 
“I just don’t want you to feel obligated to stay with me.” 
That has got to be the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard. 
Placing my hand behind her head, I gently roll her over and position myself on top of her. I’m going to make this girl feel the depths of my love if it’s the last thing I do in my life. “I love you,” I whisper a breath away from her lips then cover her mouth with mine. I take my time kissing her then pull away slightly.
“I’m going to love you and only you until the day I take my last breath,” I tell her softly before meeting her lips again, claiming them with mine. This time, I kiss her longer but still don’t breach her mouth with my tongue. 
Again, I pull away just a bit but whisper into her mouth in hopes that my words will not only weave themselves into her mind but also into her heart. “Love is love. It comes without strings, without obligation, without judgment, without fear. It is unconditional and all-consuming. I couldn’t separate my love from you if I tried, so please stop trying to push me away because I’m not going anywhere.”
My lips crash onto hers and her mouth immediately opens to mine this time. Her arms wrap around my neck, her fingers immediately finding their home in my hair. She moans erotically as my tongue meets hers in a desperate frenzy. She sucks on my tongue which makes me think of her sucking me somewhere else. I pull back and bite her lip gently as her hands glide down my body until they land on my hips and she tries to pull me closer to her. I’m going to fucking come in my pants if we don’t stop. She knows it, too, because she giggles as I gently ease off of her. 
“I’m crazy about you, Cassidy Pope, so stop trying to convince me otherwise,” I tell her firmly with no room for argument. 
“I know you are, and I love you so much it physically hurts. I’ve lost the love of the two people in the world who are supposed to love me unconditionally. If I lost your love it would kill me, Zack. It’s easier to push it away than to risk letting it in. I’m sorry. I’m just so messed up but I’m trying. I’d do anything in the world for you even if it meant letting you go.” Her eyes are filled with so much love. I think this might be the most honest she’s ever been with me. Except when she was on morphine and she doesn’t remember much of that. 
“You’ll never need to let me go, so don’t worry your pretty little head off about that. Just enjoy what we have, Cassidy, because it’s not going anywhere. It seems quieter out here. I bet the party is winding down. Want to go back inside?” She nods her agreement, so I hop up and reach my hand down to help her up, pulling her to me in the process. 
“Marry me,” I ask her again for the umpteenth time since that night. 
She giggles. “Maybe someday,” she says softly. 
That’s progress.
“I’d love to know how you became so patient and so romantic so young,” she says with a smile. 
I place a kiss on her forehead and look into her big blue eyes. “Have you ever watched my parents? I mean, really watched them together?” She shakes her head slightly.
“Watch them next time you’re over. More specifically, watch my dad. My mom is not the easiest person to love, as you well know,” I say cocking an eyebrow at her and she nods. “It doesn’t seem to matter to him. He still keeps trying. He knows she loves him even if she’s abrupt and a bit cold. If we’re in the car, his hand is on hers or resting on her leg. When we watch movies, he always holds her close. If we’re at a party, or just out and about, he holds her hand as often as she’ll let him. It’s just the little things but that man shows his love for her a thousand times a day and she knows it. We all know it. That’s the best kind of romance. It’s not the grand gestures, anyone can do that. It’s the little things that make the difference.” 
She stretches up on her tiptoes, places a quick kiss on my lips, and smiles at me. 
“You’re going to make a great husband one day, Zack.” 
Taking her hand in mine, I lead her back to the house. It’s quiet between us but it’s a comfortable silence. I’m too stunned to even speak. For the first time, Cassidy didn’t tell me I was going to make someone a great husband. She said I would make a great husband. I finally feel as if she’s starting to hear me and really understand I’m not going anywhere. 
 





When the plane lands in Oahu, the flight attendant gently wakes me up and tries to help me with the dress. 
“No. Just leave it on the plane, please. Mrs. Stafford can do with it whatever she wishes.” She nods and moves to put it back in the bedroom, but the longing in her eyes tells me she doesn’t understand why I wouldn’t want such a beautiful dress. 
Once the plane is opened up, the pilot graciously carries my luggage down to the tarmac where there is a town car with blacked out windows parked and waiting. It’s a little bit humid out but there’s a nice gentle breeze blowing. I can smell the ocean air with a hint of a floral tinge to it. The sun is setting and the sky is a gorgeous shade of orange and pink. 
Sadness washes over me and I have to blink back my tears. This should have been my first glimpse of my honeymoon with Zack. It’s my own damn fault I’m in this mess; I don’t have anyone to blame except for myself. 
That’s not exactly true. I blame Priscilla, too. If I wouldn’t have let all her negative words and feelings get to me, I’d be Mrs. Zachary Stafford by now. 
I’m drawn from my thoughts when the gorgeous man in front of me clears his throat. I don’t usually pay attention to other men but I’d have to be dead not to take a second look at him. Thankfully, he can’t see my appreciative looks. I had put my sunglasses on before exiting the plane so no one could see my big, puffy, red eyes. 
“Cassidy Pope I presume? I’m Peter Rafferty. I’m here to take you to the house. I’ll also be your guard for the next few days.” 
What’s going on?
“I’m sorry, what do you mean house and why would I need a guard?” I’m not getting in this car until I get some answers from him. 
“I’ll explain everything on the way if you’ll just get in the car,” he replies patiently. This man is stoic, I’ll give him that. His blue eyes are locked onto mine but I’m trying to figure out why I feel like I know him. His name sounds so familiar. 
“There’s no way in hell I’m going anywhere with you until you explain what’s going on. I don’t make it a habit to get into cars with random strangers.” Put that in your pipe and smoke it, Mr. Stoic. 
He chuckles and shakes his head. “Fair enough. Mrs. Stafford has changed your itinerary. You are now staying at a house on Sunset Beach. There will be a total of four guards discretely surrounding the property. She thought it would be best to have you secluded from the paparazzi. She said you don’t like to be in the public eye. Now, if you’ll get in the car, I can answer any more questions you may have on the way.” 
Paparazzi. Why didn’t I think about that before? Of course, they’re going to be all over us like vultures. I never think of Zack as someone famous. He’s only famous because he’s wealthy, and the paparazzi didn’t actively start tracking him until he got voted Hottest Billionaire Under Thirty. It was the thing that made me hate his trust fund kicking in—his newfound groupies. 
“Peter?” 
“You can call me Pete, everyone does,” he says as he closes the door behind me, and I wait for him to walk around and get in the car. 
“Okay, Pete, how bad is it?” 
“The paps?” he asks, and I nod at him in the rearview mirror. 
“I’ve seen worse but I’ll be honest with you, it’s a good thing you’re not at the hotel because even worse than the paps is the influx of women they’ve got staking out the place, hoping Zack will show up looking for you.” 
“That doesn’t surprise me. Desperate women will do desperate things. Unfortunately for them, Zack won’t come looking for me, not this time.” 
“Do you regret it?” he asks unashamedly, and I’m shocked. 
“Excuse me?” I had to have heard him incorrectly. 
“Being a runaway bride, do you regret it? I’m sorry if you think I’m prying, it’s just you sounded so dejected when you said he won’t be coming this time. I thought maybe you’d like to talk.” He flashes me a bright smile in the mirror. I can tell he really is just trying to be nice. 
“I do, but it’s complicated. I’m a teacher.” 
“Why do you say that like it’s a bad thing? What grade do you teach?” 
“It’s not a bad thing for me, I love teaching. You just don’t hear about too many billionaires ending up with Kindergarten teachers.” I’m not sure why I feel like I can trust him but I do. 
“You know, I had the biggest crush on my Kindergarten teacher, Mrs. Smoke, and she was smoking hot. I would go back and visit her every year until I went to junior high, hoping that was the year she’d fall in love with me,” he says with a hearty laugh. 
“For what it’s worth, if your boyfriend loves you, I don’t think he cares what you do as long as it makes you happy. Has he ever actually told you it bothers him?” 
“Well, no, but I know it bothers his family.” God, could I sound any lamer?

“Look, men are simple creatures. We don’t typically lie unless we have good reason. It’s easier for us to tell it like it is. If he had a problem with it, he would have said something, and if he cared what his family thought about it, he would have told you so.” 
This guy would be perfect for Ry; they think exactly the same. And I know they’re right. I’m just too hung up on what the influential people around him think and that’s all thanks to Priscilla. 
“Do they think you’re after his money?” Oh, now that’s a ballsy question if I’ve ever heard one. 
“Not that it is any of your business, but no. They all know me better than that. We’ve been friends since before first grade and we’ve been together… well, we were together for almost twelve years. Money has never been a part of our relationship.” 
This jerk is smirking at me! I’m not sure what about our conversation is so amusing to him, but I’ve never been more thankful to arrive somewhere before. Pete rolls down his window, punches in a code, and the massive gates in front of the car slide open. He pulls up into a circular driveway and stops the car in front of an awning. 
Pete comes around and opens the door for me and another man steps up and pulls my luggage from the trunk. 
“Cassidy, this is Mike. He’ll be guarding the front entrance during your stay.” 
“Pleasure, ma’am,” Mike says with a nod of his head as he leads the way inside. We walk up a covered stone pathway leading to the doors. The stone is gorgeous with intricate drawings on each slab. This whole area is breathtaking. It’s completely covered with beautiful, natural wood Adirondack chairs flanking the front doors. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a more beautiful entry. Priscilla must be over-the-moon happy I left to put me up in a place this extravagant. 
Upon entering the house, the first thing I notice is the unique combination of hardwood and travertine flooring between rooms. It’s got a sweeping open floor plan, making the house friendly and inviting. Once I venture in further, I’m breathless when I see the floor to ceiling windows covering the entire backside of the house. It’s almost dark now, but I can still see the outline of the waves as they crash against the shore. 
It’s gorgeous but even with all the open space, it feels like the walls are closing in around me. I went years without a panic attack but ever since the wedding planning, they’re back. This one is well-deserved, though—it’s because I’m terrified. Now that I’ve lost Zack, it’s been the only thing on my mind since fleeing the wedding. How stupid could I have been?  My fingers fumble on the locks of the French doors, trying to open them so I can get outside and get some air. 
Pete must recognize the signs because his hand is on my back immediately and he leads me onto the patio. Crouching down, I drop my head between my knees as Pete rubs my back. 
“Deep breaths in and out, Cassidy. Just take it nice and slow.” He’s rubbing small circles on my back, and it should make me uncomfortable but it doesn’t; it just feels protective. I’m sure, in his line of work, he probably sees this all the time. After it passes, he pulls me to a standing position and passes me a bottle of water. Mike must have seen what was happening and brought it out. 
“Thank you,” I whisper as I take it from his hands. 
“No problem. Is this new for you or have you suffered for a while?” This man apparently does not know the definition of the word ‘boundaries.’ Even so, I like talking to him, so I answer his question. 
“I’ve had them since I was a kid and they actually completely subsided until we started planning the wedding. That probably should have been our first clue this was going to end in disaster.” 
“So elope,” he states simply. If only it could have been so simple. 
“Trust me, I tried numerous times, but it was easier to give in and look where that got me. Forget about me, look what I did to Zack. God, I’m such a fool.” Tears fall effortlessly from my eyes as I’m sure they will for the rest of my life. 
“Look, I don’t presume to know you, but I’ve been in love before and lost it. If it’s worth having, it’s worth fighting for. If he loves you, he’ll get past this and if you love him, you’re going to have to work out what you’re feeling and give him all of you or none of you. Half assing shit in a relationship just doesn’t work.” 
I nod my agreement because he’s completely right. 
“You’ve got a week or two here, right? Use it to figure out your situation. I know it’s inconvenient being stuck in the house and not able to freely explore the island, but maybe the paps will get bored or another bigger story will hit. Regardless, you’re in the lap of luxury and surrounded by beauty. Enjoy it and use the solitude to think.” 
“Are you always so forward?” I have to know because if he is, I really think he and Ry could be a match made in heaven. 
“Don’t see a reason not to be. There’s no point holding in feelings or thoughts. You never know when it might benefit someone. Feel free to roam the house. It’s fully stocked with food, alcohol, wi-fi, satellite TV, pretty much anything you need. I’ll be back later, but I’ve got a few things to take care of. This is my card.” 
He passes me a simple black and white card with his name and phone number on it. It’s basic and kind of creepy.
“If you need anything, call me. No guards will be in the house but Mike will be in the front. If it’s an emergency, get him immediately. There are a few other guys but they are on the outer perimeter of the house and you won’t see them at all. I’ll check in with you in the morning. Try and have a good night, Cassidy. Get some sleep, tomorrow’s a new day.” 
His smile is really disarming and his eyes seem to hold the secrets of the world. “Goodnight, Pete,” I reply as he walks out through the house, wishing I could pick up the phone and call Zack to tell him I’ve met Rylee’s soul mate. That’s not all I would tell him—I’d beg his eternal forgiveness and love but now isn’t the time. Hell, I don’t even have the balls to turn on my phone tonight. 
With a sigh, I head back into the house with the weight of the world on my shoulders. I’ve got a lot of decisions to make in a short period of time but right now, the overwhelming exhaustion of the day has claimed me and it’s all I can do not to pass out standing up. 
Not ready to sleep in an empty bed, I turn off all the lights—except for the one in the living room—and double check the front and back doors to make sure they are locked. There are probably a lot more doors in this house, but Pete was nothing but professional so I’m not worried about them being unlocked. 
Pulling a throw from the back of the u-shaped sofa, I remove about a dozen throw pillows and place them at the foot of it. It has to be at least ten feet long and the cushions are so soft and comfortable I sink right in when I lie down, keeping one throw pillow for my head. After my extended nap on the plane I didn’t think I would be so exhausted, but I just can’t keep my eyes open. Maybe if I dream of Zack the ache in my heart will subside. If I can’t have him in person, in my dreams is the next best place. 
 





As the wheels touch down on the tarmac, I unbuckle my seatbelt and finish off the last of my scotch. I’m toast and I fucking know it. I’m in no condition to see Cassidy like this; I need to sober up first. I’m hurt and I’m angry at myself as much as at anyone else. I’ve never been around Cassidy when I’m drunk and mad and I don’t ever want to be. The last thing I would ever want to do is inadvertently scare her because I can’t handle my liquor. 
I fucking love being drunk and happy with Cassidy, though. Especially when she’s also a little drunk. When Cassidy is drunk, her inner sexual vixen comes out, and I swear when she’s like that, her pussy tastes even sweeter on my tongue. 
Damn it! Just the thought of tasting her sweet fucking pussy makes my dick hard. With the way the flight attendant has been looking me up and down all night, I don’t want her to get the wrong idea. My dick isn’t hers to touch, to look at, or to suck—it belongs to Cassidy. 
For a moment, I consider getting her name tattooed on my dick. She’d never push me away if I did that. The absurdity of my thoughts get to me and I laugh. As if I’d ever let someone get near my dick with a tattoo needle. I’d draw that shit on with a Sharpie if she wanted me to, though—no joke. 
Once the cabin doors open up, I bid adieu to the pilot and the flirty flight attendant and catch sight of Pete waiting by his car on the tarmac for me. Cocky bastard goes and parks wherever the fuck he wants, whenever he wants. It’s one of the reasons why we’re friends. I need some badass in my life and Pete definitely brings it and then some. 
Pete’s laughing at me as I make my way to the car and pulls me in for a quick hug. “Rough ride or are you drunk?” he asks, smirking. Bastard already knows the answer. 
“I might need you to take me to get some greasy food to absorb all the scotch I drank. There’s no way I can go see Cassidy like this.” My words are slurred and he’s still laughing. 
“You’re right about that. Come on, let’s go get some food and while you sober up, I’ll tell you what I know. It’s good to see you, man. It’s been too long.” 
“Thank you for not coming to the wedding. You saved my ass today.” Oh, that probably didn’t sound very nice.
As I start to correct myself, he cuts in, “Man, it’s all good. I know exactly what you meant. I’m glad, too. Cassidy is a sweet girl. You’re a lucky man, Zack. She’s something special. I see why you want to hold on to her.” 
We’re quiet as he drives to the closest all-night diner he can find. I hope there’s a burger or pancakes or something on this menu that doesn’t have Spam in it. In college, he brought me to a place that only served Spam. I’ve been leery of Pete’s dining choices ever since. I can’t stand Spam but it’s a big staple in Hawaii. 
“Don’t worry, you can get Spam free food here,” Pete says, laughing, practically reading my mind. 
Once we’re settled and we’ve both ordered bacon cheeseburgers and fries and I’ve got some coffee in my hand, he fills me in. 
“She’s at the house and she’s safe,” he starts, and I feel myself relax just knowing she’s really still there. 
“Actually, from the last update I got, Mike said she’s asleep on the couch. When you go in, you might want to be quiet so you don’t wake her. Unless you want to talk to her tonight?” No, that would not be a good idea. I shake my head no and he smiles. 
“Good choice. As far as I could tell when I left, she still hadn’t turned on her phone but she did have a pretty decent panic attack.” His eyes meet mine to assess my reaction. Hearing she had another attack makes me uneasy. Maybe my coming here wasn’t a good idea. 
“Hey, stop slouching in your chair like a defeated man. I don’t think this is because of you necessarily. She said she’s been having them since you started planning the wedding?” The questioning tone in his voice makes me wake up and flag the waitress for more coffee. 
With a sigh, I fill him in a bit. “Cassidy had a messed up childhood and used to have panic attacks often. I’ve always been able to talk her through them, for the most part, but once we went away to college and moved in together they stopped. She didn’t have any for seven years, and although I knew they had started again, I never put two and two together that they were related to the wedding planning until you just said it.” 
“She mentioned she suggested eloping…” His statement is open-ended, waiting for me to fill in the rest. 
“You’ve met my mom. She’s high maintenance and utterly ensconced in high profile society. And I am the stupidest son of a bitch on the planet.” I release a long sigh and run my hands through my hair, feeling like I should kick my own ass at this point. 
“Anyway, I was trying to keep the peace between my mom and Cassidy. We agreed on a huge wedding but I had to handle all the details. Cassidy didn’t want it. She doesn’t have any family other than a few cousins and she’s happy keeping things low key. But she agreed because she knew it would make my mom happy and in turn, that would make me happy.” 
“But she was miserable,” Pete replies, stating the obvious. 
“Yeah, she was, and like a fool, I was doing all the things behind the scenes to make her happy but was not paying attention to her feelings at all. It wasn’t intentional. I was just trying to keep the peace between her and my mom.” 
The waitress drops off our food and we both take a few bites before continuing. This burger might be the best burger I’ve ever had but then again, I’m so hungry a Spam burger would probably taste amazing right now, too.
“So, anyway, I was fighting my mom on details behind the scenes, making sure everything Cassidy could have wanted was happening. Chocolate cake, instead of vanilla, with champagne filling, an outdoor reception in a garden setting filled with thousands of white twinkling lights instead of a ballroom in some stuffy hotel, a honeymoon at our own house instead of The Four Seasons or some shit. You know, just little things I knew would make her happy since she had to sacrifice the intimacy she craved and didn’t get.” 
Pete sips his Coke and looks at me thoughtfully. “Obviously, I didn’t spend a lot of time with her but from what I could tell, that girl is head over heels in love with you. She’s got a lot of regret and anxiety about today and it seems about your family, as well.” 
“I found out today my mom has been feeding her all kinds of bullshit for God only knows how long. It’s taken me years to try and integrate Cassidy into my life a little bit at a time. My dad and my sister, Ry, adore her. My mom even loves her, but not as my wife… only as Ry’s best friend. If I had known…” 
Pete looks at me skeptically. “What could you have done, Zack? Seriously, Priscilla Stafford is a force all of her own making. One way or another, she would have tried to get this to go her way.” 
He pauses for a moment, tapping his fingers against the table. “You’re going to have to go in there with a plan, Zack. Cassidy needs reminding, dominance… Fuck, I’m not sure exactly, but you’re going to have to take every ounce of determination you’ve got and sink it into this. Consider it the biggest case of your life.” 
“Already on it, and that began with you guys keeping the house on lockdown. I don’t want anyone getting to us but I don’t want her to be able to get out, either.” 
He chuckles. “That sounds a lot like kidnapping.” 
Shaking my head, I reply, “No, not at all… we’ll call it two weeks of coercion therapy. I’m going to remind her exactly why we fell in love and then I’m going to marry her before we leave and go back home.” 
“You don’t feel like you’re missing out? You’ve never had another girl… it’s always been her, right? Maybe this is a sign or something?” I’ve always admired Pete’s straightforward curiosity. He’s the only person I’ve ever known who loves to crawl inside someone’s mind, not to judge, but to really learn what makes them tick. 
After pushing away my plate, I lean back into my seat and think of the best way to answer him. “It’s always been her, man. We started off as friends and even though she was Ry’s best friend, she was mine, too. Cassidy went to school with us but she wasn’t one of the girls who had a lot of money. Well, she does… or did. I don’t even know for sure, but her parents never spent it on her so she had what she needed but that was it. She didn’t have designer anything but she didn’t care, either. Nothing has ever been about money to her, which is perfect for me because the only girls who have ever tried to date me have always been about the money.” 
“Yeah, I could tell she didn’t seem to care about the money. She seemed really overwhelmed by the beauty of the house, but I think she shrugged it off as your mom and her extravagant ways.” 
“Cassidy is my lifeline, Pete. She is insecure and afraid to believe in love and yet she’s the only person I’ve ever met who loves with every single part of her being. In all the years we’ve been together, I’ve never even been tempted to cheat.” 
He raises and eyebrow at me and I laugh. “I’m not dead, man. Of course I notice women, but Cassidy is fucking beautiful, inside and out. I’ve never had a conversation with a woman who even comes close to captivating me the way Cassidy does. I hit the fucking girlfriend lotto and I know it.”
“Alright then, so what is the plan and how can I help?” 
Pete is so easygoing, nothing fazes him. “I’m going to recreate some special occasions for her, so I’ll probably need you to pick up a few things for us. Each day we’re here, I’m going to make a remembrance of a special event. I’ve got the first one handled already, but I’ll probably shoot you an email the night before so you can get me what I need for the next day.” 
“Sounds good. Are you ready to put this plan in motion?” 
“Hell yeah. The sooner I can see for myself that Cassidy is okay, the better.” As he stands, I throw some money on the table to cover our bill and the tip. 
The ride home is mostly silent. I’m exhausted and excited at the same time but no matter how excited I am to see her, I know the next two weeks are really going to be the test of our love. Cassidy has to break and let me in this time… all the way in. 
“One more question before you go in.” Pete pauses and I nod at him to continue as he pulls into the drive. 
“You’re extremely protective of her and not alpha male protective, either. Is there something I should be aware of? Stalker? Crazy ex?” I’m not sure how much I should tell him. This isn’t something Cassidy has ever broadcasted to anyone. Even Ry doesn’t know the full extent of what she’s been through. 
“There shouldn’t be anything you need to worry about, Pete. When Cassidy was a kid, her parents were abusive, but it’s been years and she’s been doing well ever since she got out of their house. This is not something she tells anyone and the only reason I’m telling you is because you’re looking out for her. Sudden movements may scare her, yelling might set off a panic attack, and occasionally, she’ll have a bad dream but that’s about it.” 
“Jesus, man, I’m sorry.” 
“Yeah, me, too.” 
“Look I don’t mean to speak out of turn, but I do know what it’s like to grow up in an unpleasant home. If whatever you’re trying to accomplish doesn’t work you might want to have her go to therapy, if she doesn’t already.” 
If only. “She won’t go, I’ve tried. But I did the next best thing and I went.” I’m telling him the only secret I’ve ever kept from her, from anyone. 
“You went? For her or for yourself?” 
“Both. When we were teenagers, her dad assaulted us. Cassidy was in the hospital for a few days… she could have died. I blackmailed him to keep him away from her and that’s when it all stopped. I knew it was bad but until that night, I had no idea how much worse it had gotten.” 
I pause, needing a minute before continuing. “After that, I needed to talk to someone about what happened to me and her. She refused to go so I went behind her back. I think she was terrified the therapist would confirm what her dad has told her since she was six.” 
“What did he say?” Pete demands in a controlled voice. He looks as pissed as I feel. 
“He’s been telling her she’s unlovable and love doesn’t exist. I never knew all the years he’d told her that, not until that night. I had heard bits and pieces before, and she had said things which made me wonder, but I never put it all together. I was aware of the beatings and of some verbal abuse but I had no idea he was breaking her spirit by telling her that every chance he could.” 
“So the therapy helped you cope?” 
I sigh. “Yes, but she also helped me understand that in order to get through to Cassidy and reverse years of feeling unworthy, my actions needed to match my words. She taught me how to make my words count by letting her in to my every thought and inner feeling. It’s hard to explain, but for example, telling Cassidy I loved her wasn’t enough… it was just words. But if I kissed her head and then told her I loved her and followed the words with hand holding or an even more intimate kiss, it was reaffirming that my words weren’t meaningless.” 
“Like how she was hit and then told she was unlovable.” 
“Exactly. Positive affirmations instead of negative ones. And realistically, I was already pretty good at filling her in on my feelings because I knew her home life was unstable and I wanted her to feel loved and protected. The more I opened up to her, the more she let me in, but there’s always been a piece of her I couldn’t touch. The piece that pulled her from our wedding and brought her here. That’s the part of her I need to break through before we leave this house.” 
“Zack, man, for what it’s worth, I hope you get there and I’ll do whatever I can to help. I’ve never met anyone willing to go through what you have for someone. Damn, you guys were just kids and you knew way back then she was special. I envy you in a way.”  The wistfulness in his voice is unmistakable. Time to lighten this party up.
“Well, I’d envy me, too, if I were you but don’t get any ideas… Cassidy is mine.” His laughter fills the car.
“Now, there’s the cocky son of a bitch I went to school with. I knew he was in there somewhere. Just let me know when you need me, otherwise, I’ll be here but out of sight.” 
“Thanks, man.” 
“Anytime,” he says as I exit the car. As I walk up the path to the house, I see Pete’s man guarding the door. He’s not someone I would want on my bad side. This guy is huge and apparently, a man of very few words. 
“ID,” he states gruffly, but I don’t begrudge him—he’s doing his job. I hand him my driver’s license and he looks at it and me very carefully. Once he’s satisfied I am who I’m supposed to be, he steps aside so I can unlock the door. 
“She’s still asleep on the couch, or she was ten minutes ago when the guys in back gave me their update.” 
“Thanks,” I reply as I gently close and lock the door behind me. Carefully, I take off my shoes so she doesn’t hear me walking through the house and wake up. When I walk into the living room, the house is completely dark but the moonlight casts a soft glow onto her and I easily make out her sleeping figure. 
Relief floods through me just being able to see she’s okay with my own eyes. I’d love to pick her up and carry her to our bed but I know I can’t. Instead, I continue quietly down the hall to the guest room. I’m hoping I’ll be up before she is in the morning. I don’t want her to know I’m here until I’m ready. Besides, I’m exhausted and need to sleep off the alcohol before talking to her. I lock the door behind me; if she goes exploring in the morning she won’t think anything of a locked door. Even though I want her in my bed, it’s not possible tonight and I won’t sleep in our bed without her. 
There’s a tap on the window. Pete must have seen the light go on. He’s in the process of popping the screen off when I open it. 
“Miss me already?” I ask with a smirk.
“Not as much as you would have missed this in the morning, I’m sure,” he replies, passing my suitcase through the window. Damn, I can’t believe I forgot that. 
“That’s for sure. Thanks.” 
“Yup. Get some sleep, you’re going to need it. See you later,” he says, popping the screen back on and disappearing into the dark. 
After closing the window, I strip out of my tux, down to my boxer briefs. This was not the way I imagined I’d be getting undressed and going to sleep on my wedding night. It doesn’t matter; we’ll still have a wedding night. If Cassidy needs time and a reminder why we’re meant for each other, I’m going to give it to her. 
There’s nothing in the world I wouldn’t do for her. 

When I wake up, the sun is streaming through the slats in the plantation shutters even though they’re closed enough no one could see inside if they tried. I feel like a kid on Christmas morning. I’m excited to see Cassidy and have her to myself for the next two weeks and can’t wait to see her reaction when she finds out I’m here. 
The clock on the nightstand says it’s eight a.m., so I only slept about five hours but that’s enough; I’ve never been much of a sleeper. Probably because, for as long as I can remember, the first thing I ever wanted to do when I woke up in the morning was make sure Cassidy was okay. After we moved in together, it was already a habit and instead of trying to break it, I enjoyed lying in bed and watching her sleep peacefully. My heart has never been more content than knowing she was safe in my bed and in my arms. 
After grabbing my suitcase and tossing it on the bed, I take my toiletry bag out and hop in the shower. I decide not to shave because I know Cassidy loves me with just a day’s worth of scruff. My shower is quick because I’m anxious to see her. Unfortunately, when I packed my bag I didn’t give too much thought to clothes because I figured I wouldn’t need many here. I may need to do some shopping. 
Finally, I find a plain black t-shirt that she loves because it clings to every muscle and ab I have. It also shows off my tattoos, which my mother hates but Cassidy loves. There’s one in particular she pays more attention to than any other. It’s on my upper back and says ‘faith makes all things possible.’ It’s a quote she has had written down and carries with her as motivation. When I realized how much it helped her, I knew I had to have it on me forever. Another way of trying to show her I’m as much hers as she is mine. The day I came home and showed it to her, she cried for hours. I was terrified she hated it, but she explained even though it was silly she felt as if it proved I was made for her. 
That was the least silly thing she could have ever said to me. 
“Baby, look at me,” I plead with her as I wipe away her tears. She looks up at me and her puffy, red-rimmed blue eyes have never looked more beautiful. The words I want to say to her can’t find their way to my mouth. 
“Cassidy, I can’t even find the words so I’m going to show you what I’m feeling.” Taking her hand in mine, I pull her up from the bed and remove her white sundress over her head. The white lace panties and matching bra underneath have my cock aching to be buried deep inside of her. 
My shirt is already off, so I quickly drop my shorts and remove my boxers. She gasps when she sees how ready I am for her and her eyes glaze over with desire. There’s my little vixen. Every time I get to see that look in her eyes, I relish the fact that no one else has ever seen it and no one ever will. Cassidy will always be mine and that look will always be reserved for me.
Pulling her close, my hands follow the curves of her body until they land on her ass and squeeze. When my cock pushes against her belly, she exhales. “Zack,” she moans as my mouth greets hers. Her lips taste salty from her tears and I lick them, greedily consuming the evidence of her happiness. As her tongue tentatively meets mine, my cock aches for her even more. 
The intensity of our kiss increases while my hands roam her curves. She threads her arms under mine and pulls me closer to her by my shoulders. “Make love to me, Zack,” she whispers breathlessly, pulling away from our kiss and backing up to the bed. 
“I plan on it, baby. Lie down.” As she crawls across our bed and lies down, I take a minute to admire the beauty displayed in front of me. She’s breathtaking, and I’m the luckiest fucker on the planet. Starting at the bottom of the bed, I let my hands work their way up her flawless ivory skin. At first, I place light kisses up her legs but once I reach her thighs, I’m biting softly and ease the sting with lingering open-mouthed kisses, letting my tongue float across her skin and reveling in the sounds of ecstasy coming from her. 
My tongue swipes across her clit through her panties and her fingers immediately tug on my hair. Hell, I love when she does that, especially when she gets to the point she’s begging for me. As I kiss my way up her toned stomach, I slide my hand into her panties. She’s so wet already. Using my free hand, I slide it underneath her and unclasp her bra. She shrugs out of it and tosses it across the room. 
“Zack, please,” she pleads as I slowly circle her clit with my thumb. As I lower my mouth to her nipple, I slide a finger inside her and she arches into me, pulling my head down to her breast, letting me know she wants more. When I suck her nipple harder and then gently bite it, she cries out in sheer pleasure. After slipping a second finger inside of her tight, wet, pussy, I move to her other breast without missing a beat. 
The pressure I’ve been applying to her clit with my thumb has her clenching my fingers tight, her wetness now dripping down my hand. Kissing a path from her breasts to her mouth, I slow my movements as I take her lips with mine. The in and out movements of my fingers mimic the movement of my tongue in her mouth. She lowers one of her hands and pulls my hips closer to her as her fingers of her other hand tug softly on my hair. 
Her whimpers are becoming frantic as my tongue chases hers in a sexy game of foreplay. Slowly, I break the kiss and travel back down her abdomen until I reach her panties. Tucking the edge of them in my teeth, I remove my fingers from her as I proceed to pull her panties off with my mouth. 
Cassidy watches me with pure adoration and passion in her eyes until I flick her clit with my tongue and her eyes roll back in her head. “God, Zack… only you,” she whimpers. When my tongue travels down her sweet, slick pussy and slips inside, she convulses around me, screaming my name. There is nothing in this world sweeter than the taste of my vixen on my tongue. 
Once I’ve let her fully ride out her orgasm in my mouth, I kiss my way back up her body, enjoying every single curve as I go. I’m nestled between her legs and she reaches down and guides me inside of her. 
So. Fucking. Hot. 
When I’m all the way in, I pull her hips up closer to me and ask the question I already know the answer to. “Only me what, baby?” She’s moving under me, trying to get me to move but I hold her hips steady and stop her. “Answer me if you want me to move. Only me what?” 
She blushes, and it’s the cutest fucking thing I’ve ever seen. I’m buried balls deep inside my vixen and she still gets embarrassed to tell me what I already know she meant. “Only you can make me fall apart, Zack. Only you will ever have my heart.” 
Damn straight, only me. 
“And only you will ever have mine, Cassidy Pope. For now, and for always,” I reply with the sweetest kiss as I slowly move in and out of her, savoring every last sensation of her tight body wrapped around mine. 
When her cries escalate and her fingers are frantically scratching at my back—pulling me closer—I feel her tighten around me and when she softly calls out my name, I let myself come with her. Nothing in the world feels better than coming inside Cassidy as we climax together.
 Nothing. 
Just thinking about being inside of her is making my cock stand at attention. I try and think of something else to ease the ache before going out there and surprising my girl. I don’t plan on having sex with her, at least not today, so I really need to stop thinking about it. 
Who the hell am I kidding? I’m always thinking about sex with Cassidy. It’s time to go slay her dragons once and for all. 
 





When I open my eyes, the room is filled with sunlight. After blinking a few times, I sit up and look around for a clock, finally settling on one on a corner table. It’s a little before eight in the morning. I can’t believe I slept that long but after everything that happened yesterday, I needed it. 
A sinking feeling settles over me and my nausea kicks in full force. Why did I run? How did I let her get to me? Up until recently, I’ve always been able to push Priscilla’s negativity to the side and trust in Zack. He’s fought for me every step of the way and when it was time for me to fight for him, I ran. Again. Which brings me full circle to the issue at hand: maybe she was right and I’m not right for him. Truth be told, if I was worthy of him I would have fought for him. 
Suddenly, it hits me like a ton of bricks. Maybe that’s what she wanted to see—maybe she needed to see me fighting to prove my worth to her. If that’s the case, I’ve completely and utterly failed. God, I can’t think about this all right now. I need a shower and a cup of coffee, then maybe I can think about what happens now. Eventually, I need to face my biggest current issue: I need to check my messages. I’m sure, aside from Zack, Ry is totally freaking out. 
She’ll never understand any of this. For one thing, she’s Zack’s sister so no matter our friendship, her loyalty lies with him. And secondly, she has no idea the kind of person her mother really is. That actually makes me happy; Ry should only know her mother’s love, not her hateful ways. 
In the light of day, this house is even more stunning than I realized last night. I stand and open the shutters to look out at the ocean. The water is a beautiful clear turquoise so vastly different than the water at our local California beaches. You definitely wouldn’t be able to have sex in this water without everyone on shore knowing exactly what you’re doing, I think to myself with a chuckle. 
Alright, I can enjoy the view for the next two weeks if I want to but right now, I’m in desperate need of a shower. I need to wash off the sorrow and sadness before a new round consumes me and I’m not able to function at all. I never explored the house last night and I’ve really got to pee! Grabbing my suitcase and wheeling it behind me, I set off down the hall. The first door on my right is a bathroom with a shower. Perfect. I’m not ready to venture into the bedroom yet, knowing I’ll be sleeping there alone. 
The bathroom is very large for a guest bathroom, and I’m able to easily lay my suitcase flat and open it with plenty of room to spare. After grabbing the necessary toiletries and a couple of towels from the cabinet, I turn on the shower and strip out of my grubby clothes. It’s a waterfall shower and it’s amazing; I could stay in here all day. 
Once I’ve shampooed and conditioned my hair and scrubbed down with Zack’s favorite scented body wash, I step out of the shower and try to steel myself for checking my phone after breakfast. Even though Pete and his men will be around, I decide to just let my hair air dry. It will be curly but I just don’t feel like blowing it out. Zack likes it better this way, anyway. 
Stop it, Cassidy. Don’t torment yourself. Zack isn’t here and he isn’t coming. 
After brushing my teeth, I throw my dirty clothes in a separate section of my suitcase and zip it up. I don’t bother moving it, though, since I’m not sure if I’m going to use this bathroom or eventually suck it up and move into the empty bedroom. 
I put on a pretty, light pink lacey bra and matching thong under a pink and white sundress. I bought almost all new clothes for the trip, keeping in mind Zack’s favorite colors and what he likes to see me in. Or rather, what he likes to take off of me. My eyes are starting to tear up again even thinking about him and I walk out of the bathroom sniffling, trying to hold back the tears. 
The scent of coffee leads me to the kitchen and Pete is leaning against the counter drinking a cup. There’s a platter of fresh fruit laid out on the counter that looks amazing and I realize I haven’t eaten since the toast I had for breakfast yesterday. I was too nervous to eat. 
“Morning,” Pete says, flashing me a dazzling smile. 
“Good morning. Did you do all of this?” I ask curiously. 
“Actually, I’d love to take the credit but Mrs. Stafford hired someone to come in and make breakfast for you. There’s a number by the phone for you to call and they’ll make any of your meals if you want. I figured today you’d need to eat breakfast since I’m sure you didn’t eat last night,” he replies with a cocked eyebrow as if he knows me so well. God, I really should have Rylee come stay with me so she can meet him. 
“Thank you. You’re right, I haven’t eaten since yesterday morning.” Grabbing a cup, I pour some coffee for myself. 
“Well, I just came to get you settled,” he says as he puts the lid on his to-go mug. “I’m going to head home and get some sleep for a bit. If you want them to make you lunch or dinner, call that number. I’ll be back tonight to check on you.” 
“Okay… thanks again, Pete.” 
“Oh, and Cassidy? One more thing. Don’t forget that today is a new day and things might not be as bad as you think they are. Don’t start crying just yet… you never know where the day might take you.” 
I wish I had his confidence but I don’t. It’s all I can do to nod at him and wave goodbye as he leaves. 
The cream and sugar is sitting on the counter by the fruit so I add some to my cup and stir it, taking a seat on the barstool. The first sip tastes like heaven and I close my eyes while enjoying it. Coffee has always been something I like to savor in the morning, but when I open my eyes to take in the beautiful ocean view in front of me, Zack is standing before me and I almost spill the coffee everywhere. 
Fumbling like a fool, I finally get the cup set down on the counter and away from me and blink before looking back up at him. He’s really here. Leaning against the sink with his arms crossed and his feet kicked out in front of him, he’s wearing my favorite shirt in the entire world and a pair of jeans. My hands are shaking and my eyes are once again filled with tears. I don’t even know what to think or say. He came for me again and when that realization hits me, the tears begin to fall and there’s nothing I can do to hold them back. 
“Zack.” My voice comes out so lightly, I don’t think he even heard me but from the smile crossing his face, I know he did. 
“Cassidy,” he replies cordially. That’s odd. His voice definitely does not match his expression. 
“What are you… I mean, I’m sorry, I just…oh god, I’m wrecking this I’m, I’m…” Shit, I can’t form a sentence to save my life. 
“You’d like to know what I’m doing here?” Oh hell, his voice… it’s lawyer Zack and while it’s hot as hell hearing him in the courtroom, it’s nerve wracking to hear him use that tone with me. He’s never used that tone with me. 
“I umm, well, yes. Why would you be here after what I did? And how did you even find me?” I know Priscilla wouldn’t have told him where I am. 
He stalks toward me with a devilish gleam in his eyes. “Oh, Cassidy, did you really think my mother would put you up in a house like this? To her, this would be slumming it… you know she likes everything at the push of a button. The Four Seasons is much more her speed, don’t you think?” 
I’m completely out of my element here. He’s so cocky, but the look in his eye is screaming he wants to fuck. 
“I guess so. So then how? Zack, why? Haven’t I put you through enough?” 
He laughs and shakes his head and then unexpectedly places a soft kiss on the top of my head and inhales. “You smell amazing and you’re going to be curly today, I approve. Especially for what I have planned for us. It will be just like old times.” 
“You have… you have something planned?” I manage to stutter and my heart picks up speed. Even though I’m trying not to get excited, I am. He’s here. 
“Cassidy, I have something planned every day for the next two weeks. We are not leaving our house until I’ve slayed your demons once and for all.” 
Wait… what? 
“Did you just say our house?” 
“Come on, I heard you tell Pete you haven’t eaten and neither have I, for that matter. Let’s make some plates and eat on the patio. We have some things to discuss.” The tone in his voice leaves no room for argument. I make our plates with fresh fruit and some bagels and cream cheese while he gets himself some coffee. Once we’re settled outside, Zack begins eating and looks like he’s enjoying the fact that I’m uncomfortable. 
“Eat, Cassidy. Please. We’ll talk but we both need to eat first.” 
Nodding my agreement, I begin picking at my food. I’d agree to anything he asked of me in this moment and I’m starving, so there’s no need for either of us to be hungry before we have this talk. 
Finally, after what seems like an eternity, he turns and looks at me. “I have so many things I need to tell you but I also have a few questions I need you to answer.” He releases a deep breath and sighs and I swear tears are beginning to form in his eyes. 
“First and foremost, I need to know if you’re happy I’m here.” My heart breaks at his words because I’d never want Zack to think I don’t want him. Even though I’m sure, after yesterday, he doubts I’ve ever loved him at all. 
“Zack, I’ve never been happier about anything in my entire life,” I tell him honestly and am rewarded with a panty-melting smile. 
“I’m glad to hear that. This next question is the biggest question I’ve ever asked you. Cassidy, I need to know when you’re going to finally believe that I love you and you’re the only one for me. Think carefully before you answer that because I’m telling you right now, contrary to my former promises, this is the last time I’m going to chase after you. My heart can’t take it anymore.” 
My heart begins beating rapidly, my fingers gripping the edge of the table until they go numb. This is Zack. I can tell him anything, even the things I haven’t wanted to admit to myself. “Zack, there’s never been a day I haven’t believed in your love for me. Not one.” 
He turns to me and pulls my fingers loose from the table and laces them with his. It’s his way of letting me know he gets how hard this is for me. 
“Look, I know we haven’t talked about this much, but I also know you are aware of it. My issue with us is that I don’t know how to accept the fact that I’m worthy of the love you give me. I’m not sure if I can ever fully reciprocate those feelings in the way you deserve and…” 
Zack places his finger against my lips in an effort to quiet me. “Babe, before you go on I want you to think about love in an abstract way. You fall in love with every single student who walks into your class. I know it from the way you talk… even when you’re frustrated at the booger pickers. I see it with my own eyes when you make sure there’s breakfast in your class for the kids who don’t get one or from the lunch money fund you have people contribute to every year so no kid will ever have to want for lunch. I’ve seen it on the Christmas wish tree you have where families and community members can anonymously donate gifts, as well as ask for help.” 
He pauses a moment and removes his finger from my mouth, tracing my lips with it. “The way you love so unselfishly is inspiring. There’s never been a time you haven’t been like a sister to Rylee, always her shoulder to cry on whenever she needs one. And if you think I’ve missed the fact that you put up with my mom and never pointed out her duplicitous ways to Ry, you’d be wrong. You protect the people you love fiercely, including me. I know that’s why you forged ahead with the wedding hating every single second of it, and for that, I don’t have an apology big enough.” 
A gasp falls from my mouth. “Zack, no.” 
“It’s okay, Cassidy, really. I’ve had some time to think about it since you ran out yesterday. I also had the opportunity to learn how my mom has been tormenting you. Why didn’t you tell me?” 
“She’s your mom, Zack, and however misguided she is about me, I’d never want to jeopardize your relationship with her. Besides, she’s not entirely wrong. I’ll never be the Stafford wife you need me to be and eventually, that’s going to cause issues for you. I don’t want to be your burden.” 
Zack jumps up and paces for a moment until his eyes narrow in determination. He pulls me out of my chair and pushes me up against the wall. When he laces my fingers in his and lifts them above my head, I know I’m in trouble. He presses his forehead to mine and his mouth hovers a breath away from my lips. 
“For better or worse, in sickness and in health, mine to cherish, body and soul, for the rest of my life. CHERISH, Cassidy. I will cherish you and you could never be a burden. For the love of God, can you please try and let go of your preconceived notions of how my life is supposed to be? If there was anything I could tell you and know you would believe it, it would be this: God made you for me and he made me for you.” 
Tears are falling unbidden and trailing down my cheeks. “Every time I got a beating, I was told I was unlovable and love didn’t exist. For ten years, that is what I heard and all I heard. After yesterday, I know no one will ever love me like you and I made a huge mistake by leaving.” 
He gives me a sad smile and nods his head as he squeezes his finger in-between our faces and proceeds to wipe away my tears. “I’m trying, Zack, I promise. I’m more determined than ever to get to the point where I not only feel like I love you the way you deserve but also to where I feel like I’m deserving of you.”
His lips gently meet mine. It’s a slow and tender kiss and not once does he attempt to take it any further than his lips against mine. It’s odd in a way and I wonder if it’s because he’s still mad at me. When he pulls away, he leans his forehead back against mine. 
“Are you still mad at me?” I ask him softly. 
“No, I’m not. I can never stay mad at you for long. I was hurt yesterday, Cassidy. I want you to come and talk to me, and I don’t want you to ever keep another secret from me about your parents or mine. We need to talk about these things. I’ve known things were bad for you, but wasn’t until you let down your guard that I could truly tell how much you’re still affected by them. Baby, you’ve got to let me in, I can’t help you if you don’t. You don’t have to be strong all the time, Cassidy. It’s okay to hurt, just stop hiding it from me. You don’t have to be strong for me, let me be strong for you for a change.” 
He releases my arms and I wrap them around his waist, needing to feel more of him. “From now on, you need to communicate with me, okay?” I nod, not trusting myself to speak at the moment. 
“The next two weeks are ours and I plan on giving you a crash course in undeniable love. When those two weeks are up, if you need more time or just want to stay longer, you let me know. As of yesterday, I’m on an indefinite leave from the company.” 
“Oh no! See, Zack, this is exactly what I was talking about. You keep having to make sacrifices for me.” 
“Cassidy, it’s not a big deal. They have a team of lawyers and we are the priority, not work. There’s nothing more important to me than fixing us. I’ve got things planned for us and in between the fun stuff, we’re going to have to talk a few things out.” 
Is it possible for your heart to sink and soar at the same time? I’m dreading the conversations I know he wants to have, but I’m elated that he hasn’t given up on me. If his words are true, which I’m sure they are, he has no plans to ever give me up. 
“Okay.” 
A beaming smile crosses his face with that single word. “So, tell me how much exploring of the house did you do last night and this morning?” 
The house? Oh yeah, he called it our house. What is that all about? 
“Virtually none, honestly. I made it up the walk into the front room and kitchen, out here where I fought off a panic attack, and to the first bathroom in the hallway.” 
A sigh of relief escapes him and I glance at him curiously. 
“When we were planning our honeymoon and mentioned Hawaii, you seemed so excited. I hated the idea of spending our honeymoon in a hotel and thought we could use a vacation house. Or even a permanent residence if you wanted to live here and get away from our parents. So… I bought this house for us as a wedding gift.” 
“This house is ours?” I’m shocked but the love in his eyes is unmistakable. 
“It is and I was mostly upset because I didn’t get to see your face when you saw it and took a tour of it. More than anything, I wanted to experience that with you.”
“And,” he says, nuzzling into my neck and kissing me gently, “I was looking forward to christening each and every room you wanted to as we took the tour.” 
Damn. His words are filled with need and my body instantly reacts to the tone. I need him. 
“Well, how about we christen this chaise lounge right now?” 
“Tsk tsk tsk, Cassidy, you’ve missed the window for unlimited sex,” he says, letting his lawyer tone take over again. 
“What? There’s no window for sex!” 
“Oh, but there is, my little vixen. It seems like you need to be reminded why we are meant to be. Why your name is supposed to be Mrs. Zachary Stafford. It’s my privilege to remind you of exactly that. So, first, I’m going to give you a tour and then I’ll show you my plans for today.” 
Zack pulls my hand excitedly and leads me into the house. Our house. I still can’t believe he bought us a house. 
“You’ve already seen the kitchen and the living room, but I’ll just point out some details for you. See those speakers up in the corners?” Excitement is bouncing off his body as his grip on my hand tightens. 
“Yes.” 
“That is surround sound that goes through the entire house. Every single room is linked in so you can blast your favorite playlist whenever you want and hear it through the entire house. Or… once we have a baby, we can link the monitor into the speakers and hear the baby from wherever we are.” The twinkle in his eyes is bright. Zack can’t wait to be a dad; he had told me he wanted to start trying as soon as we were married. 
“Next, the grey granite with the blue specks in the kitchen was picked specifically because the blue matches the color of your eyes and because you’ve always wanted that slate grey granite.” He thought of what I would want down to the color of the granite. My heart feels like it’s going to explode. 
“Now, if you would have gone a little further down the hall, you would have come to the home gym.” When he opens the door, the room is flooded with natural lighting. It’s a big room and has everything we could ever need in a gym—bike, elliptical, treadmills, weights, yoga mats, flat screen TV, and gorgeous ceiling fans. 
“This remote right here controls all the built-in blinds. Each room in the house has one and they all work the same way. The blinds slide up and down and are blackout since the windows are floor to ceiling. Some rooms still have plantation shutters over them because blackout blinds aren’t really practical all the time and I know how much you love the shutters. We’ve got the best of both worlds.” 
My heart is dancing in my chest; I can’t believe he bought us a house. Our first house, one that should be filled with laughter, love, and children. A chill passes through me when I think about children. How will I ever know if I can fulfill a child’s needs? Could I love a child the way they need and deserve to be loved? Oh well, this is not the time to think about that. 
Zack pulls me from the room and opens the next door. It’s a laundry room, which apparently doesn’t need any explaining because he closes the door quickly after letting me peek inside. The next room is a guest room and it’s obvious this is where he slept last night. His tux is strewn across the floor and the bed is unmade. 
“I missed you so much last night,” he tells me as he pulls me in for a hug. “It took everything I had not to pick you up and bring you in here with me, but there are so many reasons why I couldn’t.” 
Swallowing over the lump in my throat, I look into his bright green eyes. “I’m so sorry.” I fight back a sob as he pulls me closer. 
“I know you are, baby, and it’s okay. We’re going to work through this, Cassidy. The two of us can work through anything.” The sobs finally escape and the tears fall again. Why do I have to be so messed up that I can’t believe in love when it’s been staring me in the face for years? Zack pulls us onto the bed and hugs me tight as I cry it all out.
“When I got off the plane last night, I was wasted and although he was amused, Pete took me to get some food so I could sober up. It gave us a chance to catch up and for him to fill me in on how you were doing. He told me about your panic attack. God, Cassidy, I’m such and ass. I’m so sorry I didn’t realize the wedding was what was causing them again.” 
“Zack, no,” I cut him off with my sharp tone and check myself before continuing. “Please, I don’t want you to think I was afraid to marry you. It was the massive wedding, the public spectacle it was becoming, and the fact that at every turn your mom was reminding me I wasn’t good enough for you.” 
“That bitch!” he bites out in anger as he pulls me closer to him. “Cassidy, I didn’t know she was doing that to you or that she paid off your parents.”
 
“Wait, what? What did she pay my parents for? Why would she pay my parents for anything? It doesn’t make any sense.” 
“I don’t know. I thought you knew since she mentioned it in her last text to you yesterday.” 
Oh shit, he read our messages. 
“Zack, I turned off my phone after I told her I didn’t want her money. I just couldn’t deal with anything after that.” 
“I figured as much. I mean, I didn’t know when you turned it off but I know you and I knew you would want to get far away before trying to deal with anything. It’s probably a blessing the paparazzi found me at the airport. It’s all over the news. That’s why I had Pete bring you here. He wasn’t joking… the hotel is full of money grubbing women and reporters.”  
My tears have stopped completely now and when I look up at his beautiful face, his features are filled with sadness. 
“Have I ever told you you’re the only woman who actually stimulates me in conversation?” 
That’s an odd question. I shake my head no and he continues. 
“Pete asked me questions last night about other women and why I’m not interested. A big part of why is because no one amuses, challenges, and stimulates my mind the way you do. A huge part is because I love you more than I love anything. But I also realized there is this tiny part that loves you because who I am doesn’t affect how you see me.” 
He’s using his words to break down my walls again and it’s working. It’s working so well, I’m not sure if I’ll ever feel the need to put those walls up again. 
“Every woman I’ve ever been introduced to in my entire life has been fully aware I’m Zachary Stafford, heir to the Stafford billions. Not one of those women would care about me if I didn’t have the money. How could you ever build a relationship on that?” 
“I don’t know,” I whisper, confused as to why he’s telling me this. I know he’s trying to be honest but it’s kind of hurtful. 
“So am I your fallback? You’re only with me because I don’t care?” 
A full-bodied laugh rolls out of him. “You’re adorable. And the answer to your question is no. You are the standard I hold everyone to. No one has ever come close to even reaching the bottom rung of the pedestal I have you on. The fact that you don’t care about who I am, or my money, is a perk. But if you had succeeded and left me, that small part of why I love you would become the biggest part of what I was looking for in someone else. I’d be single forever.” 
“Don’t be so melodramatic. You’d eventually find someone amazing.” 
“Nope, never,” he says with a grin and begins to tickle me. 
“Zack, stop!” I squeal, trying to get away from him. 
“I’ll stop when you admit you’re the best person for me and I am the best person for you.”
“What if I admit to half of that?” I ask, gasping for air under his relentless fingers. 
“All or nothing, Cassidy, come on and admit it. It shouldn’t be that hard to admit I’m the master of your heart and your orgasms.” 
“Okay, okay, you’re the master of my heart and my orgasms.” My sides ache from laughing but he still isn’t letting up. 
“And…?” he prompts. 
“And we are what is best for each other.” 
He stops tickling me and places a big, wet, juicy kiss on my forehead. “See, was that so hard to say? If you can say it, I know you mean it. Come on, let me finish showing you the rest of the house.” 
As he takes my hand in his and pulls me from the bed, I try and catch my breath. No one in the world could love me more than Zack does, and I know no one will ever love him as much as I do. I just need to get to the point where I feel like I deserve his love. 
As he leads me past the kitchen, he points down the hall. “That’s another guest room down there, but I’m dying to show you the master bedroom. Come this way.” With a gentle tug on my arm, he races up the stairs with me right behind him. 
At the top of the stairs, he takes a right and walks me down the hall, proceeds to open two double doors, and waves me inside. 
This isn’t just a bedroom—it’s a suite all on its own. I’m stunned silent, it’s gorgeous; I don’t even know what to say. Zack flashes me a small smile, knowing I’m overwhelmed. He stands behind me, wraps his arms around my waist, and bends down to whisper in my ear. 
“Originally, it was a living room and a bar and while I kept the bar, I thought you’d appreciate a library a lot more than a living room. And since I know how much time you’d spend in a library, I figured combining it with a home office would give us the opportunity to spend time together even if we’re occupied with other things.” 
“It’s amazing, Zack.” It truly is amazing. There are wall to wall bookcases lining the back wall, all hand-carved and polished to a shine. Hundreds of books line the shelves but there’s a vast variety of them—great classics, children’s books, poetry, and of course, the latest in mommy porn. 
When I see the romance—mommy porn, as he calls it—I turn around and give him a quizzical look. He’s actually blushing as he shrugs his shoulders. “I just ordered one of everything on your Kindle.” Now it’s my turn to blush. No wonder the romance novels take up most of the shelf space. I’m a sucker for a book with a happily ever after and that can almost always be found in a romance novel. 
With his finger, he tilts my chin up so I’m looking directly into his beautiful green eyes. “Cassidy, I don’t care what you read as long as you’re living out your happily ever after with me. But I wouldn’t be opposed to acting out any of the scenes from your favorite books. Just tell me what they are, or if you’re too shy, pop a post it on that bad boy and leave it out for me. I’ll make sure the place you find adventure isn’t just within the pages of your books.” 
Holy hell. 
Standing on my tip toes, I wrap my arms around his neck and try to pull him down for a kiss but he pulls away. 
“Not yet, babe. We have to finish the tour first. Then we can move on to our first activity.” 
I’m pouting but he’s smiling and pulling me along into the next room. The master bedroom is filled with pictures of the two of us. They’re on the dressers, the wall, and the nightstand. I guess filled is an overstatement but there are at least six framed photos. 
“I was really hoping you didn’t come up here last night. It might have blown the cover story if you did.” 
“You could say that.” I’m laughing as I take in the room. Again, the floor to ceiling windows with the spectacular ocean view are incredible and the focal point of the room. The bed is in the center of the room and it’s circular and facing the ocean. I’ve never slept in a circular bed before but it’s massive and could easily sleep at least six people. 
He leads me through one more set of doors. On the left and right of the hall there are closets, both massive. They look like luxury dressing rooms in a bridal shop, they’re so huge. I’ve never been the kind of girl who’s into clothes and shoes the way some are. I don’t think my current wardrobe could take up even a tenth of this space. 
“If anything, it’s a reason to go shopping. I wouldn’t even be opposed if it was filled with lingerie and stilettos.” 
Hmm, he may be on to something there. Zack has never really cared about my clothing but he does tend to enjoy what is underneath my clothes. The lacier and silkier, the better. 
“I’ll even reciprocate,” he says with a devious grin. “I’ll fill my closet with shirts just like this one.” 
Bastard. He knows that’s my favorite shirt because it shows off his ink and clings to his muscular body in a delicious way. But as much as I’d love to see him in shirts like this one all the time, why fill a closet that’s only going to be used a few times a year? 
“What are you thinking? I can see the wheels turning in your head.” 
Why does he know me so well? 
“Just that it’s pointless to fill a closet with clothes when we’ll hardly be here to wear them.” 
Zack leans against the doorframe and crosses his arms and legs. He’s so sexy when he’s casually relaxed like he is now. 
“It doesn’t have to be a vacation house, Cassidy. I was completely serious when I said we could move here.” 
“Zack, you have your job and I have mine. We can’t move here.” Even though living here and away from everyone else could be as close to heaven on earth as we could get. 
“Why not? We’ve got enough money to never have to work. But before you chastise me, hear me out. I’m a lawyer and I can work anywhere. I can open my own practice, stay with Stafford Investments and work remotely, or give it up all together. You’re a teacher. You can find a job here or we can open a school and put some of our money to good use. There’s nothing tying us down to living in California. Not one single thing.”
Wow, he’s completely serious, but the voice nagging in the back of my head is repeating over and over that Priscilla would blame me for the ultimate failure of Zack’s career. 
Instead of continuing this discussion, I flash him a smile. “Show me the rest of our house.” I’m rewarded with a huge smile as he takes my hand in his. The hall opens into a massive bathroom. 
“Don’t worry, all the windows upstairs are tinted, no one can see inside.” 
That’s a relief since the shower and tub are up against the giant windows. There are double sinks, a separate toilet area, a Jacuzzi tub big enough for four people, and a separate walk-in shower complete with waterfall heads just like the guest bathroom downstairs. It’s an overwhelming feeling to know all this is ours. 
“Ready to see the rest?” Nodding, I follow along behind him, wondering how much more there could possibly be. 
“Each of the bedrooms has its own bathroom. There’s the extra bathroom downstairs you used this morning and then this one right here, which is virtually identical to the one downstairs.” 
As he swings the door open, I can immediately tell it is indeed almost identical. 
“This right here is the upstairs laundry room,” he says as he opens the door. We approach the first door in the hallway but he pulls me past it for the second time, leading me to the opposite side of the hall. 
“Why aren’t we going in that other room?” I ask, stopping as I try and pull him back to the room we just passed. 
“Patience. We’re saving the best for last.” 
The first door he opens down this hall is a game room. It’s got a pinball machine, a poker table, and a pool table. There are also darts on the wall and a bar along the backside of the room. It’s huge and it’s definitely a room that will get a lot of use between Zack and Nick. 
As he leads the way across the room, he opens a hutch to reveal gaming consoles and a flat screen TV mounted inside. Yup, definitely a man’s playground. 
“I’m going to teach you how to play pool in here and I’m really looking forward to it.” The tone of his voice is seductive but the glimmer in his eyes is predatory. I’m not sure I’ve ever been as turned on as I am right now. He’s been denying me all morning. 
“You know I’m horrible at pool.” 
“I do, but I also know I’m an excellent teacher and with the proper guidance you’ll be a pro, guiding sticks and sinking balls in no time.” 
There’s no doubt in my mind he’s getting me worked up on purpose. After releasing a deep breath, I turn out of the room and head for the next door. It’s another bedroom. 
“The next three rooms are all bedrooms. Guest rooms for now but hopefully, one day soon they’ll be occupied by our kids.” 
One by one, I open the doors and peek in. So that makes… damn, six bedrooms, eight bathrooms, two laundry rooms, a gym, a game room, kitchen, formal living area, and the mystery room. Not to mention, the library/office in the master.
“Zack, I don’t know what to say. This house is amazing. I can’t believe you did this all on your own. The furniture, colors, everything is something I would have chosen myself.” 
“I’m glad you like it. I’ll be honest, I was beyond hesitant buying a house without you and then decorating it myself. Rylee actually convinced me to do it and she helped me pick everything out. Between the two of us, I think we know your tastes pretty well.” 
The tone of his voice is soft, hesitant, and for the first time in a long time, I realize he’s nervous about something. Reaching out for his hand, I lace my fingers with his. “I don’t just like it, Zack, I love it. Thank you.” I’m rewarded with a brilliant, heart-stopping smile. It never ceases to amaze me that I can put a smile like that on his face. Come to think of it, I’m the only one who can elicit that kind of smile from him. My pulse races with that realization. Why hadn’t I realized it before? 
“So can I see the secret room now?” I’m dying to see what is inside of that door. 
“Absolutely, come on.” 
Once Zack opens the door, I jump up and down excitedly. It’s a home theatre and there are about a dozen movie theater seats. The big, luxurious kind and there are two movie theatre style couches, as well. On one wall, there is a massive amount of DVDs and on the other wall is a concession stand with any kind of theatre candy you could imagine, a popcorn popper, and a drink cooler. 
Zack and I love movies and have spent many nights curled up together, watching some of our favorites. There is a stack of movies on the counter by the popcorn popper so I take a look at the titles. How to Lose a Guy in Ten Days, American Wedding, and My Girl.

“Our first date? You’re recreating our first date?” Of course he is. If there is one thing in this world Zachary Stafford is, it’s a hopeless romantic. 
“Is that okay?” 
I bite my bottom lip and nod my head. “It’s more than okay.” 
“We’re bypassing the chairs, though. I want you on that couch right there,” he says, pointing to the one on the left. While I take my seat, he loads up from the concession stand and brings me a backpack. 
I can’t help but laugh; he’s really treating this seriously. “Miss Pope, if I remember correctly, this theatre didn’t stock your favorite things back in 2003 but they do now.” Smiling, he hands me the backpack. In 2003 we were in his parents’ theatre room, watching these movies, and there was no concession stand so we brought our own. 
Inside the backpack I find Red Vines, Raisinets, Peanut M&M’s, Kettle Corn, and a few bottles of water. How did I get so lucky to be the one he gave his heart to? Zack comes and sits next to me but he’s careful to keep about a foot of distance between us. I can’t stop the smile spreading across my face. This is the sweetest thing I’ve ever seen. 
He picks up a remote from the side of the couch and at the push of a button, the lights dim and How to Lose a Guy in Ten Days begins. Soon enough, we’re both engrossed in the movie and passing snacks back and forth. 
When the movie gets to the point where Kate Hudson flees the party, Zack scoots closer to me and bridges the foot long gap that has been between us the entire movie. And a few minutes later when she leaves in the cab for her new job, Zack’s arm slowly and somewhat awkwardly makes its way around my shoulders. 
Inside I’m giggling at his perfect recreation but on the outside, I sigh in contentment and lean my head on his shoulder just like I did that summer day. 
“Are you ready for the next one?” he asks once the movie ends. 
“Yes, and Zack?” 
“Yes, Cassidy?” 
“Thank You.” My words are whispered and barely audible but he heard me. 
“For what, babe?” His husky tone floods my body with need for this amazing man. 
“Just for being you,” I reply honestly and am immediately rewarded with a panty-dropping smile. 
American Wedding is up next and we spend the next two hours laughing so hard we’re almost crying. Toward the end of the movie, while they are exchanging their vows, Zack leans over and brushes his lips across mine.
Our first kiss.
Again.
I still feel the same tingles I felt that day. It’s as if my body instinctively knows Zack is my home. I explained the tingles to Rylee, and she told me a few days later—after thinking about it—she thought it meant Zack was my one and only. Her theory is since she’s never had tingles, and they’re all I’ve ever known since our first kiss, that must mean she still hasn’t met her one true love yet but that I had. She was excited to no end because not only did that mean I could have my happily ever after, but we’d also truly be sisters. 
I remember feeling bad for her because I couldn’t imagine kissing anyone and not having the tingles. They flood my every sense and lift me up on an unbelievable high. 
My body is craving so much more than the perfect tender kisses Zack is giving me right now, but I know there’s a method to his madness. As he pulls away, he utters the words I knew would come but they make my heart skip a beat all the same. 
“Cassidy, will you be my girlfriend?” Oh, dear Lord, I think he officially won the most swoon worthy man in the world with those six words uttered in the most sinful voice I’ve ever heard. This is it, the beginning of righting my wrongs. He’s giving us the opportunity for a fresh start—one built on love and trust. 
I want this with him more than anything in the world, and this time I’m going to prove it to him. I have to stop being the girl who is afraid to open her heart. I have to stop giving my dad’s words so much power over me. That man has continually hurt me for as long as I can remember and Zack has always been the one to save me. The one to heal me when no one else even knew I was broken. 
“Yes.” My answer is strong and I’m so proud of myself. This is going to be the first step I take to a new life. It’s terrifying and exhilarating all at once. 
He places his hands on my cheeks and brushes his lips against mine again. So softly and so lovingly. 
As he pulls away, he smirks and I know this was a small but huge victory for him. I’m sure he was worried after the wedding that I’d say no. I’m making a personal vow to myself never to say no to this man again. 
“Next one?” 
I look up and realize the credits are rolling on the movie. I was lost in my own thoughts for a bit. When I don’t answer right away, he looks at me with a thoughtful expression. “Lunch first instead?” 
Pulling out the pack of Red Vines, I pass him a few. “We’ve got lunch right here,” I reply and reach in for the Raisinets, as well. 
“Alright, junk food for lunch it is.” He shakes his head, laughs, and starts the movie. I’m not fooled, though; I know Zack would eat junk food for lunch daily if he could. Besides, if you’re going to watch My Girl you need comfort food and tissues. Lots of tissues. As if reading my mind, Zack bends over and slides a box of tissues out from under the couch. 
This was never Zack’s favorite movie but I love it. Even though I’m quickly sucked into the story, I can feel his eyes on me every so often. When Thomas gets stung by the bees, my tears begin to fall. After the first few tears fall, Zack reaches over and cups my face in his hands, gently wiping away my tears with his fingers. 
“Cassidy,” he whispers as his mouth descends onto mine and I open for him immediately just like I did all those years ago. With the first small stroke of his tongue, I’m flooded with the memory of what it was like to touch him intimately like this the first time. Back then I was terrified I’d be a bad kisser, but it was amazing. It’s even better now. And those tingles… they’re like fireworks right now.
When he pulls away, his forehead meets mine and I breathe him in. Zack always smells so incredible, like a combination of man and spice with a touch of fresh breeze. If I could bottle his scent and sell it, I’d be richer than him. A strange thought comes to mind when I think about money and Zack notices. 
“What are you thinking about? You look really perplexed.” 
I pull my head away from his and ask him the suddenly troubling question, “Do you think your mom always knew I would back out of the wedding at some point?” 
With a raised eyebrow, he responds, “I’m not sure but somehow I don’t think so. Why?” 
“This is going to sound so silly but I just realized nobody ever had me sign a pre-nup. She’d have to have assumed the wedding would never happen. I guess my actions were pretty predictable.” 
“You’re anything but predictable, but so is my mother. A pre-nup was brought up by my attorney when the trust fund kicked in years ago. My dad and I pushed it aside, saying we’d deal with it when the time came. But my mother made an offhanded comment that if I was marrying you, there would be no need. She might not be our biggest fan but she loves you, Cassidy, and she knows you’d never take advantage of us.” 
I’m not sure what to think of that statement at all. 
“It’s hard to reconcile, isn’t it? I’m not my mother’s biggest advocate right now. Far from it, in fact. Especially since we’re only here right now because she wouldn’t stop interfering in our lives. Even so, she adores you, Cassidy. Think about the endless shopping trips, salon trips, dance prep, vacations… do you really think she would have let that happen, let alone encouraged them, if she disliked you?”
No, it’s not true. She doesn’t love me; she barely tolerates me. 
“It’s too much of a contradiction, Zack. Why bond and encourage my friendship with Ry and let us date with only occasional interference all through high school, even college, only to spend the last three years since we became engaged trying to convince me I’m not good enough for you? What happened?” 
When Zack thinks hard, he has this adorable habit of rubbing the bottom of his chin a bit. He never even realizes he does it but it’s his tell, so to speak. “Honestly, I don’t know. From my perspective, I knew you two butted heads and I knew she ‘encouraged’ me to see who else could be out there for me, but I chalked it up to harmless, overbearing mothering. Maybe she thought it was a high school thing we would grow out of but…” 
As his voice trails off, his chin rubbing becomes constant. 
“But what? What are you thinking?” 
“Well, that last text said she paid your parents off. I’m not sure what she paid them off for but that could be the likely cause for her issues with you lately.” 
“What are we going to do, Zack?” 
“We’re going to love each other until the day we die. That’s what we’re going to do. Whatever this issue my mom has is, she’ll get over it. And if she doesn’t, it’s her loss. She’s my mom. She did her job and raised me to be the kind of man who makes his own decisions and doesn’t back down. You’re my future, Cassidy, end of story.” 
His lips crash onto mine with a lot more force than our first date and I don’t know if it’s the effects of his words or the fact that I almost lost him, but my body needs to be close to his. Without breaking the kiss, I fling my leg across the couch and straddle him. My hands immediately work their way into his wavy, jet black hair and I cry out in ecstasy.
I feel his erection growing against my heat as his arms wrap around me and pull me closer. After a few minutes of practically fucking through our clothes, he pulls away from me. As gently as he can, he pulls me off of him, stands, and begins pacing. I’m trying not to feel hurt but I do. Zack’s never pulled away from me before, not ever.

While he paces, I pull my feet up and tuck my chin into my knees and watch him. Eventually, he notices how hurt I am by his actions and drops to his knees in front of me. After prying my legs open and situating himself in-between them, he hugs me close and whispers in my ear. 
“I’ve never wanted you more than I want you right now. We’re taking this one day at a time, though, and today is a day for innocent and maybe some not so innocent kisses. We can’t take this further until it’s time. You need to trust me, okay?” 
His eyes are pleading with mine to understand him. And I do. 
“Okay,” I reply, placing a tender kiss on the tip of his nose. “Just innocent kisses… for now.” 
“Thank you for being agreeable. Now, not to put a damper on this date, but I need to make some calls and you need to call Rylee.” 
Releasing a sigh, I weigh my options. I don’t want to turn on my phone because then I’ll have to see their texts and listen to Zack’s messages from yesterday. I already know how much I hurt him but I really don’t want to have to hear it.
“Hey,” he says, tilting my chin up to meet his eyes. “No matter what is on your phone, it doesn’t matter. I’m here and we’re together. Besides, I didn’t leave you any sad messages or any mad ones yesterday. I was hurt and I was worried, but I also knew I was coming after you so there’s nothing on there you need to fear. At least not from me.” 
Feeling as if a weight has been lifted from my chest, I give him a small smile. “Okay, let’s go get this over with so we can enjoy the rest of our day.” 
 





Zack gave me a kiss on the forehead and went downstairs to talk to Pete and make some calls. Within a few minutes, he came back up and dropped off my purse so I could call Rylee. Guess he doesn’t want me putting it off. I can’t, anyway. I know Zack told Rylee he’s here but she won’t be happy until she talks to me herself. 
After powering on my phone and listening to all the notifications ding, I make myself comfortable in one of the reading chairs and look out the window. Once the notifications stop, I scroll through all the missed calls and text messages. Other than the last message from Priscilla, there is nothing further from her. There are multiple messages from Ry freaking out on me but most of them are just her being worried about me and begging me to call her. 
Zack’s messages are simple and strong—mostly telling me to call him and letting me know how worried he was. Reading them makes me feel awful. Knowing how much pain I caused him yesterday is just another reminder I need to grow stronger for him. I’ve been selfish and he’s been wonderful. It’s time for me to be the woman he needs. 
Time to pay the piper. I pull up Rylee on speed dial and hit ‘talk.’ I don’t even think the phone completes one ring before she’s screaming in my ear. 
“Cassidy! Oh my god! It’s about time! Where are you? Are you okay? Is Zack with you? Babe, why did you run away? Everybody was so worried.” 
I can’t help letting out a laugh with all the questions she’s throwing at me. 
“Cassidy, this isn’t funny! I was really scared, you should have called me.” I can hear her pout through the phone.
“I’m sorry, Rylee, really. I just couldn’t bring myself to turn my phone on. I couldn’t bear seeing how much I hurt Zack.” 
“Oh, sweetie,” Rylee’s tone is now calm and soothing. “Don’t you get it yet? You just can’t run away from my brother. He’s the most romantic person I’ve ever met. It doesn’t matter what you do to him, he’ll always find you.” 
As I try to hold back more tears, I sniffle. “This is the last time, Ry. I’ve got to get my shit together, I’ve got to face my demons. He said he won’t follow me anymore. It’s hurting him too much. I’m breaking his heart because I can’t let him in.” 
“Well,” she hedges and then plows straight ahead, “he’s not the only one you won’t let in. Maybe it’s time he put his foot down and I should do the same. We’ve been best friends for twenty-one years and you’ve never confided in me as to why your home life is a mess. You know every single one of my secrets, Cassidy, and I don’t know the biggest of yours.” 
She’s right. 
“Rylee.” I’m scared. I’ve always been strong enough to want to deal with this on my own. “Letting out all these secrets is likely to break my psyche. I’m doing it because I love you both and it’s far past time. But when I’m broken, the two of you have to put me back together. Deal?” 
With a gasp—as she realizes I’m finally going to confide in her—she agrees. “Deal.” 
“When my grandma died, the year before we moved into her house, my dad started to change. He became distant and started getting upset easily. At first, my mom and I tiptoed around him. She said he was sad because his mom died and went to heaven. Finally, he told her he thought he would be better if we moved back to his childhood home. She was reluctant but finally gave in because she missed her husband. We’d only been there a few weeks when I met you and Zack.” 
“Go on,” she encourages me gently when I pause to gather my strength. 
“The reason why Zack had you come introduce yourself was because the day before he saw my dad beating me with a belt.” 
“Cassidy, no!” she exclaims in shock. 
“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you, Ry, but I was so ashamed and embarrassed. The beatings continued for over ten years until the night Zack and I got mugged. We weren’t mugged, Ry, it was my father.” 
“That son of a bitch!” she bites out, but I can hear her crying. 
“It’s not even the beatings that were the worst part. With each one… he… he told me with each hit that I was unlovable, unworthy, that love didn’t exist, and that men only want women for sex but their hearts are never on the table.” 
Oh God, I can’t believe I just told her all of that. Both of us are sobbing now. 
“You know that’s not true, don’t you? Cassidy, please, babe, tell me you know that’s not true!” 
“I’m working through it, Ry. My mind knows it’s not true and my heart feels it’s not true but I’ve built up walls over the years so I wouldn’t be hurt. I’m realizing I’ve hurt myself more by having my guard up than I would have if I had just let Zack all the way inside in the first place.” 
“How are you so calm about this? I want to drive down the street and plow his ass down with my car. And what about your mom? How did she not save you from him?” She’s so angry. Rylee and Zack guard their loved ones so fiercely. They get that trait from Priscilla. 
“When I was six, I overheard a conversation and I didn’t understand it. As I got older, I heard bits and pieces of comments between my parents. I’ll never excuse what he did to me, not ever, but from what I’ve pieced together, he was molested by his mother as he was growing up.” 
“Holy shit!” she exclaims loudly. “Does Zack know that?” 
“No, he doesn’t, but I will tell him.” 
“So moving back into that house brought all those horrible memories back to him,” she replies softly. 
“I think so. My mom didn’t handle any of it very well. At least, in the beginning, she would try and make me comfortable after he hit me. But she never once tried to stop it from happening. Eventually, I think it became too much for her to deal with. Her drinking started not too long after my beatings did. They started sleeping in different rooms and still do, as far as I know. It’s like after finding out what happened in that house she couldn’t be with him anymore. Once the beatings started, she lost her ability for affection all the way around.” 
“Wow. How do you ever begin to get over something like that? Oh shit, Cassidy, I’m sorry. That wasn’t meant toward you. Damn.” 
Rylee is still crying and choked up. I don’t blame her; what she’s asking isn’t something I haven’t asked myself a million times. 
“It’s okay, Ry. I really don’t know. I guess the obvious answer is you don’t, especially when you put yourself back into the same circumstances and relive it in your mind again and again. I’m sure he felt unloved or was maybe told the same as he told me. It’s a vicious cycle I’d never want my kids exposed to.” And there it is. My biggest fear. Will I be able to keep my children safe from my own demons?
“You listen to me, Cassidy Pope soon to be Stafford. You are nothing like your parents. Eighty percent of your childhood was spent at my house, anyway. Your spirit is full of love and light and it shows in the way you treat everyone around you, including your students. You need to work all this out with a therapist. Your dad should have manned the fuck up and done that the minute his mom died. He didn’t ever touch you, did he? He didn’t molest you?” 
She’s waiting for the answer with baited breath. 
“No, he didn’t. He never took it that far.” 
“Oh, thank goodness.” 
“So, what is the plan? Are you and Zack working things out? Will there be another wedding?” Rylee’s moods are so mercurial, it’s hilarious. You’d never know she was crying a few minutes ago as excited as she sounds right now. 
“All I know is we’re spending two weeks here and we’re trying to work things out. Today, he recreated our first date.”
“Awww, that’s adorable.” 
“Yeah, it was really sweet.” 
She exhales loudly and I know that sound—there’s something she needs to talk about. 
“So now that I know my brother is going to sweep you off your feet and slay your demons, I need your help.” 
Now this is something I can get on board with. I need to take my mind off myself and focus it somewhere else. 
“What’s going on, Ry? Talk to me.” 
“I slept with Nick again,” she says in a rush. 
“Again, Ry? If Zack finds out, he’ll kill him!” This is so not good. 
“I know,” she whines dramatically. 
The last time the two of them slept together we were in high school. It was a very significant night for all of us. It was the night Angelica tried to convince Zack she would be his mistress. Ugh. Whoever heard of a mistress in high school, anyway? It was also the night Nick and I finally admitted our love for each other. 
Zack and I walk up the stairs from the basketball court and into the backyard. He was right, the party is over and I couldn’t be more thankful. After all of my crying and our talking, I really need some water and then I want nothing more than to curl up in bed with Zack and let him make love to me. 
“I’m going to go get some water,” I tell him as we enter the house. Nick is in the living room, sitting on the couch, and Zack heads toward him. “Can I get you something?” I ask before walking away. 
“A bottle of water would be great. I want a clear head when I make love to you,” he replies with a sweet smile. 
“Oh, please, you guys are so ridiculous. Can’t you ever just fuck? It might do you both some good. All that making love you do has got to be boring as fuck.” Nick’s bitching never stops. I roll my eyes but Zack just laughs at him. 
“One day you’ll know what it’s like, Nick, and then we’ll talk. Until then, shut the fuck up.” At least Zack has no problem defending our love, I think to myself as I walk down the hall to the kitchen. Once I reach the door, I hear giggling and whispered voices. I peek around the corner and see two of Angelica’s besties—Bethany and some other chick whose name escapes me right now. They’re up to something; I see a bottle of pills on the counter and they’re opening cupboards left and right. 
“Found it,” Bethany tells her friend as she pulls a bottle of vodka from the cabinet. Her friend giggles and takes it from her. They’re already wasted and have no idea I’m watching them. 
“What are you doing?” Zack whispers in my ear. I turn around and put my finger to my lips in a ‘shh’ motion and his eyes narrow as he focuses on what I’m watching. 
“Perfect,” the redhead tells her with slurred words. “Now, this is what you do. We’re going to mix a few of these pills in the vodka and tonic water. He’s already wasted and he’ll never even taste it.” 
“Okay,” Bethany giggles. “Then what?” she asks as she sloshes vodka on the counter, completely missing the glass. 
“You’ve got the condoms, right? Did you poke holes in them all?” 
“Yup,” she replies, nodding her head. “I even got his key to use his bathroom and poked holes in all of his, too.” 
“Oh, hell no,” Zack snaps in my ear and I place my finger over his mouth. I think I’ve got a plan. Bethany has always liked me despite Angelica and she doesn’t know how to keep her mouth shut. I push away from the wall and stroll into the kitchen. 
“Hey, Beth, what’s going on?” I ask with a smile and she actually gives me a big hug. Silly girl. 
“Cassidy, I’m so sorry Angelica was such a bitch and fucked your man in the garage earlier. Are you okay?” Her friend is eyeing me suspiciously but I just play it off. 
“Yeah, I’m fine. Zack loves me, you know? I just don’t have the money he has so Angelica is playing the social class card with him and it’s starting to work. I can forgive his indiscretion but I’ve got to come up with a plan to keep him or I’m going to lose him.” 
Bethany looks pleadingly at her friend and the friend just shrugs her shoulders as if saying it’s up to her. She bites down on her lip and then pulls me close. 
“You want to keep Zack and make some money?” she asks, slurring her words. Bingo, she’s going to spill. 
I nod my head. “More than anything.” 
She pulls two condoms from her purse and hands them to me. “Put those in your pocket and make sure to use them both tonight. You’ll have a good shot of getting pregnant. Then you can keep the baby and marry Zack and his billions or you can have an abortion and rake in a hefty amount of hush money to stay quiet. Your choice.” 
“Seriously? That is such a great idea!” I squeal excitedly, still needing to stay on her good side until I figure out how to stop them from drugging Nick. 
“You’ve got a better chance of it if you don’t use a condom. Do you and Zack fuck without condoms?” This time it’s her friend asking me and I shake my head no. 
“Neither does Nick, but the odds are so much better if they do. So, since we’re tag teaming him tonight, we’re giving him a little medicated cocktail. He won’t remember a thing. But in case it doesn’t work on him the way we hope, we’ve got holes in the condoms just in case.” 
“That’s brilliant!” 
They both smile at me and the girl I don’t know flashes an evil smirk “My brother sells the date rape drug on his college campus. I just stole a few pills from his stash. We only need two but I have three, do you want the last one?” 
I nod excitedly and Bethany goes back to mixing the drinks and the girl drops the pills in the cups while Bethany keeps stirring. 
“Cassidy, do you mind giving the drinks to Nick and Zack? We’re a little drunk and we don’t want to spill them since it’s all we’ve got.” This bitch with her evil smile knows exactly what she’s asking me to do. If anything comes back on this night, she wants me to take the fall for giving them the drinks. It’s all good; it couldn’t have worked out any better had I planned it. 
When I pick up the drinks, the two of them start walking out of the kitchen and that’s when I head straight for the sink and dump the drinks down the drain. 
“You fucking cunt!” the evil smirker screams as Bethany’s jaw drops to the ground when she notices what I just did. They both fly at me and that’s when Zack and Rylee both jump into the mix. 
“I think it’s best the two of you get the fuck out of this house right now,” Zack tells them furiously. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen him so angry. 
Bethany tries to blame it all on me. “It was her idea, Zack. She wanted to trap you with an unwanted baby and extort you for money. We were just going to see if she was actually going to try and go through with it but were planning on stopping her before it went too far.” 
Rylee is biting her lip so hard I think she might draw blood, but she’s letting Zack handle this one all on his own. Nick is standing at the door now, looking more pissed than I’ve ever seen. 
“First, let’s clear a few things up, Bethany. You, too, Belinda,” he snaps at her as she tries to skulk away. At least he knew her name; that was bugging the hell out of me. 
“Cassidy doesn’t need to trap me with a baby because if I thought she’d let me, I’d knock her ass up today and marry her tomorrow. Even if we broke up right this second, if she ever needed anything, and I mean anything from a pot to piss in to a billion dollars, I’d give it to her, no questions asked. That’s what you do for your friends and the people you love.” 
Ry can’t hold it in anymore and she jumps in front of Zack and goes off. 
“Bitches, what you don’t do is take advantage of people and drug them. Have you ever heard of fucking Karma, ladies? Hmmm… actually, ladies is too much of a nicety for the two of you. I’ll be referring to you as cuntlickers from now on.” 
Oh hell, I can’t hold it back and neither can Zack—we both laugh at that one. 
“So, cuntlickers, in case you aren’t aware, Karma works like this… you fuck with someone and it comes back on you hard. Cuntlickers is such an apt name for the two of you because once every one hears what you were trying to do to my man, Nick, all you’re going to be able to do is lick cunts from here on out. No guy with a dick will touch you with a ten foot pole. Now, get the fuck out of Nick’s house before I call the cops on you and your drug dealing brother.” 
“God, Rylee you’re so fucking crass,” Belinda snaps at her and Rylee roars with laughter. 
“I’ll take crass over jail bird any day and that’s exactly what you cuntlickers will be if you don’t get the fuck out of here!” The two of them scramble out of the house and three out of the four of us burst into laughter. 
Nick didn’t think it was funny. 
“I can’t believe they were going to drug me. The way Angelica hyped Bethany up all night, and the way she acted, I thought she really liked me.” 
Rylee snorts. “Angelica probably put them up to it.” 
“She wouldn’t do that, Ry,” Zack says before thinking and I turn my frosted glare to him. Instead of addressing what just happened, he quickly changes the subject. 
“Where’s Josh?” That is a good question. Rylee’s boyfriend has been MIA all night. 
“We broke up,” she tells him with a shrug of her shoulders, but you can see the sadness in her eyes. 
“Do I need to kick his ass?” Zack asks carefully.
“No, but you’re going to come outside with me so I can tell you why I should kick yours after that last Angelica comment.” She pulls him by his hand and leads him outside. I’m fuming on the inside, wondering if we’re ever going to get to a place where Angelica isn’t always a point of contention between us. 
“You shouldn’t let it get to you, Cassidy. He only has eyes for you,” Nick says quietly from behind me. He’s being nice, and that’s a rarity. Nick and I have what is best described as a love/hate relationship. 
With a sigh, I grab my water and go sit on the couch. I have a feeling they’re going to be a while. 
“Why did you do that for me?” Nick asks, taking a seat next to me. 
“Because even though you’re a pain in my ass, you’re still my friend, and even if you weren’t, I’d never let anyone do that to someone else if I could prevent it.” 
“I’m not sure I’d do the same for someone I didn’t know or didn’t like. That makes me a suck-ass human being doesn’t it?” Nick is self-centered but he’s not necessarily an ass. 
“I think you would, you just don’t know until you’re in that situation. You’re not a bad guy, Nick. Selfish and a bit self-centered, yes, but a full on prick, no.” He’s fidgeting with the label on his beer bottle and doesn’t look up when he speaks. 
“You know, I give you and Zack… especially Zack… a lot of shit for being together and if you ever repeat this, I’ll deny it.” 
Now he does look up and pins me with a set of glazed over eyes. “That night, the one we don’t speak of, made me realize you two really are together for a reason. Not only that, but you belong together. That being said, it doesn’t mean I’m going to stop giving either of you shit.” 
“I wouldn’t expect anything less. You saved us that night. You saved me that night. You’ll never know how much your actions mean to me.” My eyes lock on his and he shakes his head. 
“Remember that part when I said I didn’t know if I would help someone? I heard yelling and screaming coming from your house for a long time. Not once did I come and check on you, but I kind of figured something was up the way Zack would sneak over every morning and come to your room to see you. If I would have tried to help sooner…” 
I reach across and take his hand in mine and give it a tight squeeze. “You did enough, Nick, and if you would have tried earlier, things could have gotten really bad. You saved us that night and I saved you tonight. We’ll just call it even now.” He meets my smile with one of his own. 
“You know I love you, Cassidy, right?” 
Nodding, I answer, “I do and you know I love you, too, even if you are a huge pain in my ass.” 
“Yeah, well, that’s kind of my job. But, seriously, can you believe they tried to pull that shit tonight? I feel like such a loser!” 
“You’re not a loser!” Rylee yells from behind us. “They’re just some cunt licking bitches.” I cringe because I really hate the ‘C’ word but Ry just rolls her eyes at me. 
“You were laughing so I know you think it’s funny. I’m not a fan of the ‘C’ word, either, but it’s a beautiful thing when you can use it appropriately on people who deserve it.” 
“Cassidy, can you hear me? Jesus, woman, where are you?” Rylee is yelling into the phone and her voice pulls me back from that night. 
“Sorry, Ry, I was just remembering that night. Back then you slept with him because you were both sad and were comforting each other over what happened that night. Why now?” 
“Same reason?” she squeaks out and then sighs. “Look, I can’t lie, that night with Nick was some of the best sex I’ve ever had. We both agreed it couldn’t happen again because of Zack and it would have just been weird, you know?” 
 
Oh yeah, I totally know. 
“When you took off and Zack took off after you, my parents got into a huge fight. My dad went and told everyone the wedding was off and then ditched my mom at the church. Actually, he hasn’t been home since. He’s really pissed.” 
That is so not good. I bet Priscilla is cursing the day I was ever born. 
“Anyway, I was upset about you guys and upset about them. After Nick dropped Zack off at the airport, he came back to the church to see if there was anything he could do. Everyone had left by then except for me. We decided to go out and get some food and drink away the horrific day.” 
Rylee isn’t much of a drinker; she’s like me in that aspect. I think growing up with a best friend whose parents are alcoholics puts a damper on any desire to get drunk often. 
“So, drunk sex again?” I ask gently. 
“Of course it was, and my god, Cassidy, it was so fucking good. Seriously, the best sex I’ve ever had. We didn’t even sleep and I can’t even count the orgasms.” The wistful tone in her voice tells me if something doesn’t happen soon, this won’t be the last time she has sex with Nick. 
“What did he say about it?” 
“Oh, you know Nick, he basically said the sex was phenomenal but Zack would kill him if he ever found out. Then he said if we could both keep it secret we could be each other’s booty call. Which, of course, pissed me off because I’m nobody’s fucking booty call,” she replies offhandedly. 
“So that’s it, then?” I ask cautiously 
“Yeah, it has to be, but I seriously need to find a man.” Pete. She needs to come to Hawaii and meet Pete. 
“Well, I might have found the perfect man for you, actually…” 
“Seriously?” she squeals. “Who is he? What’s he look like? Please tell me he’s hot!” 
“Jeez, Ry, hang on to your panties for a second. His name is Pete.” 
“Zack’s friend Pete? The one who owns the security company in Hawaii? That Pete?” I actually have to pull the phone away from my ear because she’s squealing so loud. 
“Well, he does run a security company. He’s Zack’s friend?” That would make sense since he’s been watching over me. 
“Duh, Cassidy! He was invited to your wedding. I’ve never met him but I’ve seen his pictures and he’s fucking fine!” 
That’s it! That’s why his name sounded familiar. I can’t believe I didn’t put two and two together sooner. 
“Yes, he is very good looking.” 
Rylee gasps loudly right into the phone. I need to start putting her on speaker and turning the volume all the way down. 
“In all my life, I don’t think I’ve ever heard you say another man is good looking. Well, except for some certain celebrities, but they don’t count because they aren’t within our reach.” 
I’m blushing. Thankfully, she can’t see me. 
“There’s something about him, Rylee, and I think you two would really hit it off. You know I’ve only got eyes for Zack but as soon as Pete started talking to me, I just knew you needed to meet him.” 
“Alright, put Zack on the phone. I need to be on the next plane out of dodge.” 
That’s my best friend—always up for her next adventure. 
“Text him and tell him to call you. He’s downstairs making calls and I’m not sure if he’s done. Let me know what he says. Love you, Ry.” 
“Love you, too. I’ll see you soon!” Before she turns off her phone, I hear, “Eeek! I’m going to Hawaii!” as it clicks off. I can’t hold back my laughter; Rylee always makes my day better. 
After hanging up with Rylee, I gaze over the books in my new library. Figuring Zack will come and find me when he’s ready, I pull a book from the shelf and curl up in my new chair. I’ve been dying to read The O Factor by the up and coming Amelia Greyson. When I was getting my hair done for the wedding, I read an article in Slam Magazine announcing she is heading out on the Just an Illusion tour with BAD to write their farewell story. She’s one lucky girl.
 





Today has gone much better than I anticipated. Seeing how receptive Cassidy is to us working things out has really calmed me down. I’m excited to see what the next two weeks will bring and already have Pete out shopping for a few things we’ll need tomorrow. 
My phone dings with an incoming text from Ry. 
Call me asap 
Easy enough. I need to talk to her, anyway, to get some help for next week. The phone doesn’t even ring before she’s squealing in my ear. I don’t know how she does that—it must be a twin thing. 
“Zack! I’m coming to Hawaii.” 
“Hello to you, too, Ry,” I answer with a chuckle. 
“Sorry, big brother, I’m just excited. I need to get out of here and Cassidy said I need to meet Pete, so can I stay with you?” Only two minutes separate us but I’ve always loved that Ry calls me big brother. 
“Hell no. Sorry, Ry, but you need to stay at Turtle
Bay. I’ll make your reservation, but I’ve got a plan and no one is going to mess it up. I do need your help with a few things, so can you wait a few days before coming down?” 
“Of course, I’ll help you with whatever you need, but you aren’t seriously going to not let me see you guys while I’m there, are you?” It would be beneficial to have her hang out with Cassidy while I take care of some things, just not this week. 
“Actually, Ry, I could use you to keep Cassidy company. Just give us until Friday before coming here. That will give you time to do what I need help with and if you do it well, I’ll even set up a double date with Pete.” 
When my sister gets excited she squeals… loudly. I’ve fully come to expect it and instinctively pull the phone away from my ear when I know it’s coming. Like now. 
“Anything you need, big brother, just name it.” 
“Let me fill you in on what your brilliant big brother has planned in order to finally make Cassidy an official member of our family.” 
An hour later—after discussing countless details of things I need Rylee’s help with—we finally get off the phone. Before hanging up, she fills me in on my parents. I’m worried about my dad and wonder if they’ll be able to get through this. Without hesitation, I hit his speed dial and hope he picks up the phone. 
On the third ring, he answers. “Zack, how are you doing?” He sounds tired. 
“I’m good, Dad, how are you? Rylee said you haven’t been home since the wedding.” 
With a loud sigh, he responds. “I’m actually at Turtle
Bay. I figured I could help you with Cassidy if you needed me to. Besides, I needed some time away from your mother.” 
“Dad, no one knows where you are and Rylee is worried sick. Why didn’t you call her or at least text her?” 
I’m met with a loud snort which is extremely unlike him. “You’d think my wife would be worried sick. I know I should have called Rylee but I honestly figured your mother would be putting her up to it and I just didn’t want to deal with her yet. We talked before I left the church and I just don’t know what to do about that woman anymore. Your mother could try the patience of a saint.” 
Now it’s my turn to laugh. “What is with us and these closed off women?” 
“Zack, your mother is closed off, but Cassidy is coping the only way she knows how.” How does he know that?
“What do you know, Dad?” Another sigh. I can just picture him running his hands through his hair and pacing. A habit I definitely inherited from him. 
“More than you think, and I think it’s time we all got some things out in the open. Do you and Cassidy have dinner plans? I could come by the house so we can all talk privately.” Aside from Ry and the realtor, my dad is the only other person who knows I bought this house. It was a large investment and I wanted to be sure it was worth it. He’s had a lot of real estate transactions in the past and I knew he’d be perfect to help me secure the purchase. 
“Actually, we don’t have any plans tonight. I was just going to order some pizza and keep it easy.” 
My dad loves pizza and rarely eats it because my mom hates it. I’ve never understood how anyone could hate pizza. 
“How about I pick up the pizza and some beer on the way over? Say… in about an hour?” 
“Yeah, sounds good, Dad, see you then. I’ll text Ry and let her know you’re okay and just taking some time to yourself.” 
“Thanks, Son.” 
“Any time.” 
The night Cassidy and I officially became a couple, we ate pizza outside under the stars. There won’t be stars since it’s a little earlier than it was then, but we can still eat outside. After setting up the patio, I head upstairs to tell Cassidy my dad is coming by. 
When I enter the bedroom, she’s curled up in a reading chair, so engrossed in The O Factor she doesn’t even notice me. 
“I don’t see any Post-its on that book yet.” My cocky tone has her blushing immediately. The fact that she had so much romance on her Kindle sort of surprised me but even though I mess with her, I know it’s not all mommy porn. Besides, if reading happily ever after love stories makes her happy, I’m all for it as long as she remembers she’s living one herself. 
“Uh, no, not yet. It’s more of a self-realization book, anyway. If there’s romance, I haven’t gotten to it yet.” 
Stalking toward her, I pull the book from her hands and mark her page with the cover. Taking her hand in mine, I place it over her breast and squeeze. Lowering myself over her, I guide her hand between her legs and she releases a sigh. Placing my lips against hers, I kiss her gently as I continue to move her hand in small circles against her clit. 
“Zack.” The single word falls from her lips like a prayer, and all I want to do in this moment is make her come. Instead, I move her hand against my cock and squeeze. My mouth finds hers and she opens to me immediately. Cassidy always talks about the tingles she gets when we kiss. I feel them, too, but I’ve never told her—somehow, it doesn’t seem manly. Her tongue meets mine stroke for stroke and her grip on my cock gets tighter. 
Fuck. 
Even though I don’t want to, I pull back and lean my forehead against hers. 
“I love you.” 
“I love you, too, Zack, but that was far from innocent,” she replies with a giggle. 
“Yeah, I know. I was just trying to prove a point.” 
She’s laughing even harder now. “What point would that be? That we suck at going slow?” 
“No, smartass, the point was that you don’t need a book to teach you about self-discovery. It’s a subject you’re already well-versed in. And you had a most excellent teacher, if I do say so myself.” 
“Is that so?” she asks with a cocked eyebrow and a smile. 
“Absolutely.” 
“Arrogant much?” 
“There’s a difference between arrogance and confidence. I’m confident I’ve taught you self-exploration well. I mean, you have to admit, when you do that thing to your clit that sets you off almost immediately, that’s talent.” 
“Zack!” She’s completely embarrassed, and I don’t understand why.
“Cassidy, it’s fucking hot. You’ve got nothing to be embarrassed about. Just watching you do that has me practically coming in my pants, and men should not come in their pants. They should come buried balls deep in a warm, wet pussy as it clenches and squeezes them tight.” 
 “Is that so?” Her words are whispered huskily as her fingers find their way into my hair. 
“Fucking hell, that’s so,” I answer, taking her mouth in mine once again. But as much as I’d like to fuck her mouth with my tongue for the rest of the night, we have company coming. As I pull away, I tug her lip between my teeth and get lost in her hooded gaze for a moment. When those baby blues of hers glaze over in lust, it makes me lose my breath every fucking time. 
“You know, I actually had a reason for coming up here. My dad is on his way over with pizza and beer. He wants to talk to us.” The look of fear on her face is heartbreaking. 
“Your dad is here? In Hawaii? Rylee said he took off, but why would he come here?” The high pitched tone in her voice would be cute if she wasn’t truly freaked out. Taking her hand in mine, I pull it to my lips for a kiss. 
“Yes, he’s here. He said he wanted to be here in case I couldn’t find you. That and he needed some time away from my mom. He said there are some things we all need to get out into the open.” 
“He really wanted to help you find me?” Her words are soft and her eyes are shining brightly as if she’s holding back tears. 
“Of course he did, he’s one of your three biggest fans. He loves you, Cassidy, we all do. Come on, let’s go downstairs, he’ll be here any minute.” 
“Okay.” After helping her up, I pull her in for a gentle hug and place a kiss on the top of her head. 
“You know, Ms. Pope, you agreed to be my girlfriend today. There are certain responsibilities that come along with that title.” 
“Such as?” she asks, playing along with a cute little smirk on her face. 
“Such as accepting and believing you are not only loved but worthy of that love.” 
“Zack…” she says as she tries pulling away from me. 
“Not so fast.” Holding her tightly to my chest, I continue, “It also means you accept and believe with your whole heart that you are exactly the woman I need. You let go of your ill-conceived notions that you don’t belong in my world and realize you are what makes my world go ‘round.” 
Her eyes close and her grip on me tightens. “Don’t shut me out, Cassidy. I’m right here.” 
When she opens her eyes and smiles at me, my heart races. “I’m not shutting you out, Zack, I’m finally letting you in.” She softly brushes her lips across mine at the same time the doorbell rings. I’m at a complete and total loss for anything to say. Her words just lifted my soul into a state of euphoria I’ve never experienced before. 
Keeping her hand in mine, I lead her down the stairs so we can answer the door. She keeps glancing at me and smiling, no doubt because of the biggest, cheesiest smile that’s ever been plastered on my face. 
Pete and Mike are both outside the door with my dad. Oops, I forgot to let Mike know we were expecting company. 
“Good to see you again, Paul,” Pete tells my dad as he turns to leave. 
“You, too, Pete. Thanks for coming to my rescue.” Pete laughs and Mike purses his lips. My dad pats him on the shoulder. “It’s okay, young man, I know you were just doing your job.” Mike nods and Cassidy closes the door behind my dad. 
“What’s with the guard dog? Anything I should be aware of?” he asks, concerned. 
“Nope, just keeping unwanted people out and wanted people in.” Cassidy blushes and shrugs her shoulders when my dad looks at her and laughs. I take the pizza and beer from him and he wraps Cassidy up in a hug. 
“You know, you had us all a bit worried, young lady.” 
 “I’m sorry for running, but I just…” She’s grasping for the right words to say without offending him since my mom was her reason for fleeing. 
“You were just run off by my wife. No apologies are necessary, sweetheart. Just promise me you’ll rethink your very bad decision. Priscilla might think she knows what’s best for Zack but in my experience, love finds us, we don’t find it, and no one can stop what’s meant to be.” 
The far off look in his eyes reflects all the sadness he must be feeling. My dad loves my mom just like I love Cassidy—with his whole heart. Right now, he’s having a hard time reconciling her actions with the woman he loves. 
“Come on, let’s go outside. I already set the patio table. Babe, do you want me to open some wine for you?” She shakes her head no and I’m not surprised. Cassidy isn’t much of a drinker, for obvious reasons. I do love when she drinks with me, though, because she loses her inhibitions. 
“No, thanks. I’ll just have some water.” 
My dad opens the French doors since I have my hands full and we all take a seat at the table. The sun is setting and it’s another gorgeous night. A big part of me wants Cassidy to say she’d like to live here for good. Being a Stafford comes with expectations and one of them is working for Stafford Investments, but I’d honestly love to do family law. Actually, I’d love to be an adoption attorney. I’ve never admitted that to anyone but maybe I should. 
Cassidy serves us all pizza and my dad opens the beers and passes me one. “You guys have an amazing view here. Have you decided if you’re going to stay here or go back home yet?” 
Cassidy chokes on her pizza and I pat her back and pass her a bottle of water. “Cassidy, dear, you should know Zack confides in me often. As much as I hate to admit it, because I’d miss the hell out of you both, I think you need to consider staying here. You have your entire lives in front of you and the things holding you back from being happy aren’t things that should matter.” 
Again, that faraway look takes over my dad’s features and he sighs. “It’s time I tell you kids a story that’s long overdue.” He’s looking out into the ocean, but I know whatever he’s about to say is significant. 
“My mother was very uptight and not very emotional. She loved me, but in her own way, and I swore my kids would know love the way I wanted to be loved. The way I saw my friends being loved by their parents. My dad worked long hours and for most of my life, he and my mom never even shared a bedroom. It’s probably why I was an only child.” 
Pausing briefly, he takes a long draw from his beer. “Being an only child came with certain expectations. I didn’t have choices. I had to take over the company, had to travel in the proper social circles, and was expected to marry a girl with a similar background.” 
He turns to look at us and smiles. “Did you know your mother grew up in a trailer park?” Before I even answer, he shakes his head and continues, “Of course you didn’t. Priscilla Stafford doesn’t want anyone aware of what she considers skeletons in her closet. 
“When I met your mother, I swear it was love at first sight. I was lost and driving through her park, looking for someone who could give me directions. She was covered in dirt, helping her mother plant rose bushes. As I pulled up in front of her house, she stood up and wiped the sweat from her brow, leaving a streak of dirt in its place.” 
He chuckles with the memory. “The sun was shining on her and I swear she looked like an angel. It was so refreshing to see a girl her age just digging in the dirt without a care in her mind. When I got out of the car and asked if she could help, your grandma saw the smile that filled her features and asked if I’d like a glass of lemonade since it was so hot out and I’d been lost for a while. Your grandma admitted to me later she’d never seen your mom smile so brightly before and she recognized the love-struck look on my face immediately. She thought we were a match made in heaven. That woman was a saint, God bless her soul.” 
My grandma was the best. Even as a young boy, I always wondered why she and my mom were so different. 
“After that day, your mother and I were pretty much inseparable and I’d never been happier in my life. It didn’t matter to me that she didn’t have money or hadn’t grown up with a large social standing. The only thing that mattered to me was I loved her and she loved me. Priscilla and I wanted the same things from life. Love, happiness, a family, and stability.” 
Taking a long pause, he looks over at Cassidy. “I’m going to get off track here for a moment but indulge an old man for a minute. Cassidy, you’ve been a part of our family since you were six years old. We’ve always treated you like one of our own kids. Now, I know you have your own issues and we’ll get to those in a bit, but right now I want to tell you what I told Priscilla when I found out how she had been shaming you for not being ‘of proper social standing.’ ” 
Cassidy’s eyes grow bigger and she clutches my hand for support. “You come from a wealthy family, you just weren’t raised like it other than your education. However, young lady, you’ve been included in every upper crust function known to man for as far back as I can remember. You’ve been a guest of ours at every event we’ve ever had. And no, you’re not snooty and you don’t have your head stuck in a fashion magazine, nor do you worry about having the latest in designer merchandise. That’s what makes you refreshing and unique. You’ve got more experience with the ins and outs of society than Priscilla had at your age. For your own reasons, and unfortunately, for reasons my wife implanted in your mind, you feel like an outsider and for that I’m truly sorry. There’s absolutely no reason you wouldn’t belong, not only as part of our family, but also the ridiculous high-class society we’re a part of because you always have been.” 
A tear falls from Cassidy’s eye and I brush it away before softly asking her, “Do you believe me now?” 
With a shrug of her shoulders, she replies sweetly, “I’m getting there, I think.” 
My dad smiles and nods then proceeds to open two more beers for us. Once opened, he takes a sip and leans back in his chair, getting comfortable before continuing his story. I’m finally learning some of my parents’ history and eager for him to keep talking. 
“Now, my mother was a formidable opponent. She detested Priscilla from the moment she set eyes on her. She was also quite vocal about trailer trash not being good enough for a Stafford. My father didn’t care. He knew I had a good head on my shoulders and told me to do what made me happy. In a drunken stupor one night, he admitted that had he followed his heart instead of his parents’ wishes, he would have never married my mother. But he also begrudgingly admitted he was glad he did because I came from their union. So I went and bought the ring I knew Priscilla would love and I proposed to her. Like you, Cassidy, she was hesitant to accept at first.” 
I’ve never seen my dad be so reflective before; it almost seems as if this is painful for him. 
“Priscilla was determined to have a better life than the one she’d been raised in. I’d never understood it because I’d have traded in all the money in the world to have love like her mother gave to her. And it’s not like she was dating me for my money, not at all, we were in love. She just came to realize she could have all the things she never did growing up, one of those things being a college education. So Priscilla became a worthy opponent and countered my mother at every turn. She learned etiquette, fashion, how to act like a snob at parties, you name it and she learned it. At first it was a joke between us, how she was beating my mother at her own game. When she wasn’t trying to win my mother’s heart, she was the girl I’d fallen in love with.” 
“As time passed by, my mother relented and we were married. We bought our own home, decorated it together, traveled a bit, and lived in a blissful love. A few months after we married, I brought up school but your mother decided she didn’t want to go to school anymore. To say I was shocked was an understatement. She simply said she wanted to make a home for us and be a stay at home mom once we had kids. In the meantime, my mother was introducing her to the country club and different women’s functions as well as charitable organizations. I let it go because she seemed happy, but after so long of butting heads with my mother, she was beginning to act like her and I started to worry.” 
This is where we’re finally going to find out why my mom is the way she is. I’m not sure if I’m ready for this but it seems my dad needs to get this out and talk to someone and I’m happy it’s me. 
“Shortly after she got pregnant with you and Rylee, we were ecstatic. When we found out we were having twins, she immediately dragged me to the store so we could start decorating. Even though she said she wanted it to be a surprise, your mother was adamant she felt like we were having one of each and she shopped accordingly.” 
He laughs heartily with the happy memory and I’m glad to know we were wanted. I never felt like we weren’t but it’s always good to hear. 
“During her pregnancy, she and your grandmother butted heads more than usual and due to your mother’s hormones, they had quite a few heated discussions. Your grandmother insisted on a wet nurse, a nanny, a midwife, and a home birth, all of which your mother adamantly declined. At first, your mom tried to do it all but we did eventually end up with a nanny. In the beginning, your mom still did most of it and only got the nanny when you were both demanding things at the same time. But as you got older, your grandmother pushed and pushed until you spent more time with the nanny, and your mom spent more time with your grandmother doing all the things Stafford wives are supposed to do.” 
We both glance over at Cassidy and I swear she is about ten shades paler than she was a few minutes ago. This is the kind of stuff that terrifies her. I shoot my dad a pleading look to correct himself and he does. 
“I’ve never understood why the Stafford women were expected to fill their lives with charitable events and social functions. That is why, no matter how much your mother and grandmother pushed, I never let them pull Rylee into that world. She needs to make her own choices, and to some extent, so do you, Zack. When I die, the company will be yours and Rylee’s to run or to manage or even to sell if you choose to. You were raised knowing the legacy of the Stafford men and without any coercion, you followed along in all of our footsteps. Now that you’re on an indefinite leave of absence, you need to think about that and decide if this path is the right one for you. It’s your life and I want you to live it in a way that makes you happy. The company won’t fold if you’re not working for it or if you’re just contracting your services to it.” 
“I’ve been thinking a lot about that, actually, and I’m not sure what I want to do right now. I’ll let you know in the next few weeks what we decide. So, Dad, what happened after I left the wedding?” 
“Yes, the wedding… I was getting to that. Over the years, your mother began to emulate my mother. Not as severe but close enough to leave a bad taste in my mouth. For all her faults, I still love your mother to pieces. And her coolness typically doesn’t extend into the bedroom at night or when we’re alone together. The woman I love is still in there, she just buries herself under a tough exterior when people are around. I’ve put it up with it for years because I love her and she’s doing what she thinks is best, so I let a lot of things go.
“Cassidy, I really had no clue she was treating you so poorly. In fact, I didn’t know the extent of it all until Zack left the church. Priscilla snapped and I don’t necessarily think it was because of the wedding. I think it’s from years of burying the person she really wants to be. She’s hiding under a shield of her own creation. To say I was shocked to find out she had been treating you worse than my mother treated her is an understatement. I let her know how very disappointed in her I was and told her, in no uncertain terms, that she is to leave the two of you alone to figure out your own life. We argued about some things I’ll circle back to in a moment and then we argued about us. After all these years, I called her out on her coolness and lack of affection. Told her I missed the sweet and kind girl I fell in love with and let her know that although I’m still very much in love with her, I’d rather have the version of her I fell in love with back in my arms.” 
A hushed silence settles over us as the moon begins to peek out in the sky. My heart aches for my dad. To lose the woman he loves, but technically not lose her at all, must be difficult. 
“This is all my fault, Mr. Stafford, I’m so very sorry.” Cassidy sobs and finally breaks down. My father, being the man he is, circles around and pulls her into his embrace. 
“Cassidy, this has nothing to do with you. This has to do with my wife and her issues. And please, for the love of God, how many times do I need to ask you to call me Paul?” I watch as he strokes her back and hugs her while she cries it all out. Another step. Something Cassidy never had—the unconditional love of a parent. 
After a while, she stops crying and my dad releases her, taking his seat again. “We are all victims of circumstance and some of us have better circumstances than others, but we are all affected by our own demons. This next part of the story is not something I want either of you to feel badly about or reflect back on with sadness. It is part of our family history and Priscilla dealt with it as she saw fit. Some of it I was aware of and other parts I was not, and while I don’t agree with her keeping any of us in the dark about it, it was ultimately her choice.
He stretches out in his chair and finishes off his beer before speaking. “All through your childhood, Priscilla and I knew your parents were alcoholics. Rylee and Zack adored you and so did we by the time we found out. As parents, you have to find a balance with your children’s friends. Decide how much time they can spend together and when they should be apart. Sometime around Rylee and Zack’s seventh birthday, Priscilla went to speak with your mother. The details of why escape me, but needless to say, that’s when she found out about your parents’ drinking problem.” 
Cassidy’s hand is trembling in mine. Knowing she needs extra comfort, I pull her into my lap as my dad continues. 
“When Priscilla came home from your house, we talked a lot. We decided right then and there that we would take you under our wing as much as we could without pushing any boundaries. When you have absent parents, they rarely know what you’re doing so we banked on that and on their willingness to let you go on trips and such with us to give them a break. I’ll be the first to admit there was probably more we could have done. We could have reported them to child protective services but as long as you were visiting daily, we assumed you were safe. You were Zack and Rylee’s best friend and we thought interfering might have caused more harm than good.”
With a sigh, he runs his hands through his hair and paces for a moment before sitting back down. “It wasn’t until the night you two were mugged that we found out the whole truth. Cassidy, I understand why you couldn’t, but I wish you had told us he was beating you. I would have moved heaven and earth to get you into our custody.”
“How… how did you know?” she stutters, completely stunned. 
“Priscilla came back to the hospital that night to try and convince Zack to come home. When she was standing outside, your room the door was cracked and she heard Zack talking to you while you were unconscious. It had been a long time since I’d seen her show emotion but that night she came home and cried. Knowing what had been happening to you triggered something in her. We spent the night talking and decided to talk to you both about it when you were feeling better. It took everything we had to trust Zack knew what he was doing and not go to the police to report it.” 
“So you knew he was the one who beat me that night, too.” My question is really just a statement. A few things are starting to make a lot more sense now. 
“Yes, and I was hoping you’d talk to me about it. You usually talk to me about everything, so I figured there must be a good reason why you were keeping this so close to the vest. In any case, as time passed, Priscilla and I noticed Cassidy was practically living at the house so we decided to let it go unless something else happened. At the wedding, she did admit that around this time she started dropping hints to you that maybe you weren’t the one for Zack. I don’t think I’ve ever been so angry. Apparently, she was concerned your parents would become an embarrassing issue. Yet, at the same time, she still loved you and wanted you as part of the family. She hadn’t fully decided yet if you and Zack should or shouldn’t be together, she just knew if she planted enough hints maybe you would make the decision for her.” 
Wow, I can’t believe all of this goes back so far and my parents knew so much more than I ever gave them credit for. 
“After your college graduation, your father paid Priscilla a visit. I’m not sure if you’re aware of this, but it probably doesn’t come as a surprise that he had dwindled away your inheritance by then. He proposed a deal of sorts. He said he wouldn’t ever come to any functions should the two of you get married and have kids and he’d stay completely out of your life. And he also said he wouldn’t go to the media and tell his side of the story about how you and Zack attacked him that night.” 
“What?! That’s a bold-faced lie! He threw me on the ground and broke my wrist and when Zack tried to help me he… he… oh, god!” Cassidy’s body is wracked with sobs and as I try to calm her down, I explain to my dad what really happened that night and how we have video evidence to back it up. 
“Son, it doesn’t matter now, anyway. He wanted a payoff and he got one. Priscilla had non-disclosure agreements drawn up and John signed the document stating he would stay away from Cassidy and our family, as well as never talk to anyone about that night. 
“What did he get?” The venomous tone in Cassidy’s voice kills me. Money doesn’t matter to us but it’s going to be an issue for her. 
“Ten million dollars,” my dad states calmly and comes around behind us, placing a kiss on Cassidy’s head. 
“I’d pay it ten times over to keep him out of your life, Cassidy. It was a small price to pay. You’re upset and you have every right to be, but I’ve considered you a daughter for a very long time and I’d pay anything to protect my children. 
“That son of a bitch!” she screams, jumping up and pacing like a mad woman. “All my life he treated me as though I was unworthy of love, spent my money on his destruction, and then extorted the only people who loved me for his personal gain. I get that he had a horrible childhood and his demons were too big to fight. If anyone understands that, it’s me.” 
She falls to the grass, holding her head in her hands, and just cries. My heart aches for her but this time, I think she needs to cry it out on her own. I’m shocked my mom would pay him off but I’m not surprised he asked. Not in the least. 
Once Cassidy has had some time to cry it all out, I carefully approach her and reach out my hand to help her up. As she stands, she wipes away her tears and trudges back over to the table. 
“I’m sorry I lost my temper,” she says sadly. 
My dad flashes her a smile. “No apologies needed. I understand how frustrating this must be for you. It’s getting late, let me finish filling you both in and I’ll be on my way. I’m sure you’ll have a lot of talking to do.” 
I think that is a severe understatement. 
“After Priscilla paid off John, she got it into her head that this wouldn’t be the last we’d hear from him no matter what he had signed. Now, not only was she worried about your past rearing its ugly head, but she paid him off and she was sure it would all come out eventually. She’s probably not wrong. Secrets don’t usually stay secret but families deal with secrets all the time. She used her knowledge of your past and fear of being exposed herself to justify all the nasty things she said and did to you. I don’t condone it and I can’t for the life of me understand it. She was so convinced everything she did and said to you was justified. When it was all out in the open, I just couldn’t stay any longer… I had to get out of the church. I’ve loved Priscilla with my whole heart almost from the moment I set eyes on her, but what she did to you is an unforgivable sin. Especially after we brought you into our lives and treated you as one of our own for the last twenty years.” 
I’ve never seen my dad this choked up, not ever. 
“Cassidy, the fact that she put you through all this makes me wonder how easily she would throw our own children under the bus. In any case, this is the reason I’m here. Not only did I need time away, but I needed to make sure you understood Priscilla was wrong. You are a part of our family, Cassidy, and I’d be honored if you’d make it official by keeping your promise and marrying Zack. I’d also be honored if you’d let me walk you down the aisle when the time comes.”
“I… I don’t know what to say. Thank you for telling us your story. I know it wasn’t easy. And thank you for accepting me into your family, it means the world to me. If Zack and I have another ceremony I’d love for you to walk me down the aisle.” 
“If?” we both question her in unison.
“How about when?” I ask, prompting her gently. 
“When,” she replies softly with a smile. 
“Dad, does this mean you and Mom are getting a divorce?” My dad has always been my inspiration for true love. I don’t want to think about them not making it. 
“Honestly, Zack, I just don’t know. She’d have to make a lot of changes and a lot of apologies in order to keep me around. I’m not sure if your mother has it in her to admit she’s been wrong.”
“She does,” Cassidy remarks confidently and we both turn to her. “It sounds to me like Priscilla got lost and fell into your mother’s way of thinking more than she ever thought she could. But if she’s still the adoring woman with you at night that she was all those years ago, she just needs a little bit of help finding her way back to us all.” 
“Us?” we both ask again in unison and Cassidy laughs at us. 
“Yes, us. Zack, you know I don’t hold grudges. If I can forgive my dad for all he’s done to me, I can forgive Priscilla for doing what she thought was right. But both of you listen to me good. If my dad comes back and asks anyone for a dime of money and someone gives it to him, heads are gonna roll.” 
There’s my girl—rough and tough and yet forgiving as all hell. 
“Sounds like a deal to me. I’ll just show myself out. Thank you for listening to an old man ramble. Zack, I’ll be in touch.” 
After he leaves, Cassidy and I sit together under the stars in a comfortable silence, each of us lost in our own thoughts. 
I’m not even sure how much time has passed but I’m guessing it’s been hours when Cassidy starts to doze on my shoulder. As carefully as I can, I pull her into my arms and carry her to the guest room I slept in last night. I’m not taking her to the master bedroom until I’m ready to make love to her and that isn’t going to be tonight. 
“Why aren’t we going upstairs?” she asks sleepily as I place her gently onto the bed. 
“Because the first time we sleep in that bed, I have no intention of sleeping.” 
“Oh!” she exclaims with a flush creeping over her cheeks. 
“Take your dress off and we’ll sleep in our underwear. I’m not making love to you tonight but I need to feel your skin against mine.” 
Her dress drops to the floor next to my clothes and she crawls back into bed with me right behind her. My favorite thing in the world is curling up with her in my arms and waking up the same way. But holy fuck, is it going to be hard just lying here with her when she’s wearing a brand new light pink lacey bra and panties. 
“You went shopping,” I whisper in her ear and she flips over immediately. 
“I did, do you like?” Guiding her hand to my fully erect cock I decide to let her be the judge of that. 
“What do you think?” 
She licks her lips and bites her bottom lip just a bit as she squeezes just a little harder. “I think you like it a lot. And I hope you have sex in the plans soon because I’ve got two weeks worth of new lingerie in my suitcase.” 
Fuck me.
“Soon, but I want to do this right. Trust me, I don’t like having blue balls now any more than I did in high school, but you’re worth the wait.” 
She snuggles in closer to me and releases my cock, which is both a relief and a damn shame. “Are you okay, Zack? I know today had to be a lot for you to take in.” She’s rubbing gentle circles on my back, trying to ease my stress with a light back rub. 
“I’m worried about my dad. My mom is his entire world. After what she did to you at the wedding, I pretty much figured nothing would surprise me again. But I think I was wrong, tonight was a complete shock in a lot of ways. Other than being worried about him and wondering if he’s going to tell Ry all of this, I’m okay. How are you feeling? It was even more for you to take in.” 
She places a tender kiss against my lips and releases a soft sigh. “I’m fine. Actually, in an odd way I’m more than fine. Tonight, your dad made me feel like part of a real family. For years I thought your parents just put up with me because I was always needing a place to go. It never once crossed my mind they actually cared for me.” 
“Of course they did, Cassidy. I’m just glad you’re finally realizing it. If our kids had a lifelong friend you’d love them, too. How could you not? You fall in love with the kids in your class in less than a year and cry at every Kindergarten graduation.” 
The massage stops as she ponders my words, so I return the favor and rub her back while she thinks. “I’ve honestly never thought of it that way. When you grow up feeling unloved and unlovable, it’s hard to think anyone could feel affection toward you. So even though I love you, your family, my students, all with my whole heart, it’s still hard to believe you could possibly love me, too. Tonight was eye opening in a lot of ways, especially after seeing how much love your dad had in his eyes for me.”
Bringing my lips to hers, I kiss her gently, eventually coaxing her mouth open with my tongue. Our kiss is sweet and filled with love and all those tingles she always talks about. As I pull away, she whispers in wonder, “God, Zack, they’re so strong tonight. I’ve never felt them like this before.” 
“Felt what?” 
“The tingles when we kiss. They’re magical. I wish you could feel them.” 
“I do.” My reply is firm. After all the secrets that came out tonight, the least I can do is tell her this. “And I always have.” 
“Shut up!” she squeals adorably. “Seriously? All this time and you didn’t tell me? Why?” 
“Well, for one thing, there’s not too much manliness in admitting I feel tingly when we kiss. But I also figured if you knew I felt it, too, you’d stop telling me you felt tingly. As long as I know you have tingles, I know you’re just as deeply in love with me as I am with you.” 
“Zack… that’s so romantic.”
“Well. I learned from the best and speaking of, back to something you said earlier… my dad has looked at you like that for as long as I can remember. As much as I hate to admit it, maybe you running was a good thing. Because leaving the wedding, coming here, opening up to each other, it’s working, Cassidy. You’re finally seeing what we’ve all felt all along. I’m so proud of you.” 
“Thank you. I feel a little different, too. I’m still scared part of this is because we’re here but after knowing what your mom did and why, it almost feels like a weight is lifted off of me. Now, I need to ask you something.” 
“Anything,” I reply after her extended pause. 
“You talked to your dad about staying here. Is that something you really want to do? Our jobs, Ry, your family, they’re all back in California.” 
“Which is only a plane ride away. You can teach anywhere, and I can practice law anywhere. I even bet we could talk Ry into moving out here because she can do party planning anywhere. The wedding was just a contributing factor. I’ve been thinking about leaving the company for a while. Corporate law just isn’t where my heart is.”
Her shocked expression makes me feel like such an ass. I should have told her this a long time ago. 
“What does your heart want to do, Zack?” 
“Family law, actually. I really think I want to be an adoption attorney.” 
My confession floors her. She’s completely silent for a long time and then a beautiful smile spreads across her face. “I think you’d be an amazing adoption attorney.” 
“Would it bother you if I didn’t make any money?” Her laughter cascades around us and her body shakes with the absurdity of my question. 
“I’m serious, Cassidy. I know I’m beyond rich but I’m still a man and take pride in earning a living. I just think there are a lot of families out there in desperate need of an adoption attorney who are already struggling because adopting can deplete their entire life savings.” 
“So you’d work pro bono?” 
“That’s my dream.” 
“Follow your dream, Zack, it’s a great idea. You know money has never mattered to me one way or another. Who knows? If you build a good reputation, you could turn it into a foundation and get other attorneys to volunteer their time, as well. Maybe partner with child protective services and some local foster-to-adopt agencies. If you have parents already vetted and ready to take in at risk kids, and you guys are willing to help facilitate that for free, you could do a lot of good.” 
That’s my girl. In less than five minutes, she’s dreaming bigger than I have this entire time. I crash my lips against hers in a relentless assault. There’s no way I could love her any more than I do right in this instant. Stroke for stroke, our tongues meet in a game of foreplay that can’t be consummated tonight. Her legs wrap themselves around me, her core seeking my cock pressing harder and harder against it, until finally I pull away, panting and wishing for release. 
“God, I love you.” 
“And I you. Your plan is brilliant, Zack. If it’s what you want you should do it. Life is too short not to live your dream.” 
“My dream is us and one day growing our family, everything else is just a bonus. Until then, sweet dreams, Cassidy.” 
“Sweet dreams, Zack.” 
As she turns around and snuggles into me, I hold her tight. We’re going to be okay, I know it. Hopefully, my parents will, too. 
 



 


After Zack’s dad left Sunday night, I think both of us had a lot more to think about than we realized. Yesterday, Zack and I spent the day watching movies and playing board games. We also talked… a lot. He did tell me Rylee is coming out on Friday and we’re having a double date with her and Pete on Saturday. I’m not sure Pete knows it’s a date, yet, but he did agree to come over for dinner. 
Today, we spent the day by the pool—flirting, kissing, and talking some more. Zack and I have always had an easy rapport, and for the most part, have been able to talk about anything. It’s one of the perks of being in love with your best friend. 
Zack sent me upstairs to relax a bit while he got ready for the next part of his plan. He also needed to call his dad and see how his talk with Rylee went. They both decided it would be best if he told her everything he told us the other night. I know this is going to hit Ry so hard; she’s never been privy to all the negative things her mom has done. 
My phone begins to ring and before I even look at the caller ID, I know it’s going to be Rylee. 
“Hey, Ry,” I answer, using a very soft tone and I hear her sobs before she even attempts to speak. I’m guessing her conversation with her dad didn’t go well. 
“Why didn’t you tell me?” she wails hysterically on the other end of the line. 
“Which part?” 
“The part where my mother has been torturing you for years and you never said a word to me. I could kill her with my bare hands!” 
“Ry, calm down, please. I didn’t tell you because it was my battle to fight and I was doing a good job of it up until the wedding.” 
“You’re my best friend you should have told me!” I know I deserve her anger but she needs to understand my point. 
“She’s your mother, Ry, and she loves you very much. Her issues with me are just that. They have nothing to do with you. I’d never want your relationship with her tainted over her misguided sense of loyalty to the Stafford legacy. And in her defense, she was only doing what your grandmother engrained in her. She honestly felt she was doing the right thing, so as much as I want to fault her, I just don’t know if I can.” As the words come out of my mouth, I realize I mean them whole-heartedly. 
“What the hell, Cassidy? For once in your life can’t you just be fucking pissed off and angry about something? Why do you so easily say ‘let’s forgive and forget?’ How about ‘it’s time to fuck a bitch up?’ Holy shit, what is wrong with you?” 
“Nothing is wrong with my, Rylee!” I’m screaming at her now but I don’t care at this point. 
“Do you want me to be an angry, resentful person? I spent years being angry because I had the shittiest parents on the planet. Who was stuck with a mother who sat around and watched her daughter get beaten again and again? Not you! You had a perfect fucking life, so you don’t get to question me about why I’m not angry! All being angry does is turn you into a bitter and resentful person. That’s probably why your mother is the way she is. She’s angry she gave up her identity to be what your grandmother wanted. How’s that working out for her now, Ry? You tell me she’s better off for holding on to all that anger.” 
Now she’s sobbing into the phone and Zack is standing in the doorway with a concerned look on his face. My heart is beating a million miles a minute and I’m shaking, but god, it felt so good to get that out. 
“I’m sorry, Cassidy. What I said wasn’t fair to you. I’m just really angry about the entire situation. You and Zack would be married by now if it weren’t for her.” The sadness in her voice is unmistakable and I feel bad for her. 
“It’s okay, I know this is all new information to you. The beatings, your mom, all of it. You’re a good friend for trying to get me to talk about it, but it’s something I’ve been dealing with for a long time. I’ve learned to cope with it in my own way and you need to trust I know what I’m doing, okay?” 
“Of course. Look, I’m gonna go I need to process everything I learned today. I love you, Cassidy, and I’ll see you in a few days.”
“I love you, too, Ry. Don’t get drunk. Bad things happen when you do.” 
“Don’t worry, I’m not going to run to Nick.” 
“Good, I’ll see you when you get here.” 
After ending the call, I take a deep breath and try to shake off our fight. Ry and I have rarely ever fought in all the years we’ve been friends, so when we do it hurts. 
“Are you okay?” Zack asks from behind me. 
“Yeah, I’m fine.” 
“Do you want to talk about it?” 
“No, it’s fine. She’s just struggling with what your dad told her. She’s angry and can’t understand why I’m not just as angry as her.” 
He nods and starts walking purposefully toward me. Uh oh, I know what this is about. “So, you want to tell me what happens when Ry gets drunk?” 
“Nope,” I reply with a simple, one word answer. 
“Cassidy,” he scolds in his lawyer voice, “I have the right to know if something is going on with my sister.” 
“Zack, it isn’t my secret to tell. If Ry wants you to know, she’ll tell you. She’s an adult and she doesn’t have to tell her brother intimate things if she doesn’t want to.” 
He shudders as if he’s thinking about something bad. “It’s about sex?” 
“Mostly, and since she doesn’t want to know about our sex life, I think it would be a good idea for you to stay out of hers.” 
He considers this for a minute and I can tell he’s struggling. “You’d tell me if it was something I needed to know, right?” 
Hell, I think he should know now because I’d hate to see what will happen to Nick later down the line if Zack finds out accidentally. 
Placing my hand over his heart, I meet his gaze and hold it. “It’s not my secret to tell. If it was something causing her harm, I would tell you. I’ll say this much, it’s not causing any damage at all. It might even be something that could be good someday, just not now.” 
For a second, I almost think he’s on to the secret but he shakes off his thoughts and places a kiss on my lips, instead. 
“Okay.” 
Good, he’s being agreeable. I do not want to be the one to spill Nick and Rylee’s secret affair, or whatever it is they’re doing. 
“So, it’s getting late. Are you ready for me yet?” He pulls me close and wraps his arms around me, his erection pressing against me as he whispers in my ear. 
“I’m always ready for you, can’t you tell?” 
His lips meet mine and I open to him, greeting his tongue with a wicked hello. His hands slide down to my ass and he squeezes it, pulling me closer to him, eliciting a deep and longing moan from my lips. Unfortunately, that moan reminds him he has other plans and he slowly pulls away from me. 
“Come on, dinner is ready.” Taking my hand in his, he leads me downstairs, smiling all the way. The sun set a little while ago, so it’s pretty dark down here now. That doesn’t stop Zack; he keeps his grip on my hand and leads me into the dining room. 
“It’s gorgeous,” I murmur, taking in the candlelit table set with the finest china. Champagne is chilling on ice, salads are served, and there’s a covered dish in the center of the table. If it’s baked manicotti, which I hope it is, he’s recreating the first time we ever had sex. 
Zack pulls out my chair and places a sweet kiss on my cheek. 
“I made manicotti, I hope it’s good. I’ve never tried to make it before.” Yes! He winks at me as he sits down and my body floods with need. 
“I’m sure it will be perfect,” I reply, falling into my role from that night. There’s a bottle of water for each of us and as I open mine to take a drink, his eyes never leave mine. 
We quietly eat our salads, both of us trying to keep the recreation genuine. That night we were both so nervous, probably due to the fact it was the first time we had ever been alone. Rylee had gone with her parents to visit an old college friend of Paul’s who had a daughter Ry’s age. Zack was able to avoid the trip—since they only had a daughter—by claiming he didn’t want to be a third wheel. 
“Champagne?” The smile on his face is dazzling and I swear he’s trying to hold in his laughter. 
“Can’t we uh… I mean, it’s just… I’d like to do this sober, if that’s okay.” Trying to emulate the squeaky, scared voice of my sixteen-year-old self isn’t as easy as one would think. 
“Oh, yeah, of course we can. It’s probably better that way, too. I’d hate for you to get drunk and throw up before we could… well, you know.” This time he’s smirking at me but all those years ago he was blushing like crazy. No matter how hard you try, some things can’t be recreated. Hopefully, we’ll skip the awkwardness in the bedroom and go straight to some amazing sex. Our first time was nice but our sex is much better now that we’ve both found our inner freaks. 
Zack serves the manicotti once we finish our salads and with the first bite, a moan of appreciation escapes my lips. He loves to cook and this is his best dish. It was good that night, but it’s like a food orgasm in my mouth now. 
“Do you like it?” The hopeful tone in his voice is overshadowed by his hooded gaze. Sometimes, I don’t even know why I bother putting on underwear when I soak through them with just a look from him. 
“It’s good, Zack. When did you learn to cook?” 
“Stella has been giving me lessons. She says men should know how to cook so they can take care of their wives, too.” Stella was the Stafford’s cook for many years. She retired when Zack and Ry went off to college. 
“You’ll make someone a good husband one day, Zack.” Truer words could not have come out of my mouth back then or now. 
“Someone? How about you?” His green eyes twinkle in the candlelight. I’m sure he’s thinking how right he was back then, even though neither of us could have possibly known it. 
“Me? We’re just teenagers, Zack, first loves. Nobody ends up with their first love.” Standing, he stalks over to me and even though I know how this plays out, the fluttering in my stomach kicks into high gear. 
Taking my hand in his, he pulls me from my chair, my dinner half eaten, but the only appetite I have is for him. 
“Blow out the candles, Cassidy,” he commands as he laces his fingers into mine. I do as he requests and he sucks in a breath. 
“Fuck, it’s hot when you do that.” Interesting, he’s now diverting from our original conversation. 
“I think we’ve recreated enough for tonight,” he says as he pulls me quickly up the stairs, answering my unasked question. When we reach the bedroom, he kicks the door shut behind us and pushes me up against the wall, holding my wrists in his hands. 
“Looks like you ended up with your first love after all, Cassidy, just like I always knew you would. Tonight, I’m not interested in awkward first time sex. Tonight, I want to devour every single inch of your body with my mouth.” 
Is it possible to come from words alone? I’m so turned on, I can’t even think. 
“Okay,” I answer feebly, nodding at the same time. 
“After I make you scream my name with my mouth, I’m going to fuck you until you’re screaming in ecstasy. And when I’m done fucking you, I’m going to make love to you all night long. By the time I’m through with you, you’re going to wonder how you ever thought you could leave me.” 
His words already have me weak in the knees, but I’m looking forward to the night ahead. I’ve missed him inside of me. 
Releasing my hands, he pulls my dress over my head and runs his hands across my black bra and gives my breasts a quick squeeze. When he reaches my panties, he slides his hand inside and cups my pussy, sliding one, then a second finger inside of me. My eyes close momentarily while I absorb the exquisite feeling of him inside me. It’s been too long.

“That’s my vixen. Wet as fuck and just aching for me to make you scream. My fingers are the only ones that ever belong in your pussy, Cassidy.” Chuckling, he corrects himself, “Well, mine and yours. You know how much I love watching you finger yourself until you come.” 
“Zack.” His name falls easily from my mouth as he continues to finger me. There’s no way anyone could ever make me feel as amazing as he does. He’s right—he’s the only one for me, the only one I could ever love. I know that more and more with every passing second we spend here, but I still have a secret to tell him.
 One that will change everything. 
 As he slowly pulls his fingers out of me, he brings them to his mouth one by one, tasting each one slowly, savoring the taste of me on his tongue. It’s as if he’s enjoying his favorite dessert, the eroticism of the moment is heady.  
“Fuck, I’ve missed tasting you on my lips, and I’ve really missed running my tongue along your sweet, tight pussy as you come all over my face.” 
Suddenly, he flips me around, holding both wrists in a single hand above my head with my face against the wall. His teeth bite down onto my shoulder but he soothes the pain with a swipe of his tongue and with the touch of his kiss against it. 
“Perhaps I should punish you for running. What do you think? What should the punishment be for delayed sexual gratification?” Zack’s punishments are filled with pleasure and just the thought of it makes me want him even more. With my history, there’s no spanking, but the exquisite pleasure he brings me while he has me tied up is incredible. 
“Maybe you should. Although, I think things have worked out for the better now, don’t you?” I ask breathlessly. 
“Hmm,” he murmurs as he trails his tongue along my neck to my ear. “You’re onto something there, vixen. As much as I hate to admit it, things are much better now that all the secrets are finally falling out of the closet.”
Almost all of them. 
“You know all the things I wanted to do to you on our wedding night had to be postponed.” His impish grin speaks volumes and I find myself wondering what exactly he’d had planned. 
“You’ll need to figure out a way to make that up to me, Cassidy.” I push my behind up against his very large erection and inhale deeply as he wraps an arm around my waist, pulling me tighter to him. 
“Damn, vixen, if you’re indicating what I think you are, you’re off to a great start already.” I can’t help but laugh. Zack loves anal sex, and under the right circumstances I do, too, but it’s something we definitely reserve for special occasions. Once I’ve gotten the silliness out of my system, I turn my head and look into his sparkling green eyes. It’s his mischievous sparkle. I’ve known him long enough to know the difference between this one and his happy sparkle. I love this one best. Not only does it add to his charm, but it means we’re about to have some fun. 
“Anything for you, Zack. I’d do anything to make up for what I did.” My somber words weigh heavily between us but only for a few seconds before he smiles and shakes his head slightly. 
“It’s already forgotten, Cassidy. The only thing you need to do to make it up to me is spend the rest of your life with me.” Without waiting for my response, his mouth descends onto mine, finding all the answers he seeks within our kiss. 
Zack breaks away from our kiss and drops to his knees. “Stay still,” he commands as he removes my panties with finesse and pushes my legs apart. The tip of his tongue flicks across my overly sensitive clit and my body shudders in pleasure. The feel of his mouth as he nips and sucks his way to my core is indescribable. Zack knows exactly what sets me off and when he slips his finger inside me and suckles my clit with his mouth, I’m lost. 
“Zack!” I cry out as my legs begin to tremble beneath me. His grip around me tightens to keep me still and his tongue quickly replaces his finger as my climax crashes through me. My cries are an incoherent mumbling, a mixture of ‘I love you’ and his name over and over as my orgasm recedes. 
Once he’s thoroughly enjoyed my orgasm as much as I have, Zack rises and leads me to the bed. He wraps his arms around me, flicking open the clasp on my bra, and removes it gently before throwing it behind him without a care in the world. His mouth descends onto my hardened nipple, sucking it into his mouth and flicking it with his tongue. My nipples continue to harden as he increases his play. “Yes, Zack, please don’t stop!” I cry out as he pinches my other nipple between his fingertips. 
My hands grip his hair as he continues to pleasure me and I tug gently. He moans when I tug—he loves this and always has. It makes sense. I love when he pulls my hair; I can’t imagine why he wouldn’t enjoy the same. 
Zack begins peppering my skin with kisses from my breast to my neck where he pauses and sucks my neck right below my ear. He’s not playing fair. He knows that’s my weakness and as if to prove a point, he slides two fingers inside of me. 
“There’s nothing fucking sweeter than how wet you get when I kiss you here.” His voice is strong and commanding as his lips kiss that spot yet again. “Except how fucking wet you get when your pussy is pulsating while wrapped around my cock and you’re about to come. That is the sweetest fucking ecstasy I’ve ever known.” 
My sweet Zack has the dirtiest mouth and I love it. He knows exactly how far he can push me in the bedroom and never exceeds it. The fact that he’s the most romantic man outside of the bedroom and a lot of the time inside the bedroom, too, is almost too good to be true. I know deep down inside God put me on his street for a reason. This man was always meant to be the one who could not only save me from my parents but from myself, too. 
Zack turns me around. “Lie on your stomach, Cassidy,” he states firmly as he finally removes his clothing. He’s stunning. All six feet of his chiseled body is perfect—from his bright green eyes and black hair down to his made-for-me cock, not to mention his abs and his hot-as-hell tattoos. I don’t know how I ever got this lucky but I’ll never take it for granted again. 
He crawls on top of me, kissing his way up from the bottom of my feet slowly until he reaches my ass where he pauses, kissing a little bit more. “Soon,” he says quietly as he continues to work his way up, massaging my back and kissing a path to my neck. Wrapping a hand around my waist, he pulls me until I’m on all fours then slowly slides his erection inside of me. 
“Fuck,” he hisses as I clench around him. I’ve missed this feeling. Zack inside me completes me in ways I can’t even describe. He speeds up his movements, slamming into me over and over again, his cries almost matching mine. Suddenly, he wraps my hair around his wrist and pulls me back toward him. 
“Yes! Zack, yes!” I cry out, losing myself in the mixture of pleasure and pain. I’m starting to lose it and I hate to come so quickly, but every time he pushes into me he hits my g-spot.
“Yes, vixen, let go. I need to feel you come.” There’s no holding back. I come loud and hard and so does he. I love hearing him scream my name and knowing he’s never screamed for anyone else turns me on even more. When he releases my hair, I collapse as he falls next to me, pulling me to him, and kisses me passionately. 
“I love you so much,” I whisper to him when his lips leave mine. 
“I love you, too,” he whispers back, guiding my hand to his erection. He’s still hard, or maybe he’s already hard again from our kissing. Whatever the case may be, I’m just happy to be together again. Between his schedule and all the last minute wedding planning and events, we haven’t had sex in about two weeks. I know it’s not that long but with everything being so emotional lately, it seems like forever. I needed this. I needed to be close to him, to be intimate with him. Being with Zack calms my world when I’m filled with insecurities. 
“Hey,” he says softly, pulling my attention back to him. “Whatever it is you’re thinking, just let it go, babe. Be here in this moment with me, not lost in your thoughts.” 
“My thoughts are of you, Zack.” 
He smiles brightly as he climbs on top of me, lacing our hands together as he enters me. “What were you thinking?” 
Always so curious to get inside my head, I can’t say I blame him. I always want to know what’s going on inside his head, too. 
“I was thinking how much I need you and how much we needed this time together.” My honest reply has him squeezing my hand tighter as he moves ever so slowly in and out of me. When his lips meet mine, I welcome his kiss eagerly. Our tongues dance a passionate tale, speaking a language all their own. 
“Cassidy,” he calls out lightly, “promise me you won’t run anymore. Thinking I’d lost you, even for a short period of time, scares me more than anything. I can live without my money, my job, being separated from our families by an ocean, but I can’t live without you, baby. Promise me, please.” The vulnerability he’s showing as he makes love to me breaks my heart. Gone is my confident, self-assured man from just a little while ago. 
Using my free hand, I pull him to my mouth by the back of his head and kiss him with everything I’ve got. When he moans into my mouth, I lose myself even further into this kiss. My legs wrap tighter around his waist and I pull him deeper, harder, even though each move is deliciously slow and sensual. As my orgasm peaks, my eyes meet his. “I promise, Zack. I’m not going anywhere. I scared myself and I’ll never do it again. You’re my forever.” We come together and I swear it feels different somehow. Like our love has just anchored us together for eternity. 
Zack rolls off me and pulls me into his embrace, peppering perfect kisses on my forehead. That’s the last thing I feel before sleep crashes over me.





“No!” she screams and I’m instantly up and out of bed. “Stop! Daddy, no, please leave him alone. Zack, wake up. Please wake up, Zack.” Cassidy is sobbing hysterically and screaming in her sleep. Shit!

I can’t believe she’s having another nightmare. I’d hoped without the stress of the wedding looming over her they would have subsided again. 
Climbing back into bed, I pull her close to me and rub her back. “It’s okay, Cassidy, it’s just us. You’re safe, baby. You’re always going to be safe with me. Come on, sweetie, wake up.” Her thrashing subsided when I started rubbing her back, but she’s drenched in sweat. It must have been a really bad one this time. 
“Zack, you’re okay!” she sobs in relief as she slowly realizes it was just another nightmare. 
“Shh, I’m fine. He can’t hurt us anymore, either of us.” She turns over and throws herself at me, hugging me tightly. Her tears are still flowing and I feel utterly helpless. 
“He was… and you were… oh God, it was just a dream.” She kisses me with a hunger of someone seeking something they’ve lost and my heart aches. Her tears are still falling and splashing onto my cheeks. I wish he’d die so she’d be out of her misery; all the years of torture are still following her. I’ve got to get her to go to therapy. She has to deal with this, confront it head on once and for all.
“It was just a dream, Cassidy, just a dream,” I reiterate to her over and over. Over her shoulder, the bedside clock shows it’s four a.m. A little while later, Cassidy falls back asleep but my mind is turning. I wanted to recreate as many of our important firsts as I could but I feel like I’m running out of time. Maybe reliving the past isn’t the way to go after all. Maybe making new memories should be my goal, instead. 
Carefully extricating myself from Cassidy’s embrace, I take a much needed trip to the bathroom. When I’m finished, I take a seat in one of the library chairs and watch the beginnings of a beautiful sunrise over the ocean. This feels like home and suddenly, I know this is the house we’re meant to raise our family in. I want our kids to be raised in paradise, with parents who love them. If we’re away from her parents, maybe she’ll relax easier. Both of us can do what we love here with no pressure. Isn’t that what’s best for kids, anyway? To see their parents happy no matter how that happiness comes? 
As I lean back in the chair, trying to relax, I can’t stop picturing Cassidy as a stay at home mom. I know she’s terrified of becoming a mother, but I also know no one has as much love to give as she does. Our kids will be extremely blessed to have her. I want a family now; I just wish she agreed. 
If she would have slept better last night, I would have woken her up to watch the sunrise with me but after the night she had, it’s better to let her sleep. My phone is on the charger next to me and the message light is flashing. I need to text Pete, anyway, so I grab it off the charger and check the messages. 
There’s an email from my mom and a text from Rylee that just says ‘sorry.’ Great. Before I even go there, I’ve got to text Pete. 
Can you move the appointment for me to today if possible? I’ll pay triple. 
A few minutes pass before he answers back, but I still haven’t read the email. 
Done, but he could only get you in after the show. Will 8 pm work? 
I don’t want to leave Cassidy alone but I’ve got to get this done. 
That’s fine. Can you stay with Cassidy and keep her company while I’m gone? It should only take a few hours. 
I’m sure Cassidy will enjoy trying to get to know Pete better since she wants him to hook up with Ry. I’m still not sure about my sister hooking up with my friend; that could get seriously awkward. 
Of course I can. 
Good, at least that’s taken care of. 
Thanks, see you then. 
Now, on to my mother’s email. I wish I had coffee for this but I’m not leaving Cassidy up here alone. I take a deep breath and open her email. 
Zachary, 
Your sister forgot her phone yesterday when she came to pick up some pictures. I know you’re aware your father hasn’t been home and I was worried, so I went through her phone. Imagine my surprise to find out my entire family will be in Hawaii by the weekend. Your father and I need to talk. I’m sure you can understand that as you’ve chased after Cassidy again. 
I’m sure you won’t believe me and you have every right to your feelings, but I’m proud of you, Zachary. I’d like to talk to you and Cassidy alone, if possible, at some point. We have a lot to discuss. I don’t have much to say in my defense except I thought I was protecting you both and I hope someday you’ll forgive me. I’ll be flying in tomorrow and will be in touch. 
I love you, 
Mom
Great, just what we need—an invasion from my mother. If there’s one thing I know about Priscilla Stafford, it’s that she’ll want to deal with my dad first. That’s good for us because he won’t let her come here alone, regardless of what she wants. Hopefully, he’s ready to battle this out with her. 
I’ve been so distracted by her email I didn’t even hear Cassidy get out of bed. “Good morning,” she says as she sits on my lap and places a soft kiss on my lips. 
“Good morning,” I greet her with a smile. 
“Why didn’t you wake me to watch the sunrise with you?” 
“I just thought you deserved your sleep after your nightmare last night.” Confusion clouds her eyes for a moment. Sometimes she doesn’t remember her dreams right away and I always feel like an ass reminding her but at some point, she always remembers and gets angry when I don’t tell her. 
“Oh, yeah, it was a bad one, wasn’t it?” she murmurs and I nod. I turn her face toward mine and meet her blue eyes with mine. 
“Cassidy, it’s time.” She nods but doesn’t say a word. “I’ll go with you if you want me to. You won’t have to go through any of this alone but it will make you feel better. I promise.” 
“How can you be so sure?” she snaps at me. Guess I’m not the only one who needs coffee this morning. 
This is another one of those secrets that finally needs to come out. We’ve never kept much from each other since we’re best friends but this was important, and she would have freaked.

Hell, she’s still going to freak, but it’s time. 
“Because I went to therapy for over a year when we were seventeen.” She gasps and covers her mouth with her hand. The hurt expression she’s wearing makes me feel like absolute shit. 
“I’m sorry I never told you, but I couldn’t.” 
“Why, Zack? We tell each other everything.”

Almost everything. She doesn’t tell me Ry’s secrets.

“I needed to talk to someone after that night. She helped me so much, Cassidy. Not only with what happened and how I felt watching him do that to you, but also with how I felt about almost losing you that night. I was a mess.” My confession stuns her. 
“You… you seemed fine. You helped me so much and took care of me.” Her eyes are filled with tears. 
“I wasn’t fine, I was a total and complete mess. Your dad almost killed you and I didn’t stop him.” 
“Zack!” she cries out in disbelief. “There was nothing you could have done. You were hurt. Neither of us expected him to attack me like that. He’d never hit my face before…”
“Still, I didn’t feel like that at the time. The therapist not only helped me work through it, but she taught me techniques I used to help you. You were always so scared to let me love you. She showed me helpful ways to reinforce my love to you. It started getting better after that night but it’s only these past few days I really feel like you’ve truly begun to let me in.” 
That’s it. My confession is out and Cassidy looks horrified. She doesn’t say anything for a long time. She just sits and stares blankly at me, but I don’t think she’s actually seeing me.
“Hey, it’s okay,” I tell her while tenderly caressing her cheek. “I’m glad I went. She really helped me understand things. That’s why I know therapy will be good for you because until you go, you don’t really understand how things are affecting you.” 
“I can’t believe my fucked up life drove you to therapy and you kept it a secret all these years.” She’s hurt, but the underlying tone of her voice is disgusted.
“Stop it, Cassidy.” My tone is firm and I’m not going to put up with her blaming herself for what was completely out of her control. 
“This was not your fault, none of it was your fault. Your dad is sick. He’s an alcoholic with anger management issues who likes to beat on kids. He’s a sick fuck…” 
“Stop, Zack, please,” she interrupts my rant and starts to cry. “He was abused, too. My grandma sexually abused him.” 
What?
 “I’ve pieced it together over the years. He wasn’t like this until we moved into her house. He was a good dad when I was little. He tucked me in at night and read me stories, and he’s never once been sexually inappropriate with me. I was his little princess. When she died, he started drinking and when we moved into the house it got worse, and that’s when the beating and the other stuff started.” 
Holy fuck. 
“It’s not an excuse, Cassidy. If anything, it makes it worse.” How can you be abused and then abuse your own kid? 
“I know,” she answers quietly. “But it messed him up. Things like that mess with a child’s psyche.” 
“This is why you’re so terrified to have kids.” It’s a statement but she answers anyway.
“It is. If he went from such a good dad to the person he is now, how do I know that won’t happen to me?” She’s curled up in a ball now in my lap and I hug her close, running my fingers through her hair. 
“I’m not sure how you’ll know for sure but I think therapy can help you figure that out. What I can tell you is I know you’ll never do that. You’d have never become a teacher if you thought you might hurt a child, Cassidy. The kids in your class thrive because of the love you give them.” She wraps her arms around my neck and lays her head on my shoulder. 
“Your capacity for love is limitless. I’ve not only seen it but I feel it every single day. You forgive with a grace I’ve never known anyone to have. Those qualities are not the qualities of someone who could do the things your dad did. Promise me you’ll go to therapy, if not for you, do it for me. Better yet, do it for us.” 
I’ve never asked her for anything except her love and her hand in marriage but I’m not giving up on this. Especially not now after finding out about John’s past. I feel bad for what he went through, but it doesn’t give him carte blanche to beat his daughter. 
“Okay,” she whispers quietly. 
Thank God.
“Thank you. Now, I hate to be the bearer of bad news before coffee but I received an email from my mom. She’s coming to the island tomorrow to talk to my dad and while she’s here, at some point, she’d like to talk to us.” 
Cassidy leans back and raises an eyebrow at me and I chuckle. 
“I know, I was surprised, as well. Her email was short and to the point but she said she was protecting us both. I’m not sure what that means but I’ll guess we’ll find out. Together. She’s not scaring you off again.” 
“No one is scaring me off again, Zack. I’m done running.” The sincerity in her tone floors me. With each passing day, she’s continuing to let me further and further in. I know we had a breakthrough last night but after her nightmare, I wasn’t sure. 
“Good. Let’s shower and get some breakfast and figure out what to do with our day. I have a meeting that is going to take a few hours tonight, so Pete is going to come and stay with you while I’m gone.” 
She stands and her eyes sparkle like crazy. 
“Don’t grill him too hard, okay? Let Ry pick his brain herself. She needs to work for it if she wants him,” I add, laughing. 
“Not too hard, just enough to give her something to go on. I’m actually surprised you’re okay with this,” she answers with a smile as she turns the shower on. 
“Well, I’ll admit it’s a little strange. And if they get together, I definitely don’t want details. But her dating Pete isn’t as bad as if she was dating Nick.” And there it is! I fucking knew it. Just that slight pause she took while removing her shirt was all I needed to confirm my suspicions. 
I’ll fucking kill him! 
“Cassidy,” I call out to her firmly, but she tries to evade me by ducking into the shower. This is the shit that happens when people keep secrets. After hastily removing my boxers, I open the shower door and join her. She continues to lather up her hair, ignoring my presence. 
“How long?” I ask, pulling the loofah from its hook and soaping it up with her favorite coconut scented body wash. While I soap up her chest, she closes her eyes and rinses out her hair, still ignoring me. Stubborn fucking woman. It’s okay, I’ll wait until she’s done; she can’t keep her eyes closed all day. 
After what seems like an eternity, she finally locks her blue eyes onto mine and sighs. “Zack, I’ve already told you… Rylee’s secrets, whatever they are, aren’t mine to tell.” 
“What about Nick’s secrets? Your loyalty is with me, not him,” I snap back at her. 
“Nick hasn’t taken me into his confidences. He’s your best friend, not mine,” she replies back just as snottily as I probably deserve, but I don’t care. 
“It’s a technicality and you know it. I want to know how long my best friend has been fucking my sister behind my back!” She takes a step backward and eyes me wearily. I’ve never had this much anger directed at her. I want to say I’m sorry for being angry, but I’m not going to. 
“I shouldn’t be directing my anger at you, I apologize. Do you have any idea how much this hurts my feelings that the three of you have been hiding this from me? What’s it been… years?” Her expression softens and she ponders my words. 
“It’s not like that and I’d really like to honor my promise and not spill the beans any more than I already have. Would you rather hear the details from Ry or Nick? Because as soon as I finish conditioning my hair, I’m going to go call one of them and have whichever one explain it to you.” 
Great. Do I want to hear my sister tell me about her illicit affair with my best friend or do I want to hear my best friend tell me how he banged the fuck out of my sister? 
“Neither. I want to hear it from you. Call them both and give them a choice to come clean or you’re going to tell me.” The war raging in her mind is obvious and if I weren’t so pissed, it would almost be cute. This isn’t fair to her and I know that but if I talk to either of them, I’m likely to say something I can’t take back. 
Tell her that. 
She’s biting her lip, probably in a strong effort not to tell me to go fuck myself. “Look, if I talk to either of them right now I’m likely to say something I can’t take back. If you at least call them beforehand, you won’t be breaking any confidences.” 
“Okay, Zack. If that’s the way it needs to happen, fine. Just keep in mind this wasn’t my secret to tell before you get angry with me again once you know what happened.” 
“I’m not angry with you. Well, maybe a little, but mostly I’m hurt and angry at them. They should have come to me.” 
“Maybe, but let’s be honest for a minute.” She pauses as she exits the shower and wraps a towel around her hair then another around her beautiful body. “We don’t talk to them about our sex life. Unless you and Nick are having conversations I’m not aware of?” 
“No, we’re not,” I state firmly. 
“Good, so not to beat a dead horse here, but how is it your business what Nick and Ry are doing? You don’t want details of your sister’s sex life and I’m sure you don’t want Nick going into detail about what he did to your sister.” 
“Hell no, I don’t.” Just the thought of that makes me somewhat ill. 
“So, again, tell me why you get to be angry?” 
“It’s a guy thing, Cassidy, a respect thing. It should also be a sister thing, too. Don’t bang your sibling’s best friend. Nick should have come to me if he had feelings for her and vice versa with Ry.” 
“I didn’t go to Ry and ask for permission to have sex with you.” 
Why is she being so frustrating today? 
“That’s completely different and you know it. Besides, if I remember correctly, Ry was encouraging you to have sex with me long before we actually did.” A flush creeps into her cheeks and I know I’ve got her. 
“I’m going to get dressed, make some coffee, then make some calls. When you’re ready, come downstairs and we’ll talk.” Her exasperated tone is just the beginning. If I don’t nip this in the bud now, she’ll be in a bad mood all day. 
“Thank you, Cassidy. I love you,” I call after her and she pauses at the door. 
“I love you, too. I’ll see you downstairs.” 

Thirty minutes later, I’m showered, dressed, and in desperate need of coffee. As I walk down the stairs, I’m struck by the scent of coffee and cinnamon. Cinnamon means French toast and that means she’s not mad anymore. 
When I walk into the kitchen, she’s pulling the last of the French toast off of the griddle. There are freshly sliced strawberries, bananas, and blueberries in bowls on the table and sausage. She’s been busy. 
She hands me a cup of coffee and I follow her to the table. “How did you manage to do all of this and make phone calls at the same time?” I ask in awe. 
I’m met with a gorgeous smile and a slight shake of her head. “It’s called a speakerphone. Something you should probably familiarize yourself with. Maybe it would help you get home earlier if you were multi-tasking more.” 
She’s joking with me but I play it to my advantage. With a shrug of my shoulders, I respond, “Eh, that doesn’t matter anymore. I’m not going to have anymore late nights.” 
She’s cracking up and I flash her a smirk. “How are you going to guarantee that?” she asks, out of breath from her laughing fit. 
“Easy, I’m quitting for good. I want to be here, Cassidy. I want to raise our family in this house. I want to grow old with you in paradise.” 
“You’re serious.” I nod enthusiastically 
“This will make you happy?” she questions, and I nod again. 
“Can I think about it for a little while?” 
“Of course, it’s a big decision. I’m just letting you know my take on it.” I’ve stunned her. That doesn’t happen too often. I kind of love the feeling. 
We eat in silence as we both consider the gravity of what I’ve just confessed and once we’re finished, she clears the table. 
“Can we talk outside? It’s gorgeous out.” I guess that means she has permission to tell me everyone’s deep, dark secrets. Figures, I knew neither of them would want to talk to me so soon after finding out. They’re smart. 
“Of course,” I respond, grabbing both of our coffees and following her out the door to the patio. This view, the scent of the ocean, enjoying paradise with the woman I’m going to spend the rest of my life with—it will never get old. 
Cassidy takes the seat next to me, slides her sunglasses on, faces out toward the ocean, and holds my hand. “It’s not what you think.” 
“Oh, so my best friend hasn’t fucked my baby sister?” 
With just a hint of a smile playing across her lips, she continues, “They’ve had sex twice. Both times they were drunk, once ten years ago, and once Saturday night after our non-wedding.” 
Twice. 
Only twice. 
Once is bad enough! 
“And just so we can be clear, you can’t play the baby sister card here. You’ve got about two minutes on her into this world. It’s not like Nick is taking advantage of a girl much younger than him. In fact, I’m pretty sure Ry is the older woman by about three months in this scenario.” 
I’m not enjoying this banter, but Cassidy obviously is because her smile is one of the biggest I’ve ever seen. 
“So, do they have plans to continue having drunk sex?” I ask through clenched teeth. Nick is so lucky we’re separated by an ocean right now. I can’t believe he fucked my sister! 
“Nope.” 
“I’m not sure what’s worse… them being together or him getting his kicks from my sister and discarding her like yesterday’s garbage.” 
When her mouth falls open, I know I’ve gone too far. I’m acting like a spoiled brat which is not my style at all. 
“Zachary Stafford! I should not have to do this with you but since you’re being a baby, I’m going to tell you things you’ll wish you could un-hear.” 
Great.
“The first time was the night of Nick’s party when he almost got drugged. They were both hurting and comforted each other. The sex was fantastic for them both but never went any further because of you. They easily chalked it up to a one night stand.” 
Seriously did not need to know that. 
“I’m breaking best friend code here, but I feel that it’s necessary. My personal opinion is that Ry likes Nick a lot more than she’s letting on. Apparently, their chemistry is above anything she’s ever experienced. But once again, they chalked it up to a one night stand. Ry doesn’t feel Nick would want to settle down even if it was a possibility, which is why she’s excited to meet Pete. I’m excited for her to meet Pete but I’d be lying if I said, in the back of my mind, I’m not wondering if she and Nick should give it a go.” 
Rylee and Nick. 
Or. 
Rylee and Pete.
Either way, it’s Rylee with one of my friends. This is so not okay. 
“Zack, I love you, but you need to let this go. Stop dwelling on the fact that Ry might end up with one of your friends. You ended up with hers and she didn’t give you hell for it.” 
She raises her free hand to stop my objection. “It’s the same, Zack. If Nick is the one for her, you’ve both known him longer than you’ve known me.” 
Why does she have to make so much sense? 
“Fine, I’ll talk to him and I’ll even be nice after I ream him one for keeping this from me. But if he so much as mentions how my sister is in the sack, I swear I’m going to fly there and kick his ass.” 
“Fair enough,” she replies with a smile. For someone who was so grumpy this morning, she seems to be really happy right now. I’ll take it. I love seeing her without a care in the world. 
“I’m sorry I was a jerk this morning.” I stand and hold my hand out to her, pulling her up and into my embrace. 
“I know, you were just upset. Thank you for trying to make peace with this.” 
“I’d do anything for Ry and for you. When the two of you team up, I don’t stand a chance.” They know that already and they bank on it. 
“So what do you want to do today?” 
“Movies?” she answers, yawning. Her nightmares must have disturbed her sleep more than I even realized. 
“Sure. Why don’t you go pick out a few and I’m going to call Ry and Nick so I can get this out of the way and relax with you the rest of the day.” 
“Sounds good. Remember to be nice,” she scolds gently and places a sweet kiss on my lips before going inside. 
When I pull my phone from my pocket, there’s a text from Ry. 
Please don’t be mad
Instead of responding, I just call her back. “Hello.” Her tone is soft undoubtedly because she’s afraid of how I’m going to react. 
“Hey, Ry, I’m not mad at you… Well, not much, anymore, but I am hurt you kept this from me.” 
“I’m sure you are and I’m sorry. What was I supposed to tell you? ‘Hey, I hooked up with your best friend last night when I was drunk?’ Somehow, I don’t think that would have gone over very well.” Something else is going on with her. 
“Talk to me, Ry, you can tell me anything. Something is making you sad, I can hear it, and I’ve been uneasy all morning. I thought it was because of Cassidy’s nightmare, but now I think it’s got something to do with you.” 
“Zack, it seems endless. I’m going through these photos for you and it’s killing me that we even have to do this for Cassidy. She’s the most amazing person I’ve ever known, and the fact that her parents and our mother took away her self-esteem bit by bit is heartbreaking.” 
“She’s better, Ry. Being here is helping her. I’m hoping the nightmare was just a fluke and she won’t have any more. What else is wrong? I know you, baby sister, and you’re not being completely honest with me.” 
“I’m worried about Mom and Dad. I’m sorry she got my phone, and I can’t believe she went through it. Well, yeah, I guess I can, but I realized I forgot it maybe ten minutes after I left and by the time I got back it was too late.” 
“Well, her email said she snooped so she at least owned up to it. She’s coming tomorrow and I’m assuming she’ll go straight to Dad, but she did say she wants to talk to Cassidy and me.” I’m dreading the thought of even seeing her. I know she’s my mom but I don’t know if I can be forgiving like Cassidy. 
“Are you going to hear her out?” Ry asks, suddenly sounding like herself. 
“I suppose, but I’m not sure I’ll ever forgive her.” 
“Yeah, me, either.” Again with the solemn tone. 
“Spill it, Ry. Talk to me about Nick.” It’s the only thing we haven’t talked about and it’s got to be what’s bugging her the most. 
“Nick is Nick. He’s up for a good time when it happens, but I don’t think he’ll ever be ready for anything long-term. It’s just being with Nick… don’t get mad, but being with him is good. We have fun together and when we’re intimate it’s incredible.” Thankfully, she’s holding back the details but I can clearly see why Cassidy feels like there’s something between them. 
“It’s just been the two times, though?”
“Well, technically? As far as sexual encounters, yes, but we’ve hooked up a few times and not had sex.” This is really not what I wanted to hear. 
“Does Cassidy know?” 
“No, I didn’t want to put her in an awkward spot. I already knew she was having issues keeping the sex a secret from you. She always wanted to tell you, Zack.” So the secret keeper is keeping secrets from Cassidy now. 
“You know I have to tell her, right, Ry?” I’m not being a dick to her but I am being firm—I’m not playing this game with her. 
“Yeah. I know. It’s okay, this all needed to come out eventually.” 
“What do you want to do? Do you want a relationship with Nick? If that’s what you truly want, I’ll give you my blessing. I want you to have the kind of happiness we do, Rylee, and if that’s with Nick there’s nothing I can do about it.” 
She’s laughing on the other end of the phone. “All this time I thought you were going to freak and here you are being more understanding than I deserve.” 
“Oh, I freaked this morning, little sister, but I’ve calmed down. You’re not a teenager anymore. I can’t tell you what to do or who to date. I’m still going to have words with Nick because he violated multiple man codes, but I’ll leave him in one piece.” 
“Honestly, I don’t know what I want. Nick’s a player and always has been. I’m looking forward to meeting Pete when I get there. I think being with Nick makes me realize I’m tired of being alone. I’ve never gotten the impression Nick wants anything more so I’m going to see what my options are.” 
Nick better not fuck with my sister’s heart. I will kick his ass if he does, and it kind of sounds like he already has. I’m about to end this now. 
“Okay, Ry, I’m going to call Nick. I wanted to talk to you first and then I’m spending the day with my soon-to-be wife. I’ll see you Friday. Love you.” 
“Love you, too, big brother.” 
It shouldn’t surprise me that Rylee is looking to settle down but it does. It makes complete sense. She’s always commenting on how romantic I am and how lucky Cassidy is. I never paid attention to the longing tone in her voice because she’s always seemed so happy to date. I have to wonder if that’s because deep down inside she’s been pining away for Nick. 
After pulling him up on speed dial, I count to five and hit ‘talk.’ 
“Hey, Zack,” he answers sullenly.
“What are your intentions with my sister?” I demand from him immediately. I sound like a dick but I don’t care; he deserves it and a swift fucking kick in the balls, too. 
“What… I… uh…” He’s tripping over his words and I don’t have the patience for it. 
“Did I fucking stutter? What the hell, Nick? What are you doing with my sister?”
“I don’t know,” he replies feebly, and it kicks my temper into overdrive.
“You don’t know? Well, you better figure it the hell out! You’re so unbelievably stupid! Did you really think you could have sex with my sister twice and have random makeout sessions whenever you feel the need and I’d never find out about it? Exactly how long have you been stringing her along? How many times have you ‘hooked up’ other than sex?” 
I’m fuming. He’s my best friend—this kind of stuff should not be happening. 
“It was just that one night in high school at first, but we’ve been hanging out a lot since college. We’re both single and weren’t looking for anything serious and it just kept happening.” 
“And you didn’t think to mention it to me? At what point would you have come to me and fessed up?” 
“Probably never. You know as well as I do that I’ve broken a lot of friendship rules with this one.” He sounds sincere, maybe more sincere than I’ve ever heard him. 
“You think?” 
“Look, there’s not much you can say to me that I haven’t said to myself again and again. I fucked up royally.” 
“Yeah, you did, so what are you going to do about it? It’s time to man up, Nick. My sister is coming here on Friday and she’s got a date on Saturday.” 
How far do I want to push this with him? 
 Far enough to know what he’s thinking. “She does? With who?” 
Hmm, he didn’t blow it off like it wasn’t a big deal; he’s genuinely interested. 
“She has a date with Pete. Cassidy thinks they’ll be perfect together.” There’s a crash on his end of the line and it sounds like he kicked over his waste basket. 
 “Why are you telling me this?” he asks, his voice pleading for mercy. 
“Because I want my sister to be happy, and believe it or not, I want you happy, too. If you want my sister for more than a random hookup you need to piss or get off the pot. But if you’re just using her to pass the time, like every other girl since we were sixteen, then it stops here.” 
“Did you for one minute even consider the fact that I’ve been using girls to pass the time because I have feelings for your sister and couldn’t act on them?” 
Is he being serious right now? 
“No, I didn’t, but if you’ve had feelings for my sister for ten years and didn’t act on them because you were afraid to talk to me about it… if that’s the case then you’re a fucking pussy.” How can you have feelings for someone for ten years and not do anything? If I’d missed ten years with Cassidy I’d never forgive myself. 
Nick’s quiet for a long time before speaking again. “You’re right, I am a pussy, but you are the closest thing I’ve ever had to a brother. You guys are my family, all three of you. If I had acted on my feelings for Ry and fucked it up before I was ready, none of you would have forgiven me and I would have lost you all. If I had come clean to you and you forbade me to date her, it would have put us in an even worse position. I’d lose your friendship and your relationship with her would be broken if we’d dated. Or if we didn’t date and I stepped back, our friendship would have been strained and your relationship with your sister would still be broken.” 
Well, hell. 
“I’m only going to say this once, Nick, so listen up. You’ve got my blessing to date my sister but you better be damn sure this is what you want. If you break her heart, I’ll kick your ass and our friendship will likely suffer.” 
“Seriously? It’s that easy?” he asks, awestruck. 
“No, it’s not easy, Nick, but after talking to you and my sister, I think you guys have something and like I said before, I’d like to see both of you happy. But I think she’ll really like Pete and you might just have to fight for her if this is what you truly want. If you can get time off, I’d strongly suggest flying up and booking a room at Turtle Bay. Cassidy is going to marry me next week, she just doesn’t know it yet. I’d like you to still be my best man. I’m pissed at you but I love you more.” 
“Yeah, let me see what I can do. Thanks, Zack, I owe you.” 
“Just make my sister happy, Nick, and we’ll be good.” 

After my talk with Nick and Rylee, I felt better. Cassidy and I started watching Armageddon and she fell asleep in my arms. When she woke up, we watched The Breakfast Club and had a late lunch. After lunch, she did some reading and I took care of some wedding details. I’ve got a bakery on stand-by that will bake us a cake with twenty-four hours’ notice. Rylee is bringing Cassidy a dress and a local restaurant has signed on to cater dinner for us. 
It’s going to be simple and small, just like Cassidy wanted all along. I’m hoping she’ll agree to marry me in the next day or two, I just need to find the right moment to ask her. Until then, I’m just trying to keep her moving forward. This entire trip has been a relief. Things are falling into place better than I could have ever dreamed. Once I finished and went upstairs to check on her, she was sleeping in one of the reading chairs. I hope she’s not getting sick—that’s her second nap today. 
I decide to let her sleep and go to the gym downstairs and get a good workout. It feels good to get all of my earlier aggressions out of my system. By the time I have showered and changed, Cassidy has dinner ready and waiting. 
“How are you feeling?” I ask, placing a kiss on the top of her head as I sit down at the table. 
“I’m fine, why do you ask?” 
She’s radiant and looks happy and healthy. Maybe she did just need to catch up on some sleep. 
“I just thought maybe you weren’t feeling well since you took a couple of naps today. I’m glad I was wrong. I’d hate for you to be getting sick.” 
“You’re sweet but I think the stress of the last few weeks just finally caught up with me. When do you have to leave?” Glancing down at my watch, I realize it’s later than I thought and confirming that is the ringing of the doorbell. 
“About now. That’s got to be Pete.” With a light laugh, she stands to go get the door.
“Hurry up and finish eating. I’ll go let Pete in.”  I feel bad about interrupting our dinner but this appointment is important. 
“You better go or you’re going to be late,” Pete says as he sits down while Cassidy makes him a plate. I look to her to be sure she’s really okay with me leaving. 
“Go. Pete and I are going to get to know each other over dinner. I’ll see you when you get back.” 
“Are you going to leave some Post-its out for me tonight?” I tease and she blushes furiously. 
“Maybe, if I have time.” She tries to cover gracefully but her red cheeks and my laughing are a dead giveaway. Pete’s wearing a big smile and I’m sure he’ll ask me about this later. Hell, he’s pretty blunt, he may ask her. 
“See you guys later. Pete, no one gets in tonight while I’m not here. Especially my mother.” Turning to Cassidy, I address her, too. 
“I mean it, Cassidy. If she shows up, she can wait until I get home, or preferably until tomorrow. I don’t care if my dad is with her, either. If I’m not here, they don’t get in.” 
“Zack, I can’t be rude and turn them away.” 
“You don’t have to. Pete, have Mike turn them away. If they still insist, you turn them away. This is what I’m paying for and I’m not messing around about this.” I know Pete won’t let them in but I also know Cassidy has a way of getting people to do things they normally wouldn’t. 
“I understand, boss,” Pete answers back, all business, keeping the personal out of this conversation. 
“Thank you. Have fun playing twenty questions with Cassidy. I’ll see you both in a few hours.” 
Pete’s friend, Ben, is in town for the Pacific Ink and Art Expo. I’ve met him a few times in passing. He’s one of the headlining artists. It doesn’t start for a few days but he’s here with his wife, enjoying some family time. I guess today was sort of a VIP day and they were open for a few hours to give the VIPs some privacy for their sessions. Just another perk of being part of the upper crust, I suppose. I get it, though. I keep my ink mostly hidden and the last thing a lot of them need is the media flashing their tats and crazy fans mimicking their art. Most people get tattoos for personal reasons and that art should be respected.
After I park my car, I give my name to the guard at the door and he shows me to Ben’s location. 
“Zack, how’s it going, man? Long time no see.” Ben reaches out and shakes my hand, leading me over to a drafting table he has set up. 
“It has been a long time. Thanks for doing this for me.” There are photos of his work all across the back wall and Pete was right, he’s really talented. I’m happy with the work I have but if I get any more after this, I might be switching artists. He’s that good. 
“So, Pete forwarded me your email and I’ve drawn up a few concepts. If you don’t like any of these, we can brainstorm and sketch something new out together. Callie and the kids spent the day at the beach and they’re wiped. She said they were renting a movie and eating ice cream sundaes in bed tonight, so I’ve got time for us to get this right.” 
There are five drawings, and I look at them all carefully, but the instant I see the third drawing, I know it’s the one. Still, I take my time and look at them all a few more times to be sure. 
“This one is the one. You’re really talented. I know I gave you a pretty detailed concept, but still, this is top notch.” 
“Thanks. It’s nice to put my artistic skills to work doing something that is meaningful to people. Take off your shirt and let’s get started. Where exactly do you want it?” 
I point to my right shoulder blade area and he nods. 
“That’s a good spot. You’re going full color so it’s going to take a few hours. If you have to take a leak or anything, now would be a good time.” 
“Nah, I’m good. Let’s get started.” 
A couple of hours later, my new ink is finished and it looks badass. I hope Cassidy understands its significance. 
 
 





 “Would you like some coffee? Or maybe a beer?” We’ve just finished dinner and are going outside for some fresh air. 
“Coffee would be great. One sugar, splash of cream.” 
“Coming right up. I’ll meet you out there.” With a nod, he opens the doors and sits at the patio table. Dinner was nice and our conversation flowed easily. We mostly talked about his and Zack’s college days. I found out he knows Nick, as well, but doesn’t seem to care for him at all. It’s not what he said, it’s just how he said it. Nick always comes off as pompous unless you really have time to get to know him. It’s odd how hard he tries to keep people at bay; he’s got one of the most open and loving families I’ve ever met. So I can understand how Pete might have the wrong impression of him. We’ll just have to change that. 
When the coffee is finished brewing, I make us both a cup and carry them outside. I’ve always been fortunate that coffee doesn’t keep me awake at night, and yet it still manages to wake me up in the morning. Zack says it’s all a state of mind. Whatever it is, I don’t question it. 
“How long have you lived here?” I ask him once I’m settled into my chair. It’s gorgeous out and seems like all the stars are twinkling at us. There’s not a cloud in the sky. 
“I moved here after graduation, so about five years now. I love it. Everything here is so much more relaxed and when you work a high pressure job and run a high stress company, that’s important.” 
Hmm, I wonder if Zack feels that way. I hadn’t really considered why he wanted to move here other than him hoping it would keep me from having to deal with our families.
“Are you dating?” I ask not so subtly, but there’s no reason to beat around the bush. I want to know and he’s the most direct person I think I’ve ever met. Aside from Ry, that is. 
With a cocked eyebrow, he looks me over. “You know, I thought he was kidding but we really are playing twenty questions, aren’t we?” 
“Yup,” I reply happily. 
“I might need more coffee for this,” he grumbles as he leans back in his chair. “No, I’m not dating but I’m sure I could if I wanted to. I’m busy with work so much of the time, it wouldn’t really be fair to drag anyone into that.” 
“Well, at least your self-confidence is intact,” I reply dryly. 
His immediate reaction is to flash me a panty-melting grin “Why not? I’m hot as fuck and have no shame in my game. I know I’m a good looking man, but I’m not looking to get laid all the time. If I were going to take the time to date, I’d need a girl just as confident as I am. I’m always on the go, and I’m not a cheater, but I’ve been called one many times because most of my work is confidential and my hours are all over the place.” 
“Well, I can see how that could present a problem. Would you want to settle down? If you found the right girl, that is?” I’m trying to keep my expression neutral, but he knows I’m up to something. 
“Girl, no, woman, maybe…” Why do guys always smirk when they’re being sarcastic? 
“Haha, you know what I meant.” 
“Why all the questions, Cassidy? Does this have anything to do with dinner on Saturday?” His eyes meet mine and hold them until I answer him. 
“Look, Zack’s sister is coming to dinner, as well…” 
“Oh, no, I don’t…” 
“You don’t have to marry her or even date her. It’s just dinner with friends. She just needs to be reminded there are other men out there and it’s okay to let go of something that isn’t working.” 
His eyes narrow in concern. “Is someone hurting her?” 
“Do you think Zack would let someone physically hurt his sister? No, but emotionally, she’s hurting herself. There’s a guy she’s never actually dated but they’ve been friends forever. They’re hook up occasionally, but it’s been years and it’s never gone anywhere.” 
“Let me guess, it’s Nick? Am I right?” He’s irritated. He really doesn’t like Nick. I wonder why. 
“Yes, it is. Nick’s not a bad guy, Pete. He’s just not ready to commit.” He rolls his eyes at me! That’s hilarious but I hold back my laughter because I’m sure he wouldn’t appreciate me pointing it out to him. 
“Guys like Nick are all the same, you can spot them a mile away. They’re great in the moment, good looking, good in the sack, know how to say all the right things. But that’s the problem in a nutshell. They know how to say all the right things to more than one woman.” 
Yeah, that’s Nick in a nutshell, but Pete’s assumptions sound personal. 
“Does that work both ways? Are there women like that, too?” 
“There are some,” he sighs, “but there are more women who fall for men like that than you’d think. Especially when they’re feeling alone and lonely. Men like Nick prey on vulnerable women.” 
He’s been hurt, pretty badly judging by the look on his face and from the way his body just stiffened. 
“I’m sorry.” I truly am. Pete’s a good guy, I can tell, and I think he’s much better suited for Rylee than Nick. 
“Don’t be. I’m better off and it was a long time ago. I’ll come to dinner and I’ll be pleasant but let me judge if I think she’d be the kind of woman I’d consider dating, okay?” 
“Okay.”
“Does Zack know what you’re doing? That’s a whole other issue. She’s his sister and you don’t ever move in on your friend’s mamas, sisters, girlfriends, or exes without permission.” 
“See, Cassidy,” Zack’s voice comes from behind me and I hear the door shut. He places a kiss on the top of my head and sits down. “Pete knows the guy rules and Nick should have heeded them, too.” 
Pete nods at Zack. “Everything go okay?” 
“Couldn’t be better. Thanks again for setting it all up.” Zack seems happy, really happy. Now I’m extremely curious where he was tonight. I’m sure he’ll tell me when he’s ready. 
“Any time. So, you knew she was going to try and set me up with your sister and you’re okay with that?” 
“Okay seems to be relative today. I’ve been told my sister is an adult and I don’t get a say in what or who makes her happy. It might have been pointed out a time or two that I didn’t have her permission to have sex with her best friend.” 
Pete’s shaking his head at Zack and laughing. “Sounds like these women are ganging up on you and winning.” 
“They gang up on me all the time and they’re too beautiful and too smart to argue with for long. It’s cool, man. Have dinner with us and see what happens. You can’t help who you love.” Pete glares at Zack and Zack throws his hands up in mock surrender. 
“Okay, you can’t help who you like or don’t like, either. Damn. Point is, if you feel something and want to ask her out, cool. If not, that’s cool, too. Just don’t hurt her and we’ll be fine.” 
Pete stands and stretches, his shirt lifting as he does. Good Lord, every ab, muscle, and sinew is visible. It’s almost enough to give me a hot flash. Zack catches me looking and chuckles. He knows I only have eyes for him but I can’t help noticing what’s right in front of my face. Rylee would be crazy not to fall for him; he’s the whole package. 
“Cassidy, thank you for dinner and for the conversation, it was very nice. I’m going to leave so you two can still enjoy the rest of your night.” 
“You just want to bail before she can finish asking her twenty questions.” Zack jokes with him. 
“Yes, that, too. Your wife has some powerful ways about her but I’ll see you both Saturday night, if not before.” Zack’s smiling as Pete makes his exit. Actually, grinning ear to ear is more like it. 
“You didn’t correct him.” 
“No need to, you’ll be my wife soon enough. Besides, I like the way it sounds.” His tone is soft and it reminds me of all the years he’s given me endless love and devotion. And I almost threw it all away. 
“I do, too, Zack.” Standing, he reaches for my hand and after locking up, he leads me up to our room. 
“I have something I need to show you,” he says as he pulls me into the bathroom and turns on all the lights. 
Releasing my hand, his hands grasp the bottom of his shirt and he removes it somewhat slowly. My eyes travel up from his abdomen, taking in his beautiful body, and stop when my gaze locks on his. 
“As much as I love it when you ogle me, I have something I want you to see.” 
“I’m not ogling. I’m just appreciating what’s mine.” His chest rises and falls faster with my words, the love in his gaze intensifying. 
“Take the bandage off my back,” he commands and turns around. My heart pumps faster. 
He got new ink. 
It’s a big bandage. No wonder he was gone so long. My fingers are trembling and for some reason I’m terrified to look under the bandage. He reaches over his shoulder and pats my hand. 
“Breathe, Cassidy. It’s nothing to fear.” 
Carefully, I pull the edge of the bandage, peeling the tape slowly as to not cause him any discomfort. He always says they don’t hurt but with as red and puffy it is for the first day, I don’t see how it couldn’t. 
When the bandage is off and I see what he did, my tears are immediate. Inhaling deeply, I marvel at the incredible image now permanently etched into his skin. The walls around my heart are crashing down, and I feel faint. My feet are moving backward without my permission until I’m leaning up against the shower door for support. I’m overwhelmed, awestruck, and so deeply in love with this man that I can hardly breathe. 
Before I know it, he’s in front of me, cupping my face in his hands and calling to me. The concern on his face is evident but I can’t speak, I can’t move. Why would this suddenly open the floodgates to my heart? Why now? All the years of the love and devotion he’s given to me, proven to me time and time again, and yet the ink on his skin is what resonates with me. His words flood back to me over and over.
Your dad was so big and scary back then, I thought he might have been a real life ogre.
“Cassidy,” he calls again, more insistent this time and I snap out of it, slowly raising my eyes to his. 
“I’m sorry, Cassidy. Shit, I’m so sorry, I thought you’d like it.” His eyes are filled with tears; I scared him. 
Pulling his head against mine, I whisper, “I love it, Zack, so much. And it’s hard to explain right now, but it makes me feel… it makes me feel so very loved.” My eyes close in shame as he sucks in a sharp breath. When his lips crash against mine, I’m shocked. Those tingles I love so much are intensified in a way I’ve never felt before. As our lips part, I cry out softly, “God, Zack, I love you. I love you so much and I’m so sorry.” My tears are falling relentlessly as this new emotion washes over and through me. 
“I love you, too, Cassidy. So fucking much.” 
“Turn around. I’d like to see it again.” Releasing me, he slowly turns around and the new tattoo is staring me right in the face. It’s an intricate drawing, like what you’d see in a fairy tale. It’s a forest with a tiny dark house in the background. There’s a big, ugly, scary ogre looming over a knight in shining armor. Your first instinct would be to be afraid for the knight, but as your eyes adjust to the picture, you can see his sword is lodged into the ogre’s chest and his scary look could perhaps be one of pain. There are three drops of blood dripping from the wound, but the bottom one is shaped into a small heart. Unless you were looking directly at it, you’d never notice it. Immediately, I know why there are only three drops. 
I 
Love 
You 
This is his way of showing me he’ll always be the one to slay my demons. I place a feather light kiss against his skin and he takes my hand, leading me to the bed. Zack climbs in after me and spoons me from behind. He kisses the top of my head and whispers, “I love you, Cassidy Pope, for now and for always.” 

I fell asleep in Zack’s arms and had the most peaceful sleep I can ever remember. Zack made love to me as the sun came up and then once again in the shower. I’m blissfully happy, my life is falling into place, and everything I’ve ever questioned is no longer frightening. 
Over my morning coffee, my excitement begins to build. Rylee should be here in just a few minutes. As much as I’ve enjoyed this time with Zack, it will be really nice to see my other best friend. I’m curious to see how Ry and Pete will hit it off and how Nick will act when he gets here. Even more so, I’m dying to know how Nick and Ry will react to each other now that Zack has given them his blessing, if they choose to take that route. 
“Here you are, beautiful. I was wondering where you wandered off to.” Zack was on the phone with Nick, confirming flight information, when I came outside to enjoy the view. 
“I think this might be my favorite spot in the entire house.” 
“Have you thought anymore about living here permanently?” There’s a hopeful glimmer in his eyes. I can see how badly he wants this for us. I want it, too, and he’s given me so much—the least I can do is agree to move and make him happy. 
“I have and I think I’d like to do it. I want this to be our home, Zack, where we can grow old together and make beautiful memories.” 
“And babies, Cassidy, lots and lots of babies. I want a family with you. Can we agree on that?” 
Babies.
“Hello! Anyone home?!” Thank God, saved by Rylee. Zack’s frustration is obvious but he won’t get into this in front of Ry. 
“This discussion isn’t over, Cassidy. We still need to talk about this,” he says, standing and offering me his hand. 
Rylee is in the living room looking out the window when we walk in. “Isn’t it gorgeous here, Cassidy? Aren’t you just absolutely in love with it?” she squeals as she wraps me into a big hug. 
“Don’t you ever disappear on me like that again. On anyone, for that matter. We were worried sick about you, and before you bitch that we’re past this already, I know we are. But it’s the first time I’ve actually seen you to scold you. Sisters don’t do that to each other and I don’t expect there to be a next time but if there is, you better come talk to me first.” 
“Jesus, Ry, want to take a breath anytime soon? Leave her alone, she’s fine,” Zack replies dryly, defending my honor. 
“Whatever, big brother, you’ve got bigger problems, anyway. I bumped into momzilla when I was checking in at the hotel.” 
“Great. What did she have to say?” he mutters and heads to the bar, grabbing the scotch. He must still be really upset if he’s going to drink now—it’s not even noon. Rylee gives him an appraising look as he takes a sip but he only glares back at her as if daring her to say something. 
This is more than just Priscilla; he’s mad about the baby discussion. 
“She said she was coming here with Dad today and he would be calling you. She seemed... subdued? I don’t know what it is exactly, but there’s definitely something different about her.” 
“Well, I would assume when your husband of thirty years leaves you because you’re a lying bitch, it would affect you somehow.” 
“Zack,” I scold him gently, “you need to hear her out. Sometimes things really aren’t what they seem.” 
Both he and Ry are looking at me like I’ve sprouted two heads, but I just don’t have it in me to hate anyone or hold on to anger. I haven’t found it helpful over the years so I’ve learned to let it go. The residual effect of anger is pain and I’ve got enough of that for multiple lifetimes. 
It’s only now that I notice Pete standing quietly in the kitchen, sipping on his coffee. He picked up Ry from the airport, took her to the hotel, and then brought her here. I love how observant he is and from the look on his face, he agrees with what I’ve just said. 
“Cassidy,” Ry chastises while throwing her hands up in the air, “you are too forgiving! She’s walked all over you for years and… Ugh!” 
“Ry’s right, babe,” Zack chimes in, siding with Rylee. “My mother needs to learn a lesson about common decency. What she did to you didn’t just affect you, it affected us all. We’re here because of her.” 
“Is that a bad thing?” Now they’re exchanging concerned glances. They are both too stubborn for their own good. Pete leans against the counter, getting comfortable, as if he’s waiting for me to put them in their place. Score one for Pete; he knows who’s going to win this one. 
“Look, what Priscilla did to me sucked. There’s no way to sugarcoat that, so I won’t even try. But, while I regret how you felt when I ran out of the wedding, I don’t exactly regret doing it. This week has been eye opening in so many ways, and I’ve discovered so much about myself I thought I never would.” 
I pause momentarily to try and get my emotions in check. “After your dad talked to us the other night, I almost felt sorry for your mom. This is your family. You are Stafford’s, born and raised, but you have no idea how hard it is to try and make yourself fit into that mold. Sure, I was raised mostly with you, like your dad pointed out, but I still went home. When you two were tucked tightly in your beds with hugs and kisses from your loving parents, I was being told how unlovable I was. Reminded the only thing love truly was is a four letter word people use to make themselves feel better about the sins they commit. And that was on a good night. On the bad nights, I was hit with a hand or a belt, sometimes a wooden object… usually a hanger. I was not only told love didn’t exist but the knowledge of it was beaten into me again and again.” 
Silent tears are falling down my cheeks. Zack moves in closer to me while Rylee stands, frozen, with her own tears raining down and her hand covering her mouth. 
“We all cope in different ways and for me it was getting out of bed every day with a smile on my face. Pushing past the bad and focusing on the good I had ahead of me. A day at school meant I was getting an education that would eventually help me get me away from the monsters who raised me. Spending time with the two of you, enjoying a relaxed environment, was the best. I would spend so much time trying to figure out how love could be so real in your house and so non-existent in my own. It was a puzzle that took years for me to solve.” 
Pete hands me a bottle of water and I take a seat at the table and take a sip. They all follow suit and sit surrounding me. Like a family.

“I’ve gotten off track, but my point is, not everyone comes from the kind of family you have. For all her weaknesses, Priscilla loves you both and has always shown you, albeit in her own way, how much you are loved. Maybe she wanted you with someone who had a similar upbringing because she knows how hard it is to fit into your world. Maybe she’s been miserable all these years and didn’t want you to end up with a wife who is just as miserable because she had to give up her dreams, too. Maybe, just maybe, she was trying to spare me the pain she went through in the only way she knew how, or maybe she’s just a bitch. My point is, she had a reason. She told you she thought she was protecting us, and we can afford her the decency of hearing her out.” 
It’s so quiet you could hear a pin drop until Pete begins to clap. “Brava, Cassidy. She’s a keeper, Zack. Any girl who has been through hell and back and still looks for the absolute good in people is a gem.” 
He eyes Rylee up and down seductively and she blushes. Zack doesn’t notice because his eyes haven’t left mine “You were right. Between the two of them, you’ll never stand a chance. I think that’s a good thing. I’ve got a feeling these two will never steer you wrong. I’ve got to go get some sleep but I’ll see you all tomorrow. Good luck, sunshine,” Pete says as he pats my shoulder. 
“I’ll see you out.” Rylee jumps up and follows him to the door. She likes him, I can already tell. 
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to get so depressing on you guys.” 
“Don’t ever apologize for expressing your feelings. Not to me and not to anyone. I’ve always known things were hard for you. Over the years, you’ve talked some about the things that happened to you but never as fiercely as this.” 
“Well, I didn’t know anything and I feel like an idiot,” Rylee says as she comes back into the room. 
“You didn’t know anything because I never wanted you to feel sorry for me.” 
“But you told him! I’m supposed to be your best friend.” She feels betrayed; it’s written all over her face. 
“She didn’t, Ry, not exactly. At least not at first.” 
Zack begins to tell Ry the story of what happened the day I finally admitted to him what was going on even though he knew it long before. I remember it like it was yesterday. 
 





It’s the third time this week Nick has called and said he thought he heard a scream. Both of the other times he was right, so I race down the street on my bike as fast as I can until I get to his house. Leaving my bike on Nick’s lawn, I sneak across Cassidy’s driveway and up into the back yard. 
The gate is open, which is odd since her dad doesn’t want anyone in his business and always closes it. As I creep closer, I hear her crying and finally spot her leaning up against the massive dog house in her back yard. 
After looking around, I don’t see him but I approach her cautiously since she is so upset. Right away, I notice her knees are scraped up and she has these huge, red welts across her shoulders. 
“Cassidy, what happened to you?” I ask her, hoping she will tell me the truth. I may have just turned eight, but even if I wasn’t already aware her dad was hurting her, it wouldn’t be hard to figure out now.
“Zack, you have to go now!” Her voice is barely above a whisper but the urgency in her tone scares me. 
“Not unless you come with me. You need help.” 
“Cassidy! You better not have moved from where I left you or this will be even worse than you could ever anticipate.” She starts shaking, eyes wide with fear. Her cheeks are tear stained but she is no longer crying. She’s worried… about me. 
“Get in the dog house, Zack. Hurry, or I’m going to be in big trouble.” 
I know exactly what kind of trouble she will get into, so I duck into the dog house and cover up under a blanket and wait until he leaves again. 
“Look what I found, princess. My mother’s favorite wooden hanger. Tell me again why you deserve what’s coming to you.” His tone is so gentle, I’m sure there’s no way he’s going to hit her, but I was wrong. 
“Because I told you and mommy I love you,” I hear her say sadly. I wonder how that could be a bad thing but when I hear Cassidy’s blood-chilling screams, all my other thoughts disappear except one. How can I get her out of this? Then I remember the fear in her eyes when she told me to hide. She was trying to stay strong for me, so I had to stay strong for her. 
After I hear about seven or so whacks, it stops and so do her screams. Our houses are all so far apart, I doubt anyone would ever hear her. The only reason Nick did is because he’s learned to listen for it. 
“Don’t stay out here too late,” her dad mutters as he walks past on his way inside, continuing to talk to himself the entire way there. 
Just as I’m getting ready to crawl out and check on her, she climbs in. This time her legs are covered in the meanest reddish purple welts I’ve ever seen. 
“Are you okay?” I ask her but I know she isn’t. 
She shakes her head and lies down on the blanket, trying to calm her breathing. “I’m going to go get my dad. He can help you.” 
“Please, Zack, no. You can’t tell anyone. My mommy says if anyone ever knows what he does, they’ll take me away and I’ll never see them or you and Rylee again.” 
I’m torn because I don’t want our best friend to be taken away, but how can she continue to go through that? 
“Maybe Rylee can help us figure it out,” I say to her, thinking maybe the two of us can help. 
“Not anyone, Zack. That means Rylee, too. Best friends keep secrets. Please don’t say anything.” 
It doens’t feel right but she’s so sad and so hurt, I don’t want to make it worse. 
“Okay, but I really don’t like the idea.” 
“I don’t want to have to go live with strangers, Zack. My mommy says they are worse than my daddy. Pinky swear?” 
“Pinky swear,” I tell her, linking my finger in hers. I want to tell her only girls pinky swear and boys spit on it, but she can barely move her arm and with a pinky swear, she doesn’t have to. 
After that night, I checked in on her every night before I had to go inside and every morning once I was ready. I swore to myself if I ever saw him do it again, I would do something. I didn’t know what, but I wasn’t going to sit back and watch it happen again. Unfortunately, I never saw it happen again until the night he almost killed her. I’d never felt guiltier for keeping a secret. 
By the time I finish telling Ry the story, Cassidy is holding my left hand tightly and Ry is holding my right. 
“On the one hand, I’m really pissed off you guys never thought you could trust me to help. But on the other hand, I know you were right not to tell me. With my temper, I would have told everyone who would listen.” 
“It was my mess, Rylee,” Cassidy tells her gently. “I was embarrassed, ashamed, broken hearted… you name it and I was feeling it. With the two of you, I wanted to be normal. Unfortunately, when Zack found out, it took that normalcy away but in return I found a comfort I’d never had before. If you would have known, too, it would have changed things. You’ll never understand how much it means to me to have had your friendship.” 
“What I don’t understand is how did you hide the marks?” Rylee blurts out abruptly. 
“Once we got to junior high, he’d mastered hitting without leaving a mark which would bruise. It became a lot more verbal then, which was almost worse. Before that, I wore a lot of long sleeves, jeans, and pajama pants. When I went on trips or vacations with you guys, he was so excited I was leaving. For a week or two before we left, he wouldn’t even look at me. He never wanted anyone to know his dirty secret, either.” 
Quiet descends over us as we all think about today’s newest secrets coming out into the open. When my phone rings, we all jump a little as it pierces our silence. 
“Hey, Dad.” As I answer my phone, Ry mouths ‘told ya’ and it makes Cassidy giggle. It’s a welcome sound after the heaviness of our previous conversation. 
“Zack, how are things?” His tone is laced with innuendo and I give it right back to him. 
“Pretty good, how are things with you?” 
“Well, that’s actually why I’m calling. I’m sure you know by now your mother told Rylee we’d like to come over today. Would now be a good time?” Before they come, I want to show Cassidy the project Rylee was working on. 
“Hold on just a second, Dad. Hey, Ry,” I ask, covering the phone, “how long is the project?” 
“It’s about thirty minutes, give or take,” she answers back quickly. 
“Dad, why don’t you give us about an hour? Rylee and I have something we need to show Cassidy first.” 
“Sounds good, we’ll see you then. This time, make sure you tell Mike we’re coming,” he adds with a laugh. He sounds happy. I hope things are going to work out with them. 
“Will do,” I reply as I shut off my phone. 
“Come on, you two, let’s go to the theatre room and relive some good memories.” Rylee digs through her purse and pulls out a DVD and a USB stick, holding them both up. 
“I wasn’t sure what you wanted so I just brought both.” She shrugs adorably. That’s Rylee, always prepared. Taking the DVD from her, I run up the stairs and get it ready as they slowly follow behind me. 
Rylee and I squeeze Cassidy in-between us and I hit play on the video. Over the next thirty minutes, we watch images of our childhood, teen years, and early adulthood flash in front of our eyes. 
Rylee watches Cassidy intently, taking in every single emotion crossing her face. My eyes are darting back and forth between her and the photos; this is the first chance I’ve had to see them, as well. When I first had this idea, Cassidy was in a different head space and after the past few days, I wasn’t sure if she would need this after all. After thinking about it, I decided she still needed to see it. 
Every picture from every important event my family has ever had is here, starting from when Cassidy first moved in down the street. Each photo has Cassidy in it and each one is labeled. Thankfully, Ry has an amazing memory—she never forgets a name or a face. 
One of the rules of the Stafford family is outside of the office, everyone is a friend. When you are with us, you are family. Never is a last name used, never is a title spoken. Cassidy was never one to follow much news or media when we were younger, always preferring to study or get lost in a book. Sure, she would know a huge movie star or singer on sight if she were paying attention. The thing is, Cassidy was always too nervous to really think about who she’s been talking to. She was always just worried about making a good impression. 
So, as the pictures go from one to the next, Cassidy tracks the captions with her eyes. All the pictures Rylee found managed to catch Cassidy with a smile, a laugh, a look of love, or carrying on a great conversation. She looks happy in them all. 
Her eyes grow wide as she realizes all these years she’s been talking with senators, congressmen and women, owners of giant corporations, singers, producers, record company owners, studio owners, actors, authors. You name them and Cassidy has managed to charm each and every one of them. 
All these years, she was convinced she wasn’t worthy of our world, of marrying into a legacy. She’s had no clue she is a one of us in every single way. The only difference between Rylee, Cassidy, and me is our parents. We went to the same schools, took the same classes, had most of the same friends, and socialized at the same events. 
The last photo is one of just Cassidy and me at our engagement party. The caption Rylee chose is perfect. It reads “Zachary Stafford and Cassidy Pope, proud co- owners of each other’s heart and soul.” 
Once it ends, Cassidy sits in a stunned silence, eyes locked on the blank screen. Rylee gives her a hug and a kiss as the doorbell rings.
Of course, my parents are early.

“I’ll get it,” Rylee says softly. “You two take as much time as you need and I’ll keep our parents busy.” 
Cassidy turns to me, eyes shining brightly, with a hint of a smile on her face. “I had no idea,” she announces wondrously. 
“I know you didn’t.” 
“Why wouldn’t you tell me? All those years…” As her sentence trails off, I think about her question. 
“At first, I didn’t know. We were kids, and I had no clue who all those people were, only that some more of my dad’s important friends would be around and I should be on my best behavior. As we got older, it just didn’t faze me. But I knew it would freak you out, as nervous as you always got. You were forever trying to get out of going to the big parties. I guess I figured one day you’d recognize someone and ask.” 
She shakes her head in amazement. “Have I really been that closed off from everything?” 
“No, Cassidy, not at all. It’s another thing I love about you. Women like Angelica flitter around at these parties and events to hobnob with anyone famous or high up as they can. They figure out who’s who when the event is still months away. You don’t care about those things and never have. Everyone you meet is just another person to you. Do you know how refreshing that is to so many of these people?” 
“I could imagine,” she replies softly. 
“I’ll admit I was concerned because Bastards and Dangerous showed up at the last party. I definitely thought you’d freak because you were already second-guessing things. When you got the stomach flu and couldn’t make it, I was actually relieved. That was right after we got engaged and had just had another argument about you not feeling like you belonged.” 
“I remember that fight, you were so mad at me.” I was really angry with her but even angry, it was still, at most, a very heated discussion. 
“Can you see what I see now? What we’ve all seen all along? You don’t just belong in this world, Cassidy, you’re already a part of it.” 
“This is going to take some getting used to. I see it, what you guys have been trying to tell me all along. Feeling it is harder.”
“Like love.” 
She presses her lips against mine and kisses me tenderly. “Yes, like love. It’s getting better, though. I’m healing, Zack. I’m healing with every breath I take. You’ve given me that, you’ve given me everything.” 
I would give her anything her heart could ever desire. 
Taking the back of her head in my hand, I pull her close to me and part her lips with my tongue. She moans into me as I kiss her slowly, mercilessly, and lovingly. Feel it, Cassidy. Please feel all this love.
If she feels it just once and lets it in all the way, I know she’ll never not feel it again. There’s a soft knock on the door and I groan as I pull away from her. 
“Come in,” I call out in an irritated tone. 
“Sorry, guys, I tried but you know how mother is. She’s insisting you come down so she can have her say.” 
“Are you ready for this?” Cassidy asks, concerned. 
“I should be asking you the same thing,” I reply with a smile. 
“Come on, we’ll do it together,” she says, standing and pulling my hand into hers. 
“God, you guys are too fucking cute for your own good sometimes.” Rylee’s tone is frustrated but the smile on her face says otherwise. Cassidy excuses herself to the restroom before facing the firing squad and Ry shoves into me with her shoulder. 
“So, did I do good or what, big brother?” 
I wrap my arms around her and spin her around. “You did really well, Ry. Thank you.” Once she’s back on solid ground, I give her a kiss on the top of her head. 
“Yeah, well, I had ulterior motives. I want Cassidy to officially be my sister and I’d like some nieces and nephews sometime soon. It’s not like I’m going to have any of my own kids for a while,” she points out with a pout. 
“I don’t know, Ry” I say, teasing her. “You might have both Nick and Pete fighting over you by next week.” She snorts loudly as she laughs at that. My sister isn’t afraid to love like Cassidy is, but she’s always been a little jaded about her own happily ever after for some reason. Pete obviously liked her, and I think he’s going to give Nick a run for his money. I’m going to enjoy sitting back and watching that unfold. Ry and Nick both kind of deserve a little angst for lying to me all these years, but only a little bit. Just enough to make it fun for a while. I don’t want any of my friends hurting. 
“Ready?” Cassidy asks, reappearing with a smile, once again taking my hand. My parents are waiting at the bottom of the stairs. My dad greets all three of us with hugs and my mom kisses each of us on the cheek. She pauses for a moment when she comes to Cassidy and pulls her into a hug. 
That’s new. 
“Zachary, I need a drink. Preferably a double scotch on the rocks if you have it.” 
“Of course, Mother. Dad, can I get you something?” 
“Just a water, please. Thank you.” 
Cassidy comes with me to get the drinks. “Your dad seems happy but on edge.” 
I nod. “I know, and my mother only drinks scotch when it’s been a hell of a day.” Working quietly together, we gather the drinks and Cassidy also pulls some sliced fruit out and puts it on a tray with plates and utensils. 
She’s always so thoughtful.
“Ready?” I ask one final time and she nods. 
Here we go. 
My parents are sitting on the couch so I intentionally guide Cassidy to the chairs across the room. A little distance never hurt anyone. Rylee looks lost—not sure if she should stay or go. My dad at least has the decency to put her out of her misery. 
“Sit down, Rylee. You should hear this, too.” 
Rylee sits on the farthest end of the couch, as close to Cassidy and myself as she can get. My mother has already finished her drink and is sitting back as elegantly as she can. My dad, on the other hand, leans forward and opens the discussion. 
“Priscilla and I were up talking all night last night. Most of what we discussed is private and will remain private. There are things children just don’t need to know about their parents. I know you’re all curious to see if we’ve made up.” 
He looks to her briefly and then back to us. “There’s no easy answer for that so for now, let your mother talk and maybe we’ll circle back around to the topic of her and I later this evening.” 
That sounds ominous.
“Being as candid as possible is the best place to start, I suppose,” my mother begins as she adjusts her posture to be sitting as straight as possible. I’d love to see her relax someday. 
“I owe the three of you an enormous apology. Cassidy, darling, I owe you the biggest one of all.” 
Darling? Since when is Cassidy her darling? 
“Your father told me he filled you all in on most things the other night. There were some details, however, he was still unaware of. I’m not even sure how or where to start with this so I guess maybe the beginning would be the most appropriate.” 
My dad squeezes my mom’s hand, encouraging her to continue. At least that’s a good sign. 
“I had the best mother in the world. She was loving and caring and supported us both after my dad passed away. Growing up in a trailer park never really bothered me much. It was affordable and comfortable. As I got older, I began to notice all the things I didn’t have and yet it still didn’t get to me. It wasn’t until I was out of high school and had to get a job that I really felt resentful toward my mom. I wanted to go to college and make something of myself. In high school, I did okay but I never really applied myself the way I should have. Scholarships didn’t come for me the way I’d hoped they would. Even with a partial scholarship I couldn’t afford school.” 
“Go on,” my dad encourages her when she pauses. 
“The day I met your father, my life changed for the better. He pulled up in his fancy car and smiled at me in a way no one had ever smiled at me before. My heart leaped in my chest and my palms began to sweat. I tried to play it off but my mother could see right through me. She invited him to stay for a drink and so began our journey together. 
“I had no clue what I was in for when he told me he wanted me to meet his mother. I put on the nicest dress I had and did my hair, makeup, and nails. My nerves were shot and when he proudly introduced me to her, I felt like the scum on the bottom of her shoe. My best dress looked like a rag compared to how flawless she was.” 
“I never thought that, Priscilla. You were always the most beautiful girl in the world to me,” my dad says, choked up with emotion. 
“After dinner, your father ran out to pick up some ice cream at her request. She insisted I stay and keep her company. Shortly after he left, she asked me how much it would cost to never see her son again. I’ll never forget her words to me. ‘You can shine a penny up and make it look pretty but after all your hard work it’s still only a penny.’ I was stunned but I was determined. I let her know there was no amount of money in the world to convince me to let your father go. 
“I’d never been in love but I’d read many a romance novel and I had just begun living my own fairy tale. I spent years learning the proper ways and sucking up to your grandmother. She never liked me but she accepted me and molded me into something she was proud of. Something she swore to me your father was looking for. We had many conversations filled with details of what your father had confessed to her he was looking for in a wife. She convinced me it was just the way it was done in families like hers. The men would confess to the family matriarch and in return, she would guide the wife in the proper direction. However, it was really bad form to discuss it with your husband. Matters such as those required a delicate touch of a woman. I bought it all, hook, line, and sinker.” 
“It never happened,” my dad clarifies to us, “and I never knew until last night.” 
Holy shit.
“Needless to say, we had quite an eye-opening discussion last night,” my mother says with a small shake of her head. As usual, her features remain stoic but her eyes reveal how sad she truly is. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her sad unless someone has died. Even so, this seems more severe. 
“Cassidy, when you first came home with Rylee and Zachary, you were just the cutest little thing. You seemed afraid to touch anything and I wasn’t sure if it was from the fear you might break something or you might get in trouble for it. It reminded me of how I felt the first time I walked in to Paul’s mother’s house. I told Bea to do everything she could to make you feel at home.” 
Bea was our nanny growing up. She was only with us until we were about nine, I think, if I remember correctly. We visited with her often after she left until she passed away a few years ago. 
“Over the next few months, I watched you as inconspicuously as possible when you were over. There was something about you but I couldn’t put my finger on what. It was just so familiar to me. It wasn’t until after I visited your parents for the first time that I figured it out. I guess that was about seven months or so after the kids brought you home the first time. I’d gone down the street to see if you could spend a few days with us for their birthday. We wanted to throw a party and then take them on a trip to Disneyland. I could tell by your clothes your parents didn’t spend a lot of money on you. Not that you looked bad, but I had no clue what their financial situation was since they inherited the house from your grandmother. 
“In any case, I was hoping to feel them out and figure out a way to tell them the trip was our treat without offending them. Your mother answered the door and immediately, I knew why you seemed so familiar to me. She was obviously intoxicated and stumbled over her words. John was yelling for her from inside the house and by the time he found her talking to me at the door, he was furious. When I told him why I was there his eyes lit up like a kid on Christmas morning. The relief that flooded through me in that moment was unexpected but I was elated he agreed to let you come with us. We exchanged phone numbers and I went back home and got drunk for the first time in years.” 
What does Cassidy’s mom have to do with any of this?
Cassidy’s grip on my hand tightens and Rylee curls up onto the couch, pulling her knees to her chest. 
“It’s not that I recognized Deidre, it’s that I recognized the fear and defeat in her features. Growing up, my best friend, Judy, had an alcoholic father. Her mother, Patty, carried herself the same way Deidre does. That’s why you always seemed so familiar to me, Cassidy. So many of your mannerisms were just like Judy’s. When we were eleven. her dad was on the worst bender any of us had ever seen. For years, he had beaten the both of them and time and time again the police were called out, but it never did any good. Living in a trailer park in the worst part of town has its pitfalls in more ways than one. Important things like protecting people fall through the cracks.” 
She pauses for an extended period of time. “Zack, why don’t you get your mother another drink?” my dad says, never once taking his eyes off his wife. After refilling her drink as quickly as possible, I hand it back to her. 
“Thank you, Zachary,” she murmurs as she takes a sip and then a gulp. 
“It was the third time that week we’d called the police on them. I was so worried about Judy. My mom had tried to get Patty to leave him for years. We heard a huge crash so mom and I both ran next door, knowing it was a bad idea but we couldn’t just leave them there. It was so chaotic. All the furniture was dumped over and Patty was on the floor. There was blood everywhere and Judy was screaming. In an instant, he crossed the room, picked Judy up, and threw her against the wall. Before my mom could stop me, I ran to her and tried to wake her up but she wasn’t moving. 
“My mom yelled something at him but I was in shock and never heard what it was. He made a beeline for the door and that’s when the police finally strolled in. You know, I don’t even remember his name but I’ll never forget the look on his face when he was arrested for murder and assault. Patty was gone and Judy had a fractured skull and spine. She was in the hospital for a few months and ended up being released to an aunt in Kansas. I never saw her again.
“My mother and I both spent years feeling like we’d failed Patty and Judy, so when I realized you were in the same situation, I didn’t know what to do. It was another part of my past I’d never told Paul about. Since I didn’t have any proof you were being hurt, I didn’t bring it up. Paul and I decided to just keep a careful watch on you from then on out. It wasn’t until the night in the hospital I had any proof of what he’d been doing to you.” 
She finishes off her drink and looks directly at Cassidy. 
“I’m truly sorry for what happened after the night I found out. I’ve known for a long time I was in the wrong for how I had been treating you. This is where it gets a little complicated. Just like my mother knew I was in love with Paul, and he was it for me, I knew you were the one and only for Zachary. 
“My own doubts and insecurities started working their way into the picture. If my past had been exposed… living in a trailer park, being best friends with a murderer’s family, being poor... it would have tarnished the Stafford name. This legacy I’d been groomed relentlessly over the years by Paul’s mom to protect at all costs. Not only that, but it would have been a personal embarrassment, and I would have been so ashamed to have brought all that into such a prestigious family. 
“When I started giving you subtle or not so subtle hints and personal slams, it was when those insecurities got the best of me. Half of my taunting was because of my own fear and the other half was because I never wanted you to go through what I did. You’d been through more than enough and you deserved better.” 
“I don’t understand, Mom,” Rylee snaps at her. “Why would she have to go through any of that? I never did!” 
“Simply because Zachary is the male heir and specific things are expected of their wives. You’ll always be a part of this family, Rylee, but you’ll be marrying into a different one.” 
“You make it sound like we’re part of royalty or something. We’re just people. Granted, people with a lot of money, but still… this isn’t the dark ages.” Ry’s pissed and I don’t blame her. I’m still waiting to hear how she was protecting us. 
“Imagine learning something from a young age and every single day it’s drilled into your head. Even though you know in your heart of hearts it can’t be true, all the circumstances around you dictate it is indeed true. That’s how it was when I joined the Stafford family as Paul’s wife. His mother drilled into my head every chance she got how things were supposed to be. Yet, at night when I was lying in bed with my husband, I was never able to connect the dots. We were deeply in love. Why wouldn’t he talk to me? Why did everything have to go through his mother? There were a thousand questions a day I wanted to ask him and could not for fear of his answers. 
“I’d come to the point where I spent so much time with your grandmother, I believed everything she was saying had to be true. She had no reason at all to lie to me about such things. So I did everything in my power to learn everything Stafford and be the best wife and mother I could be. I didn’t want a marriage like hers. I wanted a marriage full of love and happiness but in the midst of working to achieve that goal, I lost myself, and even worse, I neglected all the love I was so excited to have. The only place I ever felt like myself was lying in bed in your father’s arms at night.” 
This is sad. Who would have thought my strong, fierce mom had been afraid of losing her family? 
“When your father came to me for money, I didn’t hesitate to pay him off or to get him to sign the NDA. But after that interaction with him, I was worried about you, Cassidy. I wasn’t sure if your delicate soul could take any more stress. I know I’m not the best at showing my emotions to any of you, but I’ve loved you since you were just a little girl. We all have. 
“Over the years, we tried acclimating you into our family but there were things you didn’t take to. You couldn’t care less about fashion or who’s who of high society, you just loved my children. As a mother, I was unbelievably proud of you but the fear of making you have to conform to the Stafford way of life was eating at me and I handled it extremely poorly. Having been in your position once upon a time, I knew how it felt to lose yourself and succumb to this life. Being rich is not all it’s cracked up to be. In fact, it’s a lot of hard work putting on a façade day in and day out, never truly being yourself. 
“Cassidy, I wanted better for you. I never wanted you to grow up to be me. You’re a fighter. All those years you went through hell and you still came out as someone who will put the needs of others in front of your own and I used that knowledge to my fullest advantage. I played on your insecurities in hopes you could get out before it was too late. But the one thing I forgot was the most important thing of all. We don’t choose who we love and when we have true love in our grasp, we’ll fight like hell before ever letting it go. 
“In my own way, I was fighting for you, sweet girl. Knowing my son would hate me was worth the risk because I knew deep in my heart that if he knew why I was doing it, that I was saving you, he could never truly hate me. Of course, there’s no denying I was worried about your dad smearing the Stafford name. He’s the reason why my assaults against you became almost relentless. Not just because I knew he could ruin us but because he could ruin you. I wanted you to get far away from him and never come back. I’ve considered you my daughter for a very long time, Cassidy Pope, and I hope one day you can forgive me. That all of you can forgive me.” 
Cassidy and Rylee are crying and my dad is hugging my mom something fierce. How could we all have been so oblivious to everything? All these years my mom was hurting almost as much as Cassidy and we never noticed. My dad loves her more than life and he was never able to get it out of her because she was afraid she was going to lose him. 
Suddenly, Cassidy stands and marches the ten feet or so to my mother. My dad lets her go and my mother rises to accept her wrath from Cassidy. She squares her shoulders and meets Cassidy’s glare with one of her own. 
“Priscilla, you don’t need my forgiveness because there is nothing to forgive you for. You did what you thought was best for us all. That’s all a mother can do. It’s more than my mother ever did. All you need to do is forgive yourself.” And with those words Cassidy pulls her into the biggest hug I think I’ve ever seen. A sob escapes my mother’s mouth and soon she’s crying, too. 
I watch as my dad blinks back his tears and I finally feel a bit of relief. Looking to Rylee, she nods her head, understanding my unspoken words and we both stand and go to our mom. Cassidy releases her and Rylee hugs her next. 
“Next time you have to talk to us, Mom. We just always thought you were going through early menopause or something and that’s why you could be so nasty.” Leave it to Ry to make this situation lighter. 
When they break apart, my mom looks at me hesitantly. The last time I saw her, I said a lot of hurtful things. “Zachary,” she begins to speak as I pull her into my embrace. 
“It’s okay, Mom, I get it. I don’t like it, but I understand and I forgive you.” My dad takes us all in from the couch and smiles. He’ll forgive her, too. I know he will. As I release her, she looks at us all with trepidation. 
“There’s one more thing we need to discuss,” she says, taking her seat next to my dad and his arm goes around her immediately. This time, we all pile onto the couch next to them, waiting for her to speak. 
“After your father left, I did something I should have done a long time ago but wasn’t in the position to do. Something I’ve felt guilty about for too many years.” 
My dad squeezes her shoulder, encouraging her to continue. 
“I called my friend, the police chief, and asked for a favor. He was kind enough to send me two of his best officers and we marched down to your house together. They banged on the door until your father opened it up and promptly detained him while I went and found your mother.” 
Cassidy gasps and curls her feet up under her, waiting for the rest of the story. 
“When I was eleven, I was helpless to save Judy and Patty from what they went through. I’m no longer helpless. Far from it, in fact. So I dragged your mother out of bed, got her into the shower, had her put on some clean clothes, and brewed two extra strong pots of coffee.” 
“Seriously, Mom?” exclaims Ry.
 
“Completely. Then I told your mother my story and told her she’d spent too many years neglecting her life and her daughter. I offered to pay her stay in rehab and to give her a million dollars when she gets out to start her life over. The only contingency is while she’s in rehab, she has to divorce your father.” 
“What did she say?” Cassidy asks breathlessly.
“She asked if I would give her a few minutes to pack her bags. She didn’t even need to think about it. About twenty minutes later, we were on our way to rehab and the police escorted us there. Your father just told her ‘good riddance’ when she left. The entire way to rehab, she asked questions about you, my dear. 
“Really?” 
“Yes, really. I don’t know if this will work for her, or if the two of you will ever be able to fix what is broken between you, but this could be the fresh start you both need.” 
“I… thank you for helping her. She desperately needs it. I’m not sure if I could ever have a relationship with her or not. Out of everyone, she’s hurt me the most.” 
They all seem shocked but this is something Cassidy and I have discussed before. 
“My dad had his own issues which is why he did what he did to me. I don’t understand them, but I know he wasn’t always like this. He never once hurt my mom, but she never once tried to help me. How can you sit back and watch someone do that to your child? To your flesh and blood?” 
“The only person who knows the answer to that particular question is your mother, Cassidy. Now that she’s finally getting the help she so desperately needs, maybe you’ll get the chance to ask her that yourself one day soon,” my father replies kindly. 
“Maybe I will.” 
“Well, your mother and I are going to stay on the island for the next week. We are going to enjoy a much needed vacation and work on putting our marriage back on track.” 
The smile my mom gives him is priceless I have a feeling their marriage is going to be stronger than ever after all of this. 

We spent the rest of the day and all evening with my parents and Rylee. For the first time in a long time, each one of us was completely relaxed. There were a few times I thought something was wrong with Cassidy but she assured me she was fine. 
We even finally left the house and had dinner with my parents at the hotel. Thanks to Pete’s connections, the paparazzi never even knew Cassidy and I were there. It was after midnight by the time we got home and crawled into bed. I still couldn’t shake the feeling something was wrong with Cassidy but when she asked me to make love to her, after the day we had, there was nothing else I wanted to do more. 
Now she’s lying in my arms, but she’s still stressed; her entire body is tense. Something is eating away at her. 
“You’ll feel better if you talk about it,” I tell her and she stiffens even more in my arms. Lifting her chin up with my finger, the fear in her eyes is evident. Whatever it is she’s holding back, she’s terrified to tell me. 
“Why can’t you tell me, Cassidy? There is nothing you could say to me that would make me love you any less.” 
“You might still love me but you’ll hate me, too. What I did was unforgivable.” My pulse races; there’s only one thing she could do that would be unforgivable. 
“Did you cheat on me?” I ask, fearful of her answer. 
“Never, Zack,” she denies vehemently. “Nor would I ever.” 
“Then tell me because cheating on me would be the only thing I’d never be able to forgive you for.” 
She pulls away from me and crawls up to the top of the bed, pulling her knees to her chest. It’s her defensive position. 
“I wanted to do something for you. Well, that’s not exactly accurate. I wanted to do something for us to celebrate our wedding.” 
This doesn’t sound bad. At least it doesn’t seem like she was doing something to intentionally hurt me. 
“A few months ago, I stopped taking my birth control pills. My doctor said it was fine and probably a good idea because after you’ve been on them for a long time, sometimes it can take a while to get pregnant.” 
Excitement is the only emotion I’m feeling right now. How could this turn into something that could possibly make me hate her? She’s finally talking about having a family. 
“About a week before the wedding, I started feeling really sick so I went back to the doctor to see if it was possible I was pregnant.” 
“Are you, Cassidy? Are you having our baby?” 
With her eyes filled with tears, she nods her head. “Yes, Zack, I am. We’re going to have a baby.” 
I waste no time pulling her on top of me until she’s straddling me. We’re still naked and my hands immediately go to her stomach. 
We’re having a baby.
“We’re having a baby, Cassidy! Your stomach is filled with the blessing our love created. How on earth could I possibly hate you? I love you so fucking much.” Sitting up, I wrap my arms around her and cover her mouth with mine. She’s hesitant to open up to me but I’m insistent. Her tongue touches mine briefly, tentatively, and all I want to do is claim her. But when I feel her tears splash against my cheeks, I back off immediately. 
“Don’t you get it, Zack?” she cries out, but I’m still at a complete loss. “I’m pregnant with our child and I ran! Bolted away from the church and our wedding without even telling you you’re going to be a father. What kind of person does that make me?” 
This is why she thinks I’d be upset? I’ve had enough—this is going to stop now. 
Flipping us over, I firmly grasp her wrists and hold them above her head. Once I’m nestled between her legs, my cock slides against her wetness. As I enter her, she gasps in pleasure and her legs instinctively wrap around me. 
“You want to know what kind of person you are, vixen? I’ll tell you, but this time you’re going to listen to me.” I pull back, hovering outside of her sweet pussy and tease her nipple with my tongue. Slowly, I enter her again and bite down on her hardened nipple at the same time. When she moans in pleasure, my tongue soothes the bite as I suck her into my mouth. 
“You’re the best person I’ve ever known. You’re forgiving, kind, loving, and the best friend anyone could ever have.” The more I speak, the wetter she gets around me but I pull out again, taking her mouth back into the passionate kiss I’ve wanted since she told me I’m going to be a father. This time she reciprocates and I slide my cock back inside her, slowing moving in and out, matching our kiss stroke for stroke. 
“Zack,” she cries when I pull away, once again pulling out, leaving her wanting for more. 
“We’ve established I’m not mad you ran. As a matter of fact, I think we even established I knew you would.” This time, as I enter her, I release her hands which immediately wrap around me, pulling me closer to her. 
“We’ve never broken a promise to each other and we never will. I vowed to you a long time ago that I would always come after you. It can’t be considered running, Cassidy, when you know you’ll always be mine.” I punctuate each word with a deep stroke inside of her. With every thrust, she cries out in utter ecstasy.
“From now on, there will be no running. We’re going to be a family and families stick together. Marry me, Cassidy. Here, in our home, with just Ry, Nick, Pete, and my parents.” I’m barely holding on as I feel her walls starting to quiver around me. 
“Nick comes in Monday morning. Let’s get married Monday evening, sunset, in our backyard. Cassidy Pope, will you do me the absolute honor of becoming my wife?” 
“Yes!” she screams out loudly. “Yes, Zack!” She comes around my cock so fucking perfectly, squeezing on and holding it tightly as her orgasmic juices flood over me.
“Fuck, vixen! So fucking good,” I cry out as I come, spilling every bit of myself inside of her. 
“Please tell me that was a yes to my proposal and not just you being so turned on by my masterful cock that you couldn’t help yourself from screaming out in unadulterated pleasure.” 
Her body shakes with laughter and it’s the most beautiful sight I’ve seen today. She rolls over and cups my face in her hands. “Zachary Stafford, I would be honored to marry you and finally become Mrs. Cassidy Stafford.”
Our next kiss is so passion-fueled, I’m surprised we didn’t set the sheets on fire. “Do you think the baby feels the tingles?” Oh hell, I hope not.

“I think all this baby feels is love and that’s all he’s ever going to feel for the rest of his life.” 
“He? You’ve already decided the baby is a boy?” 
“Well, of course. Stafford’s always have boys first.” 
“What if I told you I think it’s a girl?” Her tone is suddenly so soft, it washes all my cockiness away. 
“Then I’d tell you there’s a good possibility we’re having twins.” 
“I kind of like that idea,” she answers with a smile. “Just like you and Ry, they’d always have each other.” 
“Me, too.” Although for Cassidy’s sake, I sort of hope she’s only pregnant with one this time. We’ll have plenty of time for more babies later but this time, with her being so scared of becoming a parent, I’d love for her to be able to really bond with the baby and get used to giving and receiving unconditional love. 
“Can we tell Ry tomorrow?” I want my sister to be the first person to know. 
“Absolutely. It’s killing me to keep it from her this long already. Everyone else after the wedding?” 
“That sounds perfect.” 
With Cassidy in my arms, we fall asleep, her front to mine. It feels like we’re already cocooning our little one between us. 
 





“You look absolutely beautiful today,” Zack whispers in my ear as he wraps his arms around me from behind. “And pretty soon, I’m not going to be able to get my arms around you like this anymore. I can’t wait.” 
His words bring a smile to my face. I always knew he would be excited once I got pregnant, but I had no idea how happy it would actually make him. 
“How long do you think it will be before we feel him kick?” I’m trying hard not to laugh but it’s pointless. I manage to turn around and face him; his eyes are dancing with happiness. 
“About five months?” I’m really not sure, either, but that would seem about right. 
“We have so much to do. We need to get a realtor and put the condo on the market. You need to give your resignation, I need to give mine. We have to go hire movers and go shopping for the nursery.” 
“Slow down for just a second. How about we get through dinner first, then the wedding and the honeymoon before diving into all of that? Besides, maybe we should keep the condo for when we visit. It would be nice to have our own place.” I’m not sure I want to let go of our condo; we have so many good memories there. 
“You’re so sentimental, and I agree it would be nice to have a place to go back to, but it’s too small for a family. We can hang onto it for a little longer, but I also kind of like the idea of giving it away instead of selling it.” 
“You want to give it away?” How in the world would that work? 
“What if we price it way below market value and interview all the applicants ourselves? Wouldn’t it be incredible to find a young couple in love, just starting out, who scraped together just enough of a down payment to buy a place? When we come across the ones we know could really use the gift, and who look at each other the way we do, we’ll give it to them, no strings attached.” 
My eyes are watering. These pregnancy hormones are going to kick my ass but that is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever heard. 
“You have such a beautiful soul, Zachary Stafford. I think that’s a perfect idea.” He pulls me close and kisses me softly, parting my lips so his tongue can dance with mine. 
“Seriously? You invite us for dinner and we have to walk in on the two of you making out? Pete, remind me never to act like that in public.” Pete chuckles and Rylee laughs, too. When Zack releases me and I get a good look at them, I immediately know something is up. They both look like the cat who ate the canary. I know that look well—it’s Rylee’s morning after look. 
Oh hell, this is going to be interesting. 
“Since we’re being so offensive to my baby sister, how about Pete and I go put the steaks on the grill?” 
Yes, please leave so I can scold your sister. 
“Sounds good. Everything else is ready to go. Pete, the beers are outside in the ice chest unless you want something else?” 
“A beer sounds good since I’ve got the night off. Thanks.” He smiles as he follows Zack outside but that smile wasn’t directed at me. 
“Rylee Stafford, you didn’t!” I scold her quietly and pull her arm until she’s following me upstairs. 
Once we’re in my room with the doors closed, I turn to her and wait for her response. It doesn’t take long. 
“I’m a grown-ass woman, Cassidy, and he is one gorgeous man. I can fuck who I want, whenever I want. But for the record, we didn’t actually have sex, we just helped each other reach orgasm in other ways.” The smirk on her face reminds me so much of her brother’s. God help me. 
“Have you talked to Nick since he came clean with Zack?” 
“Nope,” she replies, popping the ‘p.’
This is going to get really interesting. I really don’t think she knows Nick is into her and I’m not going to be the one who tells her. 
“Alright, fill me in on what happened after we left you last night,” I prompt as we both sit down. 
“Well, when he picked me up yesterday we talked so easily. He’s really direct in his questions and answers but I love it! It’s like I’ve finally met a man who will tell it like it is without any prompting. Do you have any idea how refreshing that is?” 
“Well, I can imagine, but you know I kind of hit the romance lotto, so…” 
She groans under her breath. “Don’t remind me. Some girls have all the luck. But if anyone is going to be lucky, I’m glad it’s you. I couldn’t imagine either of you with anyone else. You guys are honestly the happiest I’ve ever seen you. Maybe there’s something in the Hawaiian air,” she says with a contented sigh. 
“Rylee, can you finish your story before they come looking for us, please?” 
“Oh, yeah, sorry! Anyway, we just seemed to hit it off so I took a chance and asked if he wanted to meet up later and we exchanged numbers. We met at the hotel bar around midnight and talked for hours.” 
“Were you drunk again?” She has got to stop drinking around men. 
“No!” she squeals “Isn’t that exciting? I think both of us nursed the same drink the entire time. It was like two old friends catching up, we just clicked. Around three in the morning, he walked me to my room. I invited him in and he hesitated but hell, girl, I wasn’t going to let him leave without kissing him. So I stood up on my tip toes, pulled his head down to my lips, and fell into the most erotic abyss ever.” 
I love seeing Rylee so happy! 
“That’s great, Ry, I’m really happy for you.” She’s beaming and hasn’t stopped smiling since she first started talking about him. 
“Me, too, Cassidy. I’ve never felt like this about anyone before. We laid in my bed and kissed and talked until the sun came up. I wanted him so badly but he thought it would probably be a good idea if we at least had known each other for twenty-four hours before taking that leap, so we compromised.” 
She says it like it’s the most obvious solution. 
“I mean, we were naked, he got me off, and I got him off. I don’t see what the big deal would have been about going further but tonight, I plan on sealing the deal. And seriously, Cassidy, his dick is so perfectly proportioned to his body they could make a model of it and hang it in a museum. It’s that beautiful.” 
I’m laughing so hard, I can’t help it. 
“Rylee, stop! I’m never going to be able to look at Pete again without picturing his masterpiece! I’d rather know that about Nick. I don’t mind laughing in his face.” 
She scrunches her face at the thought. “No, Nick doesn’t have an art-like quality to him. Don’t get me wrong, he knows how to use it very well, but it’s not pretty.” 
“What’s not pretty?” Zack asks, entering the room. Rylee really needs to learn to talk quieter. 
“Nothing!” both of us call out, blushing. 
“Uh-huh, yeah, I know that look and I also know I really don’t want to know what you were talking about. Come on, dinner’s ready. Pete and I even set the table.” 
Rylee bounces out the door and bounds down the stairs before our feet even hit the first step. I’m sure she’s trying to sneak in a kiss before we get there. 
“She was talking about what I think she was, right?” 
“What, sex?” 
He shudders with just the thought. “Yeah.” 
“Of course she was,” I answer with a laugh.
“So sick. I figured as much,” he mutters. 
“Don’t worry, Zack. I’ll never tell your sister how well you wield your mighty sword.” He stops in his tracks halfway down the stairs, cracking up. 
“Oh my God, Cassidy, that’s fucking classic! I almost wish you could, just so I could see her expression.” Then he whispers seductively in my ear, “But if that’s how you’re going to describe my fucking magnificent cock, I really hope it’s in jest.” He nips the tip of my earlobe and sucks on my neck, pulling me closer to him. His magnificent cock is pushing against my hip, making sure I’m aware his description is indeed accurate. 
“Yes, it’s just a joke. But you’d understand why if you could have heard her description of…” 
“Lalalalala!” He cuts me off with his fingers in his ears and bounds down the stairs. 
“Oh, gross! Seriously? Come on! Pete, we’re about to eat. Damn, Ry, you’re making me lose my appetite.” 
Oops, guess he walked in on them anyway. 
“Payback’s a bitch, big brother. Get used to it,” Rylee tosses back at him as I walk right past the kitchen and out to the patio. I’m starving and this will either end quickly or go on all night, but my baby needs to eat now. 
Pete exits the house right behind me and takes a seat, followed by Ry and Zack. 
“There’s not enough bleach in the world for my eyes after that,” Zack complains as I begin dishing out food. 
“Stop whining, Zack, it was just tongue. I’ve seen you with your ass in the air mid-thrust, so don’t talk to me about bleach.” Rylee pretends to stick her finger down her throat and gag. Zack does have the decency to look embarrassed, but it only lasts a second. 
“If you would have knocked first that wouldn’t have happened,” he taunts and she rolls her eyes at him. I love how Pete just stays quiet and sips on his beer. 
“New house rules starting now. No one gets to fuck in our house but us.” 
“Seriously, Zack? We weren’t fucking, not even close to it,” Ry snaps back at him.
“I know,” he says with a smile. “I’m just making a pre-emptive strike in case you get too drunk to drive tonight.” 
“If I get too drunk to drive tonight, I’ll call a cab because I’m definitely getting fucked.” 
Both Pete and I respectively choke, him on his beer and me on my salad. Zack gives Pete a long glare and Pete just shrugs. Damn, I think I love him already. 
“You just said I couldn’t break her heart, you didn’t say I couldn’t make her scream,” Pete points out diplomatically. It’s hysterical. I’m laughing so hard I’m crying at this point.
“How about we talk about something else? Like the fact that Zack and I are getting married on Monday at sunset and we’d like you both here.” 
Zack immediately smiles at me and pulls my free hand to his mouth, kissing it tenderly. 
“What?” Rylee screams. “When did this happen? It hasn’t even been a full twenty-four hours since I’ve seen you guys.” 
“It happened around three in the morning after Cassidy told me we’re having a baby.” I swear his chest puffed out a little with pride when he just told them that. 
Rylee jumps up so fast she knocks her chair over and pulls us both out of our seats. “You’re having a baby?” she asks, her eyes full of love. 
“I’m having a baby.” 
“When? When am I going to be an aunt?” Her excitement is contagious, even Pete gets up and gives Zack a man hug. 
“Congratulations, man. This is exciting news all the way around. I’ll be here for the wedding.” 
“You’ll probably be around for the birth, too. The baby is due in January,” I tell him, avoiding Rylee’s glare. 
“Wait, why would he be around for the birth?” she demands as she finishes hugging Zack. 
“Come on, let’s sit down. We’re moving here, Rylee, for good.” 
“What?” she asks, stunned, with tears in her eyes. 
Zack explains to her and Pete how happy we are here and how we want a fresh start in this house. Pete seems excited but I’m holding my breath, waiting for Ry to respond. 
“Zack, you need to put me in touch with your realtor. There’s no way you guys are moving here without me.” 
“Oh, thank God. I was hoping you’d say that!” I exclaim in happiness. 
“You were?” 
“Of course, Rylee. Cassidy and I talked about you moving here before we made the decision. You were a big part of what was holding us back. With your business, you can work from anywhere. There’s no way my kids are going to grow up without being close to my baby sister.” 
“I love you, too, big brother,” she answers softly, and if I’m not mistaken, Pete looks even happier than he did before. 
“So what needs to be done for the wedding?” Rylee asks, jumping right into party planner mode. 
“I guess everything? That gives us less than two days to find a minister, dress, food, cake, license...” We wasted the day away today and there’s still so much to do. 
“Nothing,” Zack replies casually. Ry snickers and winks at me. 
“What do you mean nothing?” I demand, putting my fork down and crossing my arms. 
“I mean, there’s nothing left to be done. If you, for one second, thought I was going to follow you here and let you leave this island before saying our vows, you don’t know me at all. Everything has been planned and on stand-by just waiting for us to pick a day since the day I got here.” This shouldn’t surprise me but it does.
 “Here’s the thing, I need a dress. I sent that beautiful monstrosity back with the plane and I have no intention of putting it back on again.” 
Rylee giggles. “It was a beautiful monstrosity, wasn’t it? Don’t worry, I have dresses for us both. You’ll love them. I’ll bring them by tomorrow, so if you don’t like them, we can go shopping.” 
“You guys really planned everything?” 
“Your husband has kept me very busy this week. He’s lucky he’s my friend because some of this stuff has been very much out of the scope of my work. But I’m happy to do it for the two of you.” 
“Thank you, guys. So there’s really nothing left to be done?” I love them so much and I see their love for me reflecting in their eyes. Even Pete loves me, I’m pretty sure. It’s incredible how much I notice now that Zack has finally broken through the last wall around my heart. I’ll never let my child ever feel the way I did.
“Well, I’d like to revisit the discussion of vows. Before, with such a large audience at the church, you wanted standard vows. I’d still really like to say my own, but only if you’d be comfortable with it.” 
I can do this for him; I can give him that. There’s nothing I can’t say in front of the people I love. It was everyone else who freaked me out before. 
“We can do that, Zack. We can say our own vows.” 
“Are you sure? I don’t want you to feel pressured.” He looks hopeful and I feel guilty I didn’t realize how important this was to him before. 
“I’m positive. I want this to be special for us. We’re finally getting married after twelve years, beginning a new life, and starting our family. I want to celebrate these milestones in my own words.” 
“Thank you.” 
“So, not to burst the bubble or anything, but I have two questions. First, I still get to give my speech, right? Because I spent a lot of time on that sucker and committed it to memory. And second, how long do I have to keep quiet about the baby? You know I can’t keep a big secret.” 
Pete laughs along with Zack at Ry’s enthusiasm. 
“Well, we were going to do it after the wedding but maybe we should have your parents over for brunch tomorrow? I think I might like to somehow include the baby in our vows.” I’m not sure if I will, but I want the option. 
“That’s a great idea. You up for brunch in the morning, you two? Or will you be too tired from banging each other all night long?” 
“Zack, I’m so proud of you! You mentioned me and sex in the same sentence and didn’t freak out. You’re growing up.” 
Now Zack blushes furiously which cracks Rylee up because Zack doesn’t blush. Not ever. 
“I’m sure we’ll be fine and if anything, we’ll be hungry,” Pete answers. Speaking of hunger, his eyes are taking in Rylee like she’s going to be his last supper. She looks good tonight—short, white jean shorts to show off her tan, a v-neck t-shirt which enhances her awesome rack, her long, black hair is pulled up in a sleek ponytail, and she’s wearing just enough makeup to enhance her sparkling green eyes. She’s always been a natural beauty. 
“Enough talk about your sex life. You’re going to have to ease me into this bit by bit.” 
“Fair enough, but you should text Mom and Dad now before it gets too late or you might be interrupting their sex life,” Rylee mocks him with an evil grin. 
“Unfortunately, she’s right,” Zack replies with a shudder as he pulls out his phone. 
“Well, since we can’t talk about my sex life, let’s talk about yours, Zack.” 
Oh hell, she’s having so much fun taunting him but this might not be the can of worms she wants to open. 
“My sex life isn’t up for discussion,” he answers coolly. 
“Fine, then,” she humphs and turns to me. “So, Cassidy, how is your sex life?” Zack glares at me but I’ve got this. 
“Never better. At least three times a day for the last week… it’s no wonder I’m pregnant.” 
“Oh my God! You did not just say that to me! You know what, Zack? You suck! I should be able to talk to my best friend about sex but I can’t because every time I think about her having sex, I literally see your ass in midair in my mind.” 
“You not only walked right into that one but you asked for it. You can only be mad at yourself,” Zack tells her, gloating away. 
“Pete, are you interested in helping me give Zack a permanent vision of me he can’t get out of his mind?” 
“Not in the slightest. I value my life and my friendship, but I am interested in giving you visions of me you can’t get out of your mind. Are you ready to go?” 
“Hell yeah. Sorry to leave early but you know how it goes. What time do you want us back in the morning?” 
“Ten?” 
“Yeah, ten is perfect,” Zack confirms. 
“Stand up,” Rylee demands, holding out her hand so I oblige, figuring she wants to give me a hug. Instead, she crouches down and talks to my stomach. 
“You are one lucky bambino in there because little do you know, you’ve got the best parents in the world. Even better, you’ve got the best auntie in the world.” She places a kiss against my stomach, through my shirt, thankfully, because that would just be weird. 
“Are you going to do that often?” I ask as she gives me a hug goodbye. 
“Every single time I see you, so get used to it.” 
After they leave, the tears I’ve been holding back break free. 
“Why are you crying?” Zack asks, concerned.
“This baby is just going to have so much love in its life. I’m just so happy,” I answer on a sob. 
“Hey, it’s okay,” he says pulling me close and rubbing my back. “You’re going to have just as much love as he does, so get used to the feeling.” With the push of a button, Zack turns on the stereo. 
“May I have this dance?” 
“You can have every dance for the rest of my life,” I answer breathlessly. The moon is full and the stars shine down brightly on us as we dance the night away in each other’s arms. 

Rylee and Pete come over an hour early for brunch so Rylee and I can try on the dresses she brought. I’m pretty sure it’s also because she wants to spill the details about her night. 
Pete looks like he’s in desperate need of coffee but as usual, Ry is bouncing off the walls. Zack takes pity on him and grabs him some coffee and now the two of them are finishing setting up the brunch that was dropped off a few minutes before Pete and Ry arrived. 
Now we’re in my room, with the door safely closed and locked, and Ry squeals as quietly as she can. 
“You seem happy this morning.” 
“Cassidy, I think I’m in love.” 
Hold on, what?
“Rylee, did you hit your head last night?” Ry is one of the most levelheaded people I know and she does not do casual statements of love. 
“Yeah,” she giggles, “I did. Multiple times on the headboard while Pete was driving into me again and again and again.” 
That is so not what I meant.
“So I take it you enjoyed yourself.” 
“Immensely. It was the best sex of my life.” Her eyes are glimmering with happiness. 
“Better than Nick? Because I thought no one would ever compare to Nick.” Her words, not mine. 
“Psht, Nick is so last week. Sex with Nick is hot, there’s no denying that. But sex with Pete was hot and all-consuming. He has such a way with words, and with his tongue… Oh, good Lord, the things that man can do with his mouth.” 
I hold up my hand as a plea for her to stop. 
“Well, anyway, you get my drift. This is so embarrassing but I have to tell you, so suck it up, buttercup, and let me get this out. I swallowed.” 
Damn. 
“But you don’t…” 
“I know!” she squeals. “But he tasted so good when the pre-cum hit my tongue, I knew I was going to do it and I did. Do you have any idea how rare it is to find a man who tastes good, who you can actually swallow for?” 
“Only from your stories, Ry. I’ve never had any issues with taste.” 
She rolls her eyes at me. “I know, it figures. He’s so romantic, of course he’d taste good. Eww, I can’t continue that thought. But you know what else, Cassidy?” 
“I can only imagine, Ry,” I answer dryly.
“No, I’m being serious here for once. It’s not just the sex. You know I can one night stand them with no problem, but Pete’s different. I could talk to him for hours. He’s interesting and he seems to genuinely be interested in the things I have to say. I’ve never had that before.” 
That is the truth. Rylee does have a penchant for picking the wrong guys. The doorbell rings which means our time is up. 
“Let’s hurry up and try on these dresses,” she says as she unzips the garment bags. As soon as she pulls them out, I know. 
“Rylee, you got them.” With a nod, she hands me my dress. This is it. This is the dress. 
“I got them that day. As soon as I dropped you off at home, I went back and bought them just in case. Zack’s not the only one who thought you would bail on the giant wedding production you were forced into. I knew you’d need a dress that was you and not that beautiful monstrosity you were pushed into wearing.” 
This was my first choice for a gown. It’s a white sleeveless dress and it comes down just past my knee in length. It’s simple, summery, and beautiful. Rylee’s dress is extremely similar but it’s a little shorter, has a sash around the waist, and is the same green as her eyes. 
“Thank you, Ry, for everything.” 
“Of course, and the best part is we don’t even have to try them on because we know they fit! Come on, let’s go downstairs before my mom tries to come see what we’re doing. You guys are telling them about the baby and the wedding today, right?” 
“We are. Do you think they’ll be happy?” I’m so nervous about this. I’m sure it will be fine but my first reaction has always been to worry about what Priscilla will think.
“Cassidy, they are going to be ecstatic. You have nothing to fear.” 
“Okay, if you’re sure.” 
“I’m sure,” she replies, taking my hand in hers. “Let’s get down there so you can find out for yourself and stop worrying.” 
But once we hit the bottom of the stairs, the voices we hear are not the voices we were expecting. We’ve got company and he’s going to make this brunch interesting, to say the least. 
“Oh shit, it’s Nick,” Rylee spits out in a rush to the kitchen. 
Zack is leaning against the counter, holding his cup of coffee with a shit-eating grin on his face. Pete is standing on one side of the kitchen island and Nick is on the other. Both of their gazes fall immediately onto Rylee. 
Rylee doesn’t fuck around, though, and she’d never lead either of them on. She does exactly what I’d expect her to and takes her place next to Pete. Nick keeps his cool but I can see in his eyes how pissed he is. He’s shooting daggers at Pete as he wraps his arm around Rylee’s waist and pulls her close for a kiss. 
 “So, Nick, I thought you weren’t coming in until tomorrow.” My words break the uncomfortable silence.
“That was the original plan but when Zack called and said you were getting married, I changed my flight and cancelled my plans. I didn’t want to take the chance there’d be some tropical storm and I’d miss the big day. My speech needs to be heard, after all.” 
Zack snorts on his coffee and I begin to wonder if Nick and Ry had some sort of bet over whose speech would be better. 
“We’re here,” Zack’s parents call out as they walk inside. He must have told Mike it was okay to let them in this time. With a round of hugs, we all gather in the kitchen. Priscilla is glowing; I’ve never seen her look so relaxed or so happy.
“Nick, you made it early!” Priscilla exclaims as she gives him a hug. She’s always liked Nick because he’s a suck up.
“Pete, glad you could join us this morning,” Paul says, greeting him and Ry. Zack’s smirk keeps getting bigger by the second. 
Poor Ry. 
“So, how are you doing today, little sister?” He’s taunting her and he’s going to regret it. 
“Pretty good considering the lack of sleep I got last night. You know, hotel beds and all,” she answers with a wink. 
“Sweetheart, maybe you should ask for a new room. We slept beautifully in our bed, maybe yours is old,” Priscilla offers and I bite my tongue to hold back my laugh. 
“Well, I don’t know about you guys but I’m starving. Everyone make your plate and then take it out onto the patio. It’s too beautiful a morning to sit inside.” 
I’ve had a few bouts of nausea here and there but other than that, I haven’t lost my appetite at all. In fact, if I keep eating the way I have been the past few days, I’ll be huge in no time. 
“What are you thinking about?” Zack whispers sexily in my ear. Too bad my answer is anything but sexy. 
“The amount of food I’ve been consuming and how I’m going to get fat so fast I’ll need maternity clothes by next week,” I whisper back and glance around quickly to be sure no one heard us. 
“I can’t wait until there’s more of you to love. I’m going to lick, kiss, caress, and suck every single inch of your beautiful, growing body. If you thought I worshipped you before, you’re in for a surprise. I’m discovering you being pregnant is a huge turn on.” 
I close my eyes, take a deep breath, and bite down on my lip, ignoring the sudden urge to pull him into the pantry behind us and have my way with him. 
“Later,” he says, knowing full well what I need from him. “Right now you need to feed my baby, he’s hungry.” 
“What are the two of you whispering about over there?” Nick wonders out loud, bringing all the attention back to us. 
“We’ll tell you over brunch,” we answer in unison and they all laugh at us. 
“See? I told you they were adorable,” Rylee coos to Pete. Priscilla pauses and observes them for a moment, smiles, shakes her head, and then pats Nick’s shoulder on the way outside. 
That was interesting. 
“Did you guys have a good day yesterday?” I ask Zack’s parents once we’re all settled. 
“You know, we had the best day we’ve had in a long time. There’s something to be said for letting go of the past. It’s freeing not to have any more secrets.” Paul leans over and kisses Priscilla tenderly. It makes me so happy to see them rekindling their love.
“Cassidy knows exactly how that is, don’t you?” Rylee throws me under the bus all while smiling sweetly at me and popping a piece of pineapple in her mouth. 
“Just as much as you do,” I reply, dragging her under the bus with me. 
“Cassidy and I have some news, which is why we asked you two for brunch,” Zack tells his parents. “We’re getting married tomorrow at sunset and we’d like you to join us here for the ceremony.” 
“That’s wonderful news!” Priscilla exclaims happily and my heart soars. 
“Really?” Paul asks, directing his question to me and I nod my agreement. 
“Do you still want to…” I’m so choked up I can’t finish the sentence, but he knows exactly what I’m getting at.
“I do, very much. I’d be honored to walk you down the aisle.” 
While I dab at my eyes with my napkin, Priscilla turns her attention to Rylee “So, what secret are you hiding, Rylee?” 
Ry just waves her off. “I’m not hiding anything. Pete and I have been on a few dates and we’re seeing where it goes.” Just then, Pete’s phone rings and he excuses himself to take the call. This is the kind of thing he was worried about—being called away at inopportune times. Rylee is a strong, confident woman. If anyone can handle it, she can. 
“How would that work? He lives here.” 
“So will I as soon as I can find a place,” Rylee states matter-of-factly. 
“You’re moving here for him?” Nick practically yells. 
Zack has finally decided to help his sister out. “No, she’s moving here for us.” 
“You’ve decided.” Paul nods in understanding. 
“We have. This is where we want to raise our family and start our lives.”
 “Your family?” Priscilla questions hopefully. 
“I’m pregnant.” 
Everyone jumps up at once, congratulating us with hugs. 
“I’m going to be a grandmother. When are you due, Cassidy?” 
We take a few minutes to fill them in on our plans and the baby’s due date. Pete reappears and pulls Ry aside for a moment before hugging her and kissing her goodbye. 
“I’m sorry, but one of my men has a job that’s gone a little haywire. Thank you, guys, for breakfast. I’ll be back tomorrow to get everything ready, Zack.” 
Rylee walks him out—I’m sure she wants to give him a real kiss goodbye—and we all continue chatting. About ten minutes later, I’ve got to use the restroom again. I’m already learning how small your bladder can feel during pregnancy. I’m sure it will only get worse as I get bigger. 
When I get to the restroom, I can hear Nick and Rylee in the room next door and their conversation is heated. I never even noticed Nick get up from the table. 
“You’ve got to be kidding me, Rylee! Zack finally says it’s okay to be together and you start dating someone else?” 
“Don’t give me that, Nick. You had years to talk to my brother about us and you chickened out every single time.” 
“So did you,” he accuses her. 
“Maybe so, but he’s your best friend so it was your duty to do it. If you wanted me you wouldn’t have let Zack get between us. You would have fought for me.” 
“Did you want me to fight for you, Rylee?” he asks in a much softer tone. 
“Of course I did. How dense can you be? We’ve danced around each other since high school. Our chemistry has always been there. We have great sex, good conversation, and excellent makeout sessions.” 
“None of that has changed but now we have Zack’s blessing to try. Don’t you want to try, Rylee?” 
“I do want to try, with Pete. I’m sorry, Nick. I don’t want to hurt you but I need a man who wants me for more than just sex. Pete and I clicked immediately and he shows a genuine interest in me. He wants go get to know me, he wants to please me, and he makes me laugh.” 
“You don’t think I’m interested in you?” he asks, distraught, and I know I should just hurry up and use the restroom but I can’t. 
“When was the last time you asked me something about myself, Nick? Really tried to get to know me?” 
‘You’re being ridiculous, Rylee. Of course he wants to get to know you. You. Just. Met. That’s what people do! I don’t need to get to know you because I already do. We grew up together. I know everything there is to know about you. I know about the time you fell off your bike and broke your arm, I know your favorite movie is The Land Before Time even though you tell everyone it’s The Notebook. I know how you sound when you call out my name and come around my dick so fucking hard I wouldn’t even know my own name if you weren’t screaming it out, reminding me who’s making you feel that good. I know you want three kids, two boys and a girl, in that order, and that you have been hoping Cassidy would get pregnant since you graduated college so you can be an aunt. Don’t tell me I don’t know you, Rylee. I’ve made it my mission to know you since the first night we had sex.” 
Well, hell. Nick is head over heels in love with Ry. 
“Why didn’t you fight then?” she cries out and I think she’s actually crying. 
“We talked this in circles so many times, Rylee, and we both agreed again and again it would be too hard, too much of a risk. I wish I had tried because now that I have Zack’s blessing I don’t want to lose you. You’re the best thing in my life.” 
“I need time to think about this, Nick. I need space.” 
“You can have all the time and space you need but I’m not giving up on you. Take your time, get to know Pete, and see if he’s really the man for you. But for what it’s worth, I think you’re wasting your time. You belong with me, Rylee, and you always have.” 
The sound of footsteps trailing down the hall reminds me what I’m doing. Quickly, I relieve my bladder and go check and see if Rylee is still in the room next door. She is. 
“Oh, Cassidy,” she sobs, hiding her head in her hands. “What am I going to do?” 
“I’m not sure but you’ll figure it out. Sorry I overheard your discussion. I had to pee and I didn’t realize you were in here.” 
“Do you think he loves me?” 
“I do.” 
She sniffs and wipes her nose on a tissue she got from the box on the bedside. 
“Nick has been a part of my life for so long, I feel like I owe it to him to try and make this work. But I feel something with Pete that I’ve never felt with Nick. Don’t I owe it to both of us to figure out what that is and if we have a shot?” 
“Rylee, I hate to give you advice on something as important as love. All I can tell you is if you’re feeling something with Pete that makes you feel good, you probably owe it to yourself to see this through. There’s obviously something there since you’ve already mentioned the L word and I’ve never heard you use it before. You and Nick have danced around each other for years but he likes instant gratification, which is why you two have been doing this behind everyone’s back. If, after all this time, you haven’t used the L word in any context when it comes to Nick, I think that speaks volumes. Ultimately, you have to decide, but I think you already have or you would have fallen into Nick’s arms already.” 
“Why don’t you stay today and we’ll have a girls’ night? Zack and Nick can stay in the guest rooms and we’ll take over my room. You were going to come over early to get your hair and stuff done, anyway. What do you say?” 
She wipes her tears away and nods. “I think that’s a good idea, especially since Pete is working tonight. I don’t want Nick trying to get me alone.” 
“If you’re both here, he can still try.” 
“Not if I tell my big brother to keep him away.” She’s got a point there. 
“Come on, let’s go get you cleaned up and break the news to Zack. You’re going to have to play up the ‘losing my best friend’ card on this one or he’ll try and get you to sleep in the guest room.” 
She laughs. “You know I always get my way. Zack is putty in my hands.” 
He is, too, but only because he loves her so much. 
 





Rylee and Cassidy have decided they needed a girls’ night tonight. At first, I was not too pleased but I know with Nick being here, things are difficult for Rylee so I caved in. We said goodnight to them a few hours ago and have been having our own bachelor party for two in the pool room.
I’ve had enough to drink and I feel confident I can talk to Nick about Ry without being completely pissed off or grossed out. The more he drinks, the more desolate he looks, so I guess now is as good of time as any to bring it up. 
“Are you in love with my sister?” No point beating around the bush, right? 
“You really want to know the answer to that question?” 
“Not really, but answer it anyway.”  
“Alright, but remember, you asked for it. I think I have been in love with Rylee for years.” 
Yeah, right. 
“Come on, Nick, be honest. If you had been in love with her, truly in love, you would have come to me. You’re one of the biggest players I’ve ever known.” 
He takes his shot, sinks the eight ball, and tosses the pool stick on the table in anger. “Did you stop to think for just a minute that I was such a player because I couldn’t have the one girl I truly wanted?” 
This is the second time he’s said this to me and I’m starting to think he means it. 
“Fucking hell, man! You don’t know how badly I wish you’d come to me sooner about this.” 
Fuck! I know Ry is falling fast for Pete and I’m pretty sure he’s falling just as fast for her. 
“Me, too, Zack,” Nick responds dejectedly “What do I do? I finally have the chance to try and prove myself to her and she’s seeing someone else.” 
“Do you want the truth or do you want the lie?” This has always been the question we ask each other when the truth is something we’d rather not know. 
“The truth,” he answers after taking another shot. 
“I’ll talk to Pete tomorrow to see where his head is, but the way she looks at him…” I pause for a second, taking a shot of my own, “I think she’s already fallen for him pretty hard.” 
“I’ve known her for years. How can she just fall for him after, what, three fucking days? It doesn’t make any sense, Zack.” The sadness in his eyes is real; he’s devastated. 
“Do you remember when I told you I was in love with Cassidy? The very first time?” I’m sure he won’t remember this. 
“Absofuckinglutely. Only because I thought you’d lost your mind, though. We were, what, maybe eight years old? You had just come to my house to get your bike after I called you and told you I thought I heard her screaming again. I saw you stumble to the lawn and sit down, so I came out to talk to you.” 
Holy shit, he remembers. 
“You turned to me and said ‘Kids aren’t supposed to know anything until they grow up but I already know that I love Cassidy and I’m going to marry her one day.’ It’s funny you should ask me that because it’s part of my best man speech.” 
“I’m impressed, Nick. I really didn’t think that was something you would have committed to memory. It’s true, though. That is the first time I knew I was in love with Cassidy.” With a sigh, I turn to my best friend, hoping against hope he’ll give me an answer to work with. 
“When did you realize you were in love with Rylee, Nick? The very first time.” 
While he’s thinking about his answer, I pour us two more shots. This has to be my last one because I’ve got to be up early to help Pete get the backyard ready. Once we both pound our shots, he finally answers me. 
“I’d always thought I might be in love with her, ever since the first time we had sex. But it wasn’t until after college I realized I was in love with her.” My loud groan interrupts him but once it’s out, he continues, “I was at a club with some friends, scoping out girls, of course. I spotted this girl on the dance floor. She was grinding all over some guy and he was giving it back to her good. A little too good and it made me uncomfortable, especially since she looked like Rylee from behind.” 
I don’t like the way this story is going. Not. One. Single. Bit.
“That night I hit an all-time low in pervert status as much as I watched those two dance. They were relentless and never came up for air. I think they had to have danced six or seven songs in a row before I finally got a good look at her face and realized she was, in fact, Rylee. My heartbeat kicked up about a thousand notches. It wasn’t because I didn’t like the fact she was there with someone else, although that was part of it, I’m sure.” 
“What did he do to my sister, Nick?” My own heart is beating like a drum right now so I know how he must have felt. 
“She said something to him. Of course, I didn’t know what it was at the time, and he grabbed her wrist and pulled her to him. At first she laughed, but I could tell she was really uncomfortable. She tried pulling away again but this time, when he yanked her close, he wasn’t smiling anymore. His hands went straight to her ass and gripped it hard.” 
Oh, fuck no. 
“As soon as I saw that it was over. I laid the guy out with one punch. Then I picked up your sister and carried her to my car and took her home. You know how she gets so adorably cute when she’s pissed off and thankful at the same time?” 
I do I know that look very well, although I’m sure it does something different to him than it does to me. 
“Yes.” 
“That’s how she was looking at me when I walked her to her door. In that moment, it all caught up to me. How if I hadn’t been there that night we could have lost her or something really bad could have happened to her. I was so freaked out, I knew I had to be in love with her. It was the first night we spent the night together and didn’t have sex.” 
The first…
“How many nights have there been, Nick?”  He has the decency to look ashamed. 
“More than I can count, but we’ve really only had sex twice. Rylee and I enjoy each other’s company. We have fun together. We talk, we drink, we flirt, we make out, and on the two occasions we were both drunk and upset, we had sex.”
On the one hand, I was really hoping he would say he just realized he loved her when I gave him my blessing. Even though I knew that would piss me off, it would be easier for him to get over her. 
This complicates things a lot, but it also makes me proud of him. He fell in love with my sister and to avoid hurting anyone, he suffered in silence. They both did. 
“Did you ever tell Rylee how you felt?” 
“It wasn’t like that. She was all about keeping things casual, so I played it off like I wanted casual, too. I figured one day I’d either finally talk to you about it or she would. It’s something we circled many times but neither of us wanted to be the one to go head to head with you over it.” 
This is what confuses me. Why were they that scared? 
“I don’t get why you two were so afraid to talk to me.” He laughs so hard his eyes are watering. 
“Zack, you are the most protective son of a bitch I’ve ever seen. It’s great, until you’re on the other side of it. Remember Jimmy Beale? Timmy Ryan? Thomas Parks? They all dated Ry, and they all ended up with some part of their body mangled or bruised by you when they fucked up on her.” 
“Are you going to fuck up on her?” 
“No.” That’s what I thought.

“Then you would have had nothing to worry about. Have you ever met anyone more romantic than me, aside from my dad?” 
He shakes his head no. 
“So don’t you think if you two would have explained it was love I would have caved pretty quickly? She’s my sister and you’re my best friend, there’s no way I could have been mad at you guys for long.” 
“I fucked it all up.” 
“You don’t know that for sure, you’re not down for the count yet. She’s hiding in the bedroom with Cassidy tonight for a reason. If she was completely over you, she’d tell you to fuck off. I think she’s trying to figure things out, too. Give her space but if you truly love her, don’t give up.” 
“Thanks, Zack. So, how about you? Are you ready to finally do this tomorrow? To be a husband and a father? I still can’t believe you’re having a baby.” 
“Me, either, but I’m excited as hell. You were right about bringing her here and starting over. I even got a new tat.” 
“No shit? Let me see it.” He whistles low as I take my shirt off. 
“That is one badass tattoo. Who did it?” 
“Ben.” 
“I think I remember him. The one with the shop out by us, right?” 
“Yup. He’s here for a tattoo expo and squeezed me in.” One of the best decisions I ever made. 
“Does Cassidy understand the significance of it?” 
I put my shirt back on and sit down. 
“Yeah, she really freaked out. Almost went catatonic for a few minutes but then it was like all her walls came crumbling down and she finally let me into her heart.” 
“Congratulations. That was a long time coming. You’re one persistent bastard.” 
“You need to be, too, if you love my sister. It’s the only way to get the girl, Nick.” 

About an hour later, Nick is completely passed out in one of the guest rooms and I’m sitting in the kitchen, drinking some water and trying to sober up a bit. 
“Hey,” Cassidy says softly as she grabs a bottle of water and a banana. She rarely eats in the middle of the night; those are my genes showing through already. 
“Hey, babe, why are you up so late?” Waving the banana in the air at me is explanation enough. 
“I’m going to get so huge. Maybe you’re right and it’s twins because it’s way too early for me be this hungry all the time, Zack.” I love the pouty tone in her voice and I don’t care how big she gets as long as they are both healthy. 
“We’ll find out soon enough but in the meantime, don’t worry about it. You just feed my son when he’s hungry.” She’s shaking her head but smiling at me anyway. 
“So, how’s Rylee?” 
“She’s confused, how’s Nick?” 
“He’s in love.” Her face falls much like mine probably did when I realized how deep he really was. 
“This is so sad. She cares about Nick a lot but she said she thought she might love Pete. Zack, don’t say anything, but Ry has never before used the L word.” 
Now I really need to talk to Pete. Damn. 
“Come here.” She walks over and wraps her arms around me. “They should have followed our lead and followed their hearts. I feel bad for them, especially for Pete, but this mess is one of Nick and Rylee’s making and they are going to have to figure it out themselves.” 
“I know,” she says as she kisses me lovingly. “And with Rylee moving here Nick doesn’t exactly have home court advantage.” 
“True, but just like me he can get licensed here and move his practice.” Nick is also an attorney, a divorce attorney. 
“True.” 
“Is Rylee asleep?” 
Please say yes.
“She’s out like a light.” 
“Good, come to bed with me. We’ll take an upstairs guest room so if anything happens, we’ll hear it.” 
I’m already up and guiding her to the stairs. I won’t take no for an answer. 
“I don’t know, Zack. She was worried about Nick trying to push her right now.” 
“He won’t. He’s passed out, drunk as hell. It will be midafternoon before he wakes up.” 
She follows behind me into the room and leaves the door cracked. “Just in case,” she whispers as she crawls into bed. Getting in behind her I pull her into a tight embrace. 
“Goodnight, Cassidy. I love you and I can’t wait to make you mine tomorrow.” She releases a yawn and then giggles. 
“Sorry, I’m just so sleepy suddenly. I love you, too, and I can’t wait to say yes. Goodnight.” 

As usual, I wake with the sunrise. I’m tired but there’s no use trying to go back to sleep; I’m way too excited. Cassidy is knocked out so I carefully climb out of bed and go downstairs to make some coffee. 
Pete is already out back, unloading supplies. He’s a good man and a hard worker and he’s not a manwhore like Nick. After making two cups of coffee, I take them outside and close the doors behind me. 
“Coffee?” I call out to him across the yard and he puts down the lights he was carrying and comes over. 
“Thanks,” he replies appreciatively. 
“Long night?” 
“It wasn’t too bad. We finished up the job about two am. How did things go here?” I know what he’s asking and there’s no point beating around the bush. 
“Rylee and Cassidy had a pre-wedding sleepover. Nick passed out drunk, and I hijacked my bride back to my bed after her late night snack.” 
“Did your sister and Nick talk?” 
“Don’t you think you should be asking her that?” 
“I will, but I just thought I’d ask you if there’s anything I ought to know first.” His features give nothing away but I know him well enough that I can tell he’s anxious. 
“Let’s just cut the shit. Be honest with me, Pete. How do you feel about my sister?” 
His appraising eyes scour my expression but I’ve got a poker face just about as good as his. He places his coffee back on the table and holds my gaze. 
“I like your sister, Zack. As a matter of fact, I’m not sure I’ve ever met anyone I’ve liked more. But I don’t do casual dating, you know that. I’m all in or nothing. My feelings for her are strong but I can’t be all in if she and Nick are still trying to figure out what is or isn’t there.”
Why in the world can’t anything be easy when it comes to Rylee? 
“Have you ever been in love?” 
With a cocked eyebrow, he answers cautiously, “Once, and she shattered me. Why?” 
“Would you say you like Rylee more already than you liked her at first?” 
“I would.” 
“So. it’s safe to assume you could fall in love with my sister. Perhaps, very easily.” 
“Am I being crossed examined? You’ve got your lawyer tactics flowing this morning.” Cassidy always accuses me of that, too. It’s usually when I’m passionate about something. 
“No, we’re just two friends talking. Nothing you say will be held against you. I’m just trying to figure something out.” 
“Considering how you just presented it to me, I suppose the answer would be yes. I could very easily fall in love with your sister.” 
It’s do or die time.
“Do you want to?” 
Damn, I feel like such a fucking chick. The things I’ll go through for my sister amaze me sometimes. 
“Why do you want to know? What is this really about? I won’t say anything to her but I need to know why you’re leading me down this path. I’ve already told you I don’t do the whole love triangle thing.” 
Forgive me, girls. 
“Rylee told Cassidy she thinks she could love you. My sister is tough, she doesn’t get attached, and never has she ever used the L word when talking about a man. She was never one of those girls who drew hearts and flowers on her school binders. And even though her feelings for Nick are undetermined at the present time, she’s never used the L word when talking about him. Which could be because they hid what was going on for so long, but I don’t really think that’s why.” 
Pete picks his cup back up and takes a drink, letting his focus move to the ocean instead of on me. I follow suit, giving him some time since what I said is a lot to take in. 
“Do you believe in love at first sight?” he asks nonchalantly.
“Maybe. I believe there’s a moment when you just know you are in love with someone. It could happen in the first few minutes, months, years, or not for decades. And I don’t think there’s anything you can do to escape it. It’s pre-destined by fate.” 
“So you had one of these moments with Cassidy?” 
“When we were eight years old I had my moment. I’m not sure when she had hers. I’ve never asked, ironically enough. I should ask her, I’d really like to know.” 
Finally, he turns back to me and looks me in the face. “When I picked your sister up from the airport, she got off the plane, lifted her sunglasses up, and looked me up and down. Then she smiled as big as any I’d ever seen and said ‘You might be the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen and if your conversational skills are as good as your looks, you might as well just marry me now.’
That’s hilarious and completely Rylee for you. 
“So I laughed, but I was intrigued, and we talked all the way to the hotel. Once she effectively dismissed your mom, I have to say, I was taken. When we pulled into the driveway and I was getting ready to walk her inside, she linked her arm in mine and said ‘About that marriage, if you can fuck half as good as you talk we’ll need to set a date soon. Make sure you notice I said half as good. I want you to know that your mind is more important than your body. But in order to marry me, you’ve got to give me your heart, too. If not, that’s a deal breaker.’ Then she bounced into the house and left me standing outside in shock.” 
He laughs when I cringe; I hate thinking about Ry’s sex life. 
“If I had to pick a moment where I was completely intrigued with someone, it would be her first comment. But if I had to pick a moment when I realized, without a doubt, I wanted to give my heart to someone, it was the second. Now I wouldn’t say I’m in love with your sister, Zack, it’s only been a few days. What I would say, is that I haven’t wanted to fall in love with someone the way I hope I can with her, ever before.” 
“Shit, Pete.” 
“She’s got to figure it out on her own, Zack. I’m not going to fall in love with her just to have her go back to an unrequited childhood love.” 
“Fair enough. I’m sure when she leaves the island and goes home to pack, she’ll figure out whatever it is with Nick. It might be a month or two. If she comes back and wants to try, is that something you’d do?” 
“I would and I’ll tell her, too. I’m not going to hide anything from her, that’s not my style. We’ve got plans to go to my place after the wedding so as long as she doesn’t change her mind, I’ll tell her there.” 
“I’m sure that’s not all you’ll do to her there,” I mutter under my breath and he laughs loudly. 
“Probably not, but I know that’s not a conversation you want to have.” 
Hell no, it isn’t.
“Alright, we’ve got about eleven hours until the wedding. I’m going to assume you’re getting Nick’s pansy ass out here to help with this.” 
“You don’t need him, you’ve got me,” Rylee says, yawning as she walks outside. 
“And don’t think for a minute I didn’t realize you stole my cuddle buddy last night, big brother.” She plops down in Pete’s lap and takes his coffee as if it’s hers and he doesn’t seem to mind one bit. In fact, he wraps his arms around her and kisses her neck. 
“I didn’t steal anything, Ry. I let you borrow something of mine and I decided I wanted her back.” 
“Whatever.” She flips me the bird and looks out at the mess in the yard. 
“This isn’t going to be difficult. There are only seven people at this event. We’ll set up the big round table and chairs and have the caterers decorate it. They’ll keep all the food and the cake in the house and bring it out as needed. Really it’s just the lights, flowers, and the archway that need to be done. It will take two hours, tops, and that’s only because of the lights.” 
She smiles smugly and leans back against Pete. 
“Alright, so how about breakfast first and then we’ll get it all done. That should still give you plenty of time for the crew of manicurists, massage therapists, and hairstylists so you and Cassidy can have your day of pampering.” 
“Sound good. I’m starving and you know preggo is going to wake up hungry.” 
“Be nice,” Pete chastises her sweetly. “One day you will wake up hungry and preggo, too.” 
“Something I should know about? You planning on knocking my sister up?” I’m just fucking with him, more to see Ry’s reaction than anything. 
“Maybe someday, if she’ll let me.” The words flow from his mouth smoothly and Ry blushes like crazy. 
“I’d let you do just about anything if you asked nicely enough,” she answers softly. 
“Okay, I’m going to go make breakfast. You two enjoy some alone time. But not too much, I can still see you from the kitchen.”

Other than breakfast, I haven’t seen Cassidy at all today. The wedding starts in less than an hour and I’m nervous as hell. Rylee is, too, I think, because she’s been texting me all day to let me know everything is still on track. 
I don’t think she would run. Actually, I know she won’t but once you’re left at the altar, I guess it’s something that will linger in the back of your mind. 
The caterers are here, the cake is here, the photographer and minister have both arrived, and everything outside is perfect. My parents and Pete are getting to know each other better and Nick and I are dressed and ready to go. 
One good thing about a non-fancy wedding is that it’s casual. Rylee has us in matching khaki pants, white button-down shirts which are rolled up at the sleeves and top button open. Not to mention barefoot, which is why she made us both get pedicures. 
“Stop pacing. You’re going to wreck you’re new feet,” Nick spits out impatiently. He’s in a shitty-ass mood because of Pete and Rylee. 
“You might feel better if you talk to her.” 
“I was hoping to talk to her tonight but I hear she has plans after the wedding.” I feel bad for him but he needs to snap out of it. 
“Look, man, you need to put a smile on your face and get through the day. Ry’s going home on Wednesday. She has to because she has two big events this weekend. Let her have this time with Pete and talk to her when you guys get home.” 
Immediately, he perks up. “Thanks, Zack, I’ll do that. I’m going home tomorrow so it will give me a chance to figure things out.” 
“You nervous?” 
“No, I’m excited.” I’m beyond excited. If I could, I’d go up there right now and walk her down the aisle my damn self and straight to the minister. 
“Good, you should be. She loves you.” 
There’s a knock at the door and since Nick is right next to it, he opens it. It’s my dad and he’s smiling from ear to ear. 
“Your mother said it’s time for you two to take your places.” Nick pats his shoulder and excuses himself. 
“I’ll see you out there.” 
“Don’t kill Pete,” I call out to him. 
“It hasn’t even crossed my mind. At least not in the last five minutes or so.” 
“What’s wrong with Pete?” 
“Rylee.” A look of recognition dawns on his face. 
“Of course. Nothing causes tension between two men like a woman. I hope your sister knows what she’s doing.” 
“She’ll figure it out.” 
“This trip has been good for your mother and me, Zack. We’re all very blessed that Cassidy has such a forgiving heart. She’s going to be an excellent mother to your children. You’re very lucky.” 
The emotion between us is palpable. 
“I know I am, and I’ll never forget it. I’m really glad you and Mom worked things out.” 
“Me, too. Don’t keep your mother waiting, I think she’d like to talk to you. I’ve got a beautiful bride to fetch.” 
Outside, Pete is standing at the far edge of the yard, looking out over the ocean. My mom is flittering around, making sure everything is perfect, and Nick is in his place at the arch we set up with the minister. All the lights are twinkling brightly, rose petals line the walkway, and the tiki torches Ry insisted on are lit and glowing. 
It’s beautiful and simple, just like Cassidy always dreamed of. 
“Zachary, you look very handsome. I have to admit, even though this isn’t the wedding I’d pictured for you, I couldn’t imagine the two of you getting married any other way. To this day, I’m still amazed you found each other as children. I’m convinced your souls were heartbroken being apart and managed to find their way back to each other sooner than normal.” 
I love seeing this side of her. She’s being genuine and she’s emotional. This woman right here is the one I want my kids to know.
“Mom, I like you like this, you’re happy. Please, stay this way. My kids need this version of you in their lives. I need this version of you in my life.” 
“I do, too, Zachary. Your father and I are having a great time getting to know each other again. Things are going to be good from here on out, I just know it. Now, if only your sister would put one of these men out of their misery we could all be happy.” 
The music begins and after kissing me on the cheek, my mother takes her seat. Pete sits on her left, leaving the spot on her right for my dad. Rylee is the first to step outside; she’s adorably petite without her shoes on. Both Nick and Pete can’t take their eyes off of her. As she takes her place on the opposite side of the archway, my dad and Cassidy appear. 
My heart is immediately in my chest and I’m fighting hard to swallow over the lump in my throat. She’s absolutely breathtaking and her smile is the most relaxed and natural I’ve ever seen. Her hair is in beautiful curls, which cascade down her back, and her dress shows off just enough of her beautiful legs. I can’t even think about the way her breasts look in that dress or I might embarrass myself up here. 
I asked the minister to skip the part where he asks who gives her to me. It’s really an archaic part of the vows. We are giving ourselves to each other and always have. My dad kisses her on the cheek and places her hand in mine. I catch Rylee out of the corner of my eye, wondering if she might be a little upset, but she’s already crying tears of joy. She’s loved Cassidy like a sister since we were kids, so this is dream come true for her, too. 
“You’re beautiful,” I mouth to her and the first tear falls from her eyes. Her hand clutches mine and the minister begins. My eyes are locked onto hers, soaking in every second of this important moment of our lives. When the minister clears his throat, I realize we were both lost in each other and missed a question. 
“You two have expressed you’d like to say your own vows. Zachary, please begin your solemn vow to Cassidy.” I’m nervous but I know exactly what I want to say. 
“Cassidy, whenever I think of how our love came to be, I know without a doubt there is a power out there greater than us which brought us together. When we met at six years old, I knew I needed you in my life and you instantly became one of my best friends. There was a particular moment when I was eight years old when I just inexplicably knew… you would be my wife one day. But I was eight, and that didn’t mean a whole lot then. It was just something I knew and I carried inside of me and held on to. It was my moment.” 
The tears are falling generously down her cheeks and I brush them away as I continue. 
“I’ve been fortunate enough to call you my friend, my girlfriend, my true love, and after today, my wife and the mother of my children. I’ve grown up with you and watched you blossom into this amazing person who loves with all she has to give. Your obstacles haven’t always been easy but you’ve never handled them with anything less than grace. Knowing you had such a difficult time with love and yet, you not only loved me, but you let me love you, made me feel as if I had a real life super power.
“This is just the beginning of our story. Each passing day is a chance for our love to continually grow and multiply. Thank you for letting me into your life and for saving me in my moment. I am so blessed to be your husband for life. I vow to love, honor, and cherish you for all the days of my life.”  
Her grip on my hand tightens as the minister turns his gaze to her. 
“Cassidy, please begin your solemn vow to Zachary.” 
She sniffs adorably and for now, her tears have stopped as she locks her blue eyes onto mine. 
“There was not much opportunity in my life to give any consideration to the meaning of love unless I was with you. Your entire family knows how to love regardless of circumstance. Growing up with you was the greatest gift I could have ever been given. In the darkest of my days, your love was constantly lifting me up and pulling me free from the abyss.” 
Damn, I lost a tear. 
“You are my knight in shining armor, Zack. You’ve been slaying my dragons for longer than I even realized they existed. Some people have one true love, and some people have many, but I truly believe our souls have been together from the beginning of the ages. They recognized each other immediately and our mortal selves never stood a chance. I’m so comforted by that knowledge, knowing should we ever be parted we’ll find each other again. My life isn’t complete without you in it. I know love is real because of you, I am loved because of you, and most importantly I can love because of you. My vow to you today, and for always, is to believe in our love, grow our love, multiply our love, and never, not ever, run from our love again. I will love, honor, and cherish you for all the days of our life.”
When she said ‘multiply’ her hand dropped to her stomach and the one tear I shed turned into a few. 
“The rings, please,” the minister says, and Rylee and Nick hand them to us. As soon as the rings are on, I’m dying to kiss her. With a few more words from the minister, he wraps it up. 
“Ladies and Gentlemen, Mr. and Mrs. Zachary Stafford” 
There’s clapping but it barely registers as I pull Cassidy into my arms and kiss her so passionately I actually feel her knees begin to give out. 
My wife.
My beautiful wife.
Holding up a finger, letting everyone know I need a minute, I pull Cassidy behind the house. 
“Hello, wife,” I whisper, pulling her close to me. 
“Hello, husband,” she whispers back seductively. 
“You’re finally mine.” 
“I am, and you’re finally mine.” 
“Mrs. Stafford, I’ve been yours since we were eight years old. But right now, I have a very important question I’ve been dying to ask you all day.” And I have. I need to know this answer like I need to breathe. I’m not sure why it’s suddenly so important to me. 
“You want to know when my moment was,” she states softly and I nod. 
“It was your seventh birthday when we were on the Disneyland trip. We were on the Haunted Mansion and the ride operator broke us up. Ry was with your parents and I was with you. As soon as the ghost popped into the ride, I got scared and you grabbed my hand. I think it was the first time someone had touched me with care in years.” 
I remember this. 
“Before the ride had even ended, you had scooted all the way next to me to protect me and when we got off you still held my hand. I remember your mom and dad smiling when they saw it, they thought it was cute. Rylee pretended to gag but that didn’t stop you. You held my hand for the rest of the day. It didn’t just feel good, Zack, it made me feel worthy. That was my moment, the moment I knew if such a thing as love existed mine all belonged to you.” 
Her moment is perfect. 
“I love you, Mrs. Stafford,” I tell her reverently, placing a soft kiss on her perfect lips. 
“I love you, too.” 
“Oh, and Zack,” she pauses before we step around the corner. 
“Yeah, babe?” 
“I had a lot of time to read today while I was being pampered. I ran out of Post-its,” she says with a devious grin on her face and my cock is instantly hard. 
With a groan, I ask her another very important question. 
“How long before we can kick them all out?” 
She laughs and pulls me back to our family to celebrate.  
Pictures don’t take too long since there are just a few of us, but the photographer will stay and get candids all night. Dinner is delicious but for some reason, knowing Cassidy is eating to grow our child is ridiculously sexy to me. I have a feeling I might be one of those guys who ends up with a pregnancy fetish. It might not be so bad—the more she’s pregnant, the more love we’ll have to share. 
When dinner is finished, Nick decides it’s time to give his toast. 
“Zack, Rylee, and I have been friends since we were in diapers. When Cassidy moved into the neighborhood, we were six years old. I was excited because I figured that would mean Rylee wouldn’t be tagging along with us so much anymore. Fortunately for us, I was wrong. Neither Rylee nor Cassidy had a problem hanging out with boys. The older we got, I appreciated the bond the four of us had even more. Maybe it’s because by the time we were eight, Zack had already declared Cassidy would be the woman he was going to marry. And even though we were only eight, I never doubted he meant those words. Zack is a believer in moments, a point in time which dictates who you love will lead you to your happily ever after. Congratulations to two of my best friends, Zack and Cassidy, for grasping on to your moments and following your hearts.” 
A round of congratulations follows and then Rylee decides it’s her turn. 
“Tonight is an important night for our family. When we were six years old, God brought me the sister I had always wished for in an unexpected way. And even though we aren’t sisters by blood, I’ve never thought of her as anything less than that. Over the years, we had witnessed romantic glimpses of our parents, but when you’re young you think those moments are kind of gross. They aren’t something you’re probably going to draw inspiration from. As you get older, you take those moments for granted, just assuming that’s how love is supposed to be. So, being able to witness Zack and Cassidy fall in love from the beginning was inspiring. Zack unknowingly taught me what to look for in a man and to never settle for less. Cassidy has taught me as long as there’s love, there is forgiveness. Couples argue and fight, eventually say things they don’t mean and can’t take back, it happens to the best of us. Except it’s never happened to them. The respect they have for each other is truly astounding. Their children are probably going to grow up to be the best people you could ever know. I wouldn’t expect anything less from my nieces and nephews. Thank you, Zack, for officially giving me a sister and thank you, Cassidy, for making my family yours. I love you both.” 
Rylee swipes at her tears but as Cassidy pulls her into a massive hug, it’s pointless. They’re both crying shamelessly and celebrating their official sisterhood. 
Cassidy and I decide to bypass the dancing tonight. Mostly since the wedding is family only and we don’t want Nick to be without a partner. But also because we know it’s going to be late after the chatting and speeches. It’s already after ten and we haven’t even cut the cake yet. 
“Can we have cake now?” 
Rylee laughs at Cassidy. 
“You being pregnant is going to be fun.” 
“This isn’t the baby, this is me. I want cake,” Cassidy says, defending herself. 
“You keep telling yourself that. You are so totally having twins.” After that, Ry rushes into the house and brings out the cake. It’s a simple, small cake but it’s chocolate with raspberry filling and that’s Cassidy’s favorite. 
We cut the cake together, hand over hand, and tenderly feed each other. She looks gorgeous in this dress and I’m not about to mess it up. 
“You know,” my mom says after taking a bite, “I was constantly starving when I was pregnant with the twins. Even early on, I was up in the middle of the night eating. First it started with bananas and then it was whatever I could get my hands on.” 
My laughter can’t be stopped, even under Cassidy’s death glare. 
“Why do you all think it’s so hilarious to curse me with twins?” she asks with a pout. 
“Just remember I didn’t curse you with anything, Cassidy. I’m on your side,” Pete tells her, finally breaking his silence tonight. I guess this is probably sort of uncomfortable for him. 
“You know, Cassidy, if Priscilla hadn’t had twins you wouldn’t have these two. Maybe you should think of it as more of a blessing in disguise,” my dad says with a wink. 
“That’s very true. I’ll try and keep that in mind when I’m pushing out the second one.” 
She’s so adorable. 
After dessert, Rylee begins to get anxious. Like any good party planner, she has the place cleaned up and the caterers packed up and gone in no time. My parents offer Nick a ride to the hotel where he’s staying tonight and after lengthy goodbyes, they leave. He looked like he wanted to talk to me and I realized I never really talked to him about moving. If the situation had been reversed, I’d be pissed. I was able to pull him aside long enough to tell him I’d call him in a few days and we’d talk about it at least. 
Pete seems much more relaxed now that Nick is gone. 
“Better now?” 
He just shakes his head at my sarcasm. “I told you… love triangles, all that.” 
“I know. Take my sister home and talk to her, you’ll feel better. Rylee is straight up like that. You won’t ever have to worry about her leading you on.” 
“Congratulations again, you two,” he says as the girls come back into the room. “See you in a few days?” 
“Absolutely, Pete. We’ll have you over for dinner sometime next week,” Cassidy assures him with a hug. 
Rylee hugs me with a look of nostalgia on her face. “You guys are all grown up and married now.” 
“It’s your turn to be happy, too, Ry. They’re both good men. You just have to decide which one to take a chance on.” I whisper the words so Pete doesn’t hear me. 
“Thanks,” she says, backing away. Before leaving, she throws over her shoulder, “I’m off to go get my nightly screaming in,” and then she blows me a kiss. She’s such a smartass. 
“Everyone’s gone, Mrs. Stafford.” 
“They are indeed, Mr. Stafford. Do you have any thoughts as to what we should do now?”  Her smirk is adorable as she heads for the stairs in front of me. She should always walk in front of me because then I get to watch her tight little ass as she goes. My cock concurs with my logic. 
She stops at the bedroom door and gasps and I wrap my arms around her. 
“You like?” I whisper softly in her ear. 
“Oh, Zack, I love.” 
The bed is covered in pink and white rose petals; Cassidy has never liked red. There are candles lit and soft jazz playing. I had to have Pete show me how to work the stereo to just get it to play in this room. He got quite a kick out of that. As usual, everything is perfect. Rylee outdid herself. 
Spinning around in my arms, Cassidy kisses me passionately as we begin the rest of our lives together as husband and wife.
 
 





Five months later
“Breathe, Cassidy. Just take a deep breath and let it out slowly.” She turns to me, hands on her hips and nostrils flaring. Even when she’s pissed at me she’s sexy as fuck. 
“Zachary Stafford! Do not tell me to breathe! Do you have any idea the amount of things we need to get done before this baby comes? We have to set up the crib and the dresser and the rocker and all the other stuff we need in the nursery. How are we supposed to do that when we can’t even agree what color to paint it?” 
She’s pacing the room now, throwing her hands up in the air as she melts down. I’m trying damn hard not to laugh because it will just get her even more worked up, but I’m not sure how much longer I can hold it back. We’ve still got two months before our baby girl joins us. Yep, talk about breaking all the rules—not only is she not twins, but she’s not a boy, either. 
“Zack, are you even listening to me?” she calls out, frustrated, and finally pauses to take a deep breath. Her blue eyes lock onto mine as I cross the room and pull her into my arms.
 “Relax, Cassidy, we’ve got this.” 
“But there’s baby proofing and shopping, we need diapers and wipes… how are we going to do it all when we can’t even pick paint? We’re going to be horrible parents!” She is so hormonal and she’s getting all teary-eyed which has been happening more and more often lately. I learned really fast it’s okay for her to say she’s hormonal but those words had best never cross my lips. 
Using one finger, I tilt her chin up and place a soft kiss on her lips. Her hands clutch onto my shirt and she hugs me hard. 
“I can’t even get close to you anymore without my belly in the way,” she states pitifully. 
“Hey,” I tell her, dropping to my knees and lifting up her shirt. “This belly is the most beautiful part of you right now. It’s protecting precious cargo, isn’t that right, Bailey? Tell Mommy you love her for giving you lots of room to grow.” 
As if she understands what I’m saying, she kicks against my hands. Bailey has been responsive to my voice for a few weeks now. The love encompassing my heart when our little girl moves and kicks when we talk to her is insane. More, now than ever before, I can’t understand how John did the things he did to Cassidy. Deidre isn’t innocent, either. How she could stand back and let it happen is beyond me. 
What I do know—without a shadow of a doubt—is that Bailey and the rest of our kids will be shown nothing except unconditional love. Cassidy’s laughter pulls me from my thoughts. 
“It’s crazy how much she loves you already. She’s definitely going to be a daddy’s girl. Now, if only we could get her room started.” She rubs her belly and sighs as I stand up and take her hand in mine, leading her to the sofa. 
“I’m sorry Rylee isn’t here for this yet. I know you’re anxious to finish the room but we have time. We can paint the room pink or purple, yellow or green, or like a rainbow for all I care. But if you just wait another week, Rylee promised she’d be here.” 
The concerned look on her face weighs heavily on my heart. All my twin radar is telling me something big is going on with Rylee but she refuses to confide in either Cassidy or myself. After she left the island, she went home and has kept both Nick and Pete in the friend zone. Normally, I would say it’s good to see Ry grow up and wait for the man who will treat her like she deserves to be treated. However, I know she would have that with Nick or Pete if she would only let herself choose. 
Pete’s been over a few times, but the man keeps his emotions in check and refuses to talk about Rylee or dating. All he’ll say is they’ve been in touch. Whenever I talk to Nick, he’s distracted but he has mentioned more than a few times he’s moving here as soon as he can find a house. His reasoning has nothing to do with Ry, although I know she’s a big part of it. He just says he misses us and isn’t going to miss his Goddaughter growing up. 
“I know she’ll keep her word and be here in time to help. Rylee is way too excited about being an auntie to stay away for long. I just wish she’d stop being so stubborn and tell me what’s on her mind. That’s why she’s staying away, you know… between your twin thing and my best friend instinct she won’t be able to avoid us in person. She’ll have to spill the beans. 
“Do you think she really fell for Pete that fast?” We’ve talked this to death but each time I hope to pinpoint what has been eluding me thus far. 
“I do, but I also think she realized she loved Nick. Rylee has forever been a commitment-phobe. It’s easier for her to push them away than to love anyone back. I just don’t understand why.” 
“Well, we’ll figure it out eventually. When she’s ready to talk, she’ll talk. At least, for now, she’s maintaining friendships with them both, that’s a big step for her. So, until Rylee graces us with her presence next week, what would you like to do?” 
“Don’t you have a conference call in an hour?” 
Cassidy has sort of become my assistant. She loves teaching but has decided she wants to give all of her attention to our daughter. Instead of going back to work, she’s helping me set up a non-profit practice here. I’ve got a few local attorneys giving me their pro-bono hours and I’m working on getting financial backing from some of Stafford Investments’ clients. 
I’ve even pretty much convinced Nick to come on board. Cassidy helped me realize a divorce attorney could be very helpful. Helping families is about the family unit as a whole and if the parents are miserable together, the kids will be, too. We’re going to offer divorce services to families who agree to work together and put the interest of the kids ahead of all else. We won’t handle anything with messy asset division or crazy child support or alimony requests. 
We’re also working with a local orphanage and the local foster care agency already. I’ve presented them with short and long-term goals and they’re really excited. The woman who runs the orphanage was in tears. And even though I’m excited about all of the positive things we’re doing, I’m most excited about the homeless shelter and LGBT teen facility we’re working with.  It’s the part Cassidy is most excited about, as well. There are a lot more homeless teenagers in the world than even make sense. Parents abandon their children just because they love differently than they do, or because they identify as the opposite sex. Since so many of them lack the necessary support they need, we’re working on getting group homes open. 
We’re hoping one day to make this something we can expand state by state. Cassidy and I talked with some of the teens at our local center and they said they’d rather be in a group home with a counselor and maybe some kind of house mother or father than in foster care. It makes complete sense. There are a lot of hoops to jump through, especially around parental rights, but it’s something we really want to make a reality. 
“Zack, your call? Where is your mind today?” 
“Sorry, babe, my call got postponed until tomorrow. I was just thinking about how much we’re taking on right now and about to be first time parents. It’s a lot.” 
“It is, but once Nick and Rylee get here it won’t be as bad. We only have to grow a little at a time, and Rylee is so excited about working on the LGBT facilities with us. She even mentioned giving up party planning.” 
Rylee is going through something and I can’t wait until she gets here so we can help her. She’s not the only one excited for nieces and nephews. Bailey is going to need some cousins ASAP.
“Yeah, that’s true. Maybe she just needs a change of pace. Rylee has always been restless. Speaking of restless, have you thought anymore about Deidre’s request?” 
Cassidy has been going to therapy twice a week since we moved here. Recently, I’ve been going with her. She’s made excellent progress and her therapist thinks within a few months of the baby coming, barring any post-partum depression, she can cut back her sessions to once a month or even just as needed. Since the wedding, Cassidy has been a completely different woman, so much more self-confident. I’m sure it comes from a lot of things but whatever facilitated the change, I’m grateful. 
When her mom started sending letters, I thought it would break her down again but it didn’t; she’s remained strong. Deidre has been in rehab for five months and is making excellent progress. She wants to see Cassidy. 
“I have, but I still haven’t decided. I try so hard not to harbor any hate in my heart but she should have protected me, Zack. How can I forgive her for not protecting me?” 
“I don’t know, babe, maybe you don’t. Maybe you just listen to what she has to say and decide after that. But not while you’re pregnant, that kind of stress isn’t good for you or the baby.” 
“Agreed,” she states thoughtfully. “Can you believe in just two short months our baby girl is going to be here?” Happiness shines in her eyes now instead of fear. Cassidy is going to be a great mom. 
“I can’t wait to meet her and get started on making her some brothers and sisters.” 
She leans her head against my shoulder and yawns. 
“Brothers and sisters can wait a while, at least until she’s out of diapers. I’m not going to be one of those women who have kids eleven months apart. Birth control is going to be my new best friend. Especially now with your new fascination with Post-it sex,” she replies with a smirk. 
“Post-it sex is the absolute best. Admit it, every time you read a romance novel, you picture me doing to you what is in that scene instead of you picturing the characters in that scene.” 
Her answering blush is priceless. 
“Uh-huh, that’s what I thought. It’s a good thing there’s a lot of mommy porn out there and I’ve got an unlimited budget to fund it for us.” 
“So you’re admitting you like romance now?” 
“Not at all. I’m admitting I like freaky Post-it sex.” 
“You’re such a perve,” she says as she leans up to kiss me. 
“Maybe, but I’m your perve exclusively.” 
“Damn straight you are,” she answers with a lingering kiss. 
Things for Cassidy and I couldn’t have worked out any better. We’re happy, in love, and having a baby. I’ve always been a believer in moments—the ones that take your breath away and leave love in their place. I knew when I was eight I would marry her someday. But what I never realized was how those moments seal your fate. Our moment has become a lifetime and someday soon, I’ll be able to explain to Bailey how those moments work. I can’t wait. 
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I can’t even believe Chasing Cassidy is the fifth book I’ve been blessed enough to hit publish on. I’m going to keep this short and sweet, I promise. 
First and foremost, I need to thank my family. The last year of our lives has been difficult but you have all stood by me through it all and we are so much stronger for it now. Thank you for putting up with my forgetfulness and my random freak outs. I love you guys! 
Ashley, my P.A. extraordinaire, saves my ass on a daily basis. You are a huge blessing in my life not only because you’re an amazing P.A. but because you are an amazing friend. Come on daily Shemar? Fucking brilliant! 
D’s Divine Divas, I’m not even sure what to say to you guys except #TeamZack! Seriously, you guys are the best. Most of you have been with me since before my first book ever came out. I love you guys more than words and can’t wait to meet some of you in Vegas next year. We’re going to have a pickle pimping, tequila drinking, sombrero wearing, Happy Birthday singing good time. I forget… who’s bringing the bail money again????
Tiffany Fox, we did it again! Number five down and more to come. Thank you for being awesome and inserting all the punctuation I’m absolutely clueless about! 
Murphy Rae, this is our first cover together and it’s freaking awesome! I’m so happy we were able to work together and make this happen. Thank you so much for creating this vision to represent my words. I hope we get to work together more soon! 
All the bloggers out there, you are too numerous to name, but I love you all. Blogging is not an easy thing to do and you all do it so well. I’m so happy to have gotten to know so many of you and extremely fortunate I get to call some of you friends. Thank you for taking so much time to spread the word about books. The Indie world thrives because of you guys. 
To all my readers, thank you. If I didn’t have you guys there wouldn’t be a fifth book to publish. Thank you for taking a leap of faith with me and reading my stories. Without you guys, my books are just words on paper. You are what brings them to life. I love you guys. 
 




About the Author
I'm a wife, a mom, and a dog lover. I'm also a taxi, problem fixer, extreme multi-tasker, and my kids’ biggest fan in anything they do. I’m married to my high school sweetheart... how cool is that? Margaritas and sarcasm make me happy. Chocolate makes that happiness grow exponentially. People who make me laugh are my favorite kind of people. I believe Karma is a bitch who slaps back hard and mean people suck. I'm California born and raised, and I love the beach but hate the sand. And, of course, I believe Starbucks makes any day better. I’m the author of The Acceptance Series and Chasing Cassidy with more books soon to come. 
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I’ve never been more grateful for the company jet and my dad’s offer to let me use it as I am right now. The past few days have been nice and I’m thrilled to see Zack and Cassidy happily married. But the real world awaits and I’ve got a business to run—one I’ve severely neglected the past few days. Unfortunately, there’s only so much my assistant can handle via text message and email. 
Cassidy sent me a picture this morning—a selfie of her and Zack practically hanging off the bed. I’m not sure what they’ve been doing for the past day and a half but there were Post-its of all different colors all over their bedroom floor. They looked blissfully happy and that’s all I’ve ever wanted for them. 
I’ve got three hours left of this flight, my computer is on, and my email is full but I’m completely distracted. When I left Pete’s arms this morning, it was with a very heavy heart. We agreed, for now, it’s best to just remain friends and see where this road leads us. 
Unfortunately, right now it’s leading me home to where Nick is not so patiently waiting to talk to me, if his twelve text messages are any indication. If someone would have asked me two weeks ago if I could see myself with Nick for the rest of my life my answer would have been yes. And then I met Pete and he threw my world into a tailspin. After less than a week with Pete, he reminded me of something I forgot long ago. I should never settle for less than I want or deserve.
I’m not sure if it’s because I’ve known Nick since we were babies and we’ve been friends for so long but compared to Pete, he just seems immature. It didn’t bother me before, except he wasn’t man enough to talk to my brother about us. Instead, he was content to sit back and enjoy his one night stand harem. 
When Pete told Zack he promised he wouldn’t hurt me—but he never promised he wouldn’t make me scream—that moment was my moment. The moment that locked my feelings in place for him. It also was the moment I realized a man I just met was willing to risk his friendship with my brother so he could put his feelings for me on the table. Something—after five years of randomly sleeping in my bed and having hot and heavy makeout sessions—Nick still wasn’t man enough to do. 
So now I’m sitting here, thinking about Zack and his moment theory. I had my moment with Pete this week but I also had my moment with Nick many years ago. I wonder if it’s more like Cassidy said and some people get more than one true love. Was Nick my childhood love and Pete my forever love? Or could it possibly mean…? No, I won’t let my thoughts go there, I won’t let myself dream of a future I can never have. 
Most likely, it’s all just a bunch of bullshit and there’s no such thing as moments. It really shouldn’t matter to me, anyway. It’s going to take me months to sell my house, finish up my projects, relocate my business, and buy a new house in Hawaii. Especially since I’m determined to buy something close to Zack and Cassidy and right now, there is nothing on Sunset Beach for sale. I’m willing to pay double the property value of anything I can get, but now it’s going to involve convincing someone they really want to sell. 
The minutes tick by slowly as the moment thing keeps nagging at me. Cassidy has always worried about me because I never use the word ‘love’ when it comes to men. For years, I’ve kept my biggest secret close to my heart. When Cassidy finally told me hers, I wanted to break down and tell her mine but she wouldn’t understand. Not many people do. And even if they did, it would never be okay for a Stafford. My mom was so worried about Cassidy’s past… if she only knew her daughter’s proclivities. Meeting Pete this week has pushed me to be honest with myself for once. That man will answer any question you throw at him. If only I could have asked him the ones that matter to me. 
Could I be happy with Pete? Without a doubt. 
Could I be happy with Nick? Absolutely.
But what would really make me happy—happier than I’ve ever been—would be to have them both. 
Fucking hell, I’m crying again. 
No one gets it and they never would. It’s too taboo. Even the most open-minded people shut it down.
The amount of money I’ve spent traveling to places and changing my appearance so no one recognizes me has been well worth it. To be around people who understand the way I feel and can’t act out their deepest desires in their day to day lives, either, is worth every single penny I’ve ever spent. Spending time with two men in my bed—shopping, dining, just doing everyday things—is the most complete I’ve ever felt. It’s what makes me feel whole. 
Pete made it very clear he doesn’t share and Nick is all for a threesome with a woman, but I’m sure he’d never be up for it with a man. So I’m back to square one. No Nick. No Pete. No love. 
I refuse to have a relationship that won’t make me happy. So if I have to remain single and childless, so be it. I’ll spoil my nieces and nephews as if they were my own. I’d rather have a few blissful weeks a year and continue hiding my secret than to live a bigger lie day in and day out in a loveless marriage. 
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Chapter 1 - Michael 
 
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. 
 
 
 
For more from. Kelly, click here
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