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From the bottom of my heart, thank you. I love you more than you could possibly imagine. Thank you for taking my characters and bringing them into your hearts. 
XOXO,
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The ineffable joy of forgiving and being forgiven forms an ecstasy that might well arouse the envy of the gods.
 ~ Elbert Hubbard
 
 



 

Daniel 
Two months after the arrival of baby Lucas
Perfection.
My entire world is upside down and inside out, but I’m holding absolute perfection in my arms. How does this even make sense? How can something be so utterly perfect in a world full of chaos and sadness? Well, maybe not the world, just my world—at least right now it is. But only part of my world…because the other part is right here sleeping soundly in my arms as if he knows I’m his armor and will protect him from anything. 
I let out a sigh and lean back in the rocker. If only that were true. Heartbreak is something I can’t protect him from and it’s probably the worst kind of pain there is. I’m glad he’s too young to understand the kind of pain I’m feeling right now. It’s ironic, too, because Kate is so good with him. Aside from Vanessa and myself, she’s the one he responds to the most. She was so worried she wouldn’t have been a good step-mom, but I knew she was wrong about that—Kate’s a natural. When Kate holds Lucas, my heart races and all I want to do is wrap them both in my embrace. But I never do. Instead, I choose to observe from afar, taking those stolen moments and savoring them. The feelings washing over me when I watch them together are exactly how I thought I would feel seeing Kate with our child for the first time. Except Lucas isn’t ours—he’s mine—and she loves him with her whole heart anyway…just like I always knew she would.
Mike, Connor, Jake, and even Marc have all talked to me and given me their opinions on our situation in their own way. I’ve heard it all: ‘Kate and Mike are just friends’, ‘You and Kate are meant to be’, ‘Stop being so stubborn,’ but the most eye-opening of them all came from Mike, which makes sense, right? He simply said five words that tore my heart wide open and made me think thoughts I never thought I would again. ‘She would have forgiven you.’ And he’s right. She would have. 
Now, as I lay here with my baby boy, thoughts of her consume my mind. I’m so glad I didn’t cover up her name on my back the way I wanted to. We’ve been talking more and more with each passing day and it’s so hard to stay mad at her when all I can see is the love and sadness reflecting from her eyes. I wanted to do something special for her for graduation, but then everything went so very wrong. But tonight, tonight when she said those words to Lucas, my heart broke and it all finally clicked. It doesn’t matter what she did with Marc because I know she loves me. I think my mind—or perhaps my heart—has finally conquered my wounded ego. She didn’t cheat on me, and she didn’t lie to me, she was just reeling from seeing what she thought was her own worst nightmare. I can understand that completely since seeing her with Marc was mine. 
Once my lips touched hers tonight, however briefly, I was a goner. My heart and soul will always belong to Kate. It’s time to figure out how to make things right with us and I think I know the perfect way, but I’m going to need a lot of help from my friends. For the first time in a while I smile, and as if Lucas can sense my happiness, he giggles in his sleep. Like I said…perfection. 
 



 


Mike 
The day after Lucas was born
Morning comes way too fast and even though I’ve barely slept, Kate’s still wrapped tightly in my arms. When her eyes flutter open, they’re red and glassy. The twinkle in her eyes is missing, replaced by pain and sorrow. 
“Hey,” she whispers groggily as I place a kiss on her forehead. 
“Hey yourself.”  
“Mike, I’m sorry about last night. I didn’t mean to lose it like that…” her voice trails off and she squeezes her eyes shut, trying to hold back a torrent of tears. My poor Katie Grace. She’s suffered more than anyone should ever have to. We’re going to put a stop to that very soon if I have anything to do with it. 
“It’s okay, Kate, really. I understand,” I tell her as I run my hands through her hair. 
“I’m so sorry, Mike, about everything.” She chokes out the last word and breaks down again. 
“Kate, look at me,” I say, tilting her chin up and meeting her gaze with mine. “It’s okay Kate, I love him, too, so I get it. I’m not mad at you and I don’t want you to feel guilty for following your heart. I wish I would have followed mine back to you years ago, but I didn’t and that’s my burden to bear.” 
The utterly shocked expression replacing the sadness on her face would make me laugh any other day, but not today—not while we’re saying goodbye. 
“Mike…I haven’t…” 
I place my index finger over her lips to stop her from speaking. “Enough, Katie Grace. We both know you’ve already made your choice. I’ve known it for weeks. I’ve just been hoping against hope I was wrong, and waiting for you to admit it, all at the same time. I’ve known you two thirds of my life and even though I’ve missed the last few years, I can still read you like a book. You’re in love with him and he’s in love with you.” 
She shakes her head “He isn’t, Mike. He doesn’t love me, not after what I did with Marc.” 
“People don’t just fall out of love, Kate, especially not out of love with you. Daniel loves you, and once he’s done being hurt and angry he’ll come around. In the meantime, don’t go falling back into bed with any other men.” I say it with a chuckle which earns me a small smile from her. 
“Not even you?” she asks timidly, but the question is a valid one. This is our thing and it’s always been our thing, since we were seven years old. After lacing our fingers together, I pull her hand to my mouth and place a soft kiss against her warm skin. 
“Not even me, Kate. Daniel is the only man who should ever be in your bed. I’ll always be here for you, until the last breath I take. You’re my soul mate, remember? We’re just soul mates of the friend kind this time around. Next time, though, it’ll be me and you again, I know it.”
Tears fall from both of our eyes as we lay in silence, grasping onto each other and fully absorbing what this means for us. 
“Mike, I don’t want to lose you…I can’t lose you again. I…I need you so much.” 
As she chokes out the words, her body is racked with gut wrenching sobs. My tears fall faster but I’ll be damned if we’re going to lay here in misery all day. 
Cupping her chin in my hand, I pull her head up so my eyes meet hers. My stomach clenches and I feel that sensation of needing to throw up, but I manage to push it down and fight it off. 
“There will never, and I mean not ever, be a time I won’t be here for you, Kate. You are my best friend, my first love, and the mother of my daughter. We are bound together by life and our story is beautiful and will continue to be. Anything you need, whenever you need it, just ask and it’s yours. You’ve grown into an amazing woman and you are in love with the most amazing man I know.” 
She sobs again but nods her head. 
“There’s happiness in that, Kate. I’m happy for you and Daniel. If you aren’t going to be with me there is not a soul on earth I would want you with other than him. But you’ve moved on, Kate, and I have to do the same. I’ll be here for you always, but not like this again, not in your bed, not while holding you in my arms and wishing my lips were pressed against yours, I can’t. It’s just not fair to me…or to you and Daniel.” 
Kate wraps her arm behind my head as she nods her understanding, pulling me to her. She’s biting her lower lip in contemplation but quickly releases it and places her lips against mine. The kiss lasts longer than it should. It’s not the kiss of lovers, but it’s definitely beyond the kiss of friends. It’s a kiss goodbye.   

Three hours later finds me sitting in a booth at Misty’s diner. Kate’s supposed to meet me here soon so we can go and see how Vanessa, Lucas, and Daniel are doing today. While I wait for her to get here, I’m struggling to make sense of my emotions—wondering how I really feel about all that’s happened in the last twenty-four hours. The only way to describe it is like a post-funeral feeling. I knew it was coming and now that it’s over I have to accept my new reality and move on. I feel peaceful, and that’s something I didn’t think I could ever feel without Kate. Maybe it’s because I haven’t actually lost her, just our intimacy. We’ve always been, and will always be, best friends. 
“I’m starting to think you’re a glutton for punishment. The food in this place isn’t that good.” Misty greets me with sparkling eyes and a beautiful smile. How could I have forgotten how adorable she is? Petite with hazel eyes and curly blonde hair, and I swear she always smells like cotton candy. The best thing about Misty has always been her attitude. Even now, when she should hate me, she continues to greet me with a smile. She’s a lot like Kate—strong, sweet, and forgiving. It’s why we hit it off so well in the first place. 
“Maybe not…but there’s something about this one waitress…” I love watching the blush creep up her neck and across her beautiful face. 
“Hmm, is that a fact? Because I’m pretty sure there was a time when she was so ignored she gave up all together.” Her tone is playful, but I know how much I hurt her. 
“I know and I’m sorry. Would you want to let me take you out? I’d really like the chance to explain things to you.” My heart is hammering in my chest and I sound like a complete idiot choking over the lump in my throat, but I want to make things right with Misty.
“Out as in on a date?” she squeaks out adorably. 
Do I want this to be a date? Am I ready to date someone yet?  

“How about a friend date? I’ve missed you, Misty, but I wasn’t very nice to you and I’d like to make amends for that before we think about a real date.” 
Slowly, a smile spreads across her face. “I’d like that… a lot. What about Kate, though? And, oh my God, what about the baby?” 
I can’t help but laugh, she’s really animated sometimes. She reminds me of Jess in that aspect. 
“The baby is Daniel’s and so is Kate.” That last part comes out a little more reluctantly than I meant for it to. 
“That’s a good thing then?” she asks curiously. 
“As for Lucas, yes, it’s a good thing.” A frown immediately erases her smile and I realize what a prick I sound like. “Not because I wouldn’t love him; he’s my nephew, I already love him. I’d at least like the kid to know his parents had a loving relationship when he was conceived and that he wasn’t the product of a meaningless one night stand.” 
She’s nodding her agreement at me but the distant look in her eyes tells me something different. I know she was raised by her grandma so maybe this is bringing up some bad memories for her. I quickly change the subject. “As for Kate, well, she’s always going to be in my life. She’s my best friend, but her heart belongs to Daniel. Eventually, he’ll forgive her and they’ll be back together in no time.” 
Misty seems to relax and the concerned look she’s giving me now is touching. “Are you okay with that?” she asks tenderly. 
“Actually, I am. We can talk about it more when we go out but I’m more okay with it than I ever imagined I could be.” 
“Good for you, Mike. I’m happy to see you moving on with your life and getting back to normal. I’ve got to clock in, but text me later and we’ll figure out a good day to go out.”
“Hey, guys! Misty, it’s good to see you again. Can you join us?” Kate asks sweetly as she slides into the opposite side of the booth. 
“It’s good to see you, too, but I need to clock in. I’ll be back in a few to take your orders.” 
Kate’s smiling like the cat that ate the canary, but there’s pain still glimmering in her eyes. “You like her, don’t you?” 
This is awkward

She reaches across the table and takes my hand in hers, rubbing her thumb gently over mine. “It’s okay if you do, Mike. You were right; you need to move on, too.” 
This is a really shitty conversation to have, especially with Kate, but if we’re going to be friends we’re going to have to talk about these things. And see each other in new relationships. That part is going to suck.
“It’s complicated. I hurt her. I was in denial about how she felt about me and I treated her like yesterday’s trash. I miss her friendship, so we’re going to work on that. As for anything else, I’m not sure I’m ready to move on just yet.”  I close my eyes and exhale slowly. This is so hard. We talked this morning and agreed we weren’t going to let anything get uncomfortable between us, but I guess it’s going to take a little getting used to.
“Can I put my two cents in?” Her words pull me from my thoughts. 
“Of course you can, but it doesn’t mean I’m going to take your advice,” I reply jokingly
“You’re more ready for a relationship than you know. Trust me. I waited for you for years, but now I don’t know if I was waiting for you or just wanting to recapture what we had, and I’d only known that with you. It’s been almost four years, Mike. While I don’t doubt you loved me, if you’re truly honest with yourself, I think you fell out of love with me a long time ago. You were in love with the idea of me and what we had, and that, my friend, you can definitely find again. You just need to open your heart.”
When I can finally swallow over the lump in my throat I respond. “Sage advice from someone so young.” 
She shakes her head sadly. “No, just advice from the only other person in the world who’s been where you are and knows exactly how you feel. It wasn’t easy for me to let you go, either, Mike. It was just… time.”
Misty interrupts us before I can respond. “Sorry, I just wanted to see if you were ready to order but I can come back…” 
Kate smiles up at her and shakes her head. “You weren’t interrupting anything. In fact, we’re celebrating new beginnings today. New friendships, new life, and new loves, and I know exactly what I want.” 
Kate’s attitude is infectious and I can’t help but smile. I know everything she said is true. I also know we’re going to be just fine. 
After breakfast, we drive our separate cars to the hospital. I’ve got to go to work after this, especially since Daniel won’t be in for a few days. Well, I’m assuming he won’t. Neither of us have talked to anyone since we left the hospital last night. When I left Kate’s this morning, I stopped off at the florist and picked up a big arrangement of flowers and some balloons. As I work on getting them out of my truck, I glance over and see Kate pull out a giant teddy bear and what looks to be the same dozen balloons I have from her car. I can’t hold in my laughter and when she looks up at me she laughs, too. 
“We’re quite the pair, aren’t we?” she asks breathlessly. 
“We always have been, Katie Grace. That’s why we’re going to be the bestest of friends forever.” 
“Wow I haven’t heard you say that since we were kids, but it’s the absolute truth. I love you, Mike. Now and always.” Her eyes fill with tears as she speaks the words. 
“I love you, too, always. Now stop getting emotional and let’s go show your man he’s the only one for you.” As those words fall from my lips, I realize it doesn’t hurt to say them. Maybe we really are growing up.
“Baby steps. That’s what he asked for, and now that he’s a father, I don’t even know if he’ll still want that. I’m just going to follow his lead; it’s all I’m comfortable with right now.” 
“Okay, but I’m right here and if you need to bolt again, I’m right behind you.” 
  She shoves into me with her shoulder. “You’re such an ass.” 
“I know, but this ass has your back, so you follow Daniel’s lead, but I’m going to follow yours.” 
“Thanks, Mike,” she whispers, but I notice she’s slowed her pace and by the time we reach maternity, her hands are trembling a bit. She’s terrified.

“It’s going to be okay, Kate. We don’t have to stay long, just long enough.” 
She nods and I transfer the balloons to the hand I’m holding the flowers in, then place my hand on her lower back and guide her into Vanessa’s room. Vanessa is in bed with Chad right by her side holding her hand, and Daniel is in the rocker by the window feeding his son. 
Wow… my best friend, my brother, has a son.
The realization we’re all moving on in our lives really hits me, but not as hard as it’s hitting Kate if the grip she suddenly has on my hand is any indication. Daniel looks up at us and then down at Kate’s hand, shakes his head slightly, and continues to feed Lucas. His head is so far up his ass right now he can’t see straight. If he would’ve paid attention he would have seen it wasn’t a loving hand hold but a fearful one. 
“Kate! Mike! You guys are so sweet. You didn’t have to bring us anything, you’ve done more than enough already.” 
Even though Vanessa is beaming, she doesn’t look well. Then again, who am I to judge what she looks like? She just had a baby. Kate releases my hand and gives Chad a hug, handing him the bear and the balloons. After placing the flowers on the table, I lean down to give Vanessa a kiss on the cheek. Any animosity I’ve ever felt for her is long gone. 
“Congratulations, you look great.” 
“Always the charmer, aren’t you? I look like hell, but thank you for being sweet.” 
Kate squeezes her way in to see Vanessa, and I head over to see the proud papa. If he was angry a few minutes ago you wouldn’t know it now. “Congratulations, man, you look really happy.” 
As I squat down to get a good look at Lucas, Daniel replies, “So do you. Guess you guys worked things out?” 
He really doesn’t get it. 
“We did.” His eyes close because it’s painful for him to hear. Damn, he’s so stubborn he doesn’t see it. “She’s my best friend and she always will be… but her heart belongs to someone else. It’s probably a good thing, too, since he has her name tattooed on his back.” 
His eyes open wide and he glances over to Kate who is completely engrossed in her conversation with Vanessa and Chad. They’re laughing and not paying a bit of attention to us. 
“It’s true, Daniel. I let her go, but it’s not like I had a choice. She loves me… but she’s in love with you.” 
“It doesn’t matter, Mike, it’s too late.” 
Fuck this. I lower my voice but my tone is clear. “It’s never too late. Yes, she hurt you, but you weren’t exclusive and she didn’t do it purposefully. The only thing that matters is she would have forgiven you. She’s ready to try and work things out and welcome Lucas into her heart. You’re not going to find that with many girls, and even if you did…none of them are Kate. 
“Now, I don’t really want to hear what you have to say about all that. You can let it sink it for as long as you need. It’s the truth, and once you pull your head out of your ass you’ll realize I’m right.” He starts to speak but I cut him off. “I’ve got to get to work so I can do my job and yours, but first, are you going to let me finally hold my nephew or what?” 
Daniel finishes burping Lucas and hands him over tentatively. “Watch his head,” he cautions. 
I shake mine at him but heed the warning since I’ve never actually held a baby. Doing my best to control my emotions, instead of dwelling on what I missed out on with Lila Hope, I walk Lucas over to the window where I can get a better look at his face. He’s awake and his eyes are open wide. He might just be the cutest thing I’ve ever seen. 
He’s staring at me so intensely; I never knew babies could be so alert. It makes sense—he has to learn about his new world somehow. It’s time for the two of us to have a little talk. “Hey, Lucas, I’m your Uncle Mike.” Kate is looking at us with tears in her eyes and I know exactly what she’s thinking. “So just to be clear, I’m the guy who’s going to teach you everything you need to know about girls.” 
Vanessa chuckles and Daniel groans. 
“When you’re old enough, I’ll be the one to sneak you your first beer, take you to your first strip club, and teach you how the alphabet applies to women and it’s got nothing to do with spelling and everything to do with your...” 
“Mike!” Kate admonishes me while blushing furiously. The thought that I never got to do that to her crosses my mind but I quickly dismiss it. I laugh while Daniel shakes his head and Vanessa stifles her giggles. 
“But first, we’ll do the fun stuff. I’ll be your babysitter while your mom and Chad and Dad and Kate, are off making you some brothers and sisters.” I look up to be sure they all caught that. Vanessa winks at me then looks between Kate and Daniel, nodding her head in total agreement. Daniel shifts his weight uncomfortably while Kate continues to blush. “I’ll teach you how to be a good catcher—none of that football crap your dad and Uncle Jake are going to try and teach you. Too many hits to the head will make you stubborn like them.”
“Look who’s calling who stubborn,” Daniel snorts out and I casually flip him the bird which elicits laughter from them all.
“I’ll teach you some more stuff, too, but let’s keep that just between us for now. No sense getting your dad worked up to the point he’ll want to leave you with Uncle Connor, instead. One gossip queen is enough in this family.” 
“Hey now, I heard that!” Connor exclaims from the door. Lucas is still looking up at me with his big eyes as if he’s absorbing every single word. 
“Don’t care if you heard. It’s not anything I wouldn’t say to your face.” 
“Asshole,” Connors mumbles. 
“You know you really should watch your language around the baby, Connor.” He looks embarrassed, and for the first time in a while, Daniel roars in laughter. 
“Yeah, because you were just so kid friendly while talking about how you were going to teach him the usefulness of the alphabet.” 
“That’s what Uncles are for—to teach kids all the things their parents secretly want them to know but are too chicken shit to talk to them about.” 
Gently, I pass Lucas to Vanessa but she promptly passes him to Kate. Watching Kate hold him, sweet talk him, and kiss him is almost more than I can bear. One glance at Daniel and I know he’s feeling the same way. That’s a good thing. Maybe he’ll let his love for her push through that armor he has up right now. 
“So when are they springing you guys from here?” Connor asks Vanessa as he sits down in the chair next to Kate. 
“Actually, that’s something we wanted to talk to you guys about,” Daniel cuts in when Vanessa hesitates. 
“Lucas is healthy enough to be released tomorrow. But Vanessa’s blood pressure isn’t coming down the way the doctor would like to see, so he wants to keep her a few more days for fluids, medication, and observation.” 
“But,” Vanessa interrupts, “I want Lucas at home, getting familiar with his surroundings. Not out at Daniel’s house where he’s so far away. I know he’ll eventually have to be there since we’ll share custody, but for now, I want him in his nursery. I know it’s a lot to ask, but I was wondering if you guys could maybe help Daniel out so he could stay at my place with Lucas. Just until I can come home. Chad wants to be here with me and this will be a good time for Lucas and his dad to bond.” 
“Um, I can help if Daniel wants me to,” Kate says apprehensively. 
Daniel nods his head yes but doesn’t speak. 
“Gossip queen and I can help, too, and Jess loves babies so I don’t think it will be an issue. We’ve got you guys covered.” I bend down and give Vanessa a quick kiss on the cheek and turn to Kate. “I’ve got to get to work, are you…” 
“She’s hanging out with me today. We’ve got some things to take care of so you can go, asshat.” Kate nods her okay and I slap Connor on the back of his head on the way out. 
“See you guys later. Daniel, call me or text me and we’ll figure things out. Don’t worry about the office; I’ve got you covered.” 
“Thanks, Mike.” 
This might be just the break Kate needs to get a little bit closer to Daniel. The more time he spends with her, watching her shower Lucas in her love, the harder it will be for him to resist her. I know I wouldn’t be able to. Once I get to my truck, I send a group message to Connor, Jess, Jake, and April, letting them know we need to talk. It’s time to put a plan in action, and the first part of that plan is leaving Kate alone with Lucas as much as possible. Not that we can’t help, but I know Kate; she’ll cut back on all her non-essential obligations to help Vanessa and Daniel right now. It’s the perfect opportunity to push those two back together again. 

“So let me get this straight. Now you want us to push Kate and Daniel together? Do you have multiple personalities or something? Weren’t you just trying to break them up? No, fuck all that, we decided she should be with you, she’s your April.” 
April laughs at Jake’s reaction “She’s me, huh?” she asks him playfully.
“Baby, no one can ever be you,” he answers her with a long, lingering kiss and then continues, “But she’s his version of you.” 
As I watch Jake and April, I notice how much passion they have, even after all this time. I’m not sure Kate and I ever had passion like that. But I never thought we were missing passion, either. That is something I need to analyze later. 
“She was… but now she’s not,” Connor tells Jake smugly, cutting into my thoughts and confirming what we knew all along—he was on Daniel’s side. But none of that really matters now. 
“It wasn’t my choice, it was hers. I just want her happy. Hell, I want both of them happy. Daniel and I agreed the decision would be Kate’s and she’s made it. But he’s a stubborn ass so we need to make him see the light.” 
“I agree with Mike,” Jess says, plopping down next to Connor. “Daniel is being a jerk, so if we can push this along so we can all get back to normal, I’m game.” 
“Okay… but isn’t it messed up not to help Daniel in his time of need?” Connor asks a valid question. 
“It’s not like we’re not going to help him, and for the most part, I’m not sure how much help he’ll actually need. He’s going to be off work for a bit and I don’t imagine Vanessa is going to be in the hospital that long. We all kind of have a feeling for Kate’s schedule, and with finals coming up she’s going to be studying at home.” 
“Yeah, and I can keep you posted because we’ve always shared a calendar so we know where the other will be,” Jess answers sweetly.
“So what exactly do you want us to do, Mike? I’m not exactly comfortable keeping this from Daniel. He’s my best friend.” April looks apprehensive as she flicks her nails “But if it helps them in the long run and it’s not too devious, I guess I’m in.” 
“No, I’m not trying to be too devious. But say Daniel has to be somewhere at nine am so you’re going to watch Lucas for a few hours, but Kate doesn’t have class until ten am. We just tell Daniel you can’t get there until about nine fifteen. That will still give Kate plenty of time to get to class but she’ll have to have that interaction with Daniel.” 
They all nod their heads in agreement “In all seriousness, this is still hard for me, too, but I’m trying here. And I am happy for them, but I’m not going to sit back and watch him throw away the best woman to ever come into his life.”
Jess comes up behind me, throws her arms over my shoulders, and kisses me on the cheek. “That’s why you’re my best friend and just part of the reason why I’ve missed you so very much. You’re the only other person in the world aside from me who I know will put Kate’s feelings above their own.” 
“Hey, that’s not fair, Jess. I do that, too, and so does Daniel. He’s just hurting right now.” Connor’s right, we all protect Kate, not because she’s weak but because she’s been through so much. Such a good person shouldn’t be sad all the time. 
“Maybe so…” She lets her sentence trail off and Connor continues to pout.
“All that matters is that we’re all in agreement to help our friends do what they can’t do for themselves right now.” Suddenly, I’m exhausted. It was a long day at work and the past forty-eight hours have been exhausting. I’m supposed to meet Misty for coffee in a half hour, too. 
“I’ll talk to Daniel tonight or tomorrow and see what he needs help with and then I’ll let you guys know. I’ve got to go meet Misty, but thanks for coming over and agreeing to help.” 
Jake and Jessica both look equally surprised and April gives me a knowing look. She liked Misty when she met her back then, but it’s Connor who speaks up, as usual. 
“You’re going on a date already? Look, Mike, you’re not going to hurt her or fall back into your old patterns now that Kate isn’t an option, are you?” 
It’s frustrating that he doesn’t ever seem to have any faith in me, but I guess I can understand why. “We’re meeting for coffee as friends. I need to apologize to her for what I did to her. I’m not going to make any attempt at getting into her pants. I just need to make amends and I’d like to get to know her again…that’s all.”
“Alright, well don’t screw it up this time. She was good for you. You didn’t see it back then, but maybe you’ll be able to see it now. Damn, dude, you must have a magical fucking dick because I’ve never seen girls forgive anyone for being an asshole the way they forgive you.” 
“I’m pretty sure it was called a fantastic fucking cock recently,” April pipes up, giggling, and Jess gives her a high five.
“I think Connor has an un-natural obsession with Mike’s dick,” Jake says, laughing. “First, he’s a motherfucking pussy master and now he has a magical fucking dick. But I guess you’d need a magical dick to be a pussy master? Fuck if I know. I’m just glad I got the brains in the family.”
“They call you the pussy master?” Jess spits out, half laughing and half appalled, but I just laugh it off. 
“It’s a Connor thing, mostly, and since he’s your boyfriend he can explain it to you. I’ve got to go meet Misty. See you guys later.” 
As I walk away, I can still hear Connor. “Seriously, Jess, a motherfucking pussy master. The things girls let him do without him even trying is unreal.” 
“Stop, Connor. That’s like me talking to you about the gumdrop situation. Let’s just not go there.” As the gate closes behind me, all I hear is the lot of them cracking up. I can’t imagine my life without them. 
Fifteen minutes later and I’m nervous as fuck sitting in a booth at Kickin’ Java, waiting for Misty. I’ve never been nervous around girls, only around Kate. I’m not ready to analyze what that actually means; I’m just hoping she’ll still want to stay friends once we’re done talking. 
Every time the door opens, I look up from my table in the corner to see if it’s her. When she finally does come through the door she looks amazing. 
Stop it, Mike, don’t even go there.
Her eyes dart nervously around. I catch her attention and wave and watch as relief floods across her face. It stings a little that she would think I’d stand her up, but I understand exactly why she would. I was such a bastard to her. She slides in the booth and the first thing I notice is how good she smells. I’m not sure what it is, but there’s something about both Misty and Kate that makes my dick hard just from their scent alone. 
The waitress takes our orders and we sit in uncomfortable silence for a few minutes. “I’m sorry, Misty. You were my friend and the way I treated you was reprehensible.” 
“You’re right, Mike. It was. You hurt me more than you could ever imagine. Was the sex that bad? Personally, I thought it was pretty fantastic but something had to have been wrong for you to cut me out of your life like that.”
Is that why she isn’t having sex? Because she thought she was bad in bed all this time?

“No, Misty. God no. The sex was amazing, it was just…too much. And we were friends, really good friends, and I think that was the problem.” 
Confusion is written all over her face. “How could us being friends be the problem? Isn’t the ultimate goal of any good relationship to be friends as well as lovers?” 
Our conversation halts as the waitress delivers our coffee and it gives me a minute to collect my thoughts. My answer needs to be honest because I can’t mess things up with her even more. “Because I was really messed up back then. You were the first real female friend I made after leaving home.”
She blows gently on her coffee and raises an eyebrow, indicating she wants more. “We talked about Kate; I told you more about her than I did anyone else. I’m sure you knew I wasn’t over her.” 
Misty sets down her coffee and her gaze meets mine. “Yes, I knew you and Kate had been childhood sweethearts. And I also knew that there was still a part of you that loved her. How could you not? You don’t just get over something like that.”
She pauses and sips her coffee. “But where you were closed off to most people, you were open to me. We had fun together and it always seemed like we had a connection, at least to me. So when you kept reiterating we were just friends, it felt like you needed to convince yourself of that fact. Not because that’s how you actually felt.” 
Did I have my head that far up my ass? 
No, I was just that good at avoiding things I didn’t want to deal with.
“It’s partially my fault, too. I pushed you into having sex that night. I just thought if I could finally tear down your walls you’d let me in all the way.” Her words are laced with sadness and regret and I hate that she’s spent these last few years feeling this way. 
“Misty, I wouldn’t have had sex with you if I didn’t want to. After you fell asleep, I went downstairs because I was freaked out. I had all these mixed feelings and that was the problem. I wasn’t supposed to feel. But God help me, I did with you and it scared me.”
“You were scared?” she asks anxiously. 
“Hell yes I was scared. I wasn’t supposed to feel the things I was feeling for you. I was still in love with Kate and being with you made me feel like I was cheating on her. And it gutted me; I didn’t know what to do or what to think. I’d never felt that before. I’d never let anyone get close enough to feel that. So I pushed you away and I ignored you. It was so fucking hard, Misty. You have no idea.” 
“It was hard for you? You have no idea how hard it was for me. It’s ironic, too, because afterward I became just like you. Well, not exactly. I didn’t fuck anyone, still haven’t, not since that night. I just got really good at pushing everyone away.” 
I’m shocked at her words and completely ashamed at how my actions have affected her. When she said she hadn’t been having sex I just assumed it was a temporary hiatus. It never even occurred to me it had been that long. She wipes away a falling teardrop and slightly clears her throat. 
“It wasn’t a secret you were a bad boy, you never kept that fact hidden. You liked to fuck random girls and I knew that. Our friendship just meant so much to me and I stupidly started falling in love with you.” 
Oh hell.
She brushes away even more tears but she’s determined not to be upset—I can see it in her eyes, the way she straightens her back and squares her shoulders. She’s trying so hard to be strong. I hurt her so badly. 
“Misty…I…” My eyes lower to my coffee and I try to process what she just said. Daniel was right—she had feelings for me. Of course she did, deep down I knew it all along since I had feelings for her, too. “I’m sorry, Misty. It’s weak and it’s not an excuse and I understand if you can’t forgive me.” 
I reach across the table, take her hand in mine, and gaze into her beautiful, sad eyes. “But for what it’s worth, I’m not that guy anymore. I’ve grown a lot, and I would never do to you again what I did back then.” 
She clenches my hand tightly. “I know, Mike. I wouldn’t be here if I thought you would. My life has changed a lot since you left. I’ve got so much on my plate and no support system to help me with my grandma and responsibilities at home. Just to meet you tonight I had to get someone to stay with her longer.”
“I’m sorry.” 
She pulls away from me quickly, fire flashing in her eyes. “I’m not telling you so you can feel sorry for me, Mike. I’m telling you this so you can have a small inkling of what is going on in my life. If you want to be friends again, hanging out will be challenging. At most, you might get me for coffee on my breaks at the diner.” 
“And what if I want you for more than friends?” 
Where did that come from? Damn, no fucking filter! 
She gives me a look that is somewhere between thoughtful and skeptical. “I’m not ready to go there yet. You broke my trust and now you need to earn it back. Stay consistent in my life as much as you can, Mike, and I’m sure we’ll get there someday.” 
“So the door’s not closed?” I ask her with a smile as she stands to leave, and for a split second there’s a glimpse of the happy girl I used to call my friend. 
“The door has always been open, Mike. It’s just been up to you to walk through it.” 
My eyes follow her to the door and before she exits, she turns around and waves. There’s only one other girl who has ever made me feel as mixed up emotionally as I’m feeling right now. Maybe Kate was right. Maybe it’s time to think about moving on. 
 




Daniel 
I’m lying in bed with all the lights turned off. The only illumination is my phone every time I swipe my screen and stop myself from texting Kate. In the last hour alone I’ve gone to text her at least a hundred times. 
Kate.
I’m so angry at her.
I’m so in love with her. 
When Vanessa and I broke up I was angry, bitter, betrayed, and confused. For months I berated myself for being so stupid and falling into her trap. I had never experienced anything like that before and it took meeting Kate for the traces of those emotions to finally go away. But the anger I feel now, the rage that boils under the surface of my skin and pounds through my veins, is scary. It’s nothing like how I felt when everything went down with Vanessa. This is primal and raw and almost completely out of control. 
All day long my conversation with Mike has been replaying in my mind. Each time it becomes louder and more insistent in my thoughts. 
She would have forgiven you.
She would have forgiven you! 
SHE WOULD HAVE FORGIVEN YOU!  
Who knows, maybe she would have, or maybe she would be just as angry as I am right now. Even though I know she didn’t set out to hurt me intentionally and I know she’s not a spiteful person, I still can’t help feeling like I got played. I’m also not necessarily sure if I buy the fact that she and Mike really aren’t going to get back together. I know he loves her and she loves him. And now, to top it all off, they have these matching tattoos to bond them for life. Coupled with their love story that’s mapped out on Mike’s sleeve in all its Technicolor glory, why wouldn’t she want to be with him? 
Could I really try and be more than just friends with her? Because if I let her back in and she chooses him, it would obliterate me. I couldn’t handle losing her twice in one lifetime. Mike did call earlier to see if I needed anything and asked for me to let him know when I needed reinforcements to help with Lucas. He also made sure to tell me he was meeting Misty for coffee and was trying to mend their broken relationship. I’ll admit, I let myself feel a tiny speck of hope when he told me that, and maybe that’s why I can’t get Kate out of my mind. 
I flip my phone on again, but this time it’s to look at my screensaver. It’s a picture my mom took of me holding Lucas the very first time after finding out he was mine. Even though I never said it out loud, from the second I heard Vanessa was pregnant I knew it was my baby. I hoped against hope it was Mike’s because I already had my family planned out in my head with Kate not Vanessa. And now I feel beyond guilty for ever wishing that was the case. 
As unexpected as Lucas was, he was never unwelcomed. The moment I saw him I was a changed man and I knew my life would never be the same again. The amount of love I feel for him is indescribable. It’s something I can’t even talk to my friends about because until you’ve had a child, you have nothing to compare the feeling to. But Kate would understand because she’s felt that love, and even worse, she’s lost it. 
Every part of my being wants to pick up the phone and call her but I’m terrified once I hear her voice I’ll go into a full blown rage. We seemed to do okay at the hospital—she gave me my space and we mostly stayed on opposite sides of the room. She did give me a half hug and wish me tear-filled congratulations before leaving and I knew how hard that was for her. My own heart felt as if it were breaking in tandem with hers. At that moment, I wanted nothing more than to hold her and cry with her—cry for everything we lost and for not having this baby together like we’d hoped for. But I couldn’t because that would essentially be regretting Lucas, and I could never regret my son. 
Kate wouldn’t want you to, either.
I’ve been thinking a lot about her and Lila Hope since Lucas came into the world. If anything ever happened to Lucas I don’t know how I’d be able to go on. And yet, Kate did; she’s one of the strongest people I know. She’s stronger than I could ever be and it makes me love her that much more. But that terrifies me, because how can I love someone so much when my body is filled with just as much anger toward them? 
Baby steps, just take baby steps.
That’s what I told her we would do and at the end of the day there’s not any room in my heart to hate her. I just hate what she did, and every time I picture her in Marc’s arms and imagine all the things he did with her in his hotel, I see red. 
She’s mine and no one is supposed to know what that’s like but me.
If I can just do something each day to let my love for her overshadow the pain I’m in, I’ll eventually find a way to at least be her friend. Kate will never give up Marc’s friendship and I could never look at the two of them together without feeling the hurt and anger I do. If she wouldn’t give him up for Mike she definitely won’t give him up for me. And I would never ask her to, which is just another of the many reasons why this will never work between us. 

I’m so nervous; I can’t believe I have to do this alone. Vanessa and I should be doing this together. My parents just left, and as excited as they are to be grandparents, I could also sense sadness there, too. They don’t want me doing this alone even if it’s for a few days, but they also know I have to. 
The nurse just finished showing us how to properly strap Lucas into his car seat and is now having me demonstrate to her that I was paying attention. Thankfully, I was because this is a lot harder than it looks. Vanessa has been crying all morning because she can’t come home, in turn her blood pressure monitor has been going off like crazy. I’ll be honest, I’m getting a little bit concerned that she’s still on all the IV meds and her pressure is still high. The doctor says sometimes this is harder to control than others but he has no doubt she’ll be good as new in a week or two. 
Chad looks weary. I’m sure this is hard on him and I haven’t seen anyone around supporting him. It really is just him and Vanessa against the world right now. It’s nice she has him, though, because it’s obvious how much he loves her. 
“Vanessa, I’ll bring him by every day you’re here to see you. There’s no need to keep crying; we’ll be fifteen minutes away. I’ll come as often as you want.” I’m hoping this will calm her down. Chad looks relieved; he’s probably hoping this will get her to stop crying, too. 
“No, you can’t,” she sobs loudly. I wonder if these are the post-partum hormones speaking. 
Chad and I both look at her with questioning stares and ask, “Why not?” in unison. 
She sighs loudly and blows her nose into a tissue, answering through her hiccups, “Because…you can’t expose…him to hospital germs. It’s one thing to be up here, but bringing…him in and…out…puts him at risk. He’s…perfect…so we’re not taking any…chances.” 
Well hell. 
The nurse nods in agreement. “It really is best for him to just be in his home environment right now and avoid unnecessary trips out. At least for the first week or two, but some people do it for the first month.” 
“See…I told you. But I’m going to miss him so much!” she wails and Chad pulls her into his embrace. 
“Okay. So we’ll Skype or FaceTime or whatever people do, as many times a day as you want. We’ll make this work, Vanessa. I promise.” 
Her face brightens immediately. “Really? You’d do that for me?” 
“Of course I would and I’m sure you’d do the same for me. This is our son, Vanessa. It might not be conventional, but we’re his parents and we’re going to love him. That means we’re going to have to be there for each other, too. It’s the three of us and this little boy from here on out.” Chad finally cracks a smile and I suddenly realize I haven’t made him feel like a part of this. 
“And Kate?” Vanessa asks hopefully and my heart lurches in my chest with the memory of Kate holding Lucas. 
“I…I don’t know…maybe someday.” 
“Well, that’s a start I guess,” she says haughtily and I know she must be feeling better. 
Chad takes Lucas out of the carrier and kisses him on the head before passing him off to Vanessa. While Vanessa says her goodbyes, we stand and watch this precious and extremely sad moment. 
“You know, Chad, anytime you want to come by and visit or check in on him you’re obviously welcome to do so.” 
Vanessa smiles at Chad and the unspoken words between them are clear. She’s letting him know he had nothing to worry about, he’s being accepted into this family the way he should be. 
“Thanks, man. I’ll think about it, but I don’t like leaving her here too long by herself.” 
I understand. It’s not his baby and he didn’t get any leniency with school, and being pre-med, his schedule is rough. He’s been juggling school and the hospital the past two days. 
“Well, the offer stands whenever.” 
“I appreciate it. Really.” 
As I strap Lucas back in the carrier, Vanessa begins to cry again and I can hear her sobbing as I walk out the door. I pause, wondering if I should go back, when Kate comes up and places her hand on my shoulder. 
“Go, Daniel. I’ll help her. This isn’t going to be easy for her. Mothers want to go home with their babies not without them.” Her words are heavy with emotion and I can only imagine what she’s feeling right now. 
“I’m sorry, Kate.” I find myself apologizing to her. I’m not sure why, maybe just for everything. 
“I know, Daniel, me too. I’ll stop by later to see if you need anything.” 
Before I can accept or decline she ducks into the room. As I walk past the lobby, April is there waiting for us. 
“What are you doing here?” I’m shocked she’s here; she should be at work. 
“Did you really think I was going to let my best friend take his first born son home alone? I don’t think so. I rode here with Kate and I’m riding home with you. Come on, McCormick, there’s a surprise for you at home.” 
I’m touched and completely relieved I’m not fully on my own yet. April was a career baby sitter when we were in high school and college. Thank God. She’ll know exactly what to do because I have no clue. 
“You guys planned this?” 
She looks at me smugly. “Of course we did. There’s no way I would leave any of you alone with a baby the first day home. You might be the responsible one, Daniel, but you have no idea what you’re in for, my friend.” 
Before we got home I got the feeling that April was right. Not five minutes into the drive, Lucas started screaming bloody murder. I thought riding in cars calmed kids—that’s what you always see on TV—but Lucas doesn’t seem to be having any part of it. I start to pull to the side of the road but April vetoes that idea right away from the backseat. 
“He’s fine, Daniel. He just isn’t used to this. If you pull over each time he cries you’ll never get anywhere. Keep going. If for some reason you need to stop, I’ll let you know.” 
A few minutes later, Lucas quiets and I hear him sucking on the pacifier. “See? I told you, he’s fine. What would you do without me?” 
Shaking my head, I answer her, “I’d be sitting on the side of the road trying to figure out what to do.” 
“Exactly why you needed me,” she teases as we pull up to the house. 
The whole front of the house is decorated with balloons and a giant stork with all the details of Lucas’s delivery. I’m touched they would do this but I feel bad that Vanessa is missing it. As if reading my thoughts, not only is April recording everything but she answers my unspoken questions. 
“We’ll put it all back up again for Vanessa when it’s time, I promise.” 
That’s exactly what I needed to hear. 
April grabs the diaper bag and opens the front door for us. Immediately, I remove Lucas from his carrier and get him back in my arms. Jess is inside waiting and laughs at me. 
“You know he can stay in there. It won’t hurt him. And if he’s sleeping, which he obviously was, you should leave him and catch a break. Although, there is nothing sexier than a man with a baby, Daniel. I think your fuckability rating just climbed up a few more notches, if that’s even possible.” 
At least some things will never change.

I find myself laughing, which in turn startles Lucas and of course that gets him crying again. This is going to take some getting used to. Jess reaches out her arms and I hand him over. She hasn’t seen him since the first day; I think she’s been trying to give us space. But now that I see how enamored she is with him, I wonder if she was consoling Kate and that was the true reason for her absence. 
Only now when I turn around do I see the massive baby inventory on the counters and table. 
“Did you guys do all of this?” 
“We went shopping this morning. The last thing you need to do is take Lucas to a store, so we stocked up on all the necessities. Diapers, wipes, formula, water, baby bath, you name it, we got it. Some groceries for you, too. Kate and Vanessa really prepared well, but since you never know about formula that was really the biggest thing we had to wait for.” 
“Thank you.” I’m overcome with emotion; my friends never cease to amaze me. 
“Well, to be honest, Kate coordinated the whole thing. Not that we hadn’t thought about it but she just kind of swooped in and delegated it all,” April tells me sweetly.
Jess snorts. “Delegated, demanded, what’s the difference? We would have done it regardless, but damn was she bossy.” 
April shoots her daggers and Jess shrugs her shoulders. “Sorry, but it’s true. It’s not a bad thing, it’s just, oh hell. Daniel, so help me God, I know you’re angry but be careful with her heart. She’s going to want to help and if you let her get attached to this baby and don’t forgive her...” 
She pauses to take a deep breath, exhaling it loudly. “All I can say is it’s one thing for Kate to be Auntie Kate, it’s another thing for her to be here helping you and hoping for a future. If you can’t give her the future, Daniel, don’t let her hope. Stay away from her. Keep your distance. She’s lost too much in her life to go through this, too.” 
Gently, she passes Lucas to me and places a tender kiss to his cheek. “If you need something, call the house. I left my phone at your house. See you guys later.” 
I’ve only seen Jess emotional a few times and they were all circumstances when she was worried about Kate. This was no different; she was wiping away her tears as she left. Of course I feel like a complete asshole in her wake. 
“Stop. You can’t change your feelings, but you are going to have to decide pretty quickly how involved you’re going to let Kate get with this baby, Daniel,” April tells me softly. 
“Tell me something I don’t already know. I don’t know what to do, April. I don’t want to keep her away from Lucas. She already loves him. I need time to think, to adjust, and to figure out how this new life is going to work.” 
She motions for me to sit on the couch while taking a sleeping Lucas from my arms and placing him in the baby bouncer. She’s a fucking natural; the kid doesn’t even flinch. If Jake sees her do that he won’t stop until he convinces her to have his baby.
“Daniel, I love you. You are my best friend and I’m not going to sugar coat this for you. Somewhere deep down inside you know that Kate and Mike are through. In that same place, you also know you’re going to eventually forgive her. If it were me, I wouldn’t keep Kate from Lucas, but I would distance myself from her instead. You guys can eventually bridge that gap if you choose to. But if you keep her from Lucas and she’s going to be in his life anyway, well, that’s just cruel. And if there’s one thing you’re not, Daniel, it’s cruel.” 
“I’m scared, April. I’m terrified of the anger I have. I’m terrified of what I’m going to do when I see her with Marc. They’re friends like you and I, so seeing them together is inevitable.”
April wraps me into a big hug and when she releases me, she tells me the good news. “Marc left town for a few weeks. I don’t think I’m supposed to know that but I overheard Jess and Kate talking about it when I got there this morning.” 
“Did he run from Kate?” 
That son of a bitch! If he hurts her, so help me God…
“No, I didn’t get that impression. Just something about a vacation he had planned that he didn’t tell her about. Use this time to calm down, Daniel. Bond with Lucas, just enjoy being a dad, and leave the worrying and the anger for another time, okay?” 
April is always the smart one. “Okay.” 
April ends up staying here most of the day. She spends a lot of time teaching me endless things about babies. How she can tell the difference between a hungry cry, a diaper change cry, and an attention cry, I’ll never know. They all sound the same to me. Maybe she’s just really good at guessing. 
It’s almost six o’ clock by the time she leaves to go home. I loved spending the day with her, I needed that. But now that she’s gone, I realize I’m starving and fully exhausted. Just as I stand to go look for something to eat, there’s a gentle knock on the door. Thankfully, whoever it is knocks softly because I just got Lucas to sleep again. 
As I open the door, Kate looks up at me apprehensively. 
How the hell did we get here? 
“Hi. Do you mind if I come in for a minute?” 
She’s afraid I’m going to tell her no; the fear in her eyes is unmistakable. 
“It’s your house.” Her shoulders slump and her expression turns into one of defeat as I motion her inside. 
“Maybe this was a bad idea. I’m sorry, I’ll go. I just wanted to check on you guys and let you know I made some dinners for you. They’re in the fridge. You just need to heat them up. Don’t worry, I’ll keep my distance.” 
Abruptly, she turns to leave and instinctively, I reach out and grab her. “Don’t go yet. I’m sorry. That wasn’t nice.” 
She relaxes her body and turns toward me. When I let her go, her eyes are brimming with tears.

Fuck, I hate this! 
“Can you stay for a few minutes? I think we need to talk.” I can’t stand being the reason she has tears in her eyes. I’m supposed to protect her from pain, not be the cause of it. 
“Of course I can.” 
She sits on the far end of the couch, looking a little unsure of herself. Instinct pulls me to sit right next to her but I fight it, instead sitting at the opposite end. 
Her eyes dart around the room. “Where’s Lucas?” 
“I just put him down in his crib for the first time. I’m hoping he’ll sleep long enough for me to eat and grab a shower.” 
She nods but doesn’t respond. Since I asked her to stay I should say something but I’m so focused on how sad she looks it’s hard to talk. Instead, my mind spins trying to think of ways to ease her pain. 
“Kate, thank you for putting all this in order today.” She’s shaking her head no because she doesn’t want the credit. “April and Jess told me it was all on your orders. I appreciate it, really. I’m sure it couldn’t have been easy for you.” 
“It was easier than you might think. I wanted to do this for you and for your son. He’s adorable and he looks just like you. You’re going to have to beat the girls off of him with a stick.” 
I didn’t miss the way her voice caught when she said ‘your son’. My heart aches for her and what she’s going through right now. 
Damn it. 
“Honesty, Kate. Right?” 
She nods affirmatively. “Always, Daniel. No matter what, I’d never lie to you.” 
Honesty.
I love you.
I’m angry with you.
I can’t live without you.
But I can’t live with you.
Honesty is way too overrated. 
“Do you want to be a part of Lucas’s life even if you’re not a part of mine?” 
She flinches as if I’ve slapped her but doesn’t hesitate in responding. “I’d like to be,” she answers quietly, “but I’d rather be a part of both of your lives, even if it’s only as a friend.” 
An uncomfortable silence falls between us and she finally stands to leave. 
“Kate, I’m lost here and I need time. There’s no way I can tell you for sure I can get past what happened with Marc. Not because I can’t forgive you. There’s nothing to forgive. You weren’t mine and you weren’t wearing my ring. But because you should have been and it should have never happened.” 
Tears are running down her face and all I want to do is kiss them away. 
“Marc was bound to happen eventually, Daniel. I’m sorry if that hurts you, but it’s the truth. I don’t regret what happened with him but I absolutely regret how it’s affected our relationship.” 
I think I’d convinced myself that she did regret it, but hearing her say she doesn’t is probably what triggers my next words to fly out of my mouth the way that they do. 
“I don’t think I can be with you while you’re still friends with him. And I would never ask you to choose because that isn’t my place, but knowing he’s been with you intimately kills me. Did you even use a condom with him, Kate? Or did you just trust him, too?” My words are laced with venom and it’s exactly why I was afraid of seeing her. 
“I don’t even know how to respond to that, but yes, we did use a condom. If you can’t get over it then maybe you’re right. Maybe it’s best we just cut our losses while we still can. I won’t choose you over him or him over you. It happened and it’s not going to happen again. Whether you choose to believe it or not is up to you. Eventually, maybe enough time will pass that you can let it go enough to be my friend. I’ve got to go, but I’ll send Jess and Connor over to heat up dinner for you and keep an eye on Lucas so you can shower.” 
She stalks to the door and as her hand grasps the doorknob, I call out to her, “Kate, wait a second.” 
She pauses but doesn’t turn to look at me. 
“You can spend as much time with Lucas as you want. I know you love him already, but for now, let’s keep our contact to a minimum.” 
Her shoulders slump but she nods, acknowledging my request. 
“Not because I don’t want to see you, Kate, but because I’ve got to do this in my own time. I wasn’t kidding when I said I needed baby steps. Our friendship is very important to me and getting it back on solid ground is going to be a rocky road but I’m willing to walk it…at my own pace.” 
She muffles a cry, flings the door open, and flees. Within minutes, Jess is here heating up food and telling me to take a shower. By the time I’m showered and calm, Jess has changed Lucas and is feeding him in the nursery. She doesn’t look up at me but she acknowledges my presence. 
“You two make me so freaking sad, Daniel. If you could see what we all see you’d know that nothing on this earth could keep Kate from loving you. Whatever happened here tonight destroyed whatever faith she had left, so if you were trying to end things for good you absolutely succeeded. Go eat. Connor’s waiting for you downstairs.” 
Connor is sitting at the table next to a plate of food and a beer that matches the one he’s drinking. I’m not even hungry anymore but I take a seat and down the beer in a few gulps. 
“You really fucked up, you know that?” Connor questions me accusingly. 
“I’m not the one who lost faith and fucked someone else,” I retort like a petulant child.  
“Maybe not, but you did just have a baby with your ex. Even with that, she still wanted to try to work things out. It doesn’t matter now. I’m pretty sure you’ve lost her for good. Kate wanted to make sure you had this back. I hope you’re happy with yourself.” 
In his hand is her promise ring and I’m instinctively shaking my head no. I don’t want that back; it’s hers. 
“You’ve made your choice, Daniel. She doesn’t need reminders of you giving her false hope. If you want her to have this ring you can go give it back to her. I’m out.” He places the ring on the table and quietly leaves. 
In all my life I don’t think I’ve ever seen Connor as pissed off as he is right now. My emotions have been put to the test these past few days in a way they never have before. I’m mentally and physically exhausted; I just don’t know what to feel anymore. By the time Jess comes downstairs, I’m crying as if I’ve lost my best friend, but in a way I guess I have. 
Surprisingly, Jess pulls me until I’m standing and gives me a hug. 
“This pain you’re feeling is just the beginning. Trust me, I watched Kate go through it when Mike left. Does it hurt to the depths of your soul? I imagine it does…you’re both hurting needlessly. Take the energy you’re expending on your anger and redirect it. Use it to start healing your relationship instead. Don’t let this go too far, Daniel. Fix it while you still can. She loves you but she won’t wait forever. Not again.” 
She places a kiss on my cheek and lets herself out, closing the door quietly behind her. 
What the fuck just happened?
 




Kate
When I woke up this morning, I was in the middle of a Jess and Connor sandwich and thanked my lucky stars for friends like them. After showering and having my morning coffee, I felt better. Jess and Connor had already left for school by the time I came downstairs and thankfully the only class I had today was cancelled by my teacher. The semester is almost over and finals are about five weeks away. My GPA is still good but I’ve been neglecting my studies and need to remedy that.
Starting now. 
I’ve got everything I need set up for an all-day study session and am doing my best not to think about Daniel. I talked to Vanessa this morning and she seems to be doing better. She even said the doctor thinks she’ll be home by the weekend. Hearing that news lightened my mood a bit. Lucas needs his mom around. The ringing of my phone pulls me from my thoughts. My heart leaps into my chest hoping it’s Daniel calling to talk but it’s just Mike. 
“Hey, Mike, what’s going on?” 
“Just calling to check in on you and to ask you for a huge favor.” He sounds stressed out. 
“I’m fine, just getting ready to study for finals.” 
“You’re deflecting,” he accuses me, and he’s right. “How about I take you to dinner tomorrow and you can deflect all you want in person?” 
I can hear the smile in his tone and relax. “Sure, that sounds nice. So, what about this favor?” 
“You’re the only one home today and I need Daniel to come into the office for a meeting. I tried to get it rescheduled but they’re demanding we meet with them today. I wouldn’t ask, but it’s a supplier and…” 
He needs me to babysit. 
“Mike, it’s okay, I can do it. I’d love to spend some time with Lucas. Why didn’t Daniel call me himself?” Not like I don’t already know the answer but I want to hear Mike’s take on it. 
“Because he’s stubborn and feels like an ass. If you were trying to make a point by giving him the ring back I think you might have succeeded.” 
I can’t stop myself from laughing. “The only point I was trying to make is that I’m not going to wait for him and I don’t belong to him.” 
Only my heart does.
“So you’re moving on?” His tone is laced with confusion. 
“No, Mike, I’m not, at least not yet. The ring was symbolic. As long as I had it, in the back of his mind he could just assume I would be here for him whenever he decides he’s ready. I’m not sure how long I’ll wait or what this process will be, but he was acting like a jerk and he needed to know there’s an expiration date on this.” 
“All good points,” he replies thoughtfully. 
“I’m sorry I hurt him, I truly am. But he also has to realize this isn’t what I signed up for, either. I love Lucas and would never deny him, but… he does change the dynamic of our relationship. Daniel isn’t the only one dealing with unexpected changes.” 
“If Daniel asked you tomorrow to marry him, would you?” 
That’s an odd question.

“Yes, I would. Regardless of our current issues, he’s the one, Mike.” 
I hate saying that to him. 
 “Good,” he replies happily. “You guys aren’t a completely lost cause after all. Now get over there and watch Lucas for a few hours. I need Daniel here in less than an hour.” 
“Yes, sir,” I respond jokingly. 
He growls at me in reply, “If we’re not going to be together, Kate, please don’t call me sir. You have no idea what it does to me.” 
I’m at a temporary loss for words and in the deep recesses of my mind wish I could have had alpha Mike a time or two. 
I finally manage to squeak out, “Okay.” 
In a very serious tone he replies, “Thank you. I’ll see you tomorrow, Kate.” 
Damn, it’s not that I question my choice, but at times like these, I really wish Daniel and I were on better terms.
After gathering my books—even though I know I’m not going to get much studying done—and the garage door opener, I head next door. My stomach is full of butterflies but I just keep reminding myself that I’m doing him a favor and he’s not going to be a jerk to me this time. I know he’s lashing out because he’s hurt, but there’s only so much I’ll take. I’m not his personal punching bag. 
Daniel opens the door before I knock and waves me inside. Lucas is asleep in the swing in the corner, sucking away on his pacifier. He’s absolutely precious and I feel my biological clock start ticking away. 
“He just ate about fifteen minutes ago and I changed his diaper right before he went down,” Daniel tells me nervously as he paces the floor. “This is stupid I should just cancel.” 
He’s adorably paranoid and I’m sure it’s got more to do with me than it does with him leaving Lucas. 
“Daniel, it’s fine. We’ll be fine. Go do what you need to. You need a break. I’ve got this. After your meeting, go see Vanessa, or go to the gym, take a drive, whatever you need to clear your thoughts and get a short break. The only thing I had on my schedule today was studying anyway.” 
His beautiful brown eyes meet mine and I’m suddenly very nervous. “I’m sorry, Kate. Last night…” 
“Last night was last night. Don’t worry about me, I’m fine.” 
He reaches for my hand and pulls me to him. I inhale deeply. God I’ve missed him. 
“I’m not fine. I’m anything but. Can we talk when I get back? I promise I’ll try and act like a grown up this time.” 
“Sure,” I reply as he releases me. 
He glances at Lucas one last time and walks out the door. I snap a few pictures of Lucas on my phone and send them over to Vanessa. Poor thing. I can only imagine how much she must miss him. 
The day passes without incident. Daniel got held up and won’t be home until around dinner time. This is good for him. I know working isn’t really a break but with all that’s happened in his life this past week, even just a few hours away from life has to help clear his mind a bit. 
Lucas took two pretty decent naps so I was able to get a good amount of studying done. I love babies but I haven’t really been around any since before I lost Lila Hope. I think I was blocking that part of myself off, hoping to avoid any residual pain. There’s no pain now. Maybe it’s the time that’s passed or maybe I was worried for nothing. The only thing I feel for this little boy in my arms is pure love and adoration. He’s already got me wrapped around his little fingers. 
Today I got to bathe him, feed him, comfort him, and just love on him. I feel like my heart has grown exponentially in the few short hours I’ve been here. His eyes are already changing to his daddy’s caramel brown; he’s going to be such a heartbreaker when he grows up. After putting him in his jammies and reading him Goodnight Moon, we had a little chat. Well, I chatted and he looked up at me with his big brown eyes as if he understood everything I said.
“Lucas, your daddy is a stubborn man but he loves you with his whole heart. That’s a big reason why I fell in love with him, you know. I think he’s the first person I’ve ever met that emanates love from his pores. It’s pretty special to be able to love like that. It’s almost like having a superpower. I hope it’s a trait that gets passed down to you. Between your daddy’s capability for love and your mommy’s concern for the happiness of everyone around her, you’re going to be one empathetic little man.” 
We continue our conversation as we move from the couch to the glider. “Empathy is a good thing for a man to have. It might actually be the sexiest trait you can possess. Your Uncle Connor is a good example of that. You could learn a lot from him. Don’t tell anyone I said so, but I think you’ll learn the most from your Uncle Mike. Out of all the people I know and love, except for your daddy, he’s the one I treasure the most. But if he ever starts to talk to you about the alphabet, you just close your ears. You’ll never be old enough to hear that.” 
Shaking my head I laugh to myself as Lucas yawns. “Soon, your mommy will be home with your daddy Chad and they are going to love on you so much. I know this has got to be confusing for you, not having her here, but your daddy is taking really good care of you. I wish things were different and we were doing this with you together, but for now we’ll both be here for you, just at different times. Just don’t ever forget how much your Auntie Kate loves you.” 
My eyes cloud with tears and I place a soft kiss on his forehead. God I love the scent of babies. After a few more minutes of rocking, he falls asleep just as Daniel crosses the room, looking at me with a curious gleam in his eyes. I never even heard him come in; I wonder how long he’s been home. Daniel takes Lucas from my arms and places him in the baby wedge in his crib. After turning on the baby monitor, he takes my hand and leads me downstairs. 
The table is filled with Chinese food containers, silverware, and a couple bottles of water. 
“Dinner?” he asks apprehensively. 
“Sure,” I answer, taking a seat. 
We eat in silence for a few minutes, but I’ve already decided that after last night, I’m letting him take the lead on this. While we’re eating, I notice how exhausted he really looks and how much sadness is in his eyes. I hate knowing I’m the one who made him so sad. As his eyes meet mine, he reaches across the table and takes my hand in his. My body immediately responds to his touch and I hate it because he doesn’t want me like that. 
“I’m sorry I was such an ass last night. Somehow you manage to bring out the best and the worst in me. Why did you send Connor over with your ring, Kate? That’s your ring. That’s why it was in your jewelry box.”  
My heart clenches in my chest but I know I have to be strong. 
“You want to work up to being friends, right? Baby steps the whole way.” 
“Yes, I do.” 
My heart races but I resolve to stay firm and even toned.
“I can do that. I’d never want to lose your friendship, Daniel. But you’ve made it very clear there’s no going back. There’s too much anger and resentment for you to move past it. It’s going to be difficult enough for us to keep our friendship intact.”
He releases my hand and slumps back in his chair, running his hands through his hair. 
“It’s okay, Daniel, I get it. But I locked away my heart and soul waiting for Mike while recovering from Lila Hope, until I met you. If I kept that ring, there would be a big part of me that would hope it meant we would find our way back to each other. I won’t do that to myself again, I can’t hang on to false hope.” 
“Kate, it’s not like that. I want you to have that ring.” 
Anger flashes through me and I narrow my eyes at him. “Well, I don’t want that ring unless it comes with everything you promised when you gave it to me. You’re not the only one going through this, Daniel. I’m right here with you! I’m not going to run to Mike and I’m sure the hell not going to run off with Marc! Do you even see him around? No!” 
He jumps up out of his chair. “Because he’s on vacation! Not because you don’t want to see him!” 
“Are you kidding me with this? You are so infuriating! If I want to see Marc, I’ll see him, but all I want to do is to make things right with you! I know you never thought you’d have to deal with me being with another man and I’m sorry about that. But I never thought I’d have to deal with you having a baby with someone else! A baby, Daniel. A beautiful little boy who looks so much like his daddy and it kills me inside.” 
I’m sobbing but I don’t care, and suddenly, Daniel is looking at me as if I’m going to shatter and that pisses me off even more because he still thinks I’m fragile. 
“This is why I gave you the ring back. We’re at an impasse. I’m here, Daniel. Right here and my heart is open wide to you and to Lucas. Regardless of what you think, I never gave up on you. I fucked Marc. I fucked him, Daniel, and it was hot, and passionate, and raw.
He flinches and grips his hands into fists. Good. He needs to get mad so maybe he can get over it. 
“That’s it, though. It was just sex. I’m not in love with Marc. He doesn’t set my soul on fire. Marc doesn’t fill me in all the ways that matter. Only you can do that, Daniel…only you.” 
My tone softens and he relaxes a bit.
“You said you would fight for us but you’re the one giving up. I’m still here with my heart wide open. This is all you, Daniel. If you can’t get past what happened and let me in then there is nothing to fight for. Giving you the ring back is my first step in letting go.” 
“Kate…”
He’s choked up and I know he’ll cry if he speaks.
“It’s okay, Daniel. It’s a process. I get that and I’m not rushing off to be with anyone else. The only person I want in my life is you. Maybe someday we’ll get to that place again where you want me to wear your ring. Maybe not, only time will tell. But I’ll tell you what I won’t do. I won’t wait forever. Not again. I can’t ever go down that path again. It almost killed me when it happened with Mike, but with you…it would likely break me completely. You have no idea how deeply in love with you I really am. None.” 
As I turn to leave, he finally asks the question I knew was coming. “If you’re so in love with me how could you fuck him?” The anguish in his voice tears me apart inside. 
“Because the second I saw you with Vanessa, something inside me broke deep down in a place that I never even knew existed. That pain was awful and I just wanted something, anything, to make it go away. And if that pain is anything like what you’re feeling right now, I’m sorry, you don’t deserve to feel that way. If you could just let down your guard long enough to feel how much I love you and how much this hurts me, too, you’d never doubt my love for you. Not for a single second.” 
The air is filled with silence, neither of us moving until Lucas’s cries are coming through the monitor. 
“I’ll see you later, Daniel.” 
“Kate,” he calls out as I’m closing the door behind me. 
“Yeah?” 
“Thank you for watching Lucas and spending time with him.” His tone is sincere and I melt a little.
“There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for that little boy…or for his dad.” 
When I get home, Jess is in the process of opening a bottle of wine. She has impeccable timing. She also has good best friend radar because she doesn’t even ask if I want any; she just hands me a glass. 
“So how did it go?” she asks cautiously. 
“It went,” I tell her as I plop down onto the couch, curling my legs beneath me. 
“That bad, huh?” 
“Lucas was an angel, but Daniel…” 
“He’s still hurting, too, Kate,” she says as she pats my hand in consolation. “But can I ask you a question while we’re on the subject?” 
“Of course. You know you can ask me anything, Jess.” 
“Well, I’m just curious why you picked Daniel and when you actually knew you would? Did you always know? Did Mike even have a chance?” 
I’m not surprised at her question; I think she’s wondered about this for a while. 
“It was a culmination of things, I guess. At first, I really didn’t know what to do. I love them both, and Mike coming back turned my world upside down and inside out.” 
“Obviously,” she snorts out and I slap her arm playfully in response. 
“Anyway, Daniel’s mom said I needed to choose. Not in a ‘you need to pick my son way’ but in a ‘you need to be true to yourself way’ so I followed her advice and wrote it down in my journal and then cried the rest of the night.” 
Jess takes my free hand and squeezes it. “Were you worried you picked the wrong guy?” 
“No, not at all. I was just worried about hurting Mike. Ultimately, I realized something really important. I would trust Mike with my life, but I’ll never trust him with my heart. I’ll always love him in a way that I’ll never love anyone else. I’m so happy I get to have him as a part of my life. I finally feel complete again.” 
“I’m so confused,” she says and her expression shows it. 
“Losing Mike and Lila Hope left my heart in shreds and Daniel came in and stitched it back together one piece at a time. He did such a good job there was only a tiny place left where I needed closure. Except, it wasn’t even closure that I needed; I needed to be healed in a way only Mike could heal me. And he did. He sealed that final place with enough friendship and love to last a lifetime. I’ve never felt more like ‘me’ than I have since Mike came back. I needed that. I needed to be whole again and I needed him to get there. I also think he needed me to get there, too.” 
Jess refills our glasses but still looks confused. God love her, but sometimes she’s a little dense. “So if Mike is so much of this equation, why do you still want Daniel?” 
“Because, Jess, he loves me in spite of my faults. Daniel only knows how to love with every single bit of his soul and it radiates into me and wraps me into this tight cocoon of safety and love. When I thought I lost him that night with Vanessa, I lost my shit.” 
She snickers. “Maybe, but you got the best sex of your life out of it.” 
I contemplate that for a minute before replying, “No, I didn’t. I thought I did, but really I got the hottest forbidden sex of my life. Marc has always been something I wanted and couldn’t have. I lashed out and I got it. That wasn’t fair to any of us. Especially now that I know he has deeper feelings for me that I can never reciprocate. Unequivocally, the best sex of my life has been with Daniel. The feeling that comes from a man loving you with everything he has to give is euphoric.” 
“What’s wrong, Jess?” She looks sad. 
“I’m just wondering if I’ll ever have that kind of love.” 
Where is this coming from?

“What about Connor?” 
She looks up at me and shakes her head. “I’m not sure but I think I need a break to figure that out.” 
Oh no, here we go again. 
“Jess, he loves you, and you are not your mother. You can let yourself fall in love with someone and even get married without divorcing them a few months later.” 
“Yeah, I know, but I don’t feel for Connor what you feel for Daniel. Shouldn’t that be a sign? Don’t get me wrong, this relationship is working, but I don’t know if it’s got long term status written in its future.” This really doesn’t surprise me, even though I wish it did. Neither of them have ever opened themselves up to love before. 
“I don’t know, Jess. I never felt this before Daniel. I thought Mike was everything in the world I could have ever wanted, and had we never parted, we’d be happily married by now. It could be that you’re so afraid of what could happen if you let him in, you’d rather push him away. Talk to him about this and see how he’s feeling. It’s the only way you’ll know for sure.” 
She’s crying now so I know this is affecting her more than she’s letting on. Fucking Chloe! I swear her mother embedded more issues in Jess than should even be possible considering how little she was around in the first place. 
“It’ll be okay, Jess. No matter what, I’m here for you, and we have more than enough wine.” 
That elicits a laugh from her, and we spend the next few hours talking and catching up. I’ve really missed her. Later, when I’m in bed, my phone dings and I hope against hope it’s Daniel wanting to talk. When I open it, an adorable photo of Lucas in his jammies pops up with the caption ‘Goodnight Auntie Kate, I love you’ and my heart melts. 
It’s not Daniel but it’s close enough. I type out my response quickly and hit send before I can second-guess myself. ‘Goodnight, Lucas. I love you and your daddy, too, with all my heart.’ I don’t get a reply but I don’t need one. He needs baby steps to be my friend but I’m taking baby steps to be so much more. 
The next night, Mike takes me to dinner as promised and of all places to go, he takes me to the Saddle Ranch Chop House on the Sunset Strip. It’s one of our favorite places and it’s been years since I’ve been here. 
“Do you come here a lot?” I ask him as the waiter walks us to our table. 
“Nope, not since the last time I was here with you. Some places are just sacred, you know?” He shrugs but there’s a twinkle in his eyes. He’s up to something. 
“Yeah, I know how that is. Kind of like our beach.” 
“Exactly.” He turns to the waiter. “Can we get two waters and two Bull Fighters? Thanks.” 
Oh hell, I know what he’s up to now. 
“Two Bull Fighters?” 
He laughs at me. “Well, normally, you know I wouldn’t drink something that girly but I did promise you when you turned twenty-one that I would drink Bull Fighters with you and ride that damn bull.” 
Thank God I wore jeans tonight. 
“Mike, you don’t have to do this…” 
He flashes me a brilliant smile. “I don’t have to do anything, Katie Grace, but there are certain promises we made that I can still fulfill. Albeit late, but better than never.” 
How is it possible to adore someone so much and yet still be in love with another? 
Both of us order the prime rib and Mike swiftly orders me another drink.
He’s trying to get me drunk.
He knows I’d have to be to get on that bull.
 As we continue to watch the bull riders, my nerves increase in intensity. It’s obvious from the smirk on his face he’s picked up on how nervous I am and he’s enjoying it. “Relax, Kate. It’s just a ride. I’ll even go first if it will make you feel better.” 
“It’s like a sex fest over there! Why don’t I remember it being so sexual before?” 
Mike laughs hard. “Maybe because we weren’t that sexual back then? Or maybe because people are a little more open with their sexuality now? Or maybe it’s because we know how to let our freak flags fly now,” he says, wiggling his eyebrows at me. 
Hmmm, maybe.
“Look at all the lurkers. As soon as I get off I’m going to get accosted.” Mikes laughing even harder, and I immediately catch my error. “I mean get off of the bull. Mind out of the gutter, Matthews.” 
He raises his hands like he’s backing off. “Hey now, I can’t help where my mind goes. Besides, you totally walked into that one.” Pure happiness radiates from him and I have to admit it’s contagious. 
“If it will make you feel better, I’ll be your pseudo boyfriend for ten minutes, okay? That should be long enough to save both of our sexual virtues from the horny pack of bull riders.” 
“That’s a great idea! Once we finish, though, I want s’mores.” 
He holds out his hand to me and nods. “S’mores sound good. They’ll sober you up a little, too.” 
It’s crowded, but since it’s a weeknight, it’s not nearly as packed as usual. Since I’m about to lose my bull riding virginity I’m thankful for the slightly smaller crowd. As promised, Mike goes first but the ride operator isn’t as gentle on the men and he flies off pretty quickly. I think he might have wacked his balls against the hand hold on his way down. He winces a bit as he gets up. 
“You okay?” I ask him, giggling, but I’m truly worried about his man parts. 
He pulls me in close, his breath caressing my ear. I’m holding my breath as he whispers, “I think my baby makers are broken.” I laugh as he places a kiss on my cheek. “Good luck, baby, now go ride that bull like you’d ride me.” 
He says it loud enough for everyone to hear and if I thought I was going to go deaf from the music before that was nothing compared to the whooping and hollering of the crowd. Of course the ride operator uses it to his advantage “What’s your girl’s name?” he yells across to Mike. 
There’s a devious gleam in Mike’s eyes as he replies “Jessica, but all her good friends call her Jess.” He nods that he’s got it and after I’m straddled onto the bull, he holds nothing back. 
“Alright, everyone, let’s hear it for our new friend Jess! Now, we all heard her boyfriend tell her to ride our bull like she rides him at home, so I think we’re in for a show.” 
My cheeks were already flushed from the alcohol, my palms sweaty from nerves, but the embarrassment zinging through me makes my entire body burn. I catch Mike out of the corner of my eyes, laughing and shrugging his shoulders in a semi apology. At least he had the decency to not give my real name. 
The bull starts off nice and slow, periodically gyrating a few times in a forward motion, but I’m able to hold on with just one hand. I don’t really know how long this goes on, maybe a minute or so, when I hear the announcer tell Mike over the PA system that he’s a lucky man. At this point, he’s done being nice and the bull starts bucking around like crazy. I’m able to hold it together for about another thirty seconds or so before I go flying off. 
Someone helps me to my feet and I stumble over to Mike as the crowd starts chanting ‘kiss, kiss, kiss, kiss’. 
Hell, at this point what does it matter? Mike’s eyes seek permission from mine as I wrap my arms around his neck and pull him close. He kisses me and the crowd goes wild. It’s just like the kiss we shared in my bed a few days ago—a little more than just friends, but not exactly like lovers. Whatever it is, I allow myself to feel it and the crowd cheers their approval. 
Once we’re back at the table, I’m a little speechless but that’s not an issue; Mike is on a roll. 
“Who knew being your ten minute boyfriend would be so exciting?” I roll my eyes at him as he continues, “We even got to role play, Kate. You’ve got to admit that was kind of hot.” Then the bastard winks at me. 
“You’ve been hanging out with Connor way too much.” Even though I want to be serious, I can’t contain my laughter. 
“Oh, come on, Kate, you’re wink worthy and you know it. As a matter of fact, I’d say you’re very aware of your sexuality since you asked me to be your pseudo boyfriend.” 
I’m blushing furiously and Mike is enjoying the hell out of it. “It’s pretty hot, actually. I mean ,you’ve always been hot but who knew what a sexual vixen you were going to turn out to be.” 
“You’re being stupid,” I tell him as I shake my head.
“No, I’m being honest. You’re breathtaking, Kate, and I will kick myself for the rest of my life for losing you to my best friend. He’s a lucky bastard and he better get his head out of his ass soon or I really will try and win you back.” 
There’s wistfulness in his tone and it makes me happy and sad at the same time. We’re building our new friendship and this is exactly the kind of conversation I would have with Connor, but I think somewhere inside we’re both longing to go back into our comfort zone with each other. 
“While I appreciate the sentiment, and don’t doubt that the two of us could set a room on fire with our passion, we both know we’re past that. But that doesn’t mean I don’t want to hear about you setting a room on fire with someone else. So tell me, lover boy, what’s going on with Misty? Anything I should know about?” 
The boyish smile that spreads across his face lets me know he’s not at all upset about me blowing him off. Relief washes over me and I feel my muscles relax. I wasn’t even aware of how tense I was. 
“Things with Misty are good. I’ve seen her a few times and we talk at least once a day but text often.” 
“Are you going to ask her out?” 
“We’re working up to it. She’s got a lot going on in her life, more than I think she’s even telling me, but I’m trying to be patient. I realized something, though…” There’s a sadness to his tone now and he fiddles with a straw wrapper. 
“What is it, Mike? You can tell me anything, you know that. Let me help you.” 
“It’s just…well…ugh, this shouldn’t be this hard. I finally admitted to myself and to her that the reason why I pushed her away was because she evoked feelings in me that I’d only ever had with you.” 
Immediately, tears fall from my eyes. 
“Kate…oh, Kate, I’m so sorry. We’re not there yet, and you and Daniel…god I’m such an idiot.” He kicks his chair and my gaze finds his and holds it. 
“Stop it, Mike, they’re combination tears?” 
His face scrunches up and I know he’s as perplexed as I feel. “Okay… not happy and not sad, but combination…go on.” 
Laughing through my tears, I explain, “I’m so happy for you that you’re at the point where you’re moving on and you’ve admitted it to yourself. That’s huge, Mike. I’m so proud of you.” 
“But?” 
“But at the same time, I’m a little bit sad about it. It’s a natural progression of how things are going to be between us. I guess now I understand how you felt about Daniel and me. We’re growing up, Mike.” 
“Are you ready to go?” There’s an edge to his tone. I hope I haven’t made him angry. Nodding, I grab my purse and coat while he settles up the bill. Once we’re outside and waiting for the valet, he pulls me into his warm embrace. 
“We’re growing up, Katie Grace, but not apart. Never. Promise me I won’t lose you again. You’re my best friend and I need you in my life.” 
He’s scared. That’s something I completely understand. 
“Never again, Mike. I promise. No matter where life takes us you’ll always be my best friend. Just don’t tell Connor. It might bruise his ego.” 
Mike snorts and pulls me closer. “What about Marc? Can I tell him?” 
I look at him with a raised eyebrow just as the truck pulls up. After we get inside and pull away, I finally answer him. “You never asked me to choose, Mike. In all those years you never once asked me to choose. I love Marc. He is very important to me, but you are more important. Always. Maybe I should have told you that before, but I’m telling you now. He might be my soul keeper but you are my soul mate.” 
I swear I see tears pooling in his eyes but it’s dark and it’s hard to tell. 
“I thought Daniel was your soul mate?” 
I reach across, placing my hand on his. “Daniel is my soul mate for love but you’re my soul mate for life. Every important life experience I’ve had has been with you. First loves, first kiss, first person we made love to, first heartbreak, creating life and losing it, losing our parents, and most importantly first friends. God gave me you for life and he gave me Daniel for love.” 
“Isn’t that…isn’t that harsh or wrong somehow?” His voice is pained and his grip on my hand tightens. 
“I don’t think so. There is so much Daniel and I will experience in that love, including friendship, and our own firsts, if we ever get there. But it will never take away from us. And since the two of you are best friends, I really hope it will never even be a question. We’ll figure it out as we go along. Just know that you are so important to me. We might not be an us anymore, but I haven’t felt this complete as a person in years. Not since you left.” 
He raises my hand to his mouth and kisses it gently. “Me either, Kate, me either.” 
It was a pretty quiet ride home after that. After Mike walked me to the door, he went next door to check on Daniel and Lucas and I went to sleep with mixed emotions and a broken heart. 

Vanessa came home a few days later on Sunday. April and I decorated the front of the house again so she could have the full experience. She was ecstatic and crying, but who could blame her? She finally got to really feel like a mom for the first time. Daniel brought Lucas out to wait for her and my heart began to race when he came over and stood next to me. We’ve talked a little bit the past few days. I’ve watched Lucas two more times for him and have fallen even more in love with him than I ever thought possible. I’m so lucky to be a part of his life. The nightly text messages are the best. Every night Daniel texts me a picture of Lucas with the same ‘I love you’ comment. So every night I reply back the same, that I love them both. Daniel has to be coming around, right? I mean, he wouldn’t keep doing it if he didn’t want to hear I still loved him, too. At least, I hope he wouldn’t. Our conversations have been pretty superficial but at least we’re having them. 
I wonder if he realizes how sexy he looks as he holds Lucas. He’s a very devoted father, but I knew he would be. It’s a natural instinct for him; he makes it look as easy as breathing. 
God I miss him. 
He’s right next to me but I feel a million miles away from his love.  
Once Vanessa was out of the car, in between her squeals of happiness, she was sobbing as Daniel placed Lucas in her arms. Chad observed carefully as she smothered him in kisses, snuggling him close, and breathing in his scent. I can’t blame her; he really does smell good. Lucas smells like baby and Daniel all mixed up in one. 
April hugged her and welcomed them home but had to leave to go have lunch with her sisters. While she was here, we talked about the bridal shower, bachelorette party, and dress fittings. It’s going to be a busy couple of months for us all. Daniel told Chad and Vanessa he would be in shortly and let them have a little family bonding time right away. 
“So I heard you rode a bull and that Mike is probably sterile now. I think I would have paid good money to see that.” Daniel grins as he leans back against Chad’s car. 
“Paid good money to see me ride a bull or Mike get sterilized by said bull?” 
“Both,” he replies, immediately laughing. “But then I’d probably be jealous of that bull.” His husky tone lights me on fire. 
“Why? Because he got the pleasure of hitting Mike? Or because I rode him bareback?” I ask in my sexy tone, looking him straight in the eyes. 
He lets out a deep breath and inches really close to me. If I thought my heart was racing before it’s nothing compared to the marathon it’s running right now. 
He bends down and whispers in my ear, “Both.” It’s just one word, but as his breath caresses my ear and his scent invades my nostrils, I feel myself getting turned on. 
As he backs away, I feel his loss but I’m hopeful something will change. This is the most forward he’s been with me since before I slept with Marc. 
“Well, I should probably go in and show them where everything is and let them know Lucas’s routine.” 
Do you guys have a schedule planned out yet?” I do really want to know, but I’m also fishing so I know when I might be able to see him. 
“Not yet. I figure I’ll give them time to adjust, but I’ll definitely come by at least once a day to see him. I’m kind of attached to putting him to bed, so hopefully Vanessa will let me come by for bedtime. Then it won’t affect work, either.” He looks heartbroken, but I guess I would be, too, if it were me. 
I reach out and give his hand a quick squeeze. “It will all work out, Daniel. Vanessa wants you to be a part of his life. You guys will get this co-parenting thing down soon enough.” 
Instinctively, he bends down and kisses my forehead. It doesn’t mean anything, I know it doesn’t, but God it feels so good. 
“Well, I should go. I’ll see you later, Daniel.” 
“Bye, Kate,” he answers as he walks into the house. 

It’s been three weeks since Vanessa came home and Lucas is a month old today. It seems like Daniel, Vanessa, and Chad are flowing seamlessly into a routine. Daniel comes by every night to put Lucas to bed and on the weekends, Chad and Vanessa go to his house and let Daniel stay here with Lucas. Vanessa just feels more comfortable that way, and for now, while Daniel is at Connor’s, it really makes the most sense. 
Lucas is napping and I’m watching him while Vanessa is at her checkup. I’m so glad she went; she has been so run down and so tired. I snap a picture of Lucas and send it to Daniel, hoping it will lighten up his day a bit. 
Things between us have been okay…not good and not bad. Thankfully, we haven’t had any more blow ups, but we haven’t really had any actual conversations since Vanessa came home. We mostly just greet each other in passing, but he’s still sending me nightly text messages, so that has to be a positive thing. 
With finals coming up in two weeks, things are intense at school. Jess, Connor, and I have been living and breathing in our study groups. The Houstons are throwing us a graduation party and they’ve even invited my dad and Claire. It will be interesting to say the least. Vanessa has decided that will be Lucas’s first big outing, but I think she’s more excited at getting Daniel and I in the same location for an extended period of time. 
Vanessa comes in quietly, knowing Lucas naps around this time, and smiles when she sees him in his swing. It’s a weary smile and I have a feeling her appointment didn’t go as well as she was hoping it would. She plops down next to me on the couch and sighs loudly. 
“What happened? You look awfully glum.” 
“He ran some labs to check my iron levels, gave me a list of signs and symptoms to watch out for, and increased my blood pressure meds because my pressure is still high.” A few tears fall and she quickly wipes them away. After moving my books out of the way, I scoot over and pull her into a hug. 
“I just don’t know why it has to be this hard! Why can’t I just be fine and enjoy my baby without constantly being tired? Chad wants kids of our own, and so do I, but I don’t know if I ever want to feel like this again.” 
“It’s going to be okay. You’re just having a hard time right now. Your hormones are all over the place, you don’t feel good, you’re tired from being up with a baby, and your blood pressure is out of whack. Give it some time, sweetie. Soon you’ll be an old pro at it all and wonder why you ever doubted having another baby,” I tell her gently as I stroke her hair. My heart hurts for her. 
“You’re right. And pre-eclampsia doesn’t happen with every pregnancy. I just have to watch for the signs. I’m sorry I’m dumping everything on you. I know how stressed you are right now.” 
“Please. I’d rather talk you off a ledge than study any day.” 
She laughs and pulls away. “So how are things going with you and Daniel?” 
“Same. The occasional greeting and a nightly text. At this point, I think he just feels obligated for some reason. It’s been weeks and I’m starting to feel like it’s a lost cause.” 
Her eyes widen and her mouth drops. “You’re not giving up on him, are you?” she asks in an alarmed tone. 
I let out a sigh and pull my knees to my chest. “No, I’m not giving up, but there is a guy in my study group who has asked me out a few times and I’m running out of excuses to give him and myself as to why I can’t.” 
She picks up some banana chips and snacks on them with a thoughtful expression on her face. “So why don’t you tell Daniel that? Maybe if he sees someone else is interested, it will make him finally fight.” 
I shake my head. “No, it will just make him push me further away and that’s the last thing I want.” 
“Well I love Daniel but he’s being an idiot. I don’t know, Kate, maybe you should go out with him. See if there are any sparks or if he interests you at all. You said you weren’t going to pine over Daniel like you did Mike. Maybe now is the time to put up or shut up. Is he cute?” 
“Yes, he’s very cute. He’s a really nice guy, too, but he’s just not Daniel. But then again, no one ever will be.” 
There’s a knock at the back door. It’s open because it’s a beautiful day out and Daniel is waiting to be asked in. 
Shit, I wonder how much of that he just heard. 
“Come in,” Vanessa calls out to him, flashing me an evil smirk, and I’ve suddenly got a bad feeling about telling her about Ryan. 
“Hey. What are you guys up to?” 
I take the opportunity to interrupt before Vanessa tells him. “Nothing. Just talking. It’s early for you to be here.” 
“Yeah, I have dinner plans tonight so I can’t be here to put Lucas to bed. I thought I’d pop by and see him when he wakes up from his nap.” 
He has plans? 
Who is so important he’s going to miss putting Lucas to bed? 
Does he have a date?
I think I’m going to be sick. 
His eyes meet mine but I quickly divert my gaze elsewhere. 
“Sorry if I interrupted anything,” he says sheepishly. 
“Nope,” Vanessa tells him, popping the p. “Just trying to convince Kate to go out on a date with this guy who’s been pursuing her.” 
And there it is, but right now I don’t even care. Daniel tenses up but his back is to us as he picks up a now awake Lucas from his swing. 
“Well, I’ll just go change him and let you get back to it.” He never looks back at me, just stalks up the stairs. 
Vanessa giggles and I shoot her daggers. “Oh come on, Kate, you have to admit that was funny. He won’t admit his feelings for you so instead he’d rather sulk.” 
Shaking my head, I begin to gather my books. “It wasn’t funny. He seemed angry.” 
“You know he was vague about his dinner plans because he wanted you to think he was dating someone else. Otherwise, he would have come right out and said he had a business dinner. Which, by the way, I know he does because he mentioned it offhandedly a few days ago.” 
Mike was right; she is a lot like Jess. 
“I know you have good intentions and you’re just trying to get us back together, but even if he was trying to make me jealous, the last thing he needs to hear is that someone else is asking me out.” 
As I gather my books, Vanessa stands and pulls me into a hug. “Kate, that’s the only thing he needs to hear. Maybe a good dose of reality will make him get his ass in gear. You’re a gorgeous, smart, and desirable woman and you love him. He needs to recognize that for what it is and act on it. Otherwise, why shouldn’t you date someone else?”
My eyes cloud with tears and I try to rapidly blink them away. “Because my heart belongs to him. He owns it. And even if I move on, it will never beat the same.”
“Kate…” 
“It’s okay, Vanessa, don’t worry about it. I’ve got to go, but give Lucas a big kiss from me, okay?” 
“Of course,” she replies sadly as I rush from the house. 
The air was too thick in there but it’s not much better out here. I’m on the verge of a panic attack and I just need to breathe and I know the perfect place. After unlocking my car, I throw my books in the backseat and head to the beach. 
 




Mike 
“We haven’t done this in forever,” Connor says with a mouth full of pancakes. 
“Maybe that’s because you always talk with your mouth fucking full,” Jake replies in disgust. 
“Damn, I don’t think it will matter how old we get, these two will always fight like little kids.” 
“So says the only one in the group with a kid. How’s Lucas doing, anyway?” Jake asks Daniel with a genuine interest. He’s completely ready to have a family but April isn’t giving in just quite yet. 
Daniel answers Jake with a cheesy smile but I can’t blame him; he’s proud of his kid. 
“Lucas is good. He turned two months old yesterday. It’s crazy that much time has passed already.” 
“No, what’s crazy is that you’re still not talking to Kate, just sending her those nightly pictures of Lucas. You’re killing her, you know?” I’m pissed at him over this and he’s well aware I make my feelings known daily. 
“What are you going to do, anyway? Now that finals are over and graduation is in two days, that guy Ryan from our study group is pursuing her harder than ever. She’s running out of excuses not to date him, and no offense, but I don’t see why she shouldn’t move on at this point. Mike and Misty are seeing each other often and you aren’t giving Kate any reason to say no anymore, Daniel.” 
Jake and I both lean back and cross our arms at almost the exact same time. We’re enjoying watching Connor lay into Daniel. I know Kate isn’t going to go out with Ryan—she’s told me so. But she has started hanging out with Marc again and I see that as Daniel’s bigger threat. Even though there’s no way I’m telling him that; he can find out on his own. 
“I’m going to the graduation party. What else do you want from me?” 
“For you to man the fuck up and get your goddamned woman back,” Jake growls at him then takes in our questioning glances “What? It’s about time someone tells him the damn truth in words he can understand. Let me make it clear in case it wasn’t before. You love Kate and Kate loves you. She doesn’t want Mike.” He quickly interjects, “Sorry, dude. And she doesn’t want Marc. But if you’re too much of a pussy not to admit how you feel by now, then she should date this other dude.” 
“Ryan,” Connor kindly offers his name. 
“Yeah, Ryan, instead of waiting for you to stop being such a twat. If you would’ve played football like you fall in love you would have never made it past freshman year. Man the fuck up.” 
Daniel pulls out his phone and pulls up something I can’t see. Then he reaches across the table and shoves it in Jakes face. 
“You bought two tickets to Hawaii, leaving the day after the party? And booked two rooms at the same hotel?” 
Daniel rubs his temple with his fingers and squeezes his eyes shut. After exhaling loudly, he leans back in his seat and looks at us. 
“I wanted to do something nice for Kate for graduation. I’ve been calmer and less mad the past few weeks and I thought if we could maybe go away for a few days, we could gradually work our way back to each other. Maybe it’s a dumb idea.” 
“No, it’s not a bad idea. It’s a great idea. Why didn’t you say anything earlier? It would have gotten us to stop riding your ass.” I want him to answer my question. I don’t get it. 
“Because I think I needed you guys rubbing it in my face to really push me into doing it. I’m still mad but I don’t want to be anymore. If we go away alone, I’m sure by the end of the weekend I’ll know one way or the other if I can do this with her.” 
“I’ve heard you fuck her ten ways ‘til Sunday. Just think of that when you get upset, it should calm you down immediately.” Connor jokes and they all laugh, but that’s just a little too much for me. It’s still a little too soon to think of them like that. 
“Good. One down and one to go. What’s going on with Misty?” Connor asks, completely changing the conversation. 
“We’re taking things slow.” 
“It’s been two months. How slow can you be going? Have you even been on a date yet or are you still friend zoned?” Jake pushes his plate away and rubs his stomach while waiting for me to respond. They’re going to think I’m such a pussy. 
“We had our first official date last week.” 
“And,” Connor prompts for more information. 
“And we had a good time, she’s…well, she means a lot to me and that’s a lot for me to wrap my head around. Misty is the only other girl aside from Kate I’ve ever had feelings for and I don’t want to mess it up.” 
“So you haven’t had sex yet?” Connor asks, mystified. 
“No, we haven’t even hit second base yet. But it’s actually nice this way. We’re getting to know each other and I’m hoping it will be a long-term thing. Enough about me, gossip queen, what the hell is going on with you and Jess?” 
“Oh, that.” Connor puts his head down and scrapes at his plate. “We had a long talk and right now we’re just going to take each day as it comes. Slow down on the relationship and take more of a friends with benefits approach for the time being.” 
What the hell?   
Jake looks like he already knew this but Daniel and I both live with him and had no clue. 
“What happened?” Daniel asks, beating me to the question. 
“Nothing happened necessarily. We just realized while what we have is fun and we do love each other, maybe we’re not exactly in love with each other. There are sparks but neither of us is ready for that whole long-term thing you guys have going on.” 
“Damn. I thought you guys were perfect for each other,” I tell him honestly. 
“I’m not saying we aren’t. Things aren’t bad, and we aren’t dating other people, but we just acknowledged that neither of us is ready for a serious commitment right now. Who knows what will happen in the future. We’re comfortable with this so we’ll see what happens.” 
“It’s because of us, isn’t it?” Daniel asks thoughtfully. 
“In a roundabout way, maybe. We saw how intense things were with the three of you. We’re just not ready for that intensity yet. It’s not a bad thing. You three have this like intense love for each other and for Kate. You’re settling down, Daniel. You’ve got a kid, and Jess and I are over here like ‘Do you want to go clubbing and get drunk? Or do you want to just fuck?’ We’re just not ready to be so serious yet, but it’s a good thing. We’re still young and when one of us feels ready, we’ve agreed to revisit the conversation.” 
“Well, you guys have to do what you need to do but don’t let Jess push you away when things get deeper, Connor. She’s messed up from her mom’s example of love. If she pushes you away, you need to push back.” I need to talk to Kate and see if she knows what’s really going on with Jess. Then I need to talk to Jess. 
“So noted.” 
“So what else is on tap for the day? I’ve got to go over wedding reception plans with April. I love her but I can’t wait until all this planning is over with.” 
“I’m taking my mom to lunch and going out on a date with Misty tonight,” I tell them, ignoring the leering looks they’re giving me. 
“I’m spending the night with Lucas so Vanessa and Chad can have some alone time,” Daniel replies with a smile. 
“Well, I’m meeting Jess for some midday nookie, so I need to get out of here. See you guys later,” Connor says as he drops enough cash on the table to cover us all and the tip. Typical Connor. 
Jake leaves next so April doesn’t have his head on a platter for being late to their meeting. Daniel and I linger over our coffee. 
“So Hawaii, huh?” I know the smirk on my face is annoying the fuck out of him but he ignores it. 
“Yeah, Hawaii. Do you think she’ll like it?” 
He’s nervous, but he kind of deserves to be. I don’t let him suffer for long, though. I’m too happy that he’s finally pulled his head out of his ass. 
“Yes, she’ll love it. So when are you giving her the ring back?” 
He shakes his head. “I don’t know if I ever will. We’ll have to see how it goes. She’s not getting that ring unless she’s ready to marry me. I can’t go through all this again, Mike. I can’t be her second choice.” 
Hold up.
 “What do you mean second choice? She chose you.” 
“No… she chose you and you told her she loved me.” 
That’s ludicrous and hopefully my laughter proves that to him but instead, he just looks even more irritated. 
“Alright, first of all, Marc is what kept you apart, not me. And secondly, if you really think that’s what happened, why don’t you ask her if you can see her journal from the day your mom and Linda spent with her?” 
Jess told me about Kate’s journal and how she had picked Daniel before I ever called her out on it. I’ll admit it stung a bit, but not too badly. 
“What journal?” he asks, interested. 
“Look, I’m not even supposed to know this, but Jess said Kate wrote her choice down before she ever even slept with Marc. The day she caught you and Vanessa, or she thought she did, was the day she was going to tell you she chose you.” 
A myriad of emotional responses flash across his features but in the end, he looks relieved. Finally.

“Excuse me for being a dick, but I have to ask. Are the two of you really over?” 
It’s about time he asks this question. I’ve been waiting for it for the past two months. 
“In every romantic way there is, yes. We’ll always be best friends and love each other in a way that seems more than friendly, but that comes with our history. You’ll have to accept that. But really, I’m okay with this. For the first time ever, I’m looking at a future with someone other than Kate and it feels right. It’s the way things should be. I think we’re all with the right people, and it’s about time. Lucas needs some playmates, sooner rather than later.” 
“I’ve been a complete and utter ass, haven’t I?” 
“No more of an ass than how I acted and that’s how I lost her. At least it didn’t take you three and a half years to come to your senses.” 
That elicits a full blown laugh from him and for the first time in months, Daniel looks like a load has been lifted off his chest. Things can only get better from here. 

I’m on my way to pick up Misty for our date tonight, happy she was able to get someone to stay with her grandma. I’d really like to meet her but so far, Misty has kept me away. Since I’m picking her up at her house tonight, instead of the diner, maybe I’ll finally get to meet her. Misty lives on a cute little tree lined street just around the corner from the diner. Her house is grey with a white fence around it; it’s small, but probably perfect for the two of them. As I pull into the driveway, she comes running out of the house. What is she, fifteen trying to get away? Why doesn’t she ever let me come and get her?

Before I can even get out to greet her, she flings open the door and hops in. So I do what any self-respecting man would do in this situation and turn off the car and get out. She absolutely flips out. 
“What are you doing, Mike? Get back in the car.” 
“I’m going to go introduce myself to your grandma. It’s not right to be dating you and picking you up at home and not meet her, Misty.” 
“Mike, stop!” she yells as I advance toward the door. 
Why is she freaking out so bad?
She runs up behind me and pulls me backward until I spin and face her. There’s fear in her eyes which is not what I expected. 
“Misty, what’s wrong? Why can’t I meet your grandma? What are you afraid of?” 
Tears are running down her face now. 
“Mike, please. I’ll tell you in the car, but can we please just go?” 
She’s pleading with me and between that, the tears, and the downright fear on her face I succumb and get back in the car. After we’re on the road for a while and she seems to have calmed down, I figure it’s okay to ask her some questions. 
“Misty, are you in danger somehow staying there? You can stay with me if you need a place to crash.” 
“What?” she gasps. “Oh God, no! I’m not in danger at all. I’m sorry, Mike. It’s just…my grandma is a bit old fashioned. She doesn’t really like the idea of me dating, and after last time when you and I got so close and then you disappeared, well, let’s just say she’s not your biggest fan and I haven’t exactly told her we’ve reconciled yet.” 
“Oh.” And other than that I’m not sure how to respond. She’s twenty three years old; she should be able to do whatever she wants. 
“Mike, you have to understand. She raised me and gave me a home when I had no one. She’s not well and I know she doesn’t have much time left, I just don’t want to upset her until I’m sure that this time will be different.” 
My hands grip the steering wheel tightly and my foot is heavier on the gas. When I see 60 mph on the speedometer, I ease up on the pedal. What she says makes sense but it still makes me mad. It’s been two months already and that’s exactly what I tell her. 
“Misty, it’s been two months. How long are you going to wait?” 
She sighs in frustration as I turn into Connor’s driveway. Everyone is out tonight so I ordered dinner in, hoping to give her a nice, relaxing evening. She works so hard and she’s always so tense when I’m around. Maybe it’s me; maybe this isn’t going as smoothly as I thought it was. 
She’s still quiet when I get out of the car and walk around to open the door for her. Once she’s out of the car, she pulls me into a hug and wraps her arms around my neck, pulling me down until my lips meet hers. She places a tender kiss on my lips and then opens to me. Our tongues meet tentatively at first and then dance with a frantic passion like they did that night two years ago. She whimpers and my dick goes rock hard. I pull her closer so she’s fully aware how much she turns me on and she whimpers some more. 
“Mike,” she whispers breathlessly. 
“Yeah, baby?” 
“Inside now, please.” 
Her lips are back on mine and she wraps her legs around my waist. I carry her inside, never breaking the kiss. Once we’re in the house, I lay her down on the couch and position myself over her. Her hands cup my face and our foreheads are touching, the scent of cotton candy enveloping us both. 
“Listen to me, please. We’ve been talking for two months but we’ve only officially been dating for a week. I don’t even know if we’re exclusive or…” 
My hands grasp both of hers and I hold them up over her head by her wrists. My possessive side is out in full force tonight. 
“There are no ifs WE.ARE.EXCLUSIVE.” 
Desire dances in her eyes and I take her mouth in mine. My tongue probes her mouth, dueling with hers in a very erotic game of foreplay. When I bite her tongue, she responds exactly how I hoped, grinding into me with reckless abandon. 
After a few minutes, I slow the pace down and gently make love to her mouth with mine. She hasn’t had sex in two years and we’re not going to have sex tonight. Although I would absolutely love to get her off. Once we’re sitting up, we turn and face each other. God she’s so fucking beautiful with her hair messed up and her cheeks flushed with her desire for me. 
“Misty, you’re obviously still worried about me and although I don’t like it, I get it. We’re going to take this slow. The past two months have been eye opening. Not only have I realized and admitted how much I missed you, but I’ve also realized the amount of feelings I had for you that I never even admitted to myself were there.” 
“Really?” she asks in a hopeful tone, allowing herself to smile. 
“Really. I care for you, a lot, and I’m not going to disappear on you again. I promise, not ever. I’m in this for as long as you’ll have me.” 
“Mike, I want you forever if we get that long. But there are things you don’t know, things that happened after you left. Once you know, you’re going to hate me and I can’t stand to lose you again.” 
She’s crying now and I hate that she’s so sad. 
“Misty, listen to me. I’m the king of fucking up, so whenever you’re ready to talk about it, I’ll be here to listen. I won’t judge you. I can’t. Not with my past.” 
“You say that now, but…” 
I stop her with a soft kiss. “But nothing. Even if I get mad, I promise I won’t disappear. I wouldn’t do that to you again. You’ve got this huge heart, Misty, and you’ve given me a second chance. I’m not going to screw that up.” 
She blinks back her tears. “I’m scared.” 
“I know, baby, but it’s going to be okay.” 
Shaking her head, she clarifies, “I’m already falling in love with you again.” 
My heart races and the blood rushes in my ears as relief floods through me in waves. 
“That’s a really good thing because I skipped the falling part and have been hoping you’d catch up. I’m in love with you, Misty. I think a part of me has been for a long time. I just had to admit it to myself.” 
“Really?” she asks, her voice catching, filled with emotion. 
“Really,” I say, nodding my head as I pull her closer to me. Her skirt hikes up and I catch a glimpse of her black lace panties. I fucking love lingerie but I love taking it off even more. Gently, I remove her top as I lay her back down on the couch. Her breathing increases and she slightly tugs on her bottom lip as I unzip her skirt. 
Fucking beautiful.   
“Oh, baby, you are so fucking gorgeous.” 
She immediately blushes and closes her eyes. My fingers trace a line up her thighs and her body trembles under mine. 
“Mike,” she says my name like a whispered prayer and my dick gets harder immediately. My hands explore her body as she continues to tremble in pleasure. As I trail kisses from her neck to her breasts, her moans turn into pleas. 
“God, Mike, yes…don’t stop…please don’t stop.” 
“Don’t worry about that. I’m just getting started.” 
Taking her mouth in mine, my tongue seeks hers in a desperate frenzy. Her whimpers echo between us as I flip down her bra so that her breasts are now out and I can give them the attention they so desperately deserve. My fingers squeeze and roll her nipples and she arches her back in response. 
“Oh, yes!” 
Breaking away from our kiss, I lower my mouth to her breasts. They aren’t big, but they’re perfect. And her nipples, fuck, her nipples are the biggest nipples I’ve ever seen. I’m sure I could make her come from breast play alone, but not tonight. Tonight she’s going to come in my mouth and I’m going to relish every last fucking drop. 
As I flick her nipple with my tongue, she writhes beneath me, and when I close my mouth around it and slide my hand into her panties, she screams out in desire. 
“Mike, I need you.” 
The sound of my name rolling off her tongue lights me on fire. I’ve held back from loving someone for way too long. After releasing her nipple, my mouth leaves a trail of kisses across her stomach until I reach her panties. Quickly, I remove my hand and yank off her panties, spreading her legs open so I can get a good look. 
Misty’s pretty pink pussy is bare and glistening. I have to taste her now. My tongue circles her opening and she arches closer to my face. So fucking hot. She tastes so sweet but I want to take my time with her. Instead of entering her with my tongue, I lick and suck my way to her clit. 
“Oh God, yes, yes, yes!” 
Misty grabs my head and pushes me down. After releasing her clit from my mouth, I use my thumb to circle it, finally entering her with my tongue. Once my tongue is inside her, she goes off like a rocket. 
Fuck yeah.

“Mike, oh…oh, Mike, yes, oh god…YES!” 
Her pussy convulses around my tongue, her erotic squeals still escaping from deep within. I’m so turned on as I lap up every last drop. When she is finally spent, I slow down my ministrations, easing myself out of her and kiss my way to her mouth. She needs to taste her sweetness on my lips. At first, she tries to pull away; she doesn’t want to kiss me while her essence is on my tongue. 
“Oh no, baby, you need to taste yourself on me.”
“Mike, that’s gross,” she says as a shiver runs through her. 
“It’s not gross, it’s you, and trust me when I say you are far from gross. Just once, and if you don’t like it you don’t ever have to kiss me again after I go down on you.” 
She crosses her arms and looks at me with a defiant glare. “Would you kiss me if the situation were reversed? If it was your come… coating my mouth and lips?” 
I want so badly to laugh but that would be such an asshole thing to do. “With absolute pleasure.” 
She rolls her eyes at me and I do finally laugh. But then I take her arms and hold them above her head, inching myself closer and pinching her nipple as I lean in. 
“Ohh, you’re so not playing fair!” she exclaims as I lower my mouth to hers. 
“Maybe not, but if you let me kiss you I’ll stop.” 
She lifts her head and her lips meet mine. She hesitates before opening to me but when she does, I pour all of my pent up sexual energy into this kiss. After releasing her arms, she reaches around my neck and pulls me closer, so close our teeth clash a time or two. Her hands aggressively pull my hair as she grinds against me. Our chemistry is off the charts. I wish I could make love to her now but I want to wait for it to be special. Instead, I slow down our kiss and gently pull away from her. She’s flushed but radiant and smiling. I raise an eyebrow at her and she knows I’m waiting for her to say something. 
“Fine. It wasn’t that bad,” she concedes. 
“Would you do it again?” I ask her as I draw circles on her thigh. 
“Yes,” she replies, breathless. 
“Good, because you tasting yourself on my tongue is one of the hottest things ever.” 
This time she laughs as I help her up, grabbing her clothes along the way, and lead her to the bathroom to clean up.
“Take your time cleaning up. Anything you need should be in the cabinet. Towels, washcloths, body wash, even extra toothbrushes. Meet me in the kitchen when you’re done and we’ll eat.” 
“Okay, thanks.” 
I run upstairs and wash my face and brush my teeth really quick. I’m sure she’ll appreciate the gesture. When I’m done, I go into the kitchen and take the food out of the oven. I put it in on warm when I went to pick her up. It’s probably a good thing, too, or it would definitely be cold by now. I’ve got everything set and am pulling the salad out of the refrigerator when she walks in. 
“Are you hungry” I ask her as I pull out a chair for her. 
“Starving. You worked up my appetite,” she replies shyly. 
“Would you like water or wine? Or something else?” 
“Water would be great, thanks.” 
She’s fidgeting with her napkin. Something’s up. After I hand her the water, I place a kiss on the top of her head and take a seat. She still looks uncomfortable. Maybe it’s the food. 
“Do you not like lasagna? I thought it was your favorite?” Shit. Did I get that simple detail wrong?

“No, it’s fine. I love lasagna.” She sighs and sets her napkin down. “I’m just wondering, do you think it’s too soon for us to be making declarations of love?” 
“Maybe? I know I disappeared but it’s not like I’m a stranger, Misty. We hung out for months before everything happened last time.” 
“I know we did, but…” 
“But then I disappeared,” I reply with a sigh. 
“Yes,” she answers, nodding her head. 
“Well, you’re just going to have to trust me and if you don’t, then we should just stop this now.” 
Her eyes widen in horror. “Is that what you want? To stop?” she asks fearfully. 
I get up from my chair and squat down in front of her, taking her hands in mine. “No, that’s not what I want. I think that for the past two months there hasn’t been a day that has gone by where we haven’t talked at least once and texted a few dozen times a day.” 
“Yes, that’s true,” she replies.
“And in that time, even if we weren’t technically dating, I know that neither of us were dating other people.” 
“Also true,” she says, brightening a bit. 
“We’ve gotten to know each other all over again, but this time my heart isn’t pushing you away, Misty, it’s letting you in. I’m not sure what happened with you these past few years, but I hope you will soon trust me enough to tell me. I’ve spent all this time being cut off from my emotions and screwing random girls. That’s not what I want anymore. That’s not the life I want to have.” 
“It’s not?” she asks, confused, but she’s nodding her head as if she agrees. She’s so cute. 
“No, baby, it’s not,” I tell her with a sense of renewed urgency. 
“What kind of life do you want, Mike?” she asks hesitantly, squaring her shoulders as if she’s afraid of the answer. 
“The kind that has you in it. I’m not saying we go run and get married by any means. But what I am saying is I love you and I’m finally able to admit that to you and to myself. I’m not running scared anymore. Time is just an arbitrary thing. We can date for six months or fifty years but I’m still going to love you for as long as you want me to. I’m done messing around. I want love and happiness and a family.” 
Sooner rather than later, but I don’t tell her that because she’s already freaking out. A single tear escapes from her eye and I brush it away. 
“You want a family?” she asks and I nod. “With me?” she squeaks out and I smile. 
“Most definitely with you.” 
She nods her head up and down rapidly. “Okay.” And with just that word my heart is pounding, but not out of fear—out of happiness. 
“Misty, we are going to have to put the secrets on the table soon. I can’t have you freaking out on me all the time. I’m not going anywhere but the only way for you to really accept that is for you to tell me the thing you’re afraid will have me running for the hills.” 
“I know. I get that now. It will be soon. I can’t tell you when, but I promise to do it soon.” 
“Fair enough,” I tell her as I rise to my feet. “Let’s eat.” 

Today, Kate and I are going graduation shopping together. I’ve got no clue what to get Jess for a gift and even less of a clue as to what to get Kate. I’m hoping I’ll figure out what to get her while we shop for Jess and Connor. It’s really a strange thing for me to not automatically know what to get Kate for a special occasion. It’s never been a problem before and I’ve only got until the party tomorrow night to figure it out. 
Daniel is completely on edge today because he’s nervous about his gift to her. I’ll admit I’m enjoying seeing him stress way more than I should. If he wouldn’t have wasted the past two months dwelling on things he can’t change, he wouldn’t be in this situation. We all knew he would eventually forgive her; they’re too perfect together for him not to. Hawaii will be good for them and they’ll come home happier than ever. If their trip is anything like ours was to the Bahamas, maybe they’ll even come home expecting a sibling for Lucas. 
And Lila Hope. 
As I pull into the driveway, Kate runs out of her house and waves frantically for me to follow her to Vanessa’s. 
Something’s wrong. 
I jump out of my truck and rush in seconds behind her. Kate is kneeling in front of Vanessa on the stairs and Lucas is asleep in his swing. Kate glances at me and the terrified look in her eyes tells me all I need to know. I’ve got my phone in my hand and am dialing before she even yells, “Call 911, now!” 
Vanessa is pale and clutching her chest, gasping for air. She tries to stand and falls right back down. 
Does she have asthma? 
“911. What’s your emergency?” the operator asks in a crisp tone. 
“We need an ambulance at…” Shit, I don’t even know the address here. Kate yells it out and I repeat it, “1532 Avon Glenn Lane.” My heart is racing and my palms are so sweaty I almost drop my phone. 
“Sir, an ambulance is on its way. Can you tell me what is wrong?” 
I need to answer her but all I can focus on is Kate. 
“Vanessa, I know it’s hard but try and slow your breathing. You can do it. I know you can. Come on, Vanessa. You can do this, sweetie. Do it for Lucas and Chad. We love you and Lucas and Chad love you. Keep breathing, Vanessa, just keep breathing” 
Vanessa sort of shakes her head but she can’t even talk just sort of chokes out words. “Can’t…breathe…hurts so…bad… help me.” 
“Sir, can you hear me?” the operator repeats in my ear. 
“Chest pain, short of breath. She needs help. Please hurry.” 
Kate is doing her best to comfort Vanessa but it’s not working. This isn’t a panic attack. I don’t know what the hell it is but her lips are turning purple, or is that blue? 
Please God, not again. 
Chad’s at school and Daniel is at work. Shit. Daniel. I quickly text him
‘Emergency. Come to Vanessa’s now. Lucas is fine.’

The last thing I want is for him to worry about Lucas. My phone rings almost immediately but there’s too much going on right now for me to even think about answering it. 
Vanessa tries to stand up again, but this time her eyes roll up in the back of her head and she does fall. I throw my phone and catch her right before she hits her head, just as the paramedics rush through the door. Kate is officially freaking out and I know this is taking her back to the day Lila died because I’m right back there with her, too. This cannot happen twice in one lifetime. Vanessa has to be okay. Kate keeps hold of Vanessa’s hand and just repeats over and over again how much she is loved and how she needs to fight. I’m fighting back tears because never in a million years did I think we’d ever go through this again. Once was one time too many. 
The paramedics gently remove Vanessa from my arms and move her onto the gurney. 
“What happened?” the first one asks as the second one looks for a pulse. 
“She has a pulse but it’s tachy. Get an I.V. started and push fluids now.”
Kate answers them while they are hooking her up to all the portable monitors. “I’m not sure. She called me and said she was dizzy again and was having a hard time breathing. I’m her friend and the baby’s aunt so I ran right over. By the time I got here, she was clutching her chest in agony and couldn’t catch her breath. It was too painful for her to even breathe.” 
“Does she have a history of asthma, heart disease, hypertension, panic attacks, drug use? Anything that could have brought on this episode?” the paramedic asks gently but efficiently. 
“Oh my god, yes. Oh no, she has a history of pre-eclampsia. She’s two months postpartum via C-section.”   
The paramedics exchange a glance and Kate finally loses it. I’m completely lost but Kate must understand what’s going on. 
“Push heparin now. We don’t have any time to waste.” 
And in that instant before the syringe even hits her I.V., Vanessa loses her heartbeat. And just like Lila, the firefighters who are now on scene push Vanessa out as the paramedics try to resuscitate her. 
Kate is crying uncontrollably now and all the chaos wakes up Lucas. His screaming rivals Kates and I don’t know what to do. Daniel won’t be here for at least twenty more minutes and somebody needs to be at the hospital with Vanessa now. As if in a trance, Kate stops sobbing out loud, instead just letting the silent tears stream down her cheeks. Then she takes Lucas out of his swing and clutches him to her. She looks detached and I’m worried. 
“Kate, why don’t you let me take Lucas?” 
She shakes her head no and begins to mutter, “It had to be an embolism, she had all the signs. Why didn’t we see it? I knew what to look for, Chad knew what to look for, the doctors knew what to look for. Why didn’t we know, Mike? Why didn’t we know?” she cries out desperately. 
“Calm down, Kate. She’s going to be okay. She’s in the best hands right now. Do you have a car seat in your car yet?” 
She shakes her head no and I see Vanessa’s keys on the table. Taking her car is so wrong but we don’t have any other choice. 
After grabbing her keys and Lucas’s diaper bag, I throw a couple of bottles in from the refrigerator. Kate understands what we’re doing and walks out to the garage and secures Lucas in his seat. She’s moving like a zombie, just like when we were kids. She’s not screaming like she was then but somehow this is scaring me more. Before backing out, I call Daniel. This is one call I don’t want to make. He answers immediately and I throw my phone on speaker and drive. 
“What’s going on, Mike? Why didn’t you answer when I called?” He sounds stressed. 
“Daniel, listen to me,” I tell him, trying to be as calm as possible even though my hands are barely able to keep a grip on the steering wheel because I’m so freaked out. “Vanessa collapsed and they’re taking her over to the hospital by ambulance.” 
“Collapsed? What do you mean she collapsed? Is she okay?” He’s frantic and I can’t say I blame him.
“Kate and I have Lucas and are on our way there now. Meet us there as fast as you can without killing yourself.” 
“You didn’t answer my question, Mike. Is she okay?” I don’t want to answer this question but as it turns out, I don’t have to because Kate answers for me. 
“It’s bad, Daniel” she says, sobbing again. “Please hurry.” Kate buries her face in her hands and continues to sob. 
“I’m about ten minutes away. I’ll meet you in the ER.” His voice went from frantic to sad. He knows if Kate’s sobbing it’s really bad. 
“See you there,” I tell him, my tone now matching his. 
We are the first ones to arrive at the ER. Kate is again clutching Lucas closely to her, kissing him on the head, and reassuring him everything is going to be fine. There’s no way Lucas knows what’s going on but he’s content and it seems to make Kate feel better to be with him. After checking in with the triage desk, we’re told to have a seat and someone will update us when they know something. That’s a good sign; she must be okay or else they would have said something.
“Do you know how to reach Chad?” We have to find him somehow but Kate just shakes her head. 
“I do and I already called him. He’s on his way,” Daniel says from behind me. 
He’s out of breath and looks horrible. The tragic look on his face when he sees how Kate’s holding on to Lucas is heartbreaking. He knows how she lost her mom and this scene is all too reminiscent of that fateful day. 
Daniel takes a seat on the table directly across from Kate and places his hands on her knees. When she looks up at him, her tears begin to fall harder and she reluctantly passes Lucas to his dad. Daniel looks relieved to get Lucas in his arms and sad to take him away all at the same time. I honestly think Lucas was the only thing holding Kate together. The doors open and Chad rushes in. He sees us immediately, and if I thought Daniel looked bad, he looks ten thousand times worse. 
“What happened? She was fine when I left this morning, just a little tired,” he says while he runs his hands through his hair and paces in a circle. 
Kate looks up at him and sniffs. “I think…it was an embolism.” 
The color drains from Chad’s face and he sits, or rather almost falls, onto the table next to Daniel. 
“But she’s eight weeks out, the risk for that decreases significantly after six weeks. She was doing so much better.” 
He’s now crying, too, and I can tell he’s trying to make sense of this in his head. Since no one has come out yet, I need to tell them that she coded and I really don’t want to. Kate wraps her arm around mine and nods at me, as if sensing my indecision. 
“There’s something you guys should know…” Both of their gazes are now locked onto mine. This might be the worst thing I’ve ever had to do. “Vanessa coded. They were performing CPR as they were loading her into the ambulance. I’m so sorry.” 
The light in Chad’s eyes immediately disappears. Since he’s a med student, I don’t think that means this outcome is going to be a positive one. I pretty much already knew that, but his expression all but confirms it. Poor Daniel is absolutely shell shocked; I’m not even sure if he’s processing what I just said. The doctor who delivered Lucas comes out with another doctor who I assume is the ER doctor. They are walking toward us and neither of them looks encouraging. 
“You’re Vanessa Ryan’s family?” the ER doctor asks and we all nod in unison. “I’m Dr. Bradly and I believe you all already know Dr. Curtis.” 
Again, we all nod. There’s no one else in the waiting room and it’s so quiet you can hear a pin drop as we wait for them to talk. 
“Unfortunately, Ms. Ryan passed away in the ambulance on the way to the hospital. The paramedics did all they could to revive her but were unsuccessful.” 
Kate’s sobs get louder and her grip on my arm increases tenfold. Chad slumps to the floor from the table and Daniel stumbles to a chair for support. 
“We performed a panel of tests in the ER, including a d-Dimer blood test which was extremely elevated as well as an echocardiogram which confirmed that Ms. Ryan had a massive PE, or in layman’s terms, a pulmonary embolism.” By this point we’re all crying as Vanessa’s doctor speaks. “I’m so very sorry for your loss. Ms. Ryan was a kind soul and we were taking extra precautions to try and avoid this exact situation. Sometimes, even with the extra precautions, things like this still happen. A pulmonary embolism death is rare this far after delivery but not uncommon with her medical history. Again, I’m truly sorry for your loss and if you have any questions that may come to you later, please don’t hesitate to call my office.” 
I thought this guy was a massive dick when Vanessa had Lucas but now, seeing the sorrow in his eyes, I realize he was just protecting his patient. 
“Someone from administration will be over shortly with her personal belongings and information on how to proceed from here,” the ER doctor advises us and Chad stands as he begins to walk away. 
“Wait, can I…can I please see her? I’d like to say goodbye.” 
My heart drops; I can’t imagine how he must be feeling right now. That would be like me losing Kate. I lived without her for almost four years and it was an internal hell. I couldn’t imagine losing her forever. 
Kate pulls her knees to her chest and begins to talk to herself almost in a chant. 
“Not Lucas, too. Oh God, no, please not Lucas, too. He can’t lose his mom. It’s too much. He can’t be like me. Please, God, fix this. Don’t let him be like me. Motherless children are so very sad. Please no, just no, not Lucas, too.” 
Over and over she repeats this while sobbing hysterically. She’s breaking; this is Lila all over again for her. Vanessa had an embolism and Lila had an aneurysm and both died right in front of us. Daniel looks lost and I have no idea how I’m going to get the five of us out of here. None of them are in any condition to drive home.
“Kate? What’s going on, you guys?” Jess rushes to Kate and relief immediately floods through me. I’m not going to have to do this alone. Daniel must have called Connor, too. 
“What’s going on? You were frantic when you called. What happened?” Connor asks Daniel as he surveys all of us carefully. 
“Vanessa didn’t make it.” There’s no way for me to say it other than to just say it and Connor’s shoulders immediately slump in defeat. 
“Oh no, I’m so sorry, you guys.” Jess says the words automatically, but she’s not paying attention to the rest of us; she’s locked onto Kate and her words. 
“Where’s Chad?” Connor asks. 
“He’s with Vanessa,” Kate responds, finally saying something other than the saddest words I’ve ever heard. 
“Why don’t I take Jess and Kate back to the house and, Connor, you can drive Daniel and Chad when he’s ready.” 
Connor nods as he pats Daniel’s shoulder. Daniel has a car seat in his truck so Connor can just drive that and come back to get his car later. Jess tries to get Kate up but she’s not moving; she’s in complete shock. Just as I’m about to pick Kate up and carry her out, Daniel passes Lucas to Jess and picks her up himself.
About fucking time.

Daniel follows us to the car and tenderly sets Kate down in the backseat and straps her in. Suddenly, Kate grabs his arm and begs him, “Daniel please don’t take Lucas back to Connor’s. Vanessa would want him home with his things. Please don’t leave. He needs to be home right now.” 
Daniel kneels down and kisses her on the top of her head. “I know, Kate, we won’t go anywhere yet. Let’s give it a few days and see what happens.” 
Kate sniffles and nods in agreement. Jess hands Lucas back to Daniel and climbs in the backseat next to Kate. On the way home, I realize one of us will have to come back for Vanessa’s car soon. And then an even sadder thought crosses my mind that has me fighting back tears. Daniel is now a single father with a newborn baby. Kate’s right; Lucas deserves so much more and so does Daniel. 
Back at the house, Jess gives Kate an anti-anxiety pill and she falls asleep quickly after. I know I said I wasn’t getting back in her bed with her again but this is an extenuating circumstance. I’m not going anywhere but first, I need to talk to Jess. 
“Connor just texted me that they’re on their way home,” she tells me as I come down the stairs. “What are we going to do about her, Mike? This is just like Lila all over again.” 
I pull her in for a hug and kiss her softly on the head. “You don’t even know the half of it, Jess. It happened right in front of us, on the stairs, almost exactly how it happened the day Lila died. It was…eerie.” 
“Oh no,” she gasps, her body sagging in defeat. “No wonder she’s falling apart. She’s reliving that day.” 
“Yeah, that and she’s worried about Lucas. Kate knows all too well what it’s like to lose your mom at a young age.” 
Jess is crying again. “I just can’t believe she’s gone. She had her whole life ahead of her. Poor Chad. My heart breaks for him and Lucas. I know this sounds bad, but at least he’s young. He won’t even remember what he lost. We’ll just fill him with tons of good memories.” 
“Unless that makes it worse somehow because he’ll always wonder.” The thought saddens me. And the thought of Daniel now being a single parent is still weighing heavily on my mind. 
When Connor finally comes back, he looks exhausted. “How’s Kate doing?” he asks, concerned. 
“She’s knocked out on some Xanax. How are Chad and Daniel?” she asks as she curls up onto his lap on the couch. 
“Honestly, I’m not sure Daniel has processed it. He seems okay. He was extra attentive to Lucas and kept asking about Kate. Chad called his parents from the car and they’re flying in. He insisted we drop him off at his house. He said he just couldn’t be at Vanessa’s right now. But to say he was devastated would be an understatement.” 
“We’re in our twenties and we just lost a friend. Out of all the random, horrific ways to die and Kate and I had to watch her struggle for air, fighting as hard as she could for every last breath, until her heart just couldn’t take it anymore. She was in so much pain and there was nothing we could do. NOTHING.” I’m so frustrated. I just don’t understand how this beautiful, young mother just dies. 
“It was painful for her?” Jess asks, horrified, and I nod. 
“Kate tried to talk her through it. She made sure she told Vanessa how much she was loved by all of us. She kept trying to get her to fight for Chad and Lucas. It was heartbreaking.” 
“You guys know I wasn’t her biggest fan, but she changed after she was pregnant. I was able to see what Daniel saw in her…even if I never admitted it. I could have been nicer to her. I should have been nicer to her. She was my nephew’s mother for Christ’s sake.”
“Connor, stop. She knew you cared for her. We all did. This was just a tragic thing no one could have predicted.” 
“Yeah, you’re right,” he says sullenly. “Oh, and my parents cancelled the graduation party. We all thought it was best.” 
“That makes sense but you guys still....” Before I finish my thoughts, Daniel walks in with the diaper bag. 
“Do you guys think we can crash on your couch tonight? I just don’t think I can sleep in that house right now. There’s still stuff from the medics that needs to be cleaned up and I just don’t have it in me to do it tonight.” 
“Of course you can. We’ll pull out the bed. And, Mike, I don’t know about tomorrow. Maybe we’ll all just skip graduation.” 
“Absolutely not!” Daniel practically yells at her. “You guys have waited four years for this day and Vanessa was so excited to share it with you,” he says, his voice cracking. “You have to go. You have to do it for her.” 
“He’s right, you guys. That’s what I was going to say before he walked in. This is something Vanessa won’t ever get to do but you can do it to honor her,” I tell them with a sigh, and they both nod in agreement. Kate isn’t going to be so easily convinced, though. 
“I’m going to go get the stuff to make up the couch. Connor, can you please help me?” Jess asks him sweetly
When they go upstairs it’s the first chance I’ve had to be alone with Daniel. “How are you really holding up?” 
He spreads a blanket on the couch and lays Lucas on it, trapping him in with pillows. “I’m in shock, I just can’t believe she’s gone. I loved Vanessa and she’s…Lucas isn’t going to have his mom. I adore my mom, Mike.” He sobs loudly, but thankfully, Lucas sleeps through it. “How is Lucas not going to ever have a mom?” 
“He will, Daniel. Lucas will have the next best thing to Vanessa, he’ll have Kate.” 
Daniel bends over with his head in his hands shaking it. “I can’t expect her to do this with me. It was one thing being a part time mom, but asking her to take on this responsibility full time? It’s not fair to her and she would feel obligated. I think I really am going to have to let her go.” 
“If Lila Hope had lived and I died in some accident, would you have raised her with Kate?” He nods. “Would it have felt like an obligation?” He shakes his head. 
“Not at all. It would have been an honor.” 
“Exactly, so why would it be any different for Kate? She loves you and she adores Lucas. I’m not saying Kate can replace Vanessa. No one can ever do that, but if you had to have someone I couldn’t picture anyone more suited for the job than her. She’s been there every step of the way. She accepted him before either of us did.” 
“I’ll think about it,” he replies sincerely. 
“Don’t take too long, Daniel. You guys need each other right now. As a matter of fact, I was going to stay with her tonight, but if you want to instead…” 
“Like stay in her bed?” 
Ha! I think he’s kind of pissed.

“Yes, she needs someone to take care of her.” He’s glaring at me. “Look, like I said, you can do it, but if you aren’t then I will. But you need to get a grip. I’m in love with Misty, not Kate.” 
“Holy shit!” Jess screams from behind me. “Did you just say you’re in love with Misty?” 
Her jaw is literally hanging open, waiting for my reply. Connor and Daniel are both equally intrigued. 
“Yes, that’s what I said.” 
Jess lunges onto me and gives me a big hug with huge tears rolling down her face. “I’m so happy for you. I never knew if you’d actually be able to move on from Kate and I was so super worried. I’m proud of you, Mikey. You’re all growed up now.” She hasn’t called me Mikey since we were kids. 
“Does she know?” Daniel asks while he pulls out the couch bed. 
“Yes, she knows, and the feeling is mutual. There are a few things we’re still trying to get past and some things she needs to tell me about the time we were apart, but we’re not in any rush. We’re both fine with taking this extra slow, especially with our past. I want to do this right this time. She deserves to be romanced.” 
“Oh, gag me. Just bang her and get that wooing shit out of your system already.” 
Fucking Connor. Jess takes a slap at his arm. “And you wonder why I’m not ready to settle down. You’ve got a lot of growing up to do first.” 
“Uh-huh and so do you Miss ‘How many strip clubs do you think we can visit in a day?’ You like to have fun just as much as I do.” 
“Totally true.” Jess giggles and blushes at the same time. 
Daniel yawns and looks me over carefully “You can sleep with Kate but keep your fucking clothes on.” 
Finally. He’s being possessive again. If one good thing can come from this day, maybe it will be that Kate and Daniel will make their way back to each other. 
 




Kate 
I’m so tired and groggy, even opening my eyes hurts. Or maybe that’s from all the tears I shed yesterday. Losing Vanessa has cracked open a broken piece of my soul I didn’t even realize existed anymore. Suddenly, I have the overwhelming need to see Marc. He’s the only one who truly gets this part of me. I’m groaning as I try to sit up when I’m pulled right back down and wrapped in strong arms from behind. This time I do open my eyes and when I do I see Mike’s tattoos. At least now I know who’s in my bed. 
Mike. He knows what it’s like to lose a parent. Not as a young child but I’m not so sure the age difference matters. He and Grant were as close as best friends. For some reason, that thought comforts me and I let myself relax in his arms. His jeans brush against my legs. 
That’s odd. He always sleeps in his boxers.
“You’re fully dressed,” I state sleepily, trying to stifle a yawn. 
“Well, I was ordered to keep my fucking clothes on.” He chuckles as he squeezes me tighter. 
“By who?” I ask him, feeling irritated he would do that. He must have been uncomfortable all night.
“Daniel,” he states simply, but I can hear the smile in his tone. 
“Why does Daniel care if you’re in my bed? He’s obviously not interested.” 
Mike places a kiss on the back of my head and snickers. “You keep telling yourself that, Katie Grace” 
There’s a knock at the door and as usual, Jess opens it without waiting for a reply. “Wake up sleepy head. We’ve got a graduation to get to,” she sings in an obnoxiously loud voice. 
I need coffee, like now. Mike climbs over me and gets out of bed, trying to pull me up in the process. Instead, I flop back down. They’re crazy. I’m too sad to go to graduation and they should be, too. 
What’s wrong with them? 
 “I’m not going and I can’t believe you guys are, either. We all lost a friend yesterday, or did you all suddenly get amnesia overnight?” 
The scent of coffee reaches my nostrils at the same time I hear his voice. “Kate, get your pretty little ass out of bed, drink this coffee, and go to graduation.” 
As I sit up and face the door, Jess and Mike duck out and Daniel strides in, coffee in one hand and Lucas in the other. I’m trying to blink back the tears as I look at them. It’s hard because I’m so sad—for me, for them, for Chad but most of all I’m sad for Vanessa. She’s never going to have another morning like this. She’s never going to get to enjoy waking up to Lucas babbling and cooing from his crib over the baby monitor. She won’t get to kiss his boo-boos, or tease him about girls, and she’ll never see him get married and have kids of his own. Then those tears I was holding back flood from my eyes in massive torrents. My friend is going to miss out on her life and I would trade places with her in an instant if I could. 
Daniel places the coffee on the dresser and sits down next to me on the bed. Lucas is smiling up at him without a care in the world and I’m so glad he has no idea what’s going on. 
“Don’t do this, Kate. Not today. You get to be sad. Hell, we’re all sad. But today is something you guys have worked so hard for. Vanessa would be pissed at you guys if you didn’t go because of her.” 
After wiping my nose on my sleeve, I sniff loudly and try to stop my chest from heaving so deeply. “There’s so much to do and figure out,” I try to explain to him. 
“And we will, but not today.” 
“But the funeral…” 
He cuts me off. “Is being paid for by me and set up by Chad and his parents.” 
“Daniel, I’d like to bury her by Lila Hope. Do you think Chad would be okay with that?” 
He blinks back his own tears and kisses Lucas gently before responding. “I’m not sure but I can most definitely ask him. Are you sure that’s something you want to do?” 
I nod affirmatively. “Very much so. It feels right somehow.” 
He shakes his head gently. “You never cease to amaze me, gumdrop.” 
Gumdrop.
He hasn’t called me that since before everything happened with Marc. My heart flares with hope but my mind immediately shuts it down. He’s vulnerable right now and he’s probably not thinking straight. There’s nothing to hope for here. 
“So you really think Vanessa would want us to go to graduation?” I don’t want to go but I would do it for her. 
He pulls out a small bag from the inside of Lucas’s blanket and hands it to me. “I found this sitting on her dresser last night. The card and wrapping paper are still sitting there. She didn’t get a chance to fill it out, but this was most definitely meant for you.” 
It looks like a bracelet. I open the baggie and dump it into my hand. I’m overcome with emotion as I look at it and once again I’m crying. It’s a beautiful silver charm bracelet with a few charms. The first is two girls holding hands—one has a V over her chest and the other a K. It’s so tiny but the meaning is clear: this is us. The next is a graduation cap with 2014 etched on the top. Then there are two letter L’s—one with a pink outline and the other with a blue one. 
Lila and Lucas.
The next charm is a heart with a K & D etched in the middle. God, she was ever hopeful we would get back together. And then last, but most meaningful, is a number one mom charm. My heart floods with a combination of grief, love, and overwhelming gratitude. I feel so blessed right now to have this part of her with me. 
“I’m going to take this as a sign she wants us to go to graduation.” 
Daniel smiles. “Good. Because she loved you and that is what she would want.” 
I’m in full agreement with him now. “I loved her, too. How are you holding up anyway?” I’ve been so stuck on me today I haven’t even asked how he’s doing. 
“I’m okay. I think it’s slowly sinking in. Last night was too much so we slept downstairs on the couch.” 
My heart hurts for him. His world has completely shifted on him the past few months. First, everything that happened with us and then being a dad and now being a single dad. 
“You can stay here as long as you need to.” 
“Thanks, but we’ll be okay to go back today. Chad is coming over later and we’re going to talk and figure out some things.” 
Good. That’s really good. I hope he keeps Chad in their lives; he doesn’t have anyone else. 
“Are you coming to graduation, too?” My voice hits a high note and I blush a little. Why am I so nervous?
“No, I’m not. it’s just too hard with Lucas but since the party was cancelled, I’d love to see you after if you want to come over later.” Even though his eyes are sad, he’s smiling a beautiful smile at me. 
“I’d like that very much.” 
“Good. Now get ready. You don’t have much time. I’ll see you later.” 
As he walks out of my room I can’t help but admire his ass. That man fills out a pair of jeans like no one I’ve ever seen. But suddenly, I hear two voices by the top of the stairs—Daniel’s and Marc’s. Fuck!

As I tiptoe over to the door, Jess is sticking her head out of her room, too, and shakes her head at me to stay put. We’re both hovering, trying to stay out of sight but listening to every word. 
“What are you doing here?” Daniel all but growls at him. He does not sound happy. 
“Nice to see you, too, Daniel. I’m just here to take Kate to graduation, not to start any trouble.” 
Daniel doesn’t say anything, but I can just imagine the evil glare he’s giving Marc right about now. 
“Look, man, I heard about Vanessa and I know it doesn’t mean much but I’m truly sorry for your loss. I can’t change whatever you might think of me, but there are two things I’m an expert in that might help you.” 
I’m totally waiting for Mike or Daniel to take Marc down, but it’s still quiet. Jess shrugs her shoulders and stays hovering inside her door. When Daniel doesn’t say anything, Marc continues. 
“I know what it’s like to grow up with a single dad. My dad did the best he could but our lives were a whole lot better when my mom was around. Your kid will be a lot better off with a mom in the picture. That’s not a slam against you, either. It’s a fact… sometimes boys just need their moms.” 
“Who the hell do you think you are to give me advice?” Daniel yells loudly this time, but Marc isn’t having it. He cuts him off as if he didn’t even hear him. 
“And if you haven’t figured it out already, Kate is the perfect person to step in and fill that role for him.” 
What the hell?
“What happened with Kate and me is between us. But it isn’t what you have with her. She loves you in a way she’s never loved me. In a way she never even loved Mike. I don’t really care if you like me or not, but I’d rather be your friend than your enemy. Matthews and I have spent too many years having that battle. But I’m warning you right now, don’t fuck this up, because if you do I’m going to be there to pick her up and put her back together this time. If you let her go again, I’m going to take the opportunity I should have a long time ago and get that beautiful girl to fall head over heels in love with me. So I suggest you stop being so stubborn before that happens and it’s too late for you.”
“Are you done now?” Daniel asks, sounding bored. 
“Yes,” Marc replies. 
“Good, then get out of my way. I need to take my son home.” 
That did not sound good. Marc walks in with a triumphant look on his face and I’m at a loss for words. 
“Were you eavesdropping, baby girl?” he asks with a knowing look on his face. 
“Asshole. You know I was,” I tell him, smacking him with my towel as I walk by. 
“Good, then you know I’m trying to make this right for you,” he tells me with such sincerity I can’t even be mad at him. 
“Maybe you were, but he’s hurting right now.” 
Marc smiles a panty melting smile. “I know, and it’s the best time for him to hear it. While he’s emotional and questioning life, he’ll actually put thought into it. Even if he may not want to.” 
He has a point.   
“Alright, I’ve got to take a shower and get ready. Why don’t you take this opportunity and go downstairs and tell Mike how you tricked him all those years ago? It would be nice for you two to make some peace, too.” 
I’m scolding him, but he deserves it. When he told me what he did to Mike when he was away on vacation, I was furious but got over it quickly. Mike gave as good as he got. 
“Mike was leaving when I pulled up. I’ll tell him eventually, but if you think it’s going to make peace you’re delusional. He’s going to be pissed I let him believe it all these years.” 
And he’s right about that, too. 
“Fine. Just go wait downstairs. I don’t want any more drama today.” 
He laughs and holds his hands up in surrender. “You got it, baby girl. No more drama from me. Today is our big day. I’m so proud of you and your mom would be, too.” 
And that right there is why he’s my soul keeper. He’s the first and only one to mention her to me today. 
“Your mom would be extremely proud of you, too. You know, they’re probably sitting up in Heaven with Lila Hope and Vanessa, watching us right now and loving every minute of it.” I tear up at just the thought and I swear he does, too, but he quickly schools his features. Marc doesn’t like to be vulnerable often, but every once in a while he makes an exception for me. 
After giving me a quick kiss on the cheek, he goes back downstairs and I try and push aside my sadness while I get ready for one of the biggest days of my life. 
I just wish Daniel was going to be there for it. 

Graduation was long and afterward, we had what seemed like an even longer and extremely awkward early dinner with Maryanne and her fiancé, my dad and Claire, Marc’s dad, Jeff, Jake and April, and Linda and Brian. It’s the first time all of us have been together since Mike came back into the picture and Dad and Claire decided to get married. Let’s just say I’m really glad to be home. 
After changing into a pair of shorts and a t-shirt, it’s time to go next door. I knock gently, in case Lucas is asleep, and let myself in after Daniel calls for me to come in. He’s in the process of putting Lucas in his car seat when I enter. 
“Hey, we were just going to run to the house so I can get some clean clothes. I wanted to go earlier but Lucas was really fussy. I think he misses Vanessa.” 
Hearing those words breaks my heart. Daniel looks frazzled; I think he can use some alone time. 
“I’d be happy to stay here with him if you want. It might be easier for you to be in and out if you have both hands free.” 
He looks relieved but he also looks back and forth between me and Lucas as if he’s not sure what to do. I’m sure leaving him right now is hard. Finally, his body relaxes and he looks like a weight has been lifted from him. 
“Yeah, that would be great. I won’t be long. Chad is supposed to be here in a little bit to pick up some stuff.” 
 “Take however long you need. I’ll give him a bath and feed him so he’ll be ready for bed when you get home.” 
Daniel kisses Lucas and places him gently in my arms, giving him another kiss goodbye before leaving. 
“Are you hungry? I can pick up something to eat on the way home.” 
He’s trying.
“I’m not starving but I could eat a little something if you want to stop,” I answer nonchalantly. 
“Yeah, okay. Maybe I’ll pick up a pizza…or two.” He winks at me as he leaves. 
I’m laughing and shaking my head and hoping we’re finally getting past the baby steps part of our reconciliation. 
“Okay, Lucas, how about we go upstairs and I’ll give you a nice warm bath?” He seems melancholy. I bet he senses something’s going on even if he doesn’t know what it is. 
Halfway through the bath, his eyes begin to droop. Poor little guy is exhausted. After rinsing his hair, I wrap him up in a towel and get him all dried off in the nursery. I’m singing him Rock-A-Bye Baby softly in the glider when he knocks out and Chad walks in. He flashes me an obviously forced smile as I place Lucas in his crib and turn on the monitor. I follow his lead but pause at Vanessa’s bedroom door; I don’t want to overstep any boundaries. 
“I’ll be downstairs if you need me,” I tell him gently. 
“Wait, Kate. Actually, can we talk for a minute?” 
“Of course.” 
He takes a seat on the edge of the bed and I sit next to him. “How are you holding up?” 
He chokes on a sob and I watch as his shoulders shake and his body trembles. I’d love to help him but I don’t even know how so I just rub his back, trying to comfort him as he cries. Finally, he’s able to talk. 
“She was the love of my life. I knew when we were fourteen years old that I would marry her someday. Her home life was awful. Her mom was a real piece of work. You know my parents went to tell her Vanessa died and to see if she wanted to come out and meet her grandson and go to the funeral. Do you know what she said?” 
He’s so angry. It must be really bad. I don’t even think I want to know how bad. 
“She told my parents if there was a life insurance policy to make sure they had her current address and then started making out with her boyfriend and closed the door in their face.”
OH MY GOD.
Now I’m crying and still trying to comfort Chad. “That’s awful,” I whisper, using my free hand to wipe away my tears. 
“You know what the worst part is? It doesn’t even surprise me. How sad is that? Vanessa’s mom has never paid attention to her unless she wanted to tear her down or needed her for something. But I had hoped that if she knew her daughter was gone…that she would just…I don’t know…feel it, even just for half a second?”
This conversation is so sad. 
“Maybe it’s better this way. If she came she would just cause a scene and I know Vanessa wouldn’t want Lucas anywhere near her.” 
He pauses a second and looks at me thoughtfully, “Speaking of Lucas, you’re good with him. I’ve noticed it before… but tonight, when I was watching you with him…you looked like you had the weight of the world on your shoulders. And yet none of that reflected outwardly to him. Vanessa…she would be so happy Lucas still has you in his life.” 
He chokes out the last bit and I’ve had enough. I have to hug him, and it might be uncomfortable because we don’t know each other that well, but he needs to be hugged. Thankfully, he doesn’t seem to mind and actually grips on to my shirt, pulling me closer. We both cry it out a bit and then gradually he pulls away, wiping his face on his sleeve. 
“Daniel told me you want to bury her by Lila Hope. I think she would like that very much. As a matter of fact…” He stands up, walks to the dresser, and pulls an envelope out of her jewelry box. When he sits back down, he hands it to me. It’s sealed and has my name on the outside in her handwriting. My hand trembles as I look down at it. My heart races. I want so badly to rip it open and read it, but a part of me wants to savor whatever is inside for when I might be missing her most. 
“Vanessa and I talked a lot about the future. We wasted too much time apart once we moved here and wanted to be pro-active for all things yet to come. She wanted you to have this immediately if something happened to her. It’s my fault. I should have come back here yesterday and made sure you had it but I just couldn’t bring myself to be here without her.”
I’m trying to swallow over the lump in my throat but I’m having a really hard time. 
“It will be hard for a while but Lucas is going to need you, Chad.” 
His shoulders slump and he lets out a long sigh. “I don’t want to sound like a jerk, but if anyone knows how this feels it’s probably you. I love Lucas, but part of me is really resentful he isn’t mine. It sounds awful to say that out loud but in a perfect world he would have been ours. If she was gone and he was ours…at least I’d have a piece of us left. There’s nothing I won’t do for that little boy. I will love his mother until the day I die, but I think I have to step back for now. I don’t know that I can be daddy Chad to him, but without a doubt I’ll be able to be another uncle for him.” 
Without a second thought, I reach over and take his hand in mine. “Don’t make that decision now. You may change your mind later. You’re hurting and this whole situation is tragic. You need to remember Vanessa wanted you in his life. Don’t do something drastic while you’re hurting.” 
“Thank you for your kind words. Vanessa was right; you really do care for everyone around you. I’ve given this a lot of thought, even before Vanessa died. Not that I mind being a step-parent, but I was always planning on taking more of an uncle-type roll. Daniel is a great dad and he deserves that title all to himself. It’s not like he was going to be an every other weekend kind of dad. If he was, then maybe I would have felt differently. I’m comfortable with this, and also a little excited at the thought of someday really enjoying my time with him instead of the shadow of losing his mom hanging over us.” 
I nod my head because I understand what he means; I’ve had the very same thoughts myself. Daniel walks in, and once he sees the two of us in tears, he turns to leave. He’s not upset, just trying to give us time. 
“Daniel, hang on. I need to talk to you.” He turns to me and smiles sweetly. “Thank you for the talk, Kate. I really needed to get some of that out. Read the letter now. It’s what Vanessa wanted. I’ve got to get back to my parents, but I’ll see you soon?” 
“Absolutely. And if you need to talk again call me anytime, day or night.” 
He nods. “Thank you. I just might take you up on that.” 
Now it’s my turn to smile at him. “I hope you do. I think I speak for us all when I say we’d like to get to know you better. You’re going to be a part of all of our lives for a really long time.” 
Daniel has a beaming smile on his face and I know it’s because I said the words he’s probably had trouble expressing to Chad himself. 
“I’ll be back up after I show Chad out.” 
After they walk out, I turn the letter over and over in my hands, wondering what Vanessa’s words are going to do to my heart. With shaking hands, I carefully open the envelope and withdraw the pages within. 
Dear Kate, 
Hello, my friend. Sit back and get comfortable…I want to tell you a story. And since you’re reading this letter, it’s obviously my last story to tell, so I better make it a good one. 
When I found out I was pregnant, I was beyond terrified. The lack of confidence I had in myself was immeasurable. I knew without a doubt there was no way I could do this. I had no life skills other than waitressing and having played a minor stint in being a bitch. That role I played exceptionally well, having learned from the queen of all bitches—my mother. With that kind of history, how could I bring a child into the world and even possibly begin to give them the kind of life they deserved? The kind of life I could have only dreamed of having as a kid myself. But then something happened. The pregnancy started to progress and I could feel my baby moving. I began to let myself start to get a little bit excited, anticipating what blessings this child inside of me was going to bring to my life. I stopped completely fearing how bad I would eventually screw him up and started hoping and wishing for all the ways he could make my life better. Other than Chad, this baby would be the first person who ever loved me. That thought excited me to no end and also terrified me immensely. 
Then…I got sick. 
When I found out about my pre-eclampsia, I knew somewhere deep inside my soul that I wasn’t going to live long enough to be a mother to this child. I’ve never said that out loud, not to anyone. I didn’t want to chance there was a bit of truth to it. What I did instead was start looking for Daniel and Mike. And yes, it was out of necessity because I needed help, but it was also because I was terrified. 
During the past few months, getting to know you and your friends has been one of the greatest gifts I could have ever been given. You give me hope, Kate, and I haven’t hoped in a very long time. I learned at a young age hope gets you nowhere. And yet here I am, twenty two years old and I’m hoping for all kinds of things. Hoping it will all be okay, hoping I can be the mother my little boy deserves and one he’ll be proud of. I don’t think you realize the amount of calmness you’ve instilled in me, but your friendship has shaken me to my core. I’ve never met anyone in my life who is willing to look out for others the way you do. You reached out to me even when it directly affected your own happiness. You have an amazing gift to love people, Kate, and I have never been prouder to call someone my friend. 
In a perfect world, I’d be here learning from your example so I could one day be as loving as you. You’re an inspiration to me and I thank God daily that you’re in my life. With all my heart I wanted to prove to those around me that I’m sorry for my mistakes and I can be the better person from here on out. I hope, in the time I had with you all, you realized I’m a work in progress but the end result would have been worth the wait. Sadly, since you’re reading this letter that’s not a future meant for me. Just because I’m no longer here doesn’t mean I don’t have a say in what happens, though. That’s why I need your help one last time and since I’m dead, you’re obligated. You can’t say no. Yes, I did just play the dead mother card on you. Sorry about that, but I know you still love me. 
First, I want you to know you really have made a difference in my life. I consider you my closest girlfriend. I’ve never had one of those before and I’m really going to miss you. I know when you saw Daniel and me together you thought something was happening, or had happened, and that’s what has driven you guys apart. He loves you, Kate, more than he ever loved me, and that’s okay. It’s the way it should be. Anyone can see it. Don’t let him continue to push you away; he needs you now more than ever. 
I think I knew the whole time Daniel was the father and that’s the way it should be, too. My little boy needs to know he was created out of love and I did love Daniel, I just wasn’t in love with him. In a perfect world, I would have created Lucas with Chad but that wasn’t meant to be. And in a way, I’m glad… because if that had been the case not only would I not have my Lucas (who I don’t regret at all; he’s everything good about me) but I wouldn’t have met any of you guys, either. Your friendships and love are priceless to me. 
Now that I’m gone, Lucas needs a mother. This is not an observation, it’s a fact. He needs someone in his life who will love him unconditionally and who will raise him as her own, even though he’s not. That someone is you, Kate. I want Lucas to know that God gave him to me so I could give him to you. I want him to know I picked you to be his mommy because I knew you would love him like no one other than me could. You and his father can let him know I’m in Heaven taking care of his sister, Lila Hope. And I will, I promise. I’ll find her and your mom and we’ll wait eighty years for you to come to us. 
I know it’s a lot to ask, but I also know you’re the only one right for this particular request. I don’t know a lot of things but I know what I see when I look at you and Daniel. Your love story is epic and one day soon (I hope), you’ll get married and give Lucas some brothers and sisters. I never had siblings and I always felt like I was missing out. I don’t want Lucas to miss out on that experience. Please make sure Chad somehow stays in his life. I’m sure he’ll bow out of daddy duty because it will be too hard on him with me gone. That’s okay. Just keep him in the fold. Make him an uncle, or better yet, a Godfather. And please, for all that is holy, keep my mother away from Lucas. Don’t let her get near him to taint his life. He doesn’t deserve to be jaded by her. 
If you and Daniel don’t end up working things out (even writing that hurts my heart, so you better fix what’s broken) I still want you to be Lucas’s mom. Chad’s attorney also has a copy of this letter and his staff had this notarized. In case any issues arise, my wishes are legally binding. 
Thank you, Kate, from the bottom of my heart, for being my friend and showing me how good life can be. It’s amazing how things can change when you surround yourself with good people and let the past go. But most of all, thank you for being an amazing mom to Lucas. Please give my baby boy a daily hug, kiss, and I love you from me.
One last request. Don’t grieve too long. Remember me with happiness but move on with your lives. It goes too quickly to dwell on what can’t be changed. Trust me, I know that better than most. My love to you all.   

Until we meet again (not anytime soon), 
Vanessa
Ugly cry. They call it that for a reason and that’s exactly what I’m doing right now. She should be here with her baby and I should be with Lila Hope and my mom. 
It’s not fair. 
It’s just NOT FAIR.
I’m overcome with the need to see Lucas so I try and choke back my sobs and walk across to his room. He looks like an angel sleeping so peacefully in his crib. 
“Oh God, Lucas, I'm so sorry,” I whisper to him through my tears. Vanessa was so excited for him, for the changes to come in her life. She should be standing here with him right now. 
Not me.
NOT ME.
My chest heaves painfully as I try to hold in my sobs. He's lost so much—he’s too young to have this kind of reality. I know it well since I’ve walked this road he's on now, too. 
"I wish it would have been me. If I could switch places with her I would, sweetie. I’d do it in a heartbeat. For you, for your daddy, for Chad, but especially for your mommy." 
The sob I was holding back finally escapes me. A loud, strangled, wounded animal, war cry of a sob, but by some miracle, Lucas remains sleeping soundly. 
"NO!" Daniel says irately as he strides into the room, looking as alpha male as I’ve ever seen. Gone are the traces of sadness in his face. All I see right now is anger, or perhaps annoyance. He glances down at Lucas to check on him and then grabs my arm and pulls me from the room. Forget annoyance; he’s definitely angry with me. 
Once we're out in the hall, he brings his hands to my face and tenderly wipes away my tears. This is new. All traces of the anger from just a minute ago have vanished. His face is now filled with…love? 
"Don't ever say that, Kate. You can't wish it was you. Not ever. This is an awful reality we're facing but we'll get through it. We’ll all get through it. But, Kate, if you weren't here it would be an impossible reality. I've been so angry with you but I’m trying hard to let it go. If this has taught me anything it’s that our lives can change in a fleeting second. I miss Vanessa so much, and it hurts terribly. But I’ve realized I’d be lost without you. I’m trying like hell to let that anger go, so I can love you and worship you. You deserve to be worshipped and loved every day, baby."
He’s cupping my face so gently. My heart races, and hope blooms inside it and fills it for the first time in months. His face inches closer to mine and he places one soft, heart-stopping kiss on my lips and then pulls away. A single tear falls from my eye and he brushes it away with his thumb.
"Baby steps, Kate. But not to friendship…baby steps to love. It’s not okay for you to wish you could switch places with Vanessa.  My life doesn't work without you in it and I need you now more than ever before. Promise you’ll give me the time I need to get there."
I’m nodding my head in whole-hearted agreement. “I promise.” This is a promise I’ll never break. I’ll give him as much time as he needs. My lips are on fire from his kiss and my heart is bursting with hope. 
Maybe things really will be okay. 
“Can you explain why you’re so worked up? Was it Chad? Did he say something to upset you?” 
I love seeing how concerned he is about me, even if it is misguided. 
“No, he gave me a letter,” I say as I lead him into the bedroom. The letter is still lying open at the foot of the bed. He nods with a knowing look on his face. 
“I was wondering if you got one, too.” 
“Too?” I ask and wonder who else got one. 
“Yes. Chad, myself, and Lucas all got one. Lucas will get his from the attorney when he turns eighteen.” 
“She really did know she was going to die, didn’t she? That must have been so scary and sad for her.” A piece of my heart breaks knowing what she must have been feeling but was too afraid to say. 
“She was being prepared. I’m happy she was because now I have an inkling of what she would want. And Lucas has something from her, something tangible that he can hold on to.” 
Like my mom and me—another eerie similarity. 
“Would you like to read it?” I ask him, holding out the pages. 
For a few minutes he’s silent, really thinking over what I just asked him. 
“You don’t mind?” he finally spits out and I smile. 
“Not at all. I’m sure your letter may have said something similar but if not, this is definitely need to know information, even if I’m not sure what to do with it yet.”
My mind has been spinning since reading the words and continues to spin as Daniel reads them as well. By the time he finishes he’s breathing heavily, almost as if he’s run a marathon. Finally, he looks up at me and smiles. 
“Well, I’d say you don’t have a choice, Kate. Dying woman’s wish and all. Regardless of our status, Vanessa wants you to be Lucas’s mom.” 
His words are tender and wrap around my soul. “I don’t know if I can do that, Daniel,” I whisper, crying once again. 
He takes my hand in his and gently squeezes it. “You can and you will. Even if it’s just baby steps all the way. My little boy needs you, Kate, and so do I.” He said the words and he sounds like he even means them. 
“Do you mind if I stay here tonight?” I ask and he looks relieved. 
I don’t think he wanted to stay here alone. Especially not in Vanessa’s room, in her bed, but we will because I know that’s what she would want. It’s early but I’m exhausted, so I climb into the bed and curl up with a pillow. Daniel hesitates, not sure of what to do 
“Stay with me, please? Clothes on, but you’ve got to be just as tired as I am, if not more so.” 
He nods his agreement, opens the door all the way, and climbs in bed next to me. At first he doesn’t touch me, but at some point during the night I wake up wrapped in his arms. 

Now it’s two days later and I’m sitting in a church about to listen to Chad give Vanessa’s eulogy. It’s going to be heartbreaking, no doubt. Thank God for Kleenex. I’m seated between Jess and Connor and Mike is with Daniel. Jake and April are here but decided to sit in the back of the church with Lucas in case he gets fussy so they can take him outside without Daniel having to deal with him, too. 
Chad steps up to the podium. He’s wearing a suit and looks nice but that’s only his exterior. His face tells a different story. There are big black bags under his eyes and his eyes themselves are completely bloodshot, his cheeks tearstained, and his shoulders slump in defeat. I hope Vanessa knew how much he truly loved her. 
There aren’t really many people here besides his parents, one of his friends, and all of us. We did rally the family and all the parents are here, too. Well, in honesty, they rallied us and insisted on being here for us all. It’s a nice feeling to have so many people around who care. We’re going to make sure Chad feels it, too. He’s one of us now, whether he likes it or not. 
After clearing his throat a few times, Chad finally speaks. 
“Vanessa Ryan was, unequivocally, the love of my life. We met the summer before high school and stayed inseparable until my second year of college. Even then, we lived together until this past year. Over the past few months, we talked a lot about how we drifted, and the people we became during that time. Neither of us was proud of how we acted, of how we let everyday life get between our love for each other.” 
Chad pauses and wipes away a few tears. He swallows a few times and then steadies himself by clutching on to the podium. I quickly glance around and there isn’t a dry eye in the church. 
“We figured out that we ultimately became better people because of our time apart and our love grew even stronger because we knew what it was like to be without each other. When Vanessa told me she was pregnant, I was there for her, but internally I was freaking out. Something about her having a baby with someone else didn’t compute. I foolishly lashed out, hoping to hurt her and asked my girlfriend at the time to marry me. I honestly never thought she would say yes. When she did, I just went with it. That was probably the biggest mistake of my life after letting her slip away the first time. I never wanted anyone other than Vanessa to wear my ring. 
It wasn’t until we were in separate houses that I realized how much in love with her I still was. And why wouldn’t I be? She had overcome a horrible childhood, never having been loved by anyone until me, and yet…she still had a smile for me every time I saw her. I knew pretty quickly after Vanessa moved out I would do anything to win her back. I broke up with my fiancée and groveled. It worked and I couldn’t have been happier. I just wish with all my heart that Lucas had been ours so I would still have a piece of us with me every day. And Vanessa knew I would wish that because she knew me better than anyone. She left a few of us letters. I’d like to read you an excerpt from mine. 
“I know you’re wishing now more than ever that Lucas was ours. You’ll never understand how sorry I am that we didn’t get to have that part of our lives. But I’ll never regret Lucas and I know you won’t, either, because we’re both already head over heels in love with him. Sometimes, I think I know you better than you know yourself. I know you’re going to pull back and have a more ‘uncle’ type role in his life instead of a ‘father’ one. That’s okay with me if that’s what you want. But I need you to be in his life, Chad. You need to be his constant link to me. I know Daniel and Kate will do an amazing job as his parents, and as much as I love them, they don’t really know me. Only you do. You know me, Chad. I’m pulling the dead girl card here. It’s my dying wish that you make sure my son knows me. All of me (at age appropriate times, of course). You’re the only person in the world who can do this job, so I’m counting on you. 
Don’t take away from Kate being his mom; she doesn’t deserve to be made second place. But if I know Kate, she’ll tell Lucas early on about his birth mom. You’re going to be the one who lets him get to know her. And in turn, he’ll get to know us—you and me, Chad. That was the greatest love story of my life. You were my one true love. Thank you for that. Thank you for loving me and showing me what unconditional love felt like.” 
Chad pauses as his shoulders shake. He bows his head and tries unsuccessfully to hold in his sobs. After a few moments and a lot of tears, he proceeds. 
“When Vanessa came to me three weeks ago with four letters, I instinctively knew what they were. She said ‘just in case’ and I just nodded because I knew that ‘just in case’ would never come. Each letter was designed with her final wishes and personal thoughts she wanted us to have. I’ll cherish this letter forever and I’m so glad I know her wishes for me. I’m not sure I will…” He looks down at the paper and then back up at us. “And I’m quoting her here ‘move on and find the girl I was meant to have my happily ever with.’
He pauses again, endless tears now falling from his eyes and I’m so focused on him I don’t even notice my own, not until Jess wipes them away with a tissue. 
“Vanessa was the girl who was supposed to be my happily ever after. Maybe someday I’ll meet someone else. As a matter of fact, I’m sure I will. I’m sure she’ll be wonderful and amazing and I’ll love her with all my heart because I’ll know Vanessa sent her to me. And I’m sure we will live happily and have kids of our own but my
ever after, that belongs to only one girl, Vanessa Ryan.” 
Chad stands a little taller and his eyes suddenly grow a little brighter. “I know some of you might still have a little hesitation toward believing all the good things about Vanessa. Over the next fifty years or so, I’m looking forward to sharing the real Vanessa with you guys. As I teach Lucas about his mom, I’ll teach you guys, too. You deserve to know the girl I knew, the woman I loved with all my heart. I’m so thankful Lucas is here and there’s a piece of Vanessa left on this planet. It’s as if I haven’t fully lost her and I will always have a special place in my world for him. Vanessa didn’t have a good childhood. In fact, she had it worse than anyone I’ve ever known. She left Lucas in good hands. With all of us looking out for him there’s no way he’ll ever have to grow up the way she did. All Lucas will ever know is unconditional love. And that is the way it should be.” 
When Chad steps down from the podium, he looks a little bit stronger, more self-assured. My sobs are slowly subsiding even though my tears are freely flowing. That was beautiful. It reminds me so much of Mike and me. But just as we’ve moved on, Chad will, too. As I turn to check on Daniel, I see Mike is looking at me, also crying. He is thinking the same thing, I know it, and I’m once again fully overcome with thankfulness that he’s still in my life. Daniel seems to be doing okay but he now has Lucas and is passing him to Chad. Chad places a kiss on his head and the sight warms my soul. We’re all going to be okay, Chad is going to take his rightful place in Lucas’s life as Godfather. I make a mental note to talk to Daniel about a christening immediately. There’s no time to waste; you never know when your time might be up. 
After the service, we all head over to the burial site. Mike picked up some fresh gardenias this morning so we could leave them for Lila Hope. It’s just a small and quick graveside service but with all our friends and loved ones here, I feel the need to speak. When the minister asks if anyone would like to say something, I stand. It’s now that I notice none of Vanessa’s friends from work came to the graveside, only our extended family and Chad’s. That makes this a little bit easier. 
“Most of you know Mike and I had a daughter, Lila Hope. This is her grave,” I say, pointing next to me and then I point behind me. “And this is where her Grandpa Grant is buried.” 
Deep breath in and exhale. 
“Grant and Lila died within a few short months of each other and between Claire and myself we bought most of this side of the cemetery. It’s comforting to me to be able to come and talk to Grant and Lila at the same time. This is a place for family and Vanessa was our family. I’m so happy knowing she’s going to be here with my little girl watching over her. Vanessa also left me a letter.” I’m trying to choke down the lump in my throat. “In the letter she asked me to be Lucas’s new mommy.” 
There are some audible gasps from my friends. Daniel is the only person other than Chad I talked to about the letter. 
“And in her letter she told me she would be watching over Lila Hope. That brings me more comfort than you can possibly imagine. I asked Chad to bury her here before I even knew about her letter, but it just confirmed what I already knew. Vanessa deserves to be here with her family, where she belongs.” 
After I take my seat, we watch as Vanessa is lowered into the ground. There’s not a dry eye anywhere. 
Mike and I agreed before the service that it was time for me to introduce Daniel to Lila Hope. Chad also wants to say his own private goodbyes to Vanessa so I ask him if he can give us just a quick minute. This is something I know all too well that he needs to do. Mike takes Lucas and guides everyone back toward the cars, giving us some time alone. Gently taking Daniel’s hand, I lead him over to Lila Hope. He hasn’t said much today at all, I think he’s really overwhelmed by it all. 
After placing a kiss on my palm and holding it against her headstone, I then kneel down and place the flowers at the base. I do the same routine every time I come. I don’t know why, but it helps me cope. Maybe it’s because it’s the only routine I ever got to have with her. 
“Daniel, this is my daughter, Lila, and Lila, this is Daniel. He’s your brother Lucas’s daddy and I know you already know all about Lucas because his mommy Vanessa is up there with you, taking care of you and your grandparents now.” 
Daniel looks like he’s at an even bigger loss for words. There are mixed emotions playing across his features and I know this must be hard for him. 
“You don’t have to say anything. I know she’s not really here. It’s just comforting for me to be able to talk to her in some capacity, so this is usually where I do it.” 
Daniel pulls my hand to his lips and kisses it gently. Then he drops my hand and pulls me to his side and clears his throat. “It’s very nice to meet you, Lila. Your mommy and daddy have told me all about you. I’m sure Vanessa will tell you all about me, too. Just know I’m going to be here taking care of them for a very long time.” 
My eyes swell with tears as Daniel pulls me into his embrace and places a kiss on my forehead. My body screams out in longing for his but this is neither the time nor the place for any of that. As we step away, Chad takes his place on the ground and starts talking to Vanessa. I consider staying, but his parents are here waiting for him. We’ll see him back at the house soon enough. 
On the drive home, I spend the ride thinking. The past two days have gone by in a haze as we all just put one foot in front of the other, gearing up for today. I’ve only been focusing on two things: the funeral, and what I should do about Vanessa’s final wishes for me to be a mom to Lucas. Finally, I decided there was nothing to do but embrace the fact that she chose me. I love that little boy already and knowing Vanessa trusted me to help fill her role makes me smile. I’m sure when we get back there are going to be lots of questions about Vanessa’s last wishes. Everyone is coming back to my house for a small gathering. Maryanne picked up some sandwich platters and snack trays, so it should all be low key and ready to go.
The limo pulls up and everyone climbs out except for Daniel, so I stay behind to make sure he’s okay. My eyes meet his and he takes my hand. 
“I love you, Kate. With all of my heart. We’ve only been apart two months but it feels like two years. Every day that passes without you in my arms is a day we can’t get back.” 
He leans forward and pulls me to him. His hands weave into my hair, pulling my mouth to his by the back of my head. When his lips meet mine I moan in ecstasy, and when he parts them with his tongue so gently, a tear falls from my eye. And when his tongue greets mine in an X-rated hello, I’m lost. Daniel sets the pace; he’s making love to my mouth with his and my body responds instantly. My panties are wet, my nipples are hard, and if I had it my way I would take him right here, right now, over and over again. When he pulls away, he looks up at me and his vulnerability is all I see. All his defenses are down; he’s finally letting me in. 
“Move in with me,” he says in a rush. 
What?
Move in with him? 
Is he serious? 
As if his Jedi mind tricks are back in action, he answers the unasked question. “I’ve never been more serious in my life. Move in with me, Kate. Move in with us. Let’s be a family. Lucas deserves a family, we deserve a family.”
Holy shit.
“Daniel, stop. Take some time and think about this. You’re just deciding this is what you want because of the letters. You wanted to take this slow two days ago and now you want to move in together?” My ears are ringing and I can barely hear anything over the sound of my beating heart reverberating in them. 
He pulls out his phone and punches a few buttons and passes it to me. It’s a reservation for a trip to Hawaii; the date on the email is a few weeks ago. I scroll down and see it’s for two plane tickets and two hotel rooms for the day after my graduation. I’m at a loss for words. 
He was going to take me to Hawaii? 
“It was your graduation present, but I cancelled the trip when Vanessa died. I wanted to…I wanted to try, Kate. I thought if we could get away that we could hopefully end up only using one of those rooms and that I could get past it. After Marc talked to me the other day, and then you spending the past two nights in my bed, a man can only take so much. And then today, when you introduced me to Lila Hope, whatever lingering anger I had was just…gone.” 
There’s not an inkling of sarcasm in his tone, not an ounce of anger or pain in his eyes. The only thing I see when I look at him is that he’s anxious for me to answer him. 
Do I want to move in with him? 
Uh, yeah, I’d marry him right now if he asked me to. 
“Okay.” 
Okay, I don’t know where we’re going to live, but I’d go anywhere for him. For them, my family, my boys. Oh my god, I’m really going to be somebody’s mom. Not just any somebody, either. Lucas…the little boy I love already as if he were mine.
“Okay? Really? You’ll move in with me?” He’s so excited and I’m nodding and crying at the same time. 
“I miss Vanessa,” I say sadly as he pulls me into his lap. 
“I miss her, too, baby. So fucking much. I hate that this happened and Lucas is going to grow up without her. But I’m glad she gave us her blessing to raise him, Kate, because if he can’t have her you’re the next best thing.” 
And then he kisses me on the lips, one after another, each one deepening a little, each one lasting a bit longer than the one before. Until finally he pulls back and smiles the first real smile he’s given me in a very long time. 
I feel bad for being so happy right now but I think Vanessa had a hand in this from up there. She’s giving us a gift and setting us free. My heart hurts knowing I’ll never have another talk with her or experience her bubbly personality. But I’ll always hold her close and I’ll have a piece of her with me every single day. Whenever I look at Lucas I’ll still have Vanessa with me. I can’t wait to tell him all about his mom. 
 




Kate 
All of the extended family has gone home. It’s just our core group and Chad now, but he’s part of the group now, too. It’s been nice hearing stories today from their past. Chad’s parents shared some really nice stories and promised to copy every single picture they have of Vanessa and send it to Lucas. My heart was overwhelmed with gratitude at their gesture. I want as many reminders of Vanessa as we can get. My dad pulled all traces of my mom from our house when I was younger. I’d never do that to Lucas. I want our home to be a place where he can remember his mom and love her openly. 
Chad follows me into the kitchen and looks me over. “You seem happier today. Care to share the secret?” 
I smile at him and pull him into a gentle hug. “Vanessa is watching over my little girl and Daniel and I are going to move in together.” 
His voice cracks a little but he smiles at me as he pulls away from the hug. “That’s great, Kate, really. I’m so happy for you guys and Vanessa would be, too. If you could have heard all the ways she was plotting to get you two back together before she passed away…well, let’s just say you’d be happy you guys worked it out on your own, too.” 
“I can only imagine the ideas she was scheming in her head. I’d give anything for her to be here to tell me all about them,” I reply with a sigh, and he nods sadly. 
“Chad, don’t pull away from us, okay? We’ll give you some time, but we need to work out some kind of schedule or system for you to spend time with Lucas really soon. It was important to Vanessa but it’s also really important to me.” 
He smiles at me and nods. “I’m not going anywhere and I don’t even need time. I’ve had a few days to think and read and re-read her letter. Just don’t move too far away. I’m still in school, you know, so my time is more limited than yours.” 
School. That’s something I need to work out. I’m supposed to start Graduate school in the fall. It will all work out, I have no doubt. I’m so happy knowing Chad is in this with us for the long haul. Vanessa may have trusted me with Lucas, but I’m going to need Chad to guide me on things only he’ll understand. I think we’re in dire need of a toast. 
After pulling two bottles of champagne out of the refrigerator and getting Chad to help me reach the glasses and open them up, we pass them out. Everyone gathers around and Daniel stands next to me, lightly wrapping his arm around my waist. 
“To Vanessa,” I say as I raise my glass in the air. “We’re here today to celebrate her life, and even though I already miss her like crazy, I’m thankful for every single second I had with her. She brought Lucas and Chad into our lives and she’s watching over Lila Hope. I’ll be forever thankful to her for that. This is for you, girl. I love you bigger than the sky.” 
There’s a chorus of ‘To Vanessa’ and not a dry eye in the house, but I think from here on out we’re all going to be okay. 
A little while later, I feel a familiar pair of arms wrap around me from behind “So you guys finally worked things out? Good job, Katie Grace. I’m happy for you,” Mike whispers in my ear sincerely. 
“I love you, Michael Matthews. Bigger than the sky.” It’s something we haven’t said for years, something my mom used to say to us but tonight it just seems right. 
“I love you, too, Katie Grace. Bigger than the sky.” For a few minutes, I just let him hug me from behind but I eventually turn around. 
“Where’s Misty? I thought she was supposed to come today?” 
A troubled look crosses his face but he shakes it off. “Her grandma is in the hospital and it’s not looking good.” 
I raise an eyebrow at him. “Michael Matthews, why aren’t you there? I’m sure she could use a shoulder to cry on.” 
He exhales loudly and leans against the counter, crossing his arms. “It’s complicated, Kate. She’s hiding something from me, admittedly so. She has this big secret and she’s afraid I’m going to leave her when I find out about it. I’ve told her I’m the king of fuck ups and there’s nothing she could do to make me leave. I know she’s trying to get the courage to tell me, but her grandma doesn’t like me and I have a feeling it has to do with this secret.” 
That’s odd. 
“Well, I’m not sure what kind of secret it could be that would make her grandma not like you. Unless you gave her some kind of STD and she’s embarrassed to say.” 
He shakes his head vehemently. 
“Oh yeah, you guys get tested all the time. You’d know if you had one.” 
“Exactly. I’m trying to give her the space she needs but I want to be there for her, too, and I can’t do both.” 
I look at him for a minute, really look at him. And I realize I see Michael, not Mike. My Michael, the one who lit up like a Christmas tree whenever I was around, and it hits me like a ton of bricks—it’s finally happened. 
“You’re head over heels in love with her, aren’t you?” I ask him in total and complete awe. 
Then he does something I haven’t seen him do in years. He blushes. And I squeal like a little girl in a candy shop while hugging the daylights out of him, crying the happiest of tears. 
“You’re crying,” he so kindly points out. 
“Only the happiest of tears for my very best friend,” I reply happily. There’s no remorse, or longing, or even sadness for what we lost. I’m just honestly and truly happy for my very best friend. 
Wow. 
“I’m pretty happy too, Kate. She’s the one.” 
Whoa. It seems early but I know they have a past, and who am I to judge early? Hello.

“Does she know that?” 
He grins and his gorgeous dimples are on full display. “Yeah, she does, but we’re taking this very slow after what happened last time. I kind of like it, actually. I haven’t dated since you. I never realized how much I missed just being with someone. Do you know what I mean?” 
I nod because until Daniel I never really realized how far I had shut myself down. 
“The end of our relationship affected us both in different ways, but we both locked other people out. It’s nice to let them back in. I’ll never lock anyone out again and I won’t let you, either. If something happens to me and Daniel, or you and Misty, we’ll look out for each other to ensure it doesn’t happen again.” 
A devious look plays out on his face. “But if something happens to them both you’re mine again, no excuses.” 
He cracks me up but I nod in agreement. Nothing is ever going to happen. We’ve had enough sadness in our lives. But if it did, I’d be honored to have Mike back in my life. 
“Kate! I need your help!” April calls out in distress from the other side of the room. Mike refills my champagne and follows me over. My heart is warmed by the sight of all my friends gathered on the couch and Lucas asleep in his daddy’s arms. 
“What’s the problem?” I ask as I take a seat next to Daniel. 
“Dress fittings. My family is driving me crazy! Can you come with me instead? Jess said she was game if you are.” 
I smile sweetly at her. “I’d be happy to.” 
“Well, now we need to plan the bachelor and bachelorette parties,” Connor announces excitedly. Jake and Daniel groan and Mike laughs. “As the best man I get to plan it, so expect plenty of strippers and plenty of booze.” 
“Can’t we just play poker?” Daniel asks “I’ve got Lucas now and you know how much I hate stripper dust.” 
“Stripper dust?” Jess questions, interested. 
“Glitter,” Mike interprets for her. 
She must be pretty buzzed because even I got that one. And when she laughs like it’s the funniest thing she’s ever heard, I realize she’s past buzzed. She’s completely lit. 
“Who is planning your party, April?” she asks and I know where this is going. 
“My sisters wanted to do it, but I told them my friends were doing it. My sisters are crazy but since some of them are still underage, I don’t want them planning it. They’re planning a family shower, instead.” 
“Awesome!” Jess exclaims. “Kate and I are totally throwing you a kick ass bachelorette party. And if they get to have strippers, so do we.” 
Jake throws daggers at her and circles the conversation back around. “So about that poker party…it sounds good to me. And Daniel is right, he has a kid now.” 
“That kid has grandparents who can take him for the weekend. Who would be thrilled to have him, no less,” Connor says, driving the point home. 
“I could take him for the night,” Chad replies. 
“Hell no, you can’t. You’re one of us now, for better or worse. I don’t give two fucks if you have an aversion to stripper dust, either. I’m the best man and I plan the party.” 
I love how Mike just sits back drinking his water and watches the conversation progress. He knows, just like I do, that both of us are going to be sitting with the strippers in just a few short weeks. 
“April doesn’t need strippers and neither do I,” Jake says petulantly. 
“Well, duh, no one needs strippers, but when the opportunity arises to have pussy in your face you don’t turn it down.” 
“Connor Houston! You can have your stripper party with your stripper dust, but so help me God, if even one of those strippers gets her pussy anywhere near Jake’s face, it’s your ass on the line. I will come after you before I come after him.” 
Connor nods his understanding and that actually seems to shut him up. And then Jake says the sweetest thing he can based on the current topic. 
“Baby, the only pussy I ever want in my face is yours.” 
I know guys are guys and most won’t turn a stripper away, but Jake has an unwavering love for April. I actually believe him when he says that and so does she.
“You two are a perfect match, you know,” Jake says to Jess. “But the same thing goes for you. No stripper dick in my girl’s face.” 
“You got it, Jake,” Jess says with a wink. “I’ll keep it all in my face instead.” 
Suddenly Connor looks like he ate something rotten. 
Interesting twist.

“Fine. If you’re all so against it, I guess we could just have a guys’ poker night. Maybe get some lame girl to jump out of a cake or something.” That’s Connor speak for ‘we’ll play poker and only get two strippers instead of going to a club.’ 
“Hey, Jess, remember those naughty parties we used to go to? We could do one of those with all the perks.” 
We used to go to sex toy parties and the good ones always had strippers. It was a few years back when I was still essentially hiding under a rock. I always thought the strippers were pretty gross, but they were fun parties, and I bet a little bit more up April’s alley than a strip club.
“Yes, that’s exactly what we’ll do! Okay, you guys do your poker night and we’ll have a sex toy party!” Jess exclaims excitedly. 
“Do we get to preview the catalog before the party so we can put our orders in, too?” Connor asks but they all perk up when they hear that might be an option. 
“Sure, why not?” Jess tells them. 
Chad is smiling, but it’s forced. I’m sure he’s missing Vanessa something fierce right now. Mike picks up on it, too. 
“Well, I need to go check in with Misty and I’m Chad’s DD for the night. Are you ready to go or do you want me to swing back by later?” 
Chad happily takes the out. “I’m ready, thanks. It’s been a long few days and my parents are leaving tomorrow, so I should get back. Thank you, guys, for everything. Vanessa would have loved how today turned into a party and not a cry fest. She really did have some good friends.” 
“Well, we’re your friends now, too, so get used to it,” Connor tells him sincerely. 
“Thanks. Goodnight, everyone,” Chad says as he and Mike leave. 
The atmosphere quickly changes to a somber one. 
“I’m going to stay next door with Daniel and Lucas, so if you guys want to spend the night you’re more than welcome to my room,” I tell April and Jake so they don’t feel like they have to leave. 
Jake flashes his water bottle at me. “Nah, we’re good. I only had one drink a few hours ago. We’ve both got work in the morning. Thanks for the offer but we’re going to get going, too.” 
“You hear that, babe? We can be as loud and naughty as we want to, wherever we want to,” Connor wickedly tells Jess and she squeals in delight. They head upstairs before April and Jake are even completely out the door. God, they’re perfect for each other. I just hope they realize it and get over their insecurities. Life’s too short. 
Maryanne pretty much cleaned everything up before she left. All that’s left for me to do is just put the few glasses in the dishwasher and turn it on. 
“You almost ready?” Daniel asks as he wraps his arms around me from behind and nibbles on my ear. 
I’ve missed this.
“Yeah, just let me run upstairs and grab a few things and I’ll be over. Why don’t you go and start getting Lucas ready for bed?” 
I think Lucas agrees with me because he starts crying just as I finish my sentence. Daniel laughs and nods in agreement. 
“Fine. But don’t bring too many clothes. You won’t need them tonight.” 
This man could bring me to my knees with his words alone. My body fills with desire. I hope Lucas is tired from all of the day’s events and sleeps for more than three hours tonight. 
“Got it. No clothes required. I’ll see you guys in a few minutes.” 
When I get to the top of the stairs, I shield my eyes and shout out a warning when I see Jess’s bedroom door open. “I have to get some stuff from my room so please keep your naked asses out of my line of sight for just a couple of minutes.” 
Connor starts cracking up and walks to the doorway, fully clothed. 
Thank God.

“Jess is taking a shower, so you don’t need to worry. Even though we both secretly know you love looking at my ass, naked or not.” 
I bust up laughing and he follows me into my room and sits down on my bed. 
“Seriously. You look happy, Kate. Which is weird considering we buried a friend today, but you’re glowing.” 
I place a kiss on his cheek and sit down next to him. “I miss Vanessa like crazy, but I’m trying to honor her wishes by not staying sad.” 
“Yeah, I have a million questions about her letter but I’ll start with just one. Lucas. How do you feel about that? It’s a lot of responsibility and if anyone can handle it it’s you, but the question is, do you want to?” He throws his arm over my shoulder and pulls me in close. 
I lay my head on his shoulder and nod. “I do. At first I wasn’t sure, you know? I lost my mom and I wouldn’t have wanted anyone to come in and try to take her place. But I realized something today. It’s because I knew my mom. We had a relationship for ten years. Lucas won’t have any memories of Vanessa except for the ones we give him through stories. It’s not fair to him to not have a mom at all, so now he’ll have two. Vanessa will always be first and foremost, but I consider myself beyond blessed to be her choice to raise him.” 
“He’s lucky to have you in his life and so is his dad. Looks like you guys made up, too. See? I told you everything would work out. Sorry it took his dumb ass so long.” He chuckles as he says it. 
“Connor, you don’t think…you don’t think he’s doing this just because of Vanessa, do you? He showed me the Hawaii stuff but still…we might have gotten there and not worked things out. Do you think he’s settling with me because that’s what she wanted?” 
He tilts my chin to face him and stares long and hard at me. “Absolutely not. Don’t second-guess this, Kate. Don’t do that to yourself. He loves you and there’s nothing, and I mean absolutely nothing in this world he wouldn’t do for you. I know deep down inside you already know this or you wouldn’t have gotten your tattoo.” 
He smirks at me and I blush. He’s the only one who knows about my new tattoo. He took me to Ben to get it. 
“Don’t let Vanessa’s death make this into something it isn’t. You guys have been through so much. Just enjoy it. But maybe not too much. You don’t want to wake Lucas up screaming down the walls tonight.” 
I push him away, laughing, and then pull him in for a hug. “Thanks, Connor. I needed the kind of pep talk only you can give.” 
“Anytime. But now I’ve got to get back to my girl. By now she’s probably naked and waiting. Don’t worry, I’ll close the door.” 
After grabbing a few necessities and writing a quick journal entry, I grab my phone and walk next door. I’m so nervous. I wasn’t even this nervous the first time we had sex. 
It’s because of the tattoo. 
I quietly let myself into the house and lock the door behind me. As I walk up the stairs, I hear Daniel’s voice coming from the nursery. The closer I get, the better I can hear him. “So your mommy told Auntie Kate when she went to Heaven she wanted her to be your new Mommy. I know you’re sad because you don’t really know what’s going on, but I know you realize she isn’t here anymore. She loved you so much and she’ll always be watching you from Heaven.” 
Oh my.
I tiptoe into the bedroom, not wanting to interrupt their private moment. My eyes are filling with tears again after hearing that and I wonder when or if this will ever get easier. I lie down on the bed and close my eyes for just a minute. 
The feeling of kisses across the back of my neck and shoulder slowly wake me up and I moan in pleasure. 
“Are you awake?” he asks as he continues trailing kisses across my neck. 
“Hmm, I am now.” 
He chuckles against my skin. I love the sound of him laughing. I’ve missed it. “Why didn’t you tell me you were here?” 
“When I came in you were talking to Lucas about Vanessa being in Heaven and I didn’t want to interrupt. It seemed like you two needed that time together.” 
His kisses trail up my neck to my ear, setting me on fire. He nibbles on my earlobe in between his words. “Okay, but next time come in. We’re a family now and we need to do these things together.” 
“Okay,” I whisper, partially because I’m a little emotional but mostly because I’m completely turned on by what he’s doing to me. 
He turns me over and I open my eyes. We’re illuminated by the soft glow of the bathroom light. He cups my face in his hands and murmurs, “So fucking beautiful” before meeting my lips with his. 
His mouth is getting to know mine all over again, his tongue exploring mine in a great adventure, his teeth tugging my lips in a passionate fury. It’s so sensual and my body aches for his but he never once lets go of my face. When he pulls my lip and sucks on it so erotically, and then bites it with an intense hunger, I lose control. 
“Yes, Daniel, yes!” I cry out as my body wraps around his. 
My arms laced under his, my hands pulling him to me, trying to get as close to him as possible and not being close enough. 
I need him.

“I want you Daniel, please…” I moan, throwing my leg over his and grinding against him so closely I feel his hardness through his boxers. I love he came to bed almost naked, knowing that he wants me as much as I want him.
He guides me into a kneeling position and pulls my dress off over my head. The amount of hunger in his eyes as they rake over my body makes me wetter and even more eager than I was before. He reaches behind me and unsnaps my bra, gently removing it and tossing it to the floor. My nipples are hard and in desperate need of attention. 
“Stay there. Don’t move a muscle,” he says as he stands, dropping his boxers to the floor and giving me an amazing view of his tight ass as he walks to the bathroom. 
I hear his bag unzip and some shuffling noises. 
What in the world is he looking for?  
When he comes back, he has flavored Kama Sutra oil in his hands. 
Oh, hell yes.

After opening it up, he turns me to him. He’s still standing as he drops a tiny drop on each of my nipples and one on his finger. Sliding his hand into my panties, he expertly finds my clit with his finger, and gently blows on my nipples, alternating each side. As he blows, they heat up. Just as the sensation sets in, he begins circling my clit in slow circles. 
“Holy hell, oh, oh, oh, shit!” 
The heat intensifies with movement and his mouth circles my nipples which are so hot and so hard for him already. I’m going to come already; it’s too soon. I want to hold back but then as if he’s reading my thoughts, he slides a finger inside me and it’s too late. I’m lost. Freefalling into the rabbit hole of pleasure only Daniel can give me. 
I fall into his arms, my heart pounding against his chest, his finger still inside of me. After placing a kiss on my forehead, he slides his finger out of me and into his mouth. Watching him has me licking my lips. 
“That was so incredibly hot, gumdrop. Lie down. It’s time to massage your back.” 
Without even thinking in my post orgasmic bliss, I do as he asks and lie down. It’s not until I hear his shocked tone that I remember I had something to tell him before I got naked. 
Shit.

“What in the hell is that?” 
Before I can say a word, he pounces on me, effectively holding me down as he straddles me and traces the outline of my tattoo. 
Just like I did when I first saw all his tattoos.

“I um, well…” 
Good one, Kate. Way to speak your mind.

I’m going to cry. Fuck, I wanted to warn him. I didn’t want him to just see it. He flips me over and looks me dead in the eyes. A single tear falls from my eye and he wipes it away before I even get the chance. 
“How long have you had that, Kate?” 
I turn my head so I can answer him without looking him in the eyes, but he’s not having it. He turns my head back so I have no choice but to look at him, and asks again, “How long?” His tone is demanding and I can’t tell if he’s angry or just shocked. 
“Since the day after Lucas was born.” 
His hands slide down my arms and grab my wrists, lifting them above my head. As he leans over me, his mouth so close I can taste him, he finally speaks. 
“Why did you do it? For me? For us? Why, Kate? I need to know.” 
I feel his need pressing against my stomach. He’s so hard and I grind against him, trying to get closer. I haven’t answered him yet; I’m trying to think of the best way to explain it to him. But as I’m thinking, my body is betraying me, arching against his, trying to connect before he gets mad and leaves. 
Daniel leans back, holding my wrists with just one arm now, and fisting his cock with his other hand. 
Fucking hell, that’s hot.

He moves his cock against my wetness, teasing my entrance with the head, eliciting the neediest of moans from me. He’s so close. 
“Daniel, please…” And then suddenly, he enters me and my eyes roll up in the back of my head as I relish this feeling I’ve missed so much. But all too quickly that feeling is gone.


“Just tell me, Kate, and then we’ll finish what we started.”

Okay, I can do this. I can be honest with him.

“I did it for me,” I tell him and he slides back into me, letting my wrists go and holding on to my hips as I arch to greet him. 
But he doesn’t move. He stays as still as a statue as he growls out, “Why?” 
I try and move against him but his hands are effectively keeping me still. I sigh in frustration. “Because I’ve known from the first time we touched that you were it for me.” 
“Go on,” he urges as he slowly starts moving and God it feels so good. 
“So when everything got all messed up and I saw your tattoo, and then you said you didn’t want me anymore, I needed something. Anything. So I could always carry a piece of you with me,” I tell him breathlessly, pausing as his tempo picks up and I feel him move in perfect sync with my body. I feel myself lifting higher and higher and I’m so close to coming again when he stops. His intent is clear—he wants me to talk. 
“So the day after Lucas was born, when Connor and I left the hospital, I had him take me to Ben’s shop.” 
He pulls me closer, lifting my hips higher. We fit so perfect together. “And?” he encourages me to finish. This is hard for him, too…waiting. His jaw is tense and all of his muscles are flexing in all the right places. 
“And I had him do it. At first he was unsure, but Connor convinced him I knew what I was doing so he relented.” 
“But?” he asks me curiously. 
“But nothing, Daniel. I love it. It made me feel close to you when we were so far apart. Every day it gave me hope, knowing that at least for now you have the same tattoo with my name in it as I have with yours. It took a while for you to see but, Daniel, you’re it for me. For now and for always.” 
Now he moves—passionately and relentlessly—and we come beautifully, at the same time, crying out in unison as our souls connect again.
Finally.
He lies down next to me and pulls me into his loving embrace, kissing me so tenderly. 
“I’m sorry,” he says when he pulls away. 
“For what? You have nothing to be sorry for.” And I mean it. It took a lot to get here and I don’t want to keep looking back. 
“For being stubborn for so long. For not paying attention to my heart and being guided by my wounded ego instead. For so many things.” 
“Daniel, we both said and did things we aren’t proud of. But you were right earlier. We’ve already wasted too much time being sad and angry. No more looking back, okay? Only to the future.” 
“Deal,” he says before kissing me so tenderly that my heart melts with his touch. 
“You know, I really wanted to make love to you tonight, not fuck you senseless. But damn, Kate, when I saw that tattoo, when you told me you’re mine…that was so fucking hot. You have no idea how happy it makes me knowing you’re really mine.” 
“Me, too. And speaking of, I think you asked me to move in with you today.” 
He pulls me closer and releases a frustrated grunt. “No, you know I asked you to move in with me today and you said yes.” 
A super cheesy smile takes over my face because I’m so freaking happy. “I did. I said yes, but yes to what exactly? I’ve got school starting again in the fall and Chad lives pretty much around the corner. We need to stay close to him, Daniel. But your work here is almost done, so how do we make this work?” 
“I’ll move,” he said decisively and with not an ounce of hesitation. “We can live here for now and keep my house as a weekend or summer getaway. Or we can start looking for a house out here so we can grow our family.” 
Grow our family?
“Um, I think our family is big enough right now,” I croak out. “Not that I don’t want one with you, but Lucas deserves to be the center of attention for a few years and we need to be married if you even want to think about a family.”
He pounces on top of me, peppering kisses across my collarbone and up my neck and jaw. 
“So,” he says, nuzzling into my ear, “I have to make an honest woman out of you before I can knock you up.” 
“Yes,” I answer as I run my hands through his hair. 
“Okay, good to know. So for now we live here? Next door? Find a house? Anything you want, Kate, just tell me and we’ll do it. I’ll put in for a permanent transfer tomorrow. Shouldn’t be too big of an issue since I’m part owner of the company and all.” 
Wait, what?
 “Since when?” I’m shocked and my tone obviously shows it. 
“A few weeks ago. Nobody knows yet. It’s just twenty percent for now and next month, after he announces it, my dad is also going to cut Mike in at twenty percent.” 
“Really? Daniel, that’s amazing. I’m so proud of you and Mike. God, he’s going to be so happy to finally have worked so hard for something and for it to be his because he actually earned it.” I’m beaming and I have no idea how I’m going to not tell Mike about this. 
Daniel takes my hand in his and pulls the blankets back for us to cuddle underneath. “He deserves it, Kate. My dad and I decided that instead of the company being left to just me, he’s going to make Mike and I equal partners. Mike’s been like family from the first day we met and I honestly don’t want to run the company by myself. It takes a lot of pressure off me knowing Mike and I will be able to do it together.”
“When Mike finds out we have to go and celebrate. It’s going to kill me to keep this from him!” He starts cracking up. “What’s so funny?”
“Not you, I swear, but when you told me Connor went with you to get the tattoo I just couldn’t believe he kept it secret that long. Connor has never been able to keep a secret for more than a few days,” he says, still chuckling. 
“Face it, he just loves me more than he loves you.” 
“Well, I can understand why that would be the case. So do you know yet where you want to live?” 
I bite my bottom lip and nod my head. “Yeah, I do. I want to stay here. I’ll give Jess the condo next door instead. This one is special. Vanessa decorated that room for Lucas to spend his first two years in and I think the least we can do is honor that.” 
His eyes are dancing with happiness and love. “Thank you, Kate. I know Vanessa would love that. You never did read her letter to me but I think one day you should. I love you so much.”
“I love you, too” I say through a yawn. “Sorry I’m just so sleepy all of a sudden.” 
Lucas starts to cry and I realize I’m going to be sleepy a lot. I start to get up but he gently pulls me back down. “I’ll get him tonight, you sleep.” 
As I drift off, I hear him talking to Lucas through the monitor. The last thing I hear before falling asleep is Daniel telling him how much he’s loved by us all. 

A week later and I’m yawning again but this time in a very fancy bridal shop somewhere in the middle of Laguna Beach. Apparently, April is a bit of a bridezilla, which I would have never guessed—not in a million years. I’m pretty happy I’m only here for the fittings because if I had been on this journey with her from the beginning…well, I don’t even want to think about that.
“Kate, that would be fun, right?” Jess asks with a beaming smile on her face. I totally zoned out so I just agree with her. 
“Sure sounds like fun.” 
“Eeeppp!” April squeals as she and Jess start roaming the store, looking at more dresses. I’m not sure why; she is just getting a fitting, she already has hers. 
“Come on, Kate, find a dress!” Jess yells at me from across the store. 
What?
April is on the other side of the room so I hurry over to Jess. 
“Jess, what did I just agree to? I was completely zoned out,” I whisper to her frantically and she doubles over in laughter. 
“I thought that was a little too good to be true but you’re stuck now, unless you want to piss off the blushing bride.” 
More bridezilla? Hell no. As I shake my head, she continues to snicker. 
“April thought it would be fun for all of us to try on dresses.” 
Oh no, I did not just agree to that.

“Yep, get to picking before she picks one for you.” 
Groaning inwardly, I begin to peruse the racks of dresses. You could buy a car for the price of some of these dresses. On a dress you will only wear once. I don’t care if I have money or not, there are other things, better things, I could use my money on than a dress. 
Maybe I can just pretend I don’t see anything. 
“Kate, look!” April squeals. “This would be perfect on you and it’s your size. Let’s go try it on.” 
As we walk toward the dressing room, Jess calls out from behind me, “If that doesn’t work, this one might.” 
They are seriously enjoying this too much. The saleswoman has April’s dress out and ready for her to try on and the seamstress is setting up her area in case it isn’t perfect. Jess is already stripping out of her clothes and getting into a dress. 
I’m surprised they just let you try on dresses but considering April paid about twenty grand for hers, I doubt they would complain about much. I’ve just never been one of those girls who has really put much thought into a big wedding. I’d be happy eloping with a few friends. With my mom gone and my strained relationship with my dad, it just isn’t high on my list of things to do. 
“Come on, Kate, try them on,” Jess once again pulls me from my thoughts she’s already tried one on and turned her nose up at it and tried another one on. She looks beautiful. 
“Wow, Jess, that dress is amazing on you.” As she spins around in the three way mirror, she checks out her ass. 
“I know, and it doesn’t even make my ass look big and white always makes my ass look big,” she says with a giggle as the seamstress looks at her with disdain. 
I’m stepping into the first dress April picked out and it’s huge. This thing must weigh as much as I do. It’s loaded down in beads and tulle and must have a twenty foot train. It’s good for a few laughs and then I struggle to get out of it. The next dress Jess picked actually needs a corset for me to even try it on, or so says the saleswoman. So they strap me into a gorgeous white corset and in the back of my mind I’m wondering if they have one in black that I can buy and take home today. Daniel would love this. 
When they zip up the second dress, both Jess and April have tears in their eyes. They must be hormonal because it’s not like I’m getting married; we’re just playing dress up. And then they turn me around and now I have tears in my eyes. This dress is everything and more. 
“Wow, Kate, you’re absolutely breathtaking,” Jess says and April nods in full agreement. 
“Absolutely stunning and that dress is quite the bargain at eleven thousand dollars. Intricate beading like that usually goes closer to twenty. This particular designer, though, prefers happiness over money and donates half of her proceeds to charity. The dresses are handcrafted in Africa and for every dress made, the girl who makes it not only gets a very generous hourly wage but the charitable portion of the dress goes into her education fund.” That is amazing. 
“Kate, you should buy this dress. You and Daniel will get married eventually and it’s perfect.” 
Jess is right; it is perfect. It’s a strapless dress with almost a wrap look to the bodice. The top half of the dress is fully hand beaded, but not shiny beads, just beautiful white ones. It has a silvery beaded belt but it’s stitched in and actually part of the dress. The bottom half of the dress is satin, flared out a little bit—more like a ball gown and less like a tulle explosion. There are three satin ruffle type sections that give it just a little bit of a fun, sophisticated look. My boobs look huge and my waist smaller than normal thanks to the corset. It really is a beautifully made dress. 
“I’m not buying a dress, but when and if we get married I know where to come and look for one.” There’s no need even thinking about weddings. I know it’s only been a few days but Daniel hasn’t even given me my ring back. 
“Still no ring yet?” 
It’s like she can read my mind. “No, but it’s only been a week. I’m sure when he’s ready and when he’s really over everything he’ll give it to me. I’m not worried,” I tell them with a forced smile. 
The truth is I’m really worried. All my stuff was moved in two days after the funeral and the last week has been pure bliss. Maybe he still isn’t really one hundred percent over Marc and he just needs more time to be sure. 
“He’s probably just waiting to see how things go. Moving in together is a big step. You don’t need a ring to know he loves you.” Jess is shooting April daggers and April blushes in shame. 
“Enough. This is your day, April. Get your dress on so we can see how you look,” I say with a smile.
Jess and the saleswoman help April into her dress while I put my clothes back on, after they get me out of the corset. 
“Do you have these in black?” I ask the saleswoman, and from the way she puckers her face at me you’d think I’d asked her for a bondage set. Oh well, guess I’ll have to look online. “Oh wow,” I say as I turn and face my two friends. April’s dress is amazing. 
“April, you look like a princess. That dress…well, I can see why you spent so much money on it now.” 
Jess nods in agreement. “When Jake sees you in that he’s going to cry like a baby and then he’s going to fuck you six ways ‘til Sunday,” she says with a giggle. 
The dress is perfect and needs no further alterations. They will send it directly to the hotel for her, too, so she doesn’t have to worry about storing it at her house. 
After we leave the store, April has us run to a few more places. She’s excited and wants us to see the linens and place settings she picked out. She eagerly asks our opinion on every little thing and I think Jess is over it if her eye rolling is any indication. I’m trying to give April all my attention and answer her honestly since Jess is being so bitchy all of a sudden. She has been texting a bit, and I wonder if she and Connor had a fight. 
On the way home, we talk a bit about random stuff and about the bachelorette party. The wedding is in three weeks, so the bachelorette party is in two. Plus, to top it all off, Linda rescheduled our graduation party two weeks after than when Jake and April get back from their honeymoon. Thankfully, it’s summer and I’ve got nothing but free time. 
“How’s it going with Lucas?” April asks while Jess types furiously away on her keyboard. 
“It’s going good. We’re getting into a routine. He’s babbling a little more, and lifts his head during tummy time. I can’t believe he’s already going to be three months old in a few days.” 
“I’m glad Lucas is doing well, but how are you doing?” A social worker’s job is never done. 
“I’m okay. Some days are harder than others. Not because of Lucas, he’s a really good baby, just because I’m sad for Vanessa and I miss her,” I reply honestly. 
“I can imagine it must be hard. You were just kind of thrown into taking over for her.” She keeps her eyes on the road so she can’t see my glare but I wonder if she can feel it. 
“I don’t feel like I was thrown into anything. I wouldn’t be doing this if I didn’t love Lucas. And I’m not doing it because I’m in love with his dad, either. That’s just a perk. I’m doing it because I loved his mom. I rubbed her belly and talked to him while he kicked at me from the inside. This little boy had me wrapped around his finger before I ever knew who his dad was.” 
Jess is patting my shoulder now from the backseat and I don’t even know why I’m so mad. 
“Kate, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything by it, I swear.” 
I close my eyes and count to ten. “I know you didn’t, I’m just angry. Lucas got robbed, we all did. Losing Vanessa just sucks.” 
They both murmur their agreement and we ride the rest of the way home in silence. 
 




Mike 
Misty’s grandma is still in the hospital so I haven’t seen much of her lately. Between summer classes, work, and now her grandma being so ill, our time has been spent mostly over coffee breaks at the diner. Finally, tonight we’re going on a date. We’ve been seeing each other almost two months now and I really want her to get to know my friends, so we’re going to Connor’s for dinner and she agreed to spend the night. 
When I pull into the driveway, she looks like she’s going to throw up. “They’re not bad, you’ve met them all before. Relax.” 
She flashes me a tiny smile. “Yes, but I wasn’t your girlfriend then. Now they’re going to want to ask questions and get to know me.” 
“What’s wrong with them wanting to get to know you? It’s kind of important since I don’t plan on getting rid of you anytime soon.” I’m completely joking with her but she’s not loosening up at all. Once we’re out of the car, I pull her close and tip her chin up to me. “Breathe, baby, it’s all going to be fine.” 
My lips greet hers in a sexy hello and she opens for me greedily. Damn, I’m already hard and the night’s just starting. I’m pouring a lot of passion into this kiss and she’s giving it back in equal doses. Too bad we just can’t go straight to my room and skip dinner. 
“Seriously, you guys, too? There’s more tongue out tonight than at a KISS concert. Get a room, would you?” 
I flip Connor off as I pull away from Misty, positioning her in front of me so I can calm down a bit. 
“Hey guys!” Jess pops her head around Connor’s. “Come on in, dinner’s ready and waiting.” 
Misty laces her fingers into mine and smiles at me. “Let’s do this,” she says determinedly as we follow them inside. 
Everyone is outside by the pool and Jake is pulling chicken and steak off the grill. It’s a beautiful summer night. Kate gives Misty a hug and a margarita as we take a seat. Jess passes me a beer and plops down on my lap. 
“Girl, didn’t anyone ever tell you that you have boney ass?” She sticks her tongue out at me and then kisses me on the cheek. 
“Yup, you did, more times than I care to remember. That’s why I always sit on you. Connor doesn’t think my ass is boney, do you?” 
Connor looks at her with the straightest of faces as he replies, “Baby, I love your boney ass.” 
“Connor!” she hisses at him but he’s too busy laughing to care. “Do you see what I have to put up with around here? You’re lucky you’re the new girl, enjoy it while you can. Pretty sure they’re going to treat you just like they do me, with absolutely no respect,” Jess tells Misty rather dramatically. 
“Don’t listen to her, Misty. We’re still trying to figure out how it is she’s going into nursing and not the theatre. Love ya, Jess,” Kate says sweetly. 
Connor pulls Jess from my lap and onto his and Daniel walks out with Lucas. “Does he smell better now?” Connor asks wrinkling his nose, but Daniel just laughs it off. 
“Yes, he’s all powder fresh now.” 
I stand up and take Lucas from his dad. “Hey, little man, I hope your daddy was smart enough to leave your diaper in Uncle Connor’s room.” 
“You didn’t!” Daniel looks at Connor and shrugs and Connor rushes inside to check. Everyone is busting up laughing, even Lucas is smiling. 
“He’s smiling at me,” I tell them excitedly. 
“Yeah, he’s been doing that for a couple of weeks now. He smiles, giggles, and even babbles.” Kate’s beaming; she’s happy being a mom. Misty looks uncomfortable. I hope she doesn’t think I still have feelings for Kate or she’s not mad about Jess sitting in my lap. 
I motion for her to follow me and walk Lucas over to the garden. “This is pretty much where your mommy and daddy met. That was a crazy night. You’re not allowed to have nights like that ‘til you’re at least thirty.” Misty giggles next to me, and when I take a seat on the swing, she follows. “Now this swing has seen a bit of action. It’s where your mommy and daddy spent all night talking to each other and falling in love. And it’s where Auntie Misty and I first gave into our carnal desires for each other.” 
“Mike! Don’t tell him stuff like that.” I flash her a dimple filled smile. 
“You should have heard what I was telling him at the hospital. His mommy Vanessa thought it was funny.” 
“So when you refer to his moms you refer to Kate as mommy and Vanessa as mommy Vanessa?” she asks, trying to piece the puzzle together. 
“Yes, that’s what they came up with. Birth mom is too clinical and Kate didn’t want to feel like she was pushing Vanessa out. But Daniel doesn’t want Kate feeling likes she’s not his mom because she is in all the ways that matter. It’s a good compromise.” 
She falls quiet and Lucas begins to fall asleep in my arms with the motion of the swing. “You’re really good with him.” Her tone is laced with surprise. 
“Well, I honestly don’t really know what I’m doing, but I’ve wanted to be a dad since I was in high school. So I’m sure I’ll be spending a ton of time with him until I finally have kids of my own.” I want to say kids of our own but she’s already freaked out enough tonight. 
“Really? As far back as high school? That’s crazy. All I wanted in high school was to party and get out of my  grandma’s house. Babies were the last thing on my mind.” I never would have pictured her as a party girl. 
“Kate wanted college, and I wanted marriage and a family. I would have been happy being Mr. Mom for the rest of my life back then. Now I’d love to have both my family and my job. I had the best parents. I thought being a dad was the coolest job you could ever get. I guess I was a little nerdy.” 
She places a kiss on my cheek. “No, not nerdy, Mike, it’s super sweet. Thank you for sharing that with me.” 
“You know, you just kind of hijacked my kid and took off right before we were getting ready to eat,” Daniel says with a knowing smirk. 
“Yup, I did, but I was showing him where you and his mommy bonded the night you met.” 
He throws his head back and laughs. “I wasn’t the only one who bonded with someone here if memory serves me correctly.” 
“No, you weren’t, and I was telling him all about that, too.”  
Daniel looks happier than I’ve seen him in a really long time. When I see him and Kate together it’s so obvious I never stood a chance and I’m glad because I’m in love with this girl next to me. Even if she is acting super strange tonight. 
Dinner is nice. The conversation is light, mostly talk about the upcoming wedding and graduation party. Misty holds her own and seems to be getting along with everyone just fine. 
“You’re coming to the bachelorette party next weekend, right?” April asks her after dinner. 
“I’m not sure. Is it okay to just say maybe? My grandma is still in the hospital and I don’t know when or if she is coming home. One day she’s fine and the next one she’s not.” 
“Of course, if you can make it we’d love to have you. It’s nice to have a girls’ night away from these guys. I love all of them but they can seriously drive me up a wall.” 
Jake interjects, “I don’t know about a wall but I can drive you up a bed with just the tip of my tongue right on your…” 
“Whoa! TMI! I don’t want to know what you do to her with your tongue. It’s bad enough I have to see you maul her face with it,” Connor exclaims as April turns a very nice shade of red. It’s as bright as I’d like to make Misty’s ass tonight.   
Jess and Kate are caught in a fit of giggles and Misty and April join in right behind them. 
“So how much more school do you have to go, Misty?” Kate asks as April passes around fresh margaritas. 
“After this summer I’ll have one more year left before law school. But if I have to keep going part time it might take me until I’m just about thirty to finally finish it all.” 
“Well, at least you’re going and you’ll finish. Unlike your boyfriend, you have aspirations,” Connor replies snarkily, and this is where people lose faith in Connor. If you don’t know him, he comes off like a fucking twat. 
“That’s not very nice to say. Some people just aren’t meant for school,” Misty throws back at him.
 Daniel looks at me and nods his approval for me to fill them in on what happened at work yesterday but I point at him—this should really be his story to tell.
“Misty is right. Some people aren’t school people. And some people are really fucking smart and don’t need to waste their time with school. Mike is one of the latter. This news does not leave this table although Kate, Jake, and Mike already know what’s going on. My dad is gearing up for retirement. He wants to spend his golden years with my mom, actually enjoying the time they have left. He’s transitioning out of the company.” 
“Seriously?” Connor remarks. “I thought if anyone would work ‘til the day they died it would be him. No offense.” 
“Me, too,” I tell him. 
“I’ve known for a little while, but Mike just found out yesterday. Right now we are both twenty percent owners of McCormick Construction. Over the next few years we’ll be fifty-fifty partners.” 
“You’re okay with that?” 
“Completely okay with it. You know better than most people, Connor, I never wanted to run this company by myself. It’s too much. I don’t know how my dad’s done it all these years. I’m happy to have someone to share the burden and the success with.” 
“This deserves a toast,” Kate stands and we all follow, raising our glasses. “To my two favorite men. You followed your hearts and your dreams came true. I love you both so much. Congratulations.” Misty squeezes my hand and I lean over and place a kiss on the top of her head. 
Daniel and Kate are the first to leave but not before Kate gets me to herself for a few minutes. “You don’t know how hard it was keeping that secret from you! I thought I was going to explode.” 
I actually do know because I’m keeping a whopper from her, too. I think Daniel enjoys watching us suffer. 
“I’m so proud of you, Mike.” 
“Thanks,” I say as she wraps her arms around me. It’s weird how comfortable we are together now without any lingering sexual tension. 
“I really like Misty, too. She’s good for you, and she defends you. Not that you need defending but I like that she’s protective of you. She seemed distracted tonight, though. I hope her grandma is going to be okay.” 
“Me, too.” 
As the silence settles between us, she states the obvious, “She still hasn’t told you her secret. It’s not going to be long, she’s too on edge. It’s killing her to keep it from you, whatever it is, you can just tell.” 
“I know, but I hope she does it soon so we can get past it.” 
She smiles up at me as if she’s never been more sure of anything in her life. “You will because you love her and she loves you. If Daniel can forgive Marc, you’ll forgive Misty.” 
“That’s the thing, Kate, I already do forgive her and I’ve tried telling her that.” 
She reaches up on her tiptoes and kisses me softly. “It’s not about telling…it’s about showing. When that time comes, show her, don’t tell her.” 
“I love you, Katie Grace” 
“I love you, too, Michael Matthews, bigger than the sky.” 
Less than twenty minutes later the house is empty. Connor has pretty much moved into Jess’s condo now that Daniel is living with Kate. Misty and I are upstairs in my room. 
“So how was tonight? Was it okay?” She’s been so quiet tonight, so contemplative. 
When she turns around, she flashes me a beautiful smile as if nothing in the world is bothering her. “It was fun, I’m glad we did it. I’m sorry I was distracted, I’ve just got a lot on my mind. I wasn’t trying to be rude.” 
“Don’t worry about it. They like you, they just want to get to know you better. As you can see, we’re all kind of a package deal.” 
She sighs and sits on the edge of the bed. “Especially Kate.” She doesn’t say it maliciously but I’m proceeding with caution anyway. 
Squatting down in front of her, I take her hands in mine. “You’re not jealous of Kate, are you?” She shakes her head no. “Then what is it? Do you not like Kate?” 
Please don’t say you hate Kate. 
“Kate’s fine, she’s just so together.” 
Okay, how is that bad?

“It’s just hard to love someone whose ex is perfect and you’re so far from it. And the thing is, I even tried to hate her because it would just be easier that way but she’s just so stinking nice that I can’t. 
I’m trying to stifle my laugh but she’s so cute. “Misty, I love you for who you are. And just for the record, Kate is far from perfect. I think it’s pretty obvious she’s in love with my best friend and I’m in love with you.” 
“I love you, too” 
“Good, then don’t worry about me and Kate, or me and Jess, because they are my very best friends.” I tilt her head so she’s looking into my eyes. “You’re the woman I want in my bed tonight, every night, for as long as you want me. You. Not Kate and not Jess. Only you, baby.” 
She’s so insecure and she never used to be. I made her this way and I hate myself for it. 
“You’ve been so distracted tonight and I know you’re worried about your grandma. You don’t have to stay. I can take you home if you want, or to the hospital. Whatever you want, just let me know and I’ll do it.” 
She stands up and takes off her shirt, looking me right in the eyes. “Make love to me, Mike.” 
Instant fucking hard on. 
My hands move quickly to the zipper on the side of her skirt, my eyes watching it fall to the floor and then slowly moving upward, taking in her body with appreciation. Her thighs are aching for my touch. Her pussy, covered by those pretty blue lace panties, is screaming for my tongue. But in the end, my hands are planted firmly on her hips as I use my mouth to pop open her matching blue lace front clasping bra. The man who invented the front clasping bra was one smart son of a bitch. There’s nothing better than sticking your head between a pair of breasts and freeing them with your mouth. As I guide her back down to the bed, my mouth covers hers. We kiss as if we are long lost lovers—passionately but slowly—relishing every second of our reunion. Misty’s hands are lightly tugging my hair as mine explore every curve on her backside, finally resting on her ass as I pull her closer to me. 
“Mike,” she cries out, “I need you inside me.” 
Her hands slide up the inside of my shirt and she pulls it off. She looks me up and down with an extremely appreciative look in her eyes. I get off the bed and remove my shorts and boxers; my dick is already hard and ready for her. Starting at her feet, my mouth begins its exploration of her body while my hands worship every part of her my mouth can’t quite reach yet. She whimpers, moans, and trembles in pleasure and by the time I reach her inner thighs, she’s practically begging me for release. 
When I spread her legs open and see her perfect, glistening pussy my dick begs me for release, too. But first, I have to taste her again; I need her essence on my tongue. She’s so ready for me. As I lick from her entrance to her clit, her body jumps. My hands grip on to her hips as I suck her clit into my mouth, entering her with one finger. 
“Mike, please…” 
Then another. As soon as my second finger enters her, she comes hard and fast while screaming my name. After removing my fingers, I position myself between her legs and use those fingers to wet her nipples. My mouth crashes down, rotating one breast at a time—sucking, teasing, and gently biting her perfect fucking tits. 
“Mike, I’m going to come again. Please, I want you inside me this time.” 
Reaching over to the bedside table, I grab a condom and rip it open as fast as I can. Once it’s on, I lean down and kiss her and she returns the kiss with ferocity and longing. 
“I love you, Misty, only you,” I tell her as I try and enter her as gently as possible. 
Her back arches, taking me deeper inside as she cries out, “I love you, too, Mike, only you, always.” 
She’s so tight and I’m trying to be mindful of the fact she hasn’t had sex in over two years. However, she doesn’t seem to care. She’s matching my every move, doing whatever she can to make sure I’m as deep in her as possible. I pull her up so we’re both in a sitting position. She gasps and I know it’s a lot deeper for her this way. My hand finds the small of her back and the other is wrapped around her waist. She’s riding me hard and my hands help guide her. I’m fighting my orgasm but she’s getting close. 
“God, Mike, so fucking good. So...oh good, it’s so deep. Yes, oh god, yes, yes, yes!” she screams as she comes and her pussy clamps around my dick like a fucking vice. My balls tighten and I pull her into a kiss as I come. I love kissing a woman as I come inside them; it enhances my orgasm and helps me feel it all over. 
Gently, I lay us down on the bed, tenderly caressing her skin as I hold her close. She falls asleep almost immediately. I know how badly she needs the rest so for a little while, I watch her sleep until I fall asleep, too. 
In the morning, we wake up wrapped in each other’s arms. It’s nice; I haven’t woken up with someone since Kate. I never thought I would get to this place where I’m glad my sleeping around is over with and also where Kate isn’t the one I’m happy to wake up next to. But I’m glad I’m here because it definitely beats the alternative. 
“Good morning,” Misty whispers shyly. 
“Good morning. Did you sleep okay?” 
She covers her mouth and yawns. 
“Yes, actually, better than I have in years. What time is it, anyway?” 
I glance over her shoulder at the clock on the nightstand. “It’s almost nine,” I tell her and she jumps up. “Hey, it’s okay, I thought you didn’t have to work today. I was hoping to at least take you to breakfast.” 
“I…I really… I need to get to my grandma, Mike.” She’s stammering and I get the feeling she’s not exactly telling me the truth. 
“Are you sure that’s it?” 
She won’t meet my gaze, instead just rummages through her bag. “Of course, silly, what else would it be? Do you mind if I take a quick shower?” 
She’s smiling now. Maybe her grandma just makes her really nervous. “Of course not. Since you’re in a hurry, I’ll shower downstairs.” 
This needs to stop; she needs to open up to me if this is going to work. I’m going to let it go for now because we had such a great night last night but next time we go out, I’m going to get it from her if it kills me. I throw a towel around my waist in case anyone is home and go downstairs. It’s a good thing, too, because Connor is here. 
“Hey, loverboy,” he greets me, suggestively wiggling his eyebrows up and down. 
“What are you doing here? I figured you’d be gone for the weekend.” 
He looks bored. “Nope, Jess kicked me out first thing this morning. Said she had things to do.” 
“You’re letting her push you away.” Jess will keep pushing until he’s gone. 
“I’m not. I’m giving her space so she doesn’t feel the need to push me away. There’s a big difference.” 
He can tell himself that all he wants, but I know Jess. “Just be careful, Connor. It’s a very fine line with her. If you knew her mom you’d understand why.” 
“Was she really that bad? I mean, she didn’t even spend any time with her so how much damage could she have done?” 
God he really has no clue. “Look, let me shower real quick and throw on some clothes. If Misty isn’t ready yet, I’ll come down and give you a short lesson in Chloe.” He nods and turns his head back to the game he was watching. 
Of course I’m ready way before Misty, but she looks sexy as fuck just wrapped in a towel. I’m half-dressed when she opens the door to tell me she’ll be about fifteen more minutes. Without saying a word, I walk over to her pull her to me, and kiss the hell out of her. I’m determined to break down her defenses and if it has to be with sexual torture…well, so be it. 
“Wow,” she says when I pull away, “that was…” 
“Fucking hot,” I fill in for her and she smiles. 
“That was definitely fucking hot.” 
My mouth drops because she rarely cusses and when she does, it kind of turns me on. Shit.

She laughs at the look on my face. “I can cuss, too, Mike. I just usually choose not to.” 
I pull her to me, her back to my front so she can feel the effect she has on me. 
“Oh,” she says softly as I suck on her neck and move up to her ear. 
“Yeah, oh. For some reason, you cussing has this effect on me. Maybe because you’re a dirty girl under that sweet exterior.”
She turns around and drops to her knees, pulling down my shorts and boxers at once. Within seconds, my dick is in her pretty little mouth. Motherfucker. She wraps one hand around the base and cups my balls with the other. This feels fucking amazing. My hands grab her head as she bobs up and down. Her tongue slides up my shaft and then circles the head and she squeezes the base even harder as she goes as deep as she can, taking it all and moaning at the same time. 
“Fuck, baby, keep that up and I’m going to come.” With those words she sucks me deeper and harder. “Misty, I’m going to come.” She doesn’t move; she just keeps going. When I come in her mouth she just keeps going, slowing it down and swallowing it all. 
“Fucking hell, that’s hot.” 
She places her hand in mine and I pull her up so she’s standing and then she kisses me. Her tongue greets mine with my essence still lingering, and I pull her closer, my fingers seeking her clit as we continue to kiss. With my thumb on her clit, I slide two fingers inside of her, never breaking the kiss, swallowing every moan and cry that escapes her pretty little lips. She fucks my hand and in seconds, comes bucking like crazy. I pull back from the kiss long enough to lick my fingers and then pull her back to me. Now we taste like both of us and I’m so ready to go a second round. 
When she pulls back, she smiles at me deviously. “Maybe I am just a dirty girl after all,” she says as she walks away. “Oh, Mike, make that twenty five more minutes. I need to shower again.” 
There’s something to be said for falling in love with a kinky girl. Quiet on the outside and freak on the inside; I’m one lucky son of a bitch. After I’m dressed, I go downstairs and take a seat next to Connor. 
“See, that’s exactly why I’m not pushing it with Jess. We’re still the same freaks now we were in the beginning of our relationship.” 
“Connor, no matter how old you get, or how married you become, some girls will always be kinky and Jess is one of those girls. She knew how to be a freak way before I did. She’s the first person to encourage anyone to let their freak flag fly.”  He gives me a cockeyed glare like he doesn’t trust what I’m saying and I laugh, patting him on the shoulder “You’ll figure it out soon enough. In the meantime, you need a crash course on Chloe.” 
“Do I need a beer for this?” he asks seriously. 
“Dude, I needed a beer for it and I wasn’t old enough to have one yet. It’s only nine, you can deal.” 
“Fine,” he pouts. “Fill me in while I’m completely sober.” 
I know Connor’s sarcasm is just his defense mechanism but sometimes he lets his guard down when things are important. I think this is one of those times because he’s actually paying attention. 
“Look, I really think this is something Jess should talk to you about, but Chloe is her least favorite subject on the planet.” 
“She’s actually told me some but I want to hear another person’s take on it all.” 
That’s surprising; Jess doesn’t just tell anyone about Chloe. She must really care for him to let him in. 
“Chloe was rarely around and when she was, it were her one and only goal to pick on Jess until she cried.” 
“What the hell? Who does that?” he asks incredulously. 
“Chloe does. She’s a real piece of work. Jess was kind of a chubby girl when we were little. And every chance she could, Chloe tormented her, called her fat, and told her she would grow up to be ugly and unlovable.”
Connor’s hands are in fists and I can see his anger rising to the surface. 
“When your mom is a worldwide supermodel little girls want to emulate and boys jack off to, it can mess with your head. Especially when you know she’s a nasty bitch through and through.” 
He’s shaking his head but doesn’t say anything, so I continue. “Maryanne tried to lessen the blow but it still nagged at Jess. And then the only time Chloe really did anything with her was when she was getting married. I think Jess was a maid of honor in at least five of Chloe’s weddings. The longest marriage lasted, I think, six months. Chloe threw around the word love as if it is just a thing that comes and goes at a whim. Jess has worked really hard to be nothing like Chloe. She’s kind, considerate, generous, and there isn’t a mean bone in her body, but…” 
“When it comes to love she’s afraid she doesn’t know how or she won’t want to keep it so she pushes it away instead,” Connor finishes. 
“Exactly, so if you’re going to love her, you have to love her in spite of her issues. You have to love her enough for you both. And if you can’t or if you keep giving her breaks, while it might work in your favor, it might also backfire on you completely.” 
“I’m fucked,” he says, finally releasing his fists and pumping circulation back into his hands. “I’m in love with a girl who doesn’t know how to be loved. I’m damned if I do and damned if I don’t.” 
“Not necessarily. Jess, although stubborn, eventually always admits when she makes a mistake. Sometimes it can be years later but she’ll admit it. If, for whatever reason, things aren’t meant to be now…maybe someday down the line they will be. Don’t ever count Jess down for the count.” 
“Thanks for filling me in,” Connor says as Misty comes downstairs. She’s blushing, probably because she didn’t think Connor would be here. 
“Hey, Misty,” he says with a knowing look in his eyes. He’s such an ass but she can hold her own. 
“Hey, Connor,” she replies, sounding more confident than she looks. “Are you ready, Mike? I’ve really got to get going.” Her phone dings and she silences it quickly but looks anxious. 
“Later, man,” I say as we walk outside.
“Later, guys,” Connor yells from behind us. 
When I pull up into the hospital parking lot, Misty directs me to her car so she can unload her things. After parking the car, I lean over and kiss her goodbye. This girl makes me feel things, things I never felt with Kate. I don’t even know how to describe it but I bet Kate would because I know she feels them with Daniel. 
“Thank you for last night. I’m sorry I was a downer but I really did have fun,” Misty says as she pulls back from our kiss and her phone goes off again. 
“You weren’t a downer, you’re just dealing with a lot right now. Everyone gets it, you don’t have to apologize.” 
Just as I’m about to ask her about it, she turns to open the door. “Thanks, Mike,” she says as I reach out, grabbing her arm. 
“Don’t thank me, Misty, let me in, let me help you.” 
Her eyes fill with tears and she quickly turns away. “How can you help, Mike? I’m in this mess because I deserve to be. There’s nothing you can do.” 
Oh hell, I didn’t mean to make her cry. I jump out of the car, open her door, and pull her into my arms. “I know you’ll say no but hear me out, okay? This isn’t the place I wanted to talk to you about this but I also didn’t want to make you cry, either.” 
She sniffs and mumbles, “Okay,” as she clings to me. 
“I’ve got a lot of money, Misty. There’s an inheritance from when my dad died I just found out still remained a couple of weeks ago. I’ve got money saved up for a rainy day, anyway, and now I’m part owner of our construction company.” 
She tries to pull away but I won’t let her. “I’m not telling you this to brag, Misty, I’m telling you this because I can help you. Because I want to help you, more than anything I’ve ever wanted. I’m in love with you, so let me make your life a little bit easier. Let me pay for school so you can quit your job and spend more time studying so you can get done with school quicker. I’ll get your grandma a full time home health nurse when she comes home so you don’t have to worry if the help you hired for the day shows up or not.” 
This time she does effectively pull away. “I’m not your charity case, Mike, I’m your fucking girlfriend. Do you see HO tattooed across my forehead?” 
What the hell? 
“Misty, you know I don’t think of you like that and you most definitely aren’t a HO.” 
The fury blazing in her eyes is unlike anything I’ve ever seen. She could even incinerate Jess’s evil glare with these puppies. Her phone goes off again and the tension in her body is visible. 
“You know what, Mike? This just isn’t going to work for me. I’m sorry, but it’s over.”  
“You don’t mean that,” I whisper, barely able to get the words out as my heart crashes and burns. 
“I’ve never meant anything more in my life. Goodbye, Mike.” She takes off running toward the hospital, leaving me crushed and confused in her wake. 

I’ve spent the past few hours driving around and end up at Daniel’s house, watching the waves crash against the shore from his deck. Kate and I have been texting off and on and we both think Misty is pushing me away because she’s afraid her secret is about to come out. 
It’s so peaceful here today and as the sun sets, I begin to wonder how well I really know Misty Lowe after all. The only thing I can come up with that makes any kind of sense in my head is she has some kind of abusive ex. Or a background in porn because that blow job she gave me today was definitely experienced. She’s too sweet and kind to be in porn but that’s exactly the kind of girl some asshat would try and push around or blackmail. 
I’m completely convinced that’s what’s going on. I tried to text her but the only reply I got was she’s going to be at the hospital all night and we’ll talk tomorrow. I decide to forget the sunset and go home. When I get in the car, I realize I still have her bag; she never put it in her car. I’m not sure if she needs anything in it or not, but I’m sure she doesn’t want to see me tonight. I’ll just drop it by the diner on my way home and maybe grab a cup of coffee and a piece of pie while I’m there. She’s not working tonight so there’s no chance of running into her. I know she avoids that place like the plague when she’s off. 
Your mind works in mysterious ways when you’re trying to figure things out you have no clue about to begin with. But by the time I park at the diner, I’ve already decided to sit and have my coffee and pie here and maybe I can question some of the waitresses discreetly about Misty. Someone is bound to slip if there’s a boyfriend in the picture. Grabbing her bag, I head inside. When I turn to go sit at my usual booth, I see her.
Why is she here on her night off? 
She sees me, too, and turns white as a ghost. She holds her hand up for me to wait where I am, but fuck that. She’s not my girlfriend anymore and I don’t have to listen to her. Besides, I want to see who this fucker is that’s texting her non-stop and has her running scared. I’m pretty sure, as pissed off as I am right now, I can knock him out in one punch. 
“Mike, wait there, please!” Misty cries out but I’m fueled by adrenaline and wouldn’t be able to stop if I wanted to. I drop her bag at her feet as she blocks the booth with her body. 
“I thought I would be nice and bring this here so you wouldn’t have to see me in case you needed something. Now that I see you’ve been playing me for a fool, though, I figured I should come and meet your friend. Move, Misty, NOW!” 
Her eyes lock onto mine, tears welling up in them along with fury. “No,” she states firmly as she drops down into the seat and I slide into the other side. I’m ready to reach across the table and punch the daylights out of this guy but when I look up, my world crashes down around me in the worst kind of way. Misty’s secret is sitting across from me staring right back at me with my eyes. 
They’re my eyes. 
I see them every single time I look in the mirror. They’re identical to mine. My heart is beating so hard I think it’s going to explode and my ears are buzzing so loudly I can’t hear. I’m paralyzed. When I finally bring myself to stop staring and look at Misty, silent tears are falling down her cheeks. 
I have no sympathy for her. 
None. 
“Hi,” says the cutest little voice I’ve ever heard that also happens to be attached to those eyes. My eyes. I try to swallow over the lump in my throat so I can reply. 
“Hi,” I say back because it’s all I can say. She smiles at me and goes back to coloring. That smile is one hundred percent Misty and is just as adorable on this little girl as it is on her mom. 
“Mommy cry,” she says when she looks at Misty and Misty tries unsuccessfully to wipe away her tears. “Don’t cry,” she tells her. “Be happy!” she exclaims excitedly and goes back to her coloring. I bet that is something Misty says to her often. 
I’m not a good judge of age, but considering Misty and I only had sex once at the graduation party, this little girl is two years old, give or take. 
Two years old. 
I’ve missed two years. 
Two years I’ll never get back. 
Two years I would have never known about had I not come here tonight. 
I’m furious inside but I don’t show it. I don’t want to scare this precious little girl sitting across from me. My daughter. I have a daughter and she’s beautiful. She’s wearing a pink top with hearts all over it and has curly blond ringlets all over her head, just like her mom. And she colors with her right hand, or make that her left, it looks like she can’t decide. I can’t even bring myself to look at Misty right now. 
“What’s your name?” I ask my little girl. The sadness of this question doesn’t escape me. I’m asking my own daughter what her name is. 
When she looks up at me, she smiles brightly; she’s not one bit afraid of me. “Hailey Mae,” she says with a giggle and my heart melts. 
“Hailey Mae Matthews,” Misty says, and although I’m pissed and don’t need to be clued in she’s mine, I appreciate the fact Misty is telling me she has my last name. 
“What’s your name?” she parrots back at me and I’m at a loss for words. I look to Misty for help because I honestly don’t know how to answer. 
“His name is Mike.” 
Hailey repeats, “Mike,” and I nod but then Misty surprises me. 
“Hailey Mae, Mike is your daddy.” The smile that breaks out over her face is priceless. 
“My Daddy?” I’m nodding and Misty is crying again. 
“Yes, sweetie, he’s your daddy.” 
“You came,” she states and then she squeals, “He came, Mommy!” and claps her hands excitedly. 
“I’ve been preparing her the past few weeks that she would meet you soon. Daddies are a big thing in preschool right now. They’re all figuring out who has what…a mom and a dad, two moms, two dads, or who has just a mom or just a dad.” 
She’s in preschool. She’s only two. She should be home with her mom. Fuck! 
“She’s in preschool because you work?” I ask with a very judgmental tone to my voice. 
“No,” she says and she is super pissed now. “She’s in preschool because it’s good for her. Because kids in preschool, on the average, do better in school and graduate from four-year universities at a higher rate than kids who don’t go to preschool,” she says, crossing her arms and glaring at me. “But yes, it also helps me out because of my schedule. However, I was making it work just fine before she started. We can’t all be rich and put together like Kate,” she replies snarkily. 
I take a deep breath and count to ten slowly. Is everything going to circle back to Kate? 
“How old are you, Hailey?” 
She holds up two fingers and says, “I’m two.” 
I was right but that was a given. “When’s your birthday?” I don’t know if she can actually answer this question but I don’t want to ask Misty right now. 
Hailey looks at me and smiles and points to her shirt. I don’t get the correlation until she happily answers, “Valentimes Day.” 
Misty softly corrects her, “You mean Valentine’s Day, Hailey.” 
“Yep,” she answers just as cute as can be.
Misty’s phone goes off and she’s crying again. She looks back and forth between Hailey, me, and her phone. “It’s my grandma. They had to move her to ICU. My babysitter cancelled and I can’t take Hailey to the hospital.” 
She’s asking me to take her. There’s no question I’ll take her, but I might not ever want to give her back. 
“I’ll take her to Kate and Daniel’s. They live close to the hospital. Hailey can meet her cousin Lucas and we can get to know each other. You can come by there and pick her up after.” 
I’ve already got my phone out and I’m texting Kate, asking for her address because I just know how to get there, not the actual address. When she texts back, I forward the message to Misty, then I text Kate back. 
Can I come by for a while? It’s important. I need you, now more than ever. Daniel, too. 
Almost instantly, she replies. 
We’re here and waiting. 
“Are you sure, Mike? I can try and find someone else, see if maybe one of the girls can get off early…” I hope the look in my eyes conveys I’m taking my little girl with me. “Okay, you’re sure, I get it. You don’t have to obliterate me with your glare. Believe it or not, this isn’t how I wanted things to go. When you’re ready, we’ll talk.” 
“No more secrets now?” I ask her. 
“She was my only one,” she tells me as she places a kiss on Hailey’s head. 
“Why Hailey?” I ask curiously since I didn’t even get a chance to help name my daughter. 
Misty smiles. “Hailey Mae, if you mix up the letters of your name and the letters of my name, you can pull out the letters of her name. I named her after us, so we would always be part of her.” 
Wow.
“That’s kind of awesome,” I say truthfully. 
“I know, now let’s go put the car seat in your truck.” 
Car seat. I need a car seat and I’m fucking elated by that fact. I’m finally a dad. “Can I carry her out?” I’ve been sitting across from her for about a half an hour but I haven’t even touched her. “Hailey Mae, can your daddy carry you to the car?” 
She immediately jumps up from her booster seat and reaches for me. I’m in love; she has me wrapped around her finger already. When I pick her up, she kisses me, “Muah, Daddy,” and starts cracking up. 
“It’s a new thing. She likes to make the kissing sound with the kiss.” 
It’s adorable and I hope she never stops. Except when she dates because that would be weird. No, fuck that. She’s never dating so that is a moot point. 
When we get to the car, I give Hailey to Misty so I can switch the car seat. I’m so glad Daniel made me learn how to do this after the hospital trip with Vanessa. He said I needed to know how just in case and it sure the fuck paid off in spades. 
“Hailey, Daddy is going to take you to meet your Auntie Kate, Uncle Daniel, and baby Cousin Lucas, okay? I have to go see granny in the hospital but I’ll come and pick you up later, probably after you’re sleeping.” 
“Okay, Mommy,” she says happily and I can already tell Hailey is just as easy going as her mom. “Mommy, where’s Bob?” Misty reaches back in the car and pulls out a diaper bag and a stuffed Pooh Bear. 
“Bob!” she squeals and grabs Pooh. 
“She calls Pooh, Bob?” 
Misty laughs. “Yeah, and I don’t even know why, I just go with it. She’s potty training, so she should tell you when she has to go but if she forgets, she’s in pull-ups and has more and wipes in the bag. She had dinner but likes a snack before bed. Nothing with too much sugar, please, or she’ll be bouncing off the walls. She’ll ask for milk when she’s tired. Her sippy cup is in the bag as well. She’s not allergic to anything that I know of and doesn’t have any medical conditions.” She’s nervous and I don’t blame her. I know I won’t hurt Hailey and she knows it, too, but she’s treating me like a stranger to her because, essentially, that’s what I am. 
And that’s about to fucking change. 
“Misty, I’ve got it, don’t worry about us. I promise you we’ll be at Kate and Daniel’s whenever you come. Tonight or in the morning. If I need anything, I’ll text you, but honestly, we’ll be fine. I know you’re not a fan, but Kate’s good with kids and so is Jess.” 
“Mike, I like Kate, really I do. It’s just that I know how much you loved her and how put together she is and how rich, and smart…I just feel like I’ll never measure up. That you’ll always feel like you settled for me when you couldn’t have her.” 
I’m going to try and not be an ass because she’s being so vulnerable to me right now. “Misty, you broke up with me earlier and I know you did it because you were running scared. But this secret, it’s something you should have told me immediately. Not two years and four months later. I told you I wouldn’t run, and I won’t, but I need space to process all this.” 
She kisses Hailey and puts her in her car seat. “That’s fair, and for what it’s worth, I’m truly sorry, for everything. I’ll see you later, alligator!” she calls out to Hailey as she walks back to the car. 
“Bye-bye, Mommy! I going with Daddy!” she squeals in delight. I’m so grateful in this moment that Misty told her about me and she obviously told her good things or this little girl would be much more scared of me.
On the drive over, Hailey just looked out the window and every so often said, “Daddy, look!” or “Look, Daddy!” 
I’m starting to get nervous to take her to Kate’s because I don’t know how she’s going to feel seeing Hailey after Lila Hope, but I hope she’ll be okay. I think she will but I’m so nervous my hands are sweating again. Once I get Hailey out of the car, I give her Bob to hold and grab the diaper bag. I know she’s old enough to walk but I want to carry her. I don’t want to put her down, ever. Hailey knocks on the door and it’s so soft I bet Kate thinks it’s me trying not to wake Lucas. 
When she opens the door and looks at us. Her eyes go from me to Hailey and back to me. She’s crying and smiling at the same time she says, “Misty’s secret.” 
Hailey replies, “Auntie Kate!” and holds out her arms for Kate. I don’t think Kate could have met my daughter in more of a perfect way. Daniel is standing behind her with a very wide awake Lucas and says, “Welcome to the club.” 
Kate hugs Hailey close and moves out of the way so I can come in. I pretty much collapse on the couch and try to absorb all that’s happened in the last hour. 
“What’s your name?” Kate asks Hailey who replies with a giggle, “Hailey Mae Matthews,” and my heart fills with joy. 
“It’s a baby?” Hailey says, pointing to Lucas so Daniel brings him over. 
“His name is Lucas,” Daniel tells her. 
In a flash she replies, “Cousin Lucas!” She’s so proud of herself she claps. So, of course, we all clap with her, which she loves, so she points to Daniel and says, “Uncle Daniel!” and we all clap some more as she laughs and laughs these big deep belly laughs. I’m so in love. 
“I have to potty,” Hailey says loudly. 
“I’ve got it, Mike,” Kate says with a smile. I’m so glad she’s not freaking out. Daniel takes a seat next to me and puts Lucas in his bouncer. 
“On a scale of one to ten, how bad are you freaking out right now?” He’s concerned and rightly so. 
“I don’t know but I know my level of freak out extends beyond that range. Holy shit, Daniel, did you see her? I thought Misty was there with another guy and I sat down and saw these mirrors looking back at me but these eyes are much cuter on her.” 
He laughs. “Welcome to fatherhood. And yeah, I saw. There’s no DNA test needed there. This kid is one hundred percent her father’s daughter.” 
I’m beaming. There’s underlying anger for sure, but I’m not going to let that affect my first night with my little girl. 
“All done!” Hailey exclaims as she jumps into my lap. “Daddy Frozen?” she says and points to the TV. She wants to watch Frozen. 
“You want to watch Elsa?” Kate asks and Hailey nods. Kate and I exchange glances and both say, “Jess” at the same time. 
“It’s your call. Do you want her to come over?” 
I don’t even have to think about it. Jess should be here, too. All our friends should be. It’s like Daniel’s reading my mind. 
“April and Jake are hanging out with Connor tonight at the house.” 
I laugh. “Text them all and tell them to come by but don’t tell them why.” If Hailey were shy I’d worry about having people over, but she’s pretty outgoing and I want my friends to meet her. They’re her family, too. My mom’s going to flip. 
Kate’s laughter pulls me from my thoughts. “Jess is so excited. She said she’ll be here in five with Frozen and popcorn with M&Ms” 
Typical Jess. She’ll be Hailey’s princess watching friend ‘til the end. “Hailey, some of Daddy’s family is coming over. Do you want to meet some more aunts and uncles?” 
She claps. “Yes!” I swear everything she says is happy. 
“Your Auntie Jess is coming over right now and she’s bringing Frozen and popcorn.” This time she claps and kicks her feet she’s so happy. 
She kisses me again. “Muah, Daddy, yay Elsa!” 
Of course, Kate is “awwwing” because the muah thing is just too cute. Then Hailey jumps off my lap and leans over Lucas in his seat and kisses him too. “Muah, Lucas,” she says and when he smiles at her she giggles like crazy. 
Jess busts in the front door with the movie, a pack of candy, and two bags of microwave popcorn and then stops dead in her tracks when she sees Hailey. She looks at me then drops to her knees as Hailey runs up to her. 
“Auntie Jess Frozen!” she squeals out and hugs Jess then runs away with the movie. It’s rare when Jess cries but she’s crying now. Hailey gives the movie to Kate and they go put it in. 
“I don’t even know what kind of twilight zone I just walked into, but I don’t ever want to leave this cornfield. That little girl is the cutest little version of Michael Matthews that has ever walked the planet.” 
Then she walks into the kitchen and starts making snacks. No questions, no nothing. That’s one of the things I love most about Jess; when it’s important, she waits until you’re ready to talk. This is my life and these are the people who love us and Misty doesn’t have anyone. I need to keep remembering that so when I see her later and we get a chance to talk, I don’t say all the horrible things I want to tell her. So I don’t run first thing Monday morning and file for full custody and I know I can get it. I need to stay calm and talk this out with them after Hailey falls asleep or goes home, whichever happens first. 
After Jess makes the popcorn, she whispers in my ear “What’s her name?” 
I whisper back, “Hailey,” and she smiles. She walks over to where Kate and Hailey are sitting down watching the movie and sits next to them. 
“Princess Hailey, would you like some popcorn and candy?” 
“Candy?” Hailey turns to me and I nod, knowing Jess won’t give her too much, and then she nods yes at Jess. 
So freaking adorable. 
“It’s a crazy feeling, isn’t it?” Daniel asks and I know he means being a dad. 
“Yeah, it really is. Especially since it’s something I wanted for so long, but this just isn’t the way I ever thought it would happen. But the love that was fucking instant…how is that possible?” 
After he’s done laughing, he finally answers, “I don’t know, man, but when you figure it out you let me know. Do you think Kate feels for Lucas what we do for these kids?” I bet this has been troubling him for a while and now he has someone he can ask. 
“I’m sure she does. She carried Lila for six months so she knows what it’s like to love like that already and it was taken from her. As much as she used to rub Vanessa’s belly and talk to Lucas while he was still on the inside, there’s no doubt in my mind she loves him as much as she did Lila. None, Daniel, so don’t get hung up on that and let it keep you from the greater things.” 
“Thanks,” he says as Connor bursts in. 
“The party’s here and we brought some beer,” he sings out. 
Jess pauses the movie and walks over with Hailey, but she’s a little shy and runs into my lap. I love the identical look of shock on all three of their faces. I stand up and walk over to them with Hailey in my arms. 
“Hailey Mae, meet your Uncle Connor, your Uncle Jake, and your Auntie April.” 
They all instantly look from my eyes to hers and nod up and down. Under any other circumstance it would be hilarious. 
“Hi!” she says and wiggles down. “Auntie Jess, Frozen again?” and Jess takes her right back to finish watching the movie. 
“Holy Hell, who would have ever known you’d be cute as a girl?” Connor says and Jake slaps him. 
“Such a fucking moron. Congratulations, man, I think?” 
“Seriously?” April asks him. “Who’s the moron now?” She kisses me on the cheek. “Congratulations, Mike. She’s adorable but I’d love to hear the story behind it.” 
Once again the movie is paused and Hailey tugs on my shirt. “Daddy, milk please?” She goes to the diaper bag and pulls out Bob and her sippy cup. 
“I’ll get it, Mike” Kate says and walks her to the refrigerator. Once she has her milk, she takes her cup and Bob and goes right back to Jess’s lap. 
Connor passes out the beer, and for the first time ever, I question myself if I should have one. 
“One won’t kill you, Mike,” Kate says, sensing my inner conflict so I take one, too. 
Jess raises her hand and waves me over. Hailey is asleep on her lap. Carefully, I lift her up and lay her down on the far end of the couch and cover her up. This is the first time I’ll ever kiss my little girl goodnight, but it’s not going to be the last. After kissing Hailey, I help Jess up off the floor and she gives me a big hug. 
“I don’t care what Misty thinks, this little girl is my new best friend.” 
Misty better watch out because Jess isn’t joking. We need to get this resolved quickly. 
“Alright, so what happened today from when you guys left the house with your freshly fucked glows until now?” 
That’s a fair starting point. I backtrack a bit and tell them how Misty had a secret and Kate had picked up on it. They all agreed she was definitely off last night. So I catch them up on what I said at the hospital. 
“Oh, Mike,” Kate sighs, shaking her head. “No wonder she freaked out. I mean, you couldn’t know about Hailey, but by offering to help her, she probably internalized it as her being a bad mom. She couldn’t explain that to you, though, so she lashed out instead.” 
I never even thought about that, but then again, I haven’t really thought about our argument at all since meeting Hailey. So I continue telling them about the beach and going back to the diner to be nice and what I found when I got there. 
“So you knocked her up the night of the graduation party. Did the condom break?” Connor asks and I shrug because I honestly have no idea. 
“That makes her…” Jess is ticking off months in her head. 
“She turned two on Valentine’s Day,” I say proudly. 
“Oh I love she was born on a day created for love,” April says, and of course, Jess and Kate agree whole heartedly. 
“Alright, so right now Misty is at the hospital alone while her grandma is in ICU?” Kate asks, concerned. 
“Yeah, I guess so. She doesn’t have any other family other than Hailey and her grandma.” 
She jumps up, kisses me on the cheek and Daniel on the lips, and grabs her purse. “I’m going to the hospital. She shouldn’t be alone.” 
Oh hell, I’m not sure if that is going to make things better or worse. “Kate, maybe you shouldn’t.” 
She shrugs. “Maybe not, but I’m going anyway. See you guys in a bit.” 
“Your woman is something else.” 
Daniel laughs. “Maybe, but I wouldn’t have her any other way.” 
“Alright so what are you going to do now? It’s obvious you and Misty need to have a serious heart to heart.” Lucas starts to wake up and April bounces him back to sleep like a pro while waiting for my answer. Poor Jake. The look in his eyes right now as he watches her, well, let’s just say I wouldn’t be surprised if her birth control and the condoms got lost on the honeymoon. 
“I’m fucking pissed and I don’t know how to talk to her without saying things that can’t be taken back. But then again, why should I even care if I can’t, she did this, not me.” The room gets so silent you can hear a pin drop. “What? Come on just say it.” They all have something they’d obviously like to get off their chests. 
“Look, Mike,” Daniel starts looking around for support, “I’m not condoning what she did because if she wanted to she could have easily found you. It’s not like she didn’t know where you lived.” 
“Exactly!” Maybe they are on my side. 
“But,” Connor cuts in, “Dude, you totally blew her off. Which is cool with random hook ups that try and lurk later, but she was your friend. Like your best friend you had made of the opposite sex since you left home. I’m sure she was pissed off at you, at herself for being stupid because she knew you were a manwhore, and probably figured you’d tell her to get an abortion.” 
“I’d never…” 
“But she didn’t know that, did she, Mike?” Jess asks, but she’s not taking sides, more like stating the obvious. 
“No, she probably couldn’t have. But that still doesn’t excuse what she did.” 
Jake snorts and I know I’m about to get it from him. “Can we all be honest for just a fucking second here? Look, Mike, I’m not trying to be a dick here, but come on. We all kind of expected this to happen sooner or later. You were with at least three girls a week for over three years and that's being conservative in the numbers.” Jess gasps and I shrug sheepishly. “That's over five hundred girls, again on the conservative side here. Not every condom is effective and not every girl is on the pill as back up. What surprises me the most is you were lucky enough that it only happened once and it was with a girl you’re head over heels in love with now.” 
Fuck him for being sensible while I’m pissed off like a motherfucker. 
“Mike,” April says sweetly, “this royally sucks, we all agree with that. But if Misty had come to you then, with how deep in love you still were with Kate, would it have changed your outlook on things? Be honest because there’s no wrong answer here. Would you have let Kate go and embraced Misty and the baby? Would it have pushed you back to Kate sooner or would it have made you feel like you could never go back?” 
Well hell. Well played, social worker. Well played. 
They’re all looking at me, waiting for my reply. “I would have accepted the baby but not Misty. And I would have never even tried to make amends with Kate. And because I would have felt like I lost Kate because of Misty I most likely would hate my little girl’s mom, and I would’ve never been able to forgive her.” 
Fuck. 
“Mike,” Now’s it’s Connor’s turn. Do I get wisdom or sarcasm? “I know it’s cliché, but everything happens for a reason. You and Misty need to work past this. We’ve watched you waste over three years denying your feelings for Kate and in that time you managed to push your feelings for Misty away, too. You’re going to want to see Hailey as much as possible and that means seeing Misty. Do you really want to spend another four years being in love and angry only to realize you want her in your life after all?” 
Jess hugs Connor and crawls into his lap. 
“I missed two years of her life. How do I forgive her for that?” 
“Well, for starters, you take it from the man who recently realized that being unforgiving still doesn’t change the past and that I’m a much better person with her than I am without her. And then you think to yourself that you weren’t the best version of you back then and you might not have been the best dad you could’ve been because of it. Hailey would have picked up on all that anger and resentment and that wouldn’t have been good for her. Last but not least, you make a vow never to miss another day, because you can’t change the past… but you can pave the road to the future with good intentions.” 
I bust out laughing because that’s something Rick always says and we’ve all been told a time or two about our future and good intentions. I’m not sure I ever thought I’d hear Daniel quote his dad, but at least they’re laughing with me and not at me.
“You guys made some really good points. I hear you loud and clear. Misty didn’t do this alone, I was an ass who wasn’t ready.” 
“Exactly,” Jake says and then looks down at Hailey. “Besides, that little girl is happy and seems pretty well adjusted. Not to mention cute as all hell. Misty is a single mom, going to school, and working a part time job. Give credit where it’s due, man, she’s doing one hell of a job.” 
She’s doing an amazing job. 


 




Kate 
I hate hospitals, especially this one. We lost Grant and Vanessa here. But it doesn’t matter how much I hate them, no one should be here alone. On the way over, I stopped by Starbucks and got two lattes with sugar on the side. I really don’t know anything about Misty but Mike did make a comment one day about how much milk she puts in her coffee so I figured a latte would work. 
In any case, Misty is family now and family sticks together. She’s got to be worried and bored, or just completely stressed out. You can only visit in the ICU ten to twenty minutes every hour and the rest of the time is just a waiting game. As I set down the coffee and my purse, Misty comes out. Looks like I have great timing. 
She’s been crying and I pull her into a hug. At first she resists because I’m sure she probably doesn’t like me very much being Mike’s ex and the reason she lost out on him all those years ago, but we’re going to fix that. Finally, she gives into the hug and let’s go. This poor girl. I seriously don’t know how she’s done this alone for so long. When she pulls back, I pass her the tissues and take a seat. After she wipes her face and blows her nose, I pass her the coffee I brought her, and the sugar. 
“It’s a latte, no sugar because I wasn’t sure.” 
“Thanks,” she says and sets the sugar down, drinking it just as it is. “Kate, why are you here?” Her words aren’t unkind, just direct. I’ve been Jess’s best friend for over twenty years, direct I can handle. 
“I’m here because Mike loves you, because you are my niece’s  mother, because you’re family now, and most of all because I’m sure you could use a shoulder to cry on right now.” 
“How’s Hailey doing?” she asks, sniffling. 
“She’s fine. She and Jess bonded over Frozen and popcorn and M&Ms and then she grabbed Bob and some milk and fell asleep in her lap watching the movie.” 
“Good.” She exhales loudly. “How’s Mike? Does he hate me?” 
I reach across and grab her hand. “I’ve known Mike since we were seven years old. He’s the maddest I have ever seen him but he’s keeping it under control so Hailey doesn’t see it.” She starts crying again and I squeeze her hand to get her attention. “I’m not telling you that to hurt you. I’m telling you that because Mike is a love it or leave it kind of guy. If he wasn’t head over heels in love with you, he wouldn’t be this angry. He’d just brush it off. Give him time and a little bit of space and I promise you everything will work out.” 
“Really?” she asks hopefully. 
“Really,” I reply honestly. “Now, I don’t want to pry, but would you want to tell me what’s going on with your grandma? I don’t know if you know this, but I’m a psychology major and I’m going to specialize in children’s grief counseling. I’ve lost a lot of people in my life and have gone through a lot of therapy. I figured I could somehow give back.” I don’t know why I just told her all of that, but she really doesn’t know me from Adam, so it can’t hurt. 
“You know, I think I’ve had the wrong impression of you this whole time. I blamed you for a long time as the reason I lost Mike. I understand now he was just all kinds of messed up back then but I didn’t know that. I just knew he liked to sleep around and was hung up on his ex.” 
I laugh and it feels good. “I knew you didn’t like me and I figured that was the reason. Mike and I have a complicated history. We spent pretty much every single day together for twelve years. He knows me in a way nobody else does and nobody else ever will and I know him in that same way.” Her expression changes to a frustrated one. “I’m not telling you that to hurt you, I’m telling you that because he is my very best friend and I won’t let anything come between us ever again. And I also won’t let anyone hurt him. I’ll protect him like I would protect my own child. Our relationship is unconventional and it takes some getting used to. But I’m not a threat to you, Misty, I’m an ally. You make Mike happier than I’ve ever seen him and he loves you in a way he didn’t love me.” 
I pause and take a sip of my coffee. When she doesn’t speak, I continue, “When I met Daniel, we had this spark, this connection I’d never experienced in all my years with Mike. I knew that even if I had been with Mike, as happy and as in love as we were, if I had met Daniel I would have left Mike for him.” Her mouth drops and I fully understand the feeling. “Yeah, that realization shocked me, too. I wasn’t able to explain it to Mike until just this afternoon. When you broke up with him, he told me how he felt about you. Although he didn’t equivolate it to sparks, he just said he felt something. We talked about it and he agreed it’s the same for him and how he feels about you. Mike will always be my very best friend, so I really hope you can learn to love me, too. Besides, Hailey Mae is my daughter’s sister and when I saw her tonight it was like a piece of Lila Hope was still walking around. She has her daddy’s eyes and I always knew Lila Hope would have them, too.” 
Now I’m crying and she changes the subject quickly. “Breast cancer, metastasized to both lungs, and her brain. Inoperable, and as of tonight, officially a DNR. It’s just a matter of minutes or hours. She fought valiantly, and was doing home hospice, but then her lungs filled with fluid and the neighbor was visiting with her and called an ambulance. They drained the fluid before they knew she was on hospice but she felt so much better she agreed to keep getting treatment and to stay here. My mom was a young mom, she had me when she was sixteen, and my grandma had her when she was eighteen.” 
The gasp leaves my lips before I can hold it back. “She’s only fifty seven,” I say, stating the obvious. 
“Yup, she’s way too young for all of this. She’s been my rock, you know? When Mike never talked to me again, she instantly hated him. Told me I was too good for a loser like him and then she helped me with the stipulation that I never reach out to him. She said if he wanted to see me he’d come to me. And he did, by chance, but he kept coming back. She was so sick I didn’t want to tell her because I didn’t want to make her angry and for her to get worse. So I left things alone and got to know the real Mike. I knew it was going to bite me in the ass, but until I could figure out where we stood, my loyalty was to her. It killed me not telling him but every day I prepared Hailey for it. I wanted her to be excited that she has a dad like other kids.
“I finally told her tonight when I got here. I wasn’t really sure if she understood me or not. Sometimes she’s lucid and others not so much. But the biggest smile crossed her face and she told me ‘I can go home to God now, sweet pea, because I know you and Hailey are in great hands’  So I got the doctor since she was lucid and we put the DNR back in place.” 
“Misty, I’m so sorry.” She’s been through so much. “Is your mom coming?” 
“No, she died years ago. I didn’t know her, anyway. She took off not long after I was born so it was always just me and my gram.” 
No wonder she never went and found Mike.

“Well, you’ve got us now and Hailey has the whole crew wrapped around her finger already.” 
She picks at the sleeve on her coffee. “They must all think I’m a real piece of work.” 
“I think you’d be surprised. I have a feeling Mike was getting ready to get a good ass reaming when I left. We all love Mike but he’s made some really bad decisions the past few years.” 
“Including leaving you?” Her hand flies to her mouth and I laugh. 
“Especially leaving me, but it was the best thing he could have done in the long run. When he left me, he finally found himself. That’s something he needed to do more than anything else.” 
“Ms. Lowe, you can go back in now. Her vitals are dropping so it won’t be much longer. You can stay as long as you want.” 
“Go on. I’ll wait here. I brought my kindle and I’m not leaving you alone.” 
“Thanks, Kate, for everything.” 
After texting Daniel back and forth for a bit about what’s going on here, I have a better understanding of what went on there, too. I’m glad they all ganged up on Mike; it’s the only way he would ever really open his eyes. 
It’s late, or rather early, when Misty comes back out of the room. Her grandma passed a little while ago and she took her time saying goodbye. Although she’s calmed down a bit since it first happened, her tears are still coming and I know they will for a long time. After she signs all the paperwork and collects her belongings, I drive her back to my house. 
It’s three am and I know from Daniel’s text messages everyone went home except Mike. They’re on the couch talking when we walk in. Misty looks over and sees Hailey all snuggled up on the couch and relaxes a little. The bed is pulled out and all made up for them to stay the night, and when Mike pulls Misty into his arms Daniel and I take that as a sign and go up to bed. 
“I’m so proud of Mike,” I tell him when we’re snuggled together under the covers. 
“Why?” 
“Because of all the things he could have said or done to tear Misty down even more when she is already at her lowest point, he didn’t. He showed her how much he cares about her instead.” 
“Good point, but he’s still angry. I think we helped him through the worst of it but I’m not sure how quickly he’ll forgive her.” He pulls me close and nuzzles my neck. 
“Well, hopefully not as long as it took you. I’d hate for him to lose even more time than he’s already lost.” 
Daniel stills and tenses up. “I’m sorry for that, Kate. I don’t know if I’ve ever really apologized for how I made you feel after.” My heart pounds in my chest with all that pain bubbling to the surface 
“I hurt you first. We both made mistakes. I’m just glad we only lost two months and not four years. I love you, Daniel, with all of my heart and soul.” 
“I love you, too, Kate, so much. Make a baby with me.” 
Holy what?
“We have a baby, Daniel, and we talked about this already.” 
He sighs and kisses me tenderly. “I want a baby girl that looks like you.” 
A smile spreads across my face but thankfully it’s dark and he can’t see it. “Daniel, someday. I want nothing more than to have babies with you. But right now we need to focus on Lucas. Let’s make him the center of our world for just a little bit longer, at least until he’s out of diapers. And maybe then, if we decide to get married, we can figure the rest out.” 
“What do you mean if? Are you saying you don’t want to marry me now?” he snaps, his tone hard. 
“No, I um…” 
Do I tell him it’s really bugging me he hasn’t even mentioned my ring?
“Well, I gave you my ring back after all that happened and you still have it, so I guess I just thought now that we’re living together maybe you were content with this.” 
“Oh, baby, if you think I’m going to settle for content you’re crazy. I told you when you took off that ring that you weren’t getting it back until we were getting married and I meant that. But with everything going on there just hasn’t been a right time to figure us out.”
God, I feel so stupid. 
“Don’t get all quiet on me, Kate. I’m so in love with you that all I can think about is making babies and buying houses. I know you have big plans for your career and Lila’s Place, but part of me wouldn’t mind if you just had my babies and stayed home to bake cookies all day.” 
He cracks me up, but I also know he’s only half joking. He had a stay at home mom and so did I until she died. 
“I guess I never really thought about my kids and my job aspirations. I’ve just been so focused on the end result I’ve never really thought about much else. I’ve been wracking my mind, trying to figure out how to make it all work with Lucas as it is and there’s one thing I’ve been toying around with in my mind.” 
His hands slide up the back of my shirt and he tries to massage away the tension in my neck. “You’re tense. Tell me what you’re thinking, maybe I can help.” 
I wanted to figure this out on my own but since we’re talking about it maybe he can help. 
“Well, thanks to my lovely double major I have a degree in finance as well as psychology. I’ve been contemplating opening Lila’s Place now and building up the funding and staffing. Taking on a more executive role so to speak. And I’d make sure now, more than ever before, we have on-site daycare.” 
“Go on,” he urges. 
“Well it’s not that I don’t enjoy finance and the aspects of corporate work, I do to some degree. Just not the kind of work my dad wanted for me. But if I started Lila’s Place now then kids like Lauren could start benefitting sooner rather than later. We could staff it with amazing psychologists that maybe I could use as my mentors further down the line when and if I decide to go back to school.” 
“I thought you wanted to be a grief counselor? You need to do what’s right for you, Kate, not what you think I want you to do.” 
After placing a tender kiss on his lips, I continue, “I did, well I do, but honestly, Daniel, I’ve kind of had my fill of grief. And if I have the best of the best working for me and I can still run this organization and do what I love...helping people…I’m pretty sure I’d be happy with that. I want what is best for us, for our kids, and I can always go back to school at any time.”
“It’s your decision but I’ll support you whenever and however I can. Both ideas are great and whatever you choose to do, a lot of people are going to benefit either way. Now, future Mrs. McCormick, can I at least practice making babies with you?” 
Oh hell. 
“Absolutely, Mr. McCormick, show me how it’s done.” 

This morning we had the services for Misty’s grandma. There weren’t too many people—a few friends and neighbors and all of us. Mike has been there for her every step of the way. Tonight, we have the bachelor and bachelorette parties and tomorrow I’m watching Hailey for Misty and Mike so they can finally have their long overdue talk. 
The boys are playing poker and having a stripper or two at Connor’s house while we have our sex toy party here, with a few strippers stopping by to torment the bride, of course. Lucas is spending his first night away from home with Daniel’s parents. I’m so nervous but Daniel is completely relaxed. 
“Knock knock,” Connor says as he walks in with…a twelve inch penis? 
“Connor, what in the world…” I’m at a loss for words, but as soon as Daniel sees it he busts up laughing. 
“You went and saw Handy Andy without me?” 
Handy Andy?
Daniel kisses the top of my head and explains. “There’s this guy who makes wooden, hand painted signs that lives over by the diner. One day, we were looking for some penis signs or posters to put all over Aimee and Julie’s house as a prank.” 
Here we go again, another Aimee and Julie story.

“So,” Connor continues, “I hop out of my car and ask Andy if he can make penises on demand. And his reply was ‘Yup, I can make anything. Just call me Handy Andy.’ So of course we’re cracking up because we’re young and dumb and thinking about hand jobs and dicks. Andy actually had a penis mold, or whatever it’s called, and made us fifty custom order Handy Andy originals, each with a slogan on it.” 
“I can only imagine what those said,” I say dryly. 
“They were hilarious, Kate. Well, April ended up seeing one because it was right on their front door. It said…” and then he flips the penis over so I can see. 
‘Go Big or Go Home’ 
They’re cracking up all over again. 
Connor catches his breath. “When April saw it, she blushed a thousand shades of red and couldn’t stop, so we sort of teased her mercilessly about it. I told her one day, when the time was right, I was going to have him make me another sign and she would own one of her very own forever and ever.” 
“So I guess that’s going on the door tonight?” I ask, laughing now. 
“Hell yeah it is! Before I forget, this is my order from your party tonight. Don’t peek, well, unless you want to know how kinky I really am, then go ahead.” 
“Connor, I’ve done fine up ‘til now not knowing how much of a perve you are in the bedroom. I think I’ll pass, but thanks for the offer.” 
“My order is on the dresser along with enough money to cover mine and whatever you want, too. Tip the stripper with the rest. I’m sure that guy has his work cut out for him with Jess running the show. Remember, you can look but don’t touch. I want you ready for me when I get home.” The seductive tone to his voice has me ready for him already. 
Connor finishes hanging up the wooden penis courtesy of Handy Andy and they head out. When Jess comes over, the first thing out of her mouth is, “I want a ‘Go Big or Go Home’ penis! Where did you get that?” 
“Courtesy of your boyfriend. I guess it’s a present he’s owed April for a long time. But he knows a guy that hand makes them. Tell him to take you to Handy Andy for a penis fix.” 
She wrinkles her nose. “I don’t know if I want a penis from a guy with handy in his name.” 
I bust up laughing; she’s as bad as the men. “Come on, help me finish setting up.” 
“So Misty really isn’t coming tonight? I was hoping we’d get to see how freaky she really is under that demure exterior.” 
“Jessica! She just buried her grandma this morning, I doubt she’s in the mood to show you her inner freak even if she would have come. Besides, I’m sure it’s hard for her with Hailey asking for her grandma all the time.” 
All the more reason why Mike needs to introduce her to Claire.

There’s a knock on the door and it’s the party hostess. Jess and I help her carry her things in. Her display takes up my entire kitchen table and she puts a few samples in the bathroom for people who are willing to try them. Then she hands me a CD and asks if I’d mind putting it on as the music for the night. 
Instead of doing a typical party where she shows us all the best sellers, we’d decided to let everyone mingle, drink, and snack, and she could have a few personal talks and demonstrations. Everyone got the catalog in advance and was able to email her with private questions before the party. 
“Oh my God. I’m going to kill Connor!” I hear April yell from the porch and she’s blushing when she walks in carrying her personalized penis. I didn’t notice earlier it said ‘April’s penis’ on the other side.  
April and her friends and sisters came on a party bus so they all file in at once. We tried to keep it on the small side since she’s having her bridal shower tomorrow with her family. All in all there are about fifteen of us. 
“April!” her sister squeals about fifteen minutes later when she comes out of the bathroom. “You have to go try that Cleo cream in there. It’s a clitoral stimulating cream and it’s freaking awesome! It’s even mint flavored because it’s edible.” She pushes April into the bathroom and only agrees to get out when April agrees to try it. 
Maggie, the party hostess, is showing a few girls some nipple nibblers then gives them a valuable piece of advice. “Ladies, stay away from sugary products in your vagina. Bladder infections and yeast infections are caused quickly by sugar where it doesn’t belong. Good rule of thumb…if it has sugar it stays on the outside. If it’s water based and no sugar then it’s coochie friendly. Heating oils are not for use on the inside. You’re already hot enough in there.” 
Some of April’s younger sisters are still laughing at the words coochie friendly. Jess and I turned in our orders after Maggie set up so we could focus on the party. There are all kinds of penis and boob shaped candy, to go packs filled with candy and travel packs of lube and oils, as well as a pocket rocket in each one. 
When April comes out, she pushes Jess and me into the bathroom to try the miracle cream. Well, one at a time of course. When it’s my turn, I do have to admit this is some crazy stuff. My clit is super tingly and extra sensitive. I’ll have to add this to my order. 
Back in the living room, the girls are circled around Maggie who is demonstrating the rabbit pearl. That is an amazing vibrator. Jess and I both bought one at our last party and it puts any other vibrator to shame. 
“This music is great fucking music. What is it?” Jess yells out to Maggie. 
“It’s an erotic music CD from Kinkie Pink. We don’t actually sell it but you can get it at kinkiepink.com. It’s the greatest music to fuck to.” 
Jess is lost in the beat and April looks like she’s seriously contemplating buying a rabbit. I’ll have Maggie add one to my order for her if she doesn’t. Every girl should have a pearl. 
When the doorbell rings an hour later, all the girls are either drunk or on their way there. Two strippers stand at the door and they are both fine as fuck. The girls came with plenty of money and are ready to get down. It’s perfect timing, too, Maggie took the last girl upstairs a few minutes ago to work out her order and all her other stuff is packed and ready to go. Poor Maggie. She does this for a living so she’s seen more than her fair share of strippers. 
Jess and I decided to have one stripper work the room and the other focus solely on April. She’s going to hate it but it’s a rite of passage. Too bad they didn’t get more original with their costumes, though. All strippers look like the Village People until they take it all off. Maggie and her girl come down just as the lights dim and the strippers’ strobe light boom box goes on. She gives us hugs and says she’ll be in touch soon. 
Jess points out April to the first stripper, Mr. Fireman, and he pulls her to the middle of the room and sits her in a chair. 
“Whoo hoo! Show her how it’s done! Break out your hose!” 
I’m cracking up, leaning on the corner of the couch, not paying one bit of attention to Mr. Construction Worker making his way around. Girls are so much worse with strippers than guys. They touch and rub all over. 
Mr. Fireman is now a fireman in a black speedo and boy does he fill it well. Hot damn! April is crying she’s laughing so hard. But when the Fireman flings himself around and wraps his legs around April’s head with his hands on the ground as he gyrates in her face, I think she’s going to lose it. His dick has seriously hit her face at least twice and as much as I want to feel sorry for her, I just can’t. It’s too funny. 
What I don’t anticipate is the construction worker trying to get my attention. I hold out a few dollars for him but when he takes my hand and shoves it down his speedo, he’s definitely got my attention now. 
“Hell yeah! Get him, Kate!” Jess screams at me as I pull my hand back out of his underwear. 
I’ve got to admit he’s got a nice fucking package. He pulls me by my wrist and leads me to the table. I’m blushing furiously. I’m not a big fan of strippers and I couldn’t be more embarrassed. 
Jess comes over and gives him a hundred dollar bill. “Give her a lap dance good enough to soak her panties.” 
I look over at April for help but she’s just as screwed as I am when Jess gives her guy a hundred, too. Some of the other girls circle around and shove dollars wherever they can. My guy is grinding all over me, and even though I’m trying not to get turned on, he’s fucking hot and it’s not working. 
But when he starts pulling dollars out of girls mouths by pulling them with his lips and tongue, I’m officially grossed out. When they start shoving dollars in their ass cracks, I realize I don’t ever want to touch money without gloves again. Finally, I think the guy gets the idea I’m over him and so does the fireman. They make another round around the room and call it a night a few hundred dollars richer. 
“I feel like I need to take a Purell shower,” I tell April and she nods in full agreement. 
“What time is it?” she asks me and I pull out my phone. 
“It’s only ten forty five.” 
She smiles deviously and jumps up to grab her purse. I see her texting away furiously and when her phone beeps back she jumps up and yells, “Everyone to the party bus! We’re off to the next stop.” 
The girls all gather their stuff and April pulls Jess and I out, too. “Where are we going?” I ask as I lock up the house. 
“We’re crashing a bachelor party,” she says as we climb into the party bus. 
“Somehow I think Connor is going to be pissed about this,” Jess tells her. 
“Jake hates strippers. He told me to text him if I could save him before they get there. We’re going on a rescue mission, girls. Guess a little bit of that fireman rubbed off on me after all,” she says with a laugh. 
When the bus pulls up to the party, we all go in through the back gate. It actually looks pretty boring. Thank god we’re here to lighten things up. There are about twenty or so guys playing poker and drinking. The music is going but you can tell we’re about to be the most action these guys have seen all night. 
Some guy by the barbecue spots us and yells out, “Hell yeah! Now this party can finally get started.” 
“What the hell?” Connor yells out. “We didn’t crash your party pre-strippers” 
“Yeah, well you should have thought about that before you left a twelve-inch dick with my name on it for me. It made me miss Jake,” April tosses back at him and Connor’s got nothing because everyone is high fiving April for her comeback. Drunk April is fun; I’ve never seen her before. 
“Whatever. Just don’t cock block us and we’ll be fine,” Connor pouts and Jess whispers something in his ear. I don’t know what she said, but by the shit eating grin on his face I’m happy I don’t. 
Some guy walks up beside me and leers at me. He might be cute if he didn’t have such a scumbag aura around him. “Connor, who’s your friend?” he asks, lifting his eyebrows at me. 
Ewwww. I’d take the stripper in a second over this guy. 
“Keep walking, Roger,” Daniel tells him as his arms wrap around my waist. “This one is mine.” A tremor passes through me when he says that. “Are you cold baby?” he asks, pushing his point even more so the creepy guy will leave. 
“No, I’m fine.” 
His arm wraps tighter around me and he whispers in my ear, “You’re so fucking turned on right now, aren’t you?” 
“Yes,” I answer him, trying to be nonchalant, but it doesn’t matter because he pulls me over to his garden so no one can see us. He smells like alcohol and I wonder how drunk he really is because he’s acting pretty possessive right now. He pushes me up against the wall after closing the gate behind us.
Wait, I don’t remember there being a gate here before. 
“I’ve fucking missed you tonight,” he growls out before possessing me with his kiss. He’s claiming me as he pulls me closer by the back of my head, practically lifting me off the ground with the force of his possession. It’s so fucking erotic. When his hand inches up my skirt and his thumb finds my clit, it’s like a thousand little rockets have taken flight. I’m practically climbing his hand. I’m so sensitive right now; it’s got to be from that Cleo cream. 
He pulls back a little, sensing something is different. “Are you okay?” 
I push his hand back, needing more of him. “I’m fine, just some stimulating cream they had us try.” And in a flash, Daniel is between my legs, hiking one leg over his shoulder as he pulls my panties to the side and sucks my clit into his mouth. 
Holymotherfuckingshit!

I feel him laugh against me and I didn’t even realize I said that out loud. Oops. I honestly couldn’t care less right now as he slides two fingers inside of me before latching back on to my clit. In a matter of seconds, I come hard, pulling his hair and grasping at his shoulders for support. I’m biting back my screams because we’re outside, but holy hell, I’m glad I ordered that cream. 
Daniel fixes my panties and kisses me softly. “You’re minty,” I say as he pulls back and he chuckles. 
“No, you’re minty. I just taste like you.” We walk over to our swing and look up at the stars. “So how were the strippers?” 
I’m rolling my eyes. “So gross, as usual. I swear I don’t ever want to touch money without gloves again.” 
“Have you ever seen girl strippers?” 
“Nope,” I answer honestly. 
“Well, you’ll never want to touch money again once you see where they let the money go.” 
A chill runs through me as I picture money in some girl’s snatch. That’s just nasty. Daniel chuckles, knowing what I’m visualizing in my head. “I’m glad you’re here.” 
“Are you? You’re not disappointed we came before the strippers?” I realize my double entendre as soon as it leaves my mouth Daniel is laughing at me. I shove his shoulder “You know what I mean, McCormick.” 
“Seeing you could never disappoint me. I’m in love with you, soon-to-be Mrs. McCormick.” 
“You know, you keep saying that, but until that ring is back on this finger I’m technically still a free woman. Oh Roger…” I call out in a low voice, teasing. 
Daniel pulls me across his lap so I’m straddling him. He fumbles with his zipper and moves my panties over with his cock. I look around to make sure no one is here and he turns my face to his as he enters me. 
“Oh, hell yeah,” he says, looking me in the eye. “I think we need to have a chat about what is expected from you, Kate.” 
His hand finds the small of my back and he pulls me forward which makes him push even deeper inside of me. My eyes close and I revel in the sensation of him being so fucking deep right now. 
“Okay,” I tell him softly as I try and push even closer than we already are. 
He pushes the swing back with his feet and I have to hold on to the back so I don’t lose my balance. His hands find my hips and pull me back and forth ever so gently. Oh god, I think he’s hitting my g-spot like this, and from the smirk on his face, he knows it. I try to move faster but he’s in control one hundred percent. 
“You’re riding my dick, yes?” I nod but it’s not good enough. “Answer me, Kate” 
“Yes,” I cry out in a needy voice. 
“Whose name is on your back?” 
“Yours,” I cry out in desperation. 
“Do you want me to let you fuck me, Kate?” 
“Oh yes, Daniel, please.” 
I’m so frustrated I could cry. He’s holding me in place and that cream is still making me tingle. But I know he wants to come, too. Needs to come. I can see how tense his muscles are. It doesn’t matter how much I squeeze his dick on the inside, I’m holding it like a fucking vice and he’s still holding out. 
“Say it, Kate, and I’ll let you fuck me.” 
The stubborn part of me doesn’t want to give up so easily but the wanton little slut that lives inside me is already surrendering. “I’m yours, Daniel, only yours, forever and always.” 
That’s it. He lets go. He keeps the swing still and I’m able to ride him without us swinging all over the place. I pull his mouth to mine and scream inside it as my orgasm crashes over us with his releasing right after mine. My tongue meets his slowly and sweetly as his kiss brings me down gently from our high.
“That was so fucking hot. I hope you ordered that cream.” 
I’m adjusting my panties and I probably look like a just fucked mess. After running my fingers through my hair, I reach up to do it again. 
Daniel grabs my hand and kisses it. “Stop. You’re gorgeous and I don’t care if you look freshly fucked because you are, and you’re mine, and no one is getting close to you tonight but me.” 
So fucking possessive. I love it. 
The beat of the music changes and I’d know that sound anywhere—we were just listening to it. It’s the stripper national anthem. We leave our garden paradise and walk hand in hand to where the action is. Jess runs up to us with Connor in tow. 
“You guys always sound so fucking hot.” If there is an inch of my body that isn’t red I’d be shocked. 
“How did you hear us with all the noise?” Daniel wants to know. Jess shrugs but Connor flashes a shit eating grin. 
“I saw you head that way and when the strippers came, we went to get you guys. We didn’t hear too much, just some possessive banter.” 
Oh my god. 
“I don’t want to hear you guys have sex, why do you like to listen to us?” I really want to know the answer. 
“Call us voyeuristic,” Jess says as she leads him away. 
We keep a safe distance from the female strippers. Now it’s my turn to be possessive. What stops me cold in my tracks is Mike. There are four strippers here and two bodyguards, but I heard Connor say earlier that he has an in so they can actually touch the strippers. Which means he ordered from a high end company and they fuck on the side for cash—a lot of cash.
This girl already has her top off and Mike is sucking on her tits. I really don’t need to see this. Daniel sees exactly what I’m seeing but just shrugs it off. 
“Seriously? You’re just going to shrug that off?” I yell, pointing at Mike. 
“Kate, calm down,” he says and closes his eyes slowly, counting to ten before opening them. He pulls me close and turns me to the crowd. “This is what happens at bachelor parties. Nothing you are seeing right now is anything out of the norm. Their bodyguards are here to stop it when it gets to be too much. As long as the girls enjoy it and get their money, this is what happens. It’s why Jake hates strippers and why I’m not too fond of them, either. Just take a minute and watch. Don’t watch Mike, but watch everyone else.” 
I’m pissed, beyond pissed, but I do what he asks and lean back into him while he holds me tightly in his arms. Connor is getting a lap dance from another topless stripper. Jess is guiding his hands, shoving money into her bikini bottoms, then sliding up and cupping her boobs. It’s actually kind of erotic because Jess is not only giving him permission, but she’s guiding him on how to do it. Then the stripper leans down and Connor sucks her nipple into his mouth while Jess kisses the stripper. 
Holy Fuck! 
Daniel whispers in my ear, “It’s completely erotic and completely disturbing all at the same time, isn’t it?” I’m at a loss for words so I just nod. My eyes seek out Jake and April but I don’t see them anywhere. “They went inside almost as soon as you guys got here. All they need is each other, the strippers were pretty much all for Connor. Jess gave him her blessing, too, so remember that. They go to strip clubs and she knows what it’s like.” 
My eyes go back and look at Mike. The stripper is gone and he’s sitting alone, drinking something from a tumbler. It’s probably whiskey. I pull Daniel in his direction and he reluctantly follows. Mike stands up when he sees us and pulls me away from Daniel, hugging me fiercely. Daniel looks pissed but I hold my hand up letting him know it’s okay. 
“I’m so sorry, Kate, you should have never seen that. I should have never done that.” He’s drunk babbling. 
“See what, Mike? What do you think I saw?” 
He pulls back and narrows his eyes at me. “I know you saw me sucking on that stripper’s tits, Kate.” 
“Sit down, Mike,” I tell him firmly and we all sit—me in Daniel’s lap and him right across from me. “All I saw was my friend trying to cope with something painful in a way that isn’t likely to be helpful.” He nods and when he lifts his eyes to mine again he’s crying. Mike has always been an emotional drunk. 
“I’m so mad, Kate, and I don’t know how to not be so angry with her and with myself. I have this beautiful little girl and I lost two years with her. But then I feel like such a selfish bastard because at least I get to have her and I didn’t get Lila Hope at all. We didn’t get her, Kate, and Hailey is her sister and she’ll never get to know her. So how can I be mad? How can I be mad when I have this beautiful little girl walking around with my eyes and Misty’s hair?” 
Daniel squeezes me tighter and I take a deep breath. “Mike, tomorrow you go talk to Misty when you’re sober and you guys work this out. You both made mistakes, but you guys are head over heels in love with each other. I don’t know how many people in our lives that can happen with but I’d like to think it doesn’t happen more than once or twice. You’re both at fault, so maybe you guys should stop assigning blame and just agree to move forward. Plan the future together, get married, make me some more beautiful nieces and nephews, and just enjoy they time you all have together now. That’s the best advice I can give you.” 
The stripper music stops and they leave with the rest of the party following behind them. With Jake inside with April and the strippers gone there’s really no more reason to stay. 
“Come on, Mike. Let’s get you to bed so you’ll be coherent enough to sort this out with Misty tomorrow.” Daniel helps him up. 
“Goodnight, Katie Grace. I love you bigger than the sky.” 
Maybe this is how we’re staying safe; this was our thing before we ever dated, never while we dated. And now that we’re just friends we’ve reverted back to it. I wouldn’t have it any other way.
“Goodnight, Michael Matthews. I love you bigger than the sky.” 
 




Mike 
My head hurts so bad; I haven’t drunk that much in a really long time. I’m supposed to meet Misty in an hour and I hope by then the ibuprofen and coffee will kick in because the shower did absolutely nothing for me. 
Kate and Daniel walk in with a box of donuts and hold it out to me. I reach for one greedily, hoping something will soak up all the excess alcohol in my system. Kate hasn’t looked me in the eye yet and then it hits me like a ton of bricks. She saw me fucking a stripper’s tits with my mouth last night. 
Shit!

Thankfully, my asshole senses kicked in before I took it any further. Sucking on a stripper’s tits is usually a pretty forgivable offense. But for Kate to see me do it, that’s just wrong on so many levels. When I finally meet her eyes, she smiles at me. 
“Now that you remember the bad part of last night, do you remember the good?” 
I reach for another donut and think and it eventually all comes back to me. “Forgive her and move on. That’s about the gist of it, right?” 
“Well, that and you both made mistakes that need forgiving. Remember, you’re the one who pointed out to her that you’re the king of fuckups and if there’s anyone who won’t judge it would be you.” She has a mind like no other, she always has. This woman never forgets a thing. 
“Right,” I reply. 
“Finish your coffee, or if you want to, we can hit Starbucks on the way home but my parents are bringing Lucas back and they’re timing it perfectly so they can meet Hailey, too.” Daniel says as he reaches for the box of donuts. 
I’ve really got to tell my mom soon. 
“Okay. This coffee isn’t doing shit for me so let’s get out of here and hit Starbucks.” 
Daniel grabs a rainbow sprinkled donut and wraps it in a napkin. He shrugs his shoulders. “What? I figure little girls like sprinkles, right? If your aunt and uncle can’t spoil you, who can?” 
Very true.

“So how was your party last night, Kate? Did you get a lap dance?” Daniel laughs and she looks super uncomfortable. 
“Let’s just say that getting a lap dance from a guy is not nearly as interesting as watching you guys get one from a girl.” 
“And,” Daniel interjects, “Kate has a newfound affection for using Purell after touching money.” 
“Now that is fucking hilarious.” She pauses and puts her hands on her hips. 
“You guys think it’s so funny but male and female strippers have asses. And some girls tie two and three bills together and wrap pretty little bows around a male stripper’s dick. So yeah. Purell.” 
Shit. I never thought of that, and from the look Daniel gives me, he never did, either. 
“Ha! I knew that would get you guys. See? It’s just gross.” 
Five minutes after we get back to their house, Rick and Bev show up with Lucas and a big dollhouse. It begins already—the spoiling of the grandkids. When Rick told me he was making me a co-owner of the company, it fully hit me that he really considered me like a son. I guess it shouldn’t surprise me they’d want to treat Hailey like a granddaughter. We barely have the chance to say hello when the doorbell rings again. When I open the door, Hailey jumps in my arms. 
“My Daddy!” she cries out and my heart is now a puddle on the floor. 
“My Hailey Mae!” I say back to her and she giggles. “Come on in,” I tell Misty who is still hovering at the door. Daniel introduces Misty to his parents and then I introduce them to my little girl. 
“Hailey, this is Grandpa Rick and Grandma Bev.” She smiles at them but she’s being a little more reserved today. When Kate comes back in from changing Lucas, though, she drops the shy act real quick. 
“Auntie Kate! Frozen?” 
Kate laughs and pulls it off the shelf. “Look what I bought special for when Hailey comes to visit.” 
She jumps up and down. “Mommy, Daddy, look it! Frozen!” 
“Come here, Hailey.” I squat down next to the dollhouse and open it up. There are some big chunky dolls inside and some furniture, too. 
“Ooohhh!” she exclaims in awe. 
“Grandma Bev and Grandpa Rick bought this just for you. Can you tell them thank you?” 
“Thank you,” she says sweetly and then turns back to the toys. 
Misty looks uncomfortable and I’m ready to get this over with. We say our goodbyes and get into my truck. “Do you mind if we go to my house?” 
I really didn’t know where we would go so her house is as good as anyplace. “No not at all,” I reply, but the rest of the drive there is completely silent. 
When we enter the house, I realize it’s the first time I’ve ever been inside. It’s small but cute. It must be hard for her to be here; her grandma was a mom to her. 
“How are you doing?” I’m not a complete dick; I’m worried about her. 
“I’m okay. It’s hard but we knew it was coming and had time to plan, but it still hurts,” she says tearfully. 
She slides a box over to my feet. “This is for you to look at. You can borrow it and take it home, make copies, whatever you want.” 
“What is all of this?” I think I know but I want to hear her say it. 
“It’s every documented memory I have from the time I found out I was pregnant until now. Pictures, videos, ultrasounds, it’s all in there.” 
“Misty, why didn’t you ever tell me you were pregnant?” My voice is pained; this is killing me. 
She takes a deep breath and wrings her hands together. “I called you for two weeks and you never once returned a call or even a text. I realized I’d been played and it hurt so badly because I was already in love with you by then. So my grandma told me to move on, that I deserved someone better who would not only return my phone calls but love me back. And I agreed with her because it was the truth.” 
“Makes sense so far.” Because, really, what else am I going to say? It does… I was an ass. Still am, depending on who you ask. 
“When I found out I was pregnant, I flipped. I knew there was no way I could be a good mom, especially since I had to work and go to school, too. But my grandma did it. She was a single mom at a young age and then when my mom got knocked up and took off. She raised me, too. She told me she was in this with me for the long haul as long as I never went looking for you. She said you had to come and find me and it would prove you loved me.” 
Okay, that is not what I was expecting. “Misty, I came back months ago, though.” 
Her hands are now squeezing the couch cushions to death. “I know, but my grandma was so sick and I knew she didn’t have much time left. I thought if I told her she would be angry and there would be nothing she could do about it and it would just make her condition worse.” 
She pauses and takes a deep breath. “The night she died, I told her and she was happy, Mike. She said she could go home to God because you were here to take care of us now. She died peacefully a few hours later.” She’s crying hysterically now. “I didn’t have the heart to tell her that it wasn’t true. That you were so mad at me you were probably going to take my little girl away from me.” 
“Oh God. I’m so sorry, excuse me,” she sobs and flees from the room, leaving me to wonder how the tables just completely turned on me in a way that I just want to comfort her and make things okay. 
After a few minutes pass and she still isn’t back, I go looking for her. There are only three doors down this hall and the first one is the bathroom. Following the sounds of her sobs, I end up in the back bedroom. She shares this room with Hailey. It’s nice and neat but it’s really small. Misty is lying on her bed, facing the wall and sobbing. 
“Misty, it’s okay,” I tell her, rubbing her back. “As much as I hate to say it, I get it now. I forgive you, if you can forgive me, too.” 
She doesn’t say anything for a long time but eventually her sobs slow down and she quits hiccupping. “I forgave you the second I had Hailey. She is everything right in my world and I wouldn’t have had her had it not been for you.” 
“We have to have a serious talk.” She sits up and nods her head. “I’ve missed too much. I’ve missed two years of memories and milestones I can never get back. I understand why, and I can admit my faults and even admit it probably worked out better this way. If you had come to me then, I would have never tried to connect with Kate again. I wouldn’t know about Lila Hope, and I would still be moping around, pining for her, but I would have blamed you for causing the rift.” 
“Damn,” she whispers. 
“Yeah, damn. Thank my friends for that epiphany. They pulled my head out of my ass the night Kate was with you at the hospital.” 
“Regardless, I’ve missed a lot and I’m not going to miss any more. So I want Hailey to live with me…” Her eyes fill with tears. “…and you, Misty, I want you both to move in with me.” 
“I don’t…I’m not sure. You what?” That definitely threw her off course. 
“Move in with me. We’ll buy a house wherever you want to settle down. We can stay close to school and our friends but somewhere other than this house.” Her eyes are shooting daggers at me. “There’s nothing wrong with your house, Misty, but it’s small and eventually we’ll need more space for Hailey’s brothers and sisters. It’s not in the best of neighborhoods, even though it’s cute, and you’ve spent the last year taking care of your grandma here. That has to have tainted some of the good memories. Keep the house and rent it out, but I want to make new memories somewhere else. Can you agree to that?” 
“You’re forgiving me?” she asks incredulously “After everything and all the time you’ve lost, you’re really forgiving me?” 
“Do you remember the first night we met for coffee?” She smiles and nods. “I asked you if the door was closed and you shocked the hell out of me when you said it never had been, you were just waiting for me to walk back through it. I told you I was the king of fuckups but I realized last night one of the biggest mistakes I ever made was not walking back through that door and finding my family sooner.” 
She pulls me in for a kiss but I have one more confession to make. “Wait, Misty, I need you to forgive me for one more thing. Last night, I was drinking a lot and I haven’t had that much to drink in a really long time. There were strippers and…” 
She pulls away from me angrily. “Do not tell me you fucked a stripper!” 
“No I did not have sex with a stripper but I did suck on one’s tits, in front of Kate, who was completely mortified, by the way.” 
Then she does the unexpected and giggles. “Kate saw you sucking on a stripper’s titties? How did Daniel take that?” 
“Oh, he was there, too.” And now she’s rolling in laughter. 
“I think I can forgive you for that.” 
She leans in again to kiss me and I decide to use the moment to my advantage. “Wait, there’s one more thing and it’s non-negotiable.” 
She sighs loudly but doesn’t pull away this time. “What now?” 
“You have to quit the diner, immediately. Let me take care of you, Misty. Hailey can stay in school, you can go to school, and at night we can be a family.” 
“You want to be a family with us?” she asks tearfully. 
“There’s nothing I want more in this world, except maybe to fuck you senseless because I’ve really missed you.” 
“And there’s the Mike I know and love.” 
That’s all she gets to say before I lower my lips to hers. 

The following week, Misty and I found a house and put in an offer. It’s right down the street from Connor’s house which is a much better neighborhood and it’s a much bigger house. We also took Hailey Mae to meet my mom and Joseph. Since I had to talk to Joseph about something important, we were able to get both things done at the same time. 
My meeting with Joseph went much smoother than I ever thought it could and we came to an easy agreement. I’m still not sure I like the guy, but my mom seems really happy with him. My mom cried and cried when she met Hailey and then she hugged her and Misty so much that Joseph took them outside to give us some time to talk. It’s still a little bit strange with us but I think it will get better with time. Hopefully, she’ll stop thinking I will end up with Kate, too. Our conversation was a little strange.
“I’m sorry, Michael. I get a little over emotional when it comes to you. Whenever I see you, I see your dad, and I miss him every single day. Just like Joseph misses Lila, and perhaps like you miss Kate.” 
“Mom, no, please don’t start this. Kate and I are over.” 
And then she smiles this knowing smile at me and says, “You and Kate will never be over. Your journey started long ago as friends and you are still friends, thankfully. The love you two shared, even if it’s over now, was the purest kind of love two people can have. And with that love you created an angel that now watches over us all. You can’t tell me, Michael, that you don’t miss that love because it makes up a lot of who you are and who you always will be.” 
I understand what she’s saying but she doesn’t really know me anymore and she doesn’t know what I just talked to Joseph about, either. It’s time I make her understand. 
“Mom, I don’t miss the love I had with Kate because it’s with me every single day. She’s with me every single day. You’re right, we had a pure love and the thought that it created something celestial makes me smile. Kate and I are stronger now than we ever were before because of that love. We’re with the people we are now because they make us happy and they make us whole. Even with all that we had together, as happy as we were, we were never two halves of the same heart. Our hearts are bonded in eternal friendship, but Misty and Daniel are our forevers.” 
I didn’t tell Misty because she would just think my mom hates her, but when I told Kate about it she laughed and congratulated me for not giving in and telling her what she wanted to hear. It made me realize how much I really caved in to her as a teenager. It also made me realize that as I hit my teenage years, she and I didn’t have as close of a relationship as I thought we did. She spent most of her time with Kate and I spent mine with Dad. I’m hoping we can fix that one day. 
It’s strange the things you think of as you’re passing the time. All this buildup to Jake and April’s wedding and the day is finally here. We hired a friend of Misty’s to watch Lucas and Hailey in the hotel room for the weekend so we could celebrate the wedding with minimal distractions. 
“Are you nervous?” Connor asks Jake for about the hundredth time but Jake might just be the calmest I’ve ever seen him. He doesn’t even talk shit back to Connor. 
“Nope, not at all. I’ve been waiting for this day for years.” 
“You’ll be back in two weeks, right?” Daniel asks casually, just trying to pass the time. The waves crash against the shore down below. It’s a beautiful day for a wedding. 
“Yes, in time for the graduation party. Mom scheduled it perfectly so we would all be there.” 
All the chairs have been filled in by friends and family who are anxiously awaiting the bride. April wasn’t kidding when she asked Kate to sing at the wedding. In fact, they decided to forgo the traditional song you walk down the aisle to and are having Kate sing Marry Me by Train instead. I think Kate is more nervous than April. 
Suddenly, people start bustling around and Kate takes her place by the piano. Daniel smiles at her and her face lights up. God, those two are almost too perfect for each other. The pianist begins playing and Kate starts singing softly but beautifully. April’s sisters make their way down the aisle and as the last one takes her place opposite of me, April appears. She’s breathtaking and when I look at Jake he’s crying. We didn’t even place bets like we usually do; we all knew he would cry. Jake wears his heart on his sleeve and he loves April with his entire being. 
Like I love Misty, and like Daniel loves Kate. The verdict is still out on Jess and Connor but we’ll have to wait and see on that one. Kate finishes singing exactly when April makes it to the altar. Her performance was flawless. Kate takes her seat next to Jess, Misty, and Ben and Callie and after April’s dad gives her away, the ceremony begins. 
Less than twenty minutes later, it’s all over. They are now Mr. and Mrs. Houston. It’s time to celebrate and I’m so glad it’s an open bar. After walking April’s sister up the aisle, we’re met by the photographer. This is the worst part of weddings, all the damn pictures. It’s another hour before I can finally get a drink and see my girl. But I don’t complain because I’ve never seen my friends happier than they are right now. Even though the kids were staying up in the room, Linda had the babysitter bring them down for all the family photos. I didn’t know anything about it but the girls must have because Lucas and Hailey are dressed to the nines. 
The photographer takes shot after shot and then does individual families. When Kate whispers in his ear and asks him for something, he gives her the thumbs up. A few minutes later Kate, Daniel, and Lucas are in a family picture with Me, Misty, and Hailey. The moment is surreal. My family and Kate’s family aren’t the same family like we always imagined. And yet, we’re still family and the reality is so much better than I could have ever pictured it. 
The rest of the wedding is a typical wedding—photos, drinks, appetizers, drinks, flirting, drinks, dinner, and then the best man speech. I have been waiting for this all day long. Connor hates public speaking even though he’s really good at it. He taps his glass to get everyone’s attention and then clears his throat before speaking. 
“My brother told me, when he was fifteen years old, he had met the girl he was going to marry. I’ve kept that secret ever since because I know my brother and I knew when he said those words he meant them. This wedding has been a long time in the making and over the years, April has become a sister to me. She’s the only one who is ever willing to go hunting rabbits when we’re drinking.” He smiles at her and she blushes through her tears. “We’ve made amazing friends together and unfortunately, this past year we lost one too soon. Weddings are a time for reflection, a time to appreciate your friends and the people around you that you love. Jake and April, your love pours over onto all of us. We’ve watched it grow over time to be this beautiful thing that we all hope to someday have. Thank you for showing all of us late bloomers what real love should be. Everyone, raise your glasses. Oh wait, one last thing. April, give this man some babies! To Jake and April!” 
“Beautiful speech with a classic Connor touch. He’s right, though, she needs to give him some babies.” Daniel nods his head in agreement “I vote for lots more babies around here, sooner rather than later.” 
“What’s with you guys and babies? There’s plenty of time for that after we’re done having fun,” Jess replies happily, but I don’t miss the sad look clouding Connor’s face when she says it. I’m beginning to think he’s ready to settle down and I don’t think it’s going to go in his favor. 
After dinner, there are all the first dances and then the cake cutting which was surprisingly boring. 
“If we ever have a big wedding, I’m smashing that cake in your face,” I whisper to Misty. 
“I wouldn’t have it any other way,” she murmurs back to me. 
After a few dances, Misty wants to go check in on the kids so I take the opportunity to steal Daniel’s dance partner. 
“One dance and then I want her back, Matthews.” 
“Yeah, yeah. You know where to find her if I forget to return her.” 
We’re dancing to a slow song. I’m not even sure what it is but it’s nice. “So when’s the next wedding?” I ask her. 
“Well, I don’t know. When are you asking Misty to marry you?” I practically choke. “Oh, come on. You can’t tell me it hasn’t crossed your mind.” 
“It has but not for a long time. We’ve got a lot of things to still get to know about each other. I’m not trying to mess this relationship up like I did my last.” 
She throws her head back in laughter. “Well, it’s a good thing I happen to have an in with your ex and she thinks things ended up the way they were meant to.” 
That’s my Katie Grace—always making everything okay. 
“Anyway, you and Daniel will be the next wedding unless you think Jess and Connor will beat you there.” 
“We’ll have to see about me and Daniel…maybe someday. As for those two, I’m still keeping my fingers crossed that whatever it is between them lately will resolve.” 
I lean Kate back into a dip and Daniel appears at my side with Misty. “You stole my move, Matthews, I was supposed to sweep her off her feet and into the sunset with that move.” 
“Well,” I say, releasing Kate into his arms and pulling Misty close to me, “it’s a good thing I stole your move then because nobody is sweeping my best friend off into the sunset without me there, too.” 
“You know, sometimes it really sucks that you picked him to be your best friend,” Daniel says seriously. “I’m never going to be able to do anything fun without one of you telling the other on me.” 
“That’s true, but you’ll just have to get over it. Maybe I can take your mind off of it right now,” Kate says as she leans in and whispers something undoubtedly naughty in his ear. That’s enough for me; there’s only so much of their sexual banter I can handle. 
“You ready to get out of here? It seems the bride and groom are gone so I’ve fulfilled my groomsman duties for the day.” 
“Yes, please. I’m so ready to get out of these shoes, they’re killing my feet.” 
We sneak out the side of the tent so we don’t have to linger around any longer than necessary and head back to our room. Misty looks gorgeous in her short red dress that hugs every curve she has. As soon as we’re inside of our room, I pick her up and carry her to the bed. 
“Mike, what are you doing?” 
After carefully setting her down, I remove one shoe at a time and start massaging her feet. “I’m making you more comfortable” 
“Is that so?” 
“Um hmm,” I mumble as I begin kissing my way up her body. My hands are finally high enough to unzip her dress and I peel it off of her. Shit. I didn’t see her getting ready today because I was with the guys, but holy hell. 
“Baby, you’re killing me here.” Red lace bra, red lace thong, and red lace garters with silk thigh highs. 
“That was my plan.” 
“You wanted to bring me to my knees? Because you absolutely succeeded. All I can think about is spanking your ass until it matches the color of your thong.” 
“Then do it,” she replies breathlessly, as she slips off her thong. I swear, I could not be more in love with this girl.

She likes it a little rough and I love having a girl I can play with sometimes and make love to the rest. Misty turns toward me and slowly removes my tie and then she carefully unbuttons my shirt, kissing me all the way down, button by button, and finally removes my cufflinks. When she unbuckles my belt and my pants, I’m hard and ready for her. She frees me from my boxers and licks a circle around the tip of my dick. 
“Fuck, baby, if you do that it will be over before it starts.” She giggles, and as I take my underwear off, she gets on all fours on the bed and sticks her ass right at me. 
I pull her close and tease her with my fingers, circling her clit. With one hand, I rub soft, sensuous circles on her ass and with her first moan I spank her and she cries out in pleasure. I’m not close enough to do this the way that I want so I climb up on the bed behind her and slide my dick up and down her wet pussy. This time when I spank her, I enter her at the same time and she cries out in pure pleasure. 
“Yes, Mike, yes!” 
She’s close already and she’s pushing back into me, clenching around my dick. And since I’m not wearing condoms with her anymore, sometimes it’s harder to hold off than others. I spank her one more time and then pull her back and slam into her. Her pussy pulsates as she comes with me. 
“Mike, I love you so much,” she cries out. 
“I love you, too, Misty,” I tell her as we both fall into a heap on the bed. 
“That was fun. It’s nice to not have to worry about waking Hailey up with my screams.” 
I kiss her tenderly before responding. “That’s true and I really love making you scream. When we move into the new house we shouldn’t have to worry about that too much.” 
“I seriously can’t believe you’re buying us a house that big.” She knows exactly why I bought a big house. 
“Three,” is all I say. 
“Two,” she counters. 
“Two more equals three.” 
I’ve always wanted a big family; I’m hoping to eventually get her to agree to five.
 
 




Kate
 Jake and April’s wedding was perfect and I swear Daniel has finally perfected his baby making skills and they were pretty stellar before we went away. A couple of days ago, I got the box of photos from Chad’s parents and I had some of them blown up and framed for Lucas’s room. He came by last week and packed up what he wanted from Vanessa’s stuff. I think he’s doing better and I’m really happy he’s been by every day for the past two weeks to see Lucas. His entire demeanor brightens when he sees Lucas and I finally got him to agree to come to the graduation party. Even if it is black tie. Seriously, who throws a black tie graduation? 
The Houstons
I’m waiting for the girls to get here so we can have a spa day before heading out to the party tonight. The boys are bringing the kids up with them after we leave. Jake and April got back yesterday from their tropical island paradise but hopefully they won’t be too jetlagged to have a good time tonight. 
“Are you excited about tonight?” Daniel asks as he pulls me into a hug. 
“Yes, but it still seems weird to have such a big party.” 
“Not really, considering you, Connor, Jess, and Marc all graduated at the same time. Not that the party is for Marc, but I guess in a way it kind of is.” 
He pushes me up against my favorite kitchen wall. When we moved, I made him christen this wall just like we did the one next door. And when he raises my arms above my head, my heart beats so hard I’m sure he can feel it, too. But when he trails kisses across my collarbone, licking and sucking his way up my neck, I’m completely under his spell. 
“You’re mine, Kate,” he growls at me and I know it’s just fighting instinct because Marc is going to be there tonight. 
“I’m yours, Daniel, only yours.” 
When his lips meet mine, he lets go of my arms and I immediately wrap them around his neck and run my fingers through his hair. Possession is a two way street. Daniel needs to hear me say I’m his just as much I need to hear him say he’s mine. Partly because it’s a turn on and partly because I know he’ll never lie to me, so as long as he continues to say it I know it’s true. 
Someone is pounding on the door but I don’t want to stop this kiss. “Just tell them to come back later,” I whisper. 
He yells, “Come back later!” which not only defeated the purpose, but it woke up a sound asleep Lucas. “Oops. I was so distracted I forgot to be quiet,” he says as he walks to the door. 
Jess, Misty, and April are all here. April is positively glowing and I squeal as I pull her into a big, squeezy hug. “You have to fill us in on everything.” 
“Well, can you do it at the spa or at least at a decibel that won’t have all the neighborhood cats perching on our doorstop looking for a mate?” Daniel says as he comes back in with a wide awake baby. 
“He grew in the two weeks I was gone!” April reaches out for Daniel to pass him to her “Now listen up, Mr. Luke, you have to stop growing. The bigger you get, the older I get, and it’s really not nice to make Auntie April feel old.” 
Lucas babbles at her and smiles while he shakes his favorite rattle. Well, I say it’s his favorite because Vanessa bought it for him. Anything that comes from her hits favorite status immediately. 
“Alright, hand back the baby before you miss your appointments. We’ll see you at the house when you’re done. Give mommy kisses, Lucas.” 
Daniel lifts Lucas to my face and I kiss him, “Muah.” Hailey is definitely rubbing off on me. 
Daniel hands Lucas to Misty and pulls me into the bathroom. “I needed to give you a real kiss without the prying eyes.” 
His lips meet mine and they part immediately, welcoming him into my mouth. His hands are laced in my hair, holding me by the back of my head as he claims me. I run my nails down his back and cry out into his mouth. When he pulls away, I feel lost without him. It takes me a minute to catch my breath. 
“What was that?” I want to know what has gotten into him. 
“That was me showing you how much I’m going to miss you. And this,” he says, guiding my hand to his erection, “is what is waiting for you tonight when we get back to our room alone.” 
A thrill goes through me just thinking about it. Lucas is staying with Daniel’s parents tonight so we have all night to do whatever we want to. I can’t wait. 
They rented us another limo again and Jess pops the champagne the second we get inside. It’s early, but one glass won’t hurt. April fills us in on her romantic honeymoon on the way to the spa. “We didn’t leave the room except to eat, occasionally, when we didn’t order room service. I didn’t see any of the island but I got my exercise in,” she tells us with a sly smile. 
“Is Jake still on the baby train?” Jess asks curiously. 
“He is, but I’m actually on it now, too. I stopped taking my pill while we were gone. It could still take years to get pregnant, so I figured why not? You all gave me baby fever. I was fine until Lucas showed up and then I waivered a bit. But the first time I heard ‘Auntie April’ I was a lost cause.” 
Misty blushes and offers a very sympathetic, “I’m sorry.” She pauses and then continues, “If it makes you feel any better, Mike wants five and says he’ll settle for three.” 
Jess snorts champagne out of her nose. “You guys are having more kids already?” 
Misty shakes her head vehemently. “No, I’m on the pill and I’m staying on the pill. Mike and I are good but we’re just getting started. I want it to be the three of us for at least another year. But I don’t know if I want to wait too much longer than that. I want Hailey and her siblings to be close in age.”
“What about you, Kate? Are you and Daniel talking babies yet?” April asks the million dollar question 
“He is but I’m not.” Jess pats my hand. 
“You’re not ready yet?” Misty probes. 
“It’s complicated. The part of me that feels my biological clock ticking wants a baby. But the other part of me, the one that gets up with Lucas at three am and changes diapers, thinks it would be nice to get him out of diapers before we have another one in diapers. But the biggest part of me wants to wait because I feel like we owe this time to Vanessa and Lucas to just be the parents she wanted us to be and make Lucas the center of our world for a while. Besides, I’m not getting knocked up again until I’m married, and Daniel is still nursing his wounds. I think because I still haven’t gotten my ring back yet.” 
They all exchange a sad look. “Well I think it’s great you’re honoring Vanessa by giving Lucas your full attention. Not a lot of people would do that,” Misty replies sweetly. 
“Thanks.” 
The car is silent for a little bit and then Misty starts talking, “Can I ask you guys something?” We all nod. “The night of the bachelor party, Mike said he was…” 
“Sucking on a stripper’s boobies?” Jess offers up. 
“Jessica!” I hiss at her. She doesn’t need to spread his business but she just shrugs her shoulders. Jess doesn’t think strippers are a big deal but not everyone agrees. 
“Yes, that is what he said but I guess I just want to know…” 
“If he did anything else?” April fills in for her. 
“Yeah. I’m sorry if this is crossing a line. I know you guys are his friends and I trust him…for the most part.” 
“First rule of thumb…don’t trust a man around a stripper. Period.” Jess tells her vehemently and then continues, “ But to answer your question, no, he didn’t do anything else. When he saw Kate was watching what he was doing, I thought he was going to choke on that stripper’s tit! He was so embarrassed.” 
She’s totally cracking up but I have to admit it’s pretty funny. “Well, that’s my next question.” 
Maybe we should give Misty champagne more often; she’s really loosening up. 
“Mike is pretty out there with his sexual proclivities, so why would he be embarrassed about that? It’s pretty standard for strippers, right?” 
“This one’s on you, Kate,” Jess says, bowing out of the conversation. 
“Have you and Mike ever talked about our past sexual history?” She thinks about it for a second and shakes her head no. “Well, long story short, we were each other’s first for a lot of things. But there was a lot we never did. For lack of any better word, we were very vanilla in every way possible. So I think the part of him that associates me with sex or sexual things like stripper titties is still stuck in the very purest part of his heart. He was embarrassed I saw him like that and I was embarrassed to see it, too.” 
I’m trying to decide if I should continue with what I was going to say when Jess says, “Spill it. We know there’s more.” 
“Well, Daniel kind of redirected me and had me watch Jess and Connor with the stripper and that was fucking hot.” 
“We were totally hot,” Jess confirms. 
“They were exploring her together and sharing that experience. Mike was being a stupid drunk and he realized his mistake pretty quickly. I know Mike likes freaky things because I’ve heard stories, but the Mike I associate sex with would never do that. Do you kind of understand what I mean?” 
“Yeah, actually I do, and it kind of makes me feel better. You’ve both said there’s no going back for you guys but now I get how innocent your love was. It was the definition of young love.” 
She’s right; that’s exactly what it was. And she does look like she feels much better, too. 

 “Kate, stop yawning. You’re making me sleepy,” Jess whines on the ride back to the Houstons’ house. 
“Sorry, Jess, but I’m so relaxed I just can’t help it.” 
We’ve had manicures and pedicures, hair and make-up done, and hot stone massages. We heard more about April’s honeymoon and once Misty got her questions out of the way this morning, she even started opening up more. 
When the limo pulls up at the house, everyone gets out and Daniel gets in. 
“Did you miss me that much already?” I’m joking with him but he looks so serious. 
“I always miss you that much but especially today. You look beautiful, by the way, I should have said that first.” He’s nervous and it’s starting to freak me out. 
“Thank you. So why especially today?” 
His lips brush against mine softly. “I love you, Kate” 
“I love you, too, Daniel.” As I’m saying the words, he drops down on bended knee between my legs. 
Oh my god
“Katherine Grace Moore, I’ve been in love with you since the first night we met. You are everything I never knew was missing from my life. Every morning, I wake up next to your beautiful face and thank my lucky stars for whatever I did to deserve to have you in my life. There are so many things I want to give to you, starting with my last name. We’ve wasted so much time and carried too much sadness. It’s time to change that. Let me give you more happiness and love than you could possibly imagine. Grow old with me, make babies with me, marry me.” 
Tears are streaming down my face and I’m nodding yes like a crazy person. “Yes, Yes, Yes.” 
And then I kiss him before he even puts the ring on my finger. I kiss him with all the love I have inside of me and he kisses me back with a passion like nothing I’ve ever felt. Everything has been building up to this; I should have known he was going to do it today. As he pulls back, he opens the ring box but it’s not my ring. Disappointment floods through me. This ring is gorgeous but it’s not my ring. 
“Why?” It’s the only word I can choke out. 
When he smiles up at me it calms me down. “This is your engagement ring. You’ll get the other ring back when we get married…as your wedding band.” 
He holds the ring up to my face and that’s when I realize it’s got the same beautiful tiny diamond and emerald infinity band, but this one is just flanked with a huge round diamond. “There are a few conditions with the wedding, though. Will you hear me out?” 
Conditions? How can there be conditions on a wedding? 
“Yes, of course.” 
“I want to get married tonight, Kate. I don’t want to waste another second. Life is too short.” 
“Tonight? Like fly to Vegas?” 
“No, not Vegas, here, at this house, in…” he looks at his watch, “three hours.” 
Holy Mary, Mother of God.

“Daniel we can’t, not tonight. There’s too much to do. We need a marriage license for starters.” 
“Done, next” 
“My dress that I brought for the party is not an appropriate dress, there’s no food, no cake, and what about a wedding party? Not that I care but they might!” 
“Done, done, done, and done. Come on, Kate, you don’t really think April is a bridezilla, do you?” he asks with a self-assured smirk. 
How long has he been planning this?
“Two months. It started the night of your graduation,” he says, reading my mind again. 
As I think back to our trip to the bridal shop, we went over everything we possibly could for a wedding. “Jess wasn’t mad at Connor, she was texting you.” I’m completely blown away. 
“Every single detail.” There is absolutely no reason to put this off. 
“You planned a wedding.” 
“Well I had a lot of help, especially with the bachelorette party.” 
The second stripper. Holy hell.

“You didn’t get a bachelor party.” 
He laughs loudly. “Kate, are you kidding me? You were my bachelor party. That gate was installed just for you and me. I’m like Jake, I don’t like strippers, but I will admit watching you get turned on watching Jess and Connor was hot.” 
“You really want to do this? You want to marry me? Today? In three hours?” 
“More than I’ve ever wanted anything in my life.” 
“Okay, yes, let’s do it.” 
He pulls me into his lap and kisses me deeply. “There’s one more thing we have to agree on first and this one is non-negotiable.” 
I would do anything for this man, he just needs to ask.

“I want you to adopt Lucas” 
Anything but that.  
I scramble off his lap in a frenzy. “I’m sorry, Daniel, but I can’t do that.” 
“Why not?” 
“Because I’m not his mother, Vanessa is.” He nods like he understands and then says the cruelest thing possible. “Vanessa’s dead, Kate. Lucas’s mom is dead and she’s not coming back, not ever.” 
I curl up in the corner of the limo, shaking like a leaf, and then Daniel pulls a letter from his pocket. “This is what she wants, Kate. This letter was in with mine. It’s for both of us. Read it.” 
My hands are shaking so badly I can barely take the letter from him, let alone read it. So he pulls me into his lap and he reads it to me.
Dear Kate and Daniel, 
This is the last time I pull the dead girl rank, I promise. You’re supposed to open this letter when you decide to get married. I hope you waited but if you opened it early, I forgive you. See, Kate, you’re rubbing off on me already; I’m being forgiving. 
If you’re getting married, and I hope to God that you are, I need you to do me a favor. Kate, you need to adopt Lucas. I’m sure you already consider him yours and you would never want to take away my place in his life and I appreciate that. But the fact of the matter is I’m dead. You’re his mom now except you’re hanging on to me in your heart and while I appreciate it, it’s only going to hurt him in the long run. Eventually, (probably sooner rather than later the way you two go at it) you’re going to have kids. The one thing that is going to separate Lucas from your kids is that he’s mine. He needs to be yours so he’ll be just like his brothers and sisters. I’m sure you’d never intentionally make him feel less than, but having been less than all my life, the feeling sucks. If this can eliminate him feeling that way, even one time, it’s worth it. Now I’m not saying don’t stick to the original plan, I still want him to know all about me. But when he’s old enough to know what adopted means, he’s going to realize not only did I give him to you but you picked him, too. 
Congratulations, you guys. 
All my love, 
Vanessa

I’m hysterically sobbing and Daniel patiently holds me and soothes me while I cry it all out. This is what she wanted. 
“Okay.” 
“Okay to what, Kate? Be specific because I seriously thought I might have screwed this whole thing up.” He hugs onto me tighter and kisses my shoulder. 
“Okay to it all, the wedding, the adoption, let’s do it. But you’re going to have to find me new make-up.” 
He laughs. “And new hair. You’re kind of a mess right now but I was expecting it, so you have both in the house.” 
When Daniel opens the door he yells out, “She said yes!” and everyone comes rushing us from around the corner. 
I’m whisked away quicker than I can think into the house to get ready. Jess throws her arm around my shoulder and April comes up on the other side. “I can’t believe you actually bought the whole bridezilla thing!” 
“Why wouldn’t I? You were getting married and you were freaking out. There’s no way I could have ever guessed you were planning my wedding.” 
Jess snickers. “Yeah, that was pretty freaking genius.” 
“What if I would have said no?” They’re both cracking up now. 
“Like that was ever an option. You love that man more than you love me.” 
“No, I don’t. I love you the same, just in different ways,” I tell her diplomatically. 
Once we’re upstairs in the main house, Jess leads me to a large bedroom where everything is set up. However, the room is completely empty, except for Mike. Suddenly, I have a huge lump in my throat. 
“Hey, Katie Grace, can we talk privately for a few minutes?” 
The girls excuse themselves and it’s just the two of us and I’ve never been more scared. Tears start falling from my eyes. Before I even know what’s happening, I’m wrapped up in a massive Mike hug. 
“Shhh, Kate, it’s okay. You’re happy and I’m happy. Don’t taint that with something it’s not by thinking about things planned out so long ago in our past.” He lets me cry on his shoulder for a few more minutes and then leads me to a couch so we can both sit down. 
“Daniel called me the night of your graduation to ask me if he could marry you. I’ll admit, at first I was a little surprised and annoyed he woke me up at three in the morning. I gave him a hard time about it but eventually gave him my blessing. Within a few days, we had all gotten together and devised this master plan. And for the most part, everything came together but one thing was still really bothering me, so I went and talked to Joseph.” 
That gets my attention more than anything. Mike hates my dad. Too many years of bad blood to count as water under the bridge, I guess. 
“Ultimately, this is your choice, Kate, but what I struggled with the most was today being about unconditional love, family, friendship, and new beginnings. I don’t know if you’ve ever really pictured your wedding. You never seemed like that kind of girl to me.”
“No, I never really did.” 
“That’s what I thought, so when you picture someone walking you down the aisle now, what do you envision?” 
No one. How sad is that? 
“I don’t picture anyone.” 
Mike leans his head against mine “That’s what I thought you’d say, so I went and talked to Joseph. I know you guys have said you’ll start to work things out, but I know it hasn’t gotten too far since that initial talk.” 
I nod at him to keep going. “I’d like to be the one to give you away, Kate. I want to walk you down the aisle and Joseph agreed that if you want me to, the honor is mine.” 
“You want to walk me down the aisle?” I ask with a fresh batch of tears falling from my eyes. 
“Very much so, not quite the way I used to imagine it, but I’d be honored to be the person who gives you to my best friend.” 
When I look over at Mike he’s crying now, too, and I flash back in my mind to the little boy who came to my house and introduced himself for the first time. I couldn’t be more blessed than to have him be the one to give me away. It feels right; it feels perfect. 
“I would be honored if you would be the one to give me away. Thank you for talking to my dad. I know that couldn’t have been easy for you.” 
He places a kiss on my forehead. “Anything for you, Kate. And to prove it, I also brought you this.” 
It’s a diamond pendant on a silver chain; it’s simple and goes perfectly with my dress. It was also my mother’s. 
“He gave this to you? I didn’t even know he still had it.” 
“I asked him if he could find me something, anything, of Lila’s so a part of her would be with you today. I’ll give it to him on this, he opened his desk and it was right in the top drawer, next to a picture of you. He didn’t hesitate for a second when I asked for it, either.” 
I’ve got a piece of my mom with me on my wedding day. 
“You know, you’re the very best friend a girl could ever have, right?” 
“I know, but I love getting my ego stroked so you can tell me as much as you want.” 
Misty walks in and quickly apologizes. “Sorry for interrupting but I drew the short straw. New girl and all, I guess. I don’t know the tricks yet. Anyway, I’ve been ordered to tell you that ‘There’s no such thing as natural beauty and that masterpieces take time to create, so please hurry up.’” 
“Jess,” Mike and I both say in unison and laugh. 
Mike kisses Misty goodbye and leaves the room. It’s time to get ready for my big day. I can’t believe I’m actually getting married! 
 




Daniel 
“I still can’t believe you hijacked my graduation party and turned it into your wedding and I actually helped,” Connor says with a pout. 
“What are you whining about? You helped happily so stop your bitching,” Jake snaps back at him.  
“Well, she is the best person I know, so how could I not help? Especially since it took Daniel so long to figure out she loved him,” Connor retorts but he’s smiling now. 
Mike comes back with a big shit eating grin on his face. “She said yes.” 
And I’m so relieved she did. 
“I’m getting married today, I still can’t believe it.” 
Jake looks right at me and says “Been there, done that.” 
“Well, I guess that’s better than been there, hit that?” Connor says and then, immediately realizing what he said, looks to Mike. 
“Oh, hell no, I’m not touching that one. I do value my life.” 
“What? You’re afraid Daniel will kick your ass?” Sometimes Connor just really isn’t all there. 
“No, I know Kate would kick my ass when she found out.” 
“Oh yeah, she totally would and Jess wouldn’t be too far behind her.” 
“Speaking of…” I turn to Connor and ask, “What is going on there?” 
“Man, I don’t know. One day she’s hot and the next she’s cold. I love her but I’m tired of it. I’m going to talk to her tonight. It’s time to go big or go home.” 
Mike pats him on the shoulder and then asks him what we’re thinking, “You’re not going to actually say that particular phrase, right?” 
“Do I look like I have a death wish? No, I’m just going to have the ‘I think I want more’ discussion.” 
“And do you?” Jake asks him seriously. 
“Yeah, I do. I love her. I’ve loved her for a while, I’m just not sure she loves me the same way. But enough with this sappy shit. It’s time for a toast before we put on the monkey suits.” 
Connor pours everyone a shot of Brian’s finest whiskey. 
“To Friends,” Mike says, raising his glass.
“To Family,” I say, raising mine. 
“To Love,” Jake follows, raising his. 
“To getting laid,” Connor says with a smile. “Just kidding. To Daniel and Kate.” 
These men are my brothers. Any of them would lay down their life for me and I would do the same. Maybe to some people three friends doesn’t seem like a lot, but they’re all I need. 
An hour later, we’re all dressed in our tuxes once again, but this time we’re banished to the guest house. I guess a bride needs more space so the girls got the house this time. I don’t care where I get ready as long as I’m taking Kate with me at the end of the night. 
“Nervous?” Mike calls out from over my shoulder and I look at both of our reflections in the mirror. The men looking back at me now are not the same boys who met four years ago. 
“Not a single bit,” I reply truthfully. 
“Good answer because if you’d have said anything else, I’d be duty bound to kick your ass.” He smirks like the cocky bastard he is and I finally turn around. 
“You know, for someone who is supposed to be my best man, you sure act a lot like hers.” 
“That’s because I am. You get me by gender default, and maybe because a small part of my loyalty lies with you. Mostly, it’s because I look better in a tux than a dress.” 
“Fucker,” I reply good naturedly. 
“You know, all kidding aside, I wouldn’t be anywhere else right now. I’m truly happy for you guys.” 
“Thanks, Mike, your blessing means the most to me. I never thought the day would come that we’d fight over a girl and come out on the other side better than we were when we went in.” 
“Come on, you guys, it’s time to take your places,” my mom calls out. “Normal girls, probably not,” Mike continues, “but Kate was worth the fight. If I wouldn’t have fought, we wouldn’t have gotten our friendship back and that is what makes me the loveable guy you see in front of you. Now come on, you heard the lady, let’s get you hitched.” 
My mom, Maryanne, Linda, and Bev jumped into these wedding plans with full force. Linda jumped at the opportunity to have the wedding in her backyard like she wanted to do for Jake and April. It turned out amazing. Everything is silver and white, and gardenias are everywhere. The chairs are all tied with silver ribbons, and twinkling lights sparkle throughout the yard. It’s a beautifully, warm summer night and there’s a full view of the stars and heavens above. 
Jess and April paid for all of Kate’s things the day they went shopping and did an excellent job frustrating the hell out of her so she had no clue what was really going on. Misty and Mike took turns with Hailey, practicing flower girl duties off and on all day. They didn’t want to start earlier because they were afraid she’d somehow slip to Kate. 
Since Lucas is so young, we decided to skip the ring bearer so Mike and Jess have the rings for safe keeping instead. Jess even managed to get Kate to fall in love with a ring she thought might be good for me. The only thing that kept Kate from buying it was she didn’t have my size. But Jess did, so we’re good there, too. 
The music begins to play and after all the parents walk down the aisle, Hailey perfectly executes the dropping of the petals, giggling all the way. Then she takes her seat right between my mom and Lucas’s stroller. As the girls walk down the aisle, one by one, they are each breathtaking in their simple silver gowns. Misty, April, and finally Jess. By the time Jess makes it to the altar, she’s crying. 
When Kate and Mike walk around the corner, my heart stops beating in my chest and time around me stills completely. My eyes are locked on her and she’s never looked more beautiful than she does in this moment. I realize the vision in front of me is getting closer, but it’s not until she’s inches from my face that I realize I’m crying, too. 
 




Kate 
“It’s go time. Are you ready to do this?” Jess asks me for the tenth time in the last five minutes. 
“Daddy! Auntie Kate’s a princess!” Hailey exclaims, spinning around in her own princess dress. She matches the bridesmaids perfectly except her dress is much frillier. 
“She is, Hailey, and she looks beautiful.” 
Misty quickly gives him a peck on the cheek and ushers Hailey out to start her flower march. I’ve never seen anything so adorable; she does it perfectly. 
I’m trembling and Mike tries to steady me. There are so many people here and it’s all gorgeous. It’s so strange that I have everything I could have ever wanted and didn’t have to plan anything. 
“Are you sure you want to marry him? This is your last chance to back out before it gets really awkward.” He’s made me smile since we were kids and I’m positive he always will. “I told Misty not to worry. If you throw me the bat signal, I’ll profess my love for you and sweep you off your feet. She’s supposed to run and get the car ready and waiting.” 
I’m trying so hard not to laugh right now as we slowly inch forward. “You saved me, Mike, again and again. I am who I am because of you. Thank you for loving me.” 
I’ve already lost a tear but I’m allowed to cry all the happy tears I want to today. 
“You’re not the only one who was saved. Until you, my life sucked.” 
This time I do laugh, “We were seven.” 
“Yeah, and being seven sucked. I had no friends and you brought me into your world and I’ve been there ever since. Maybe we saved each other. The place in my heart that is reserved for you is locked and there’s no key. You’re stuck being my best friend for life.” 
We’re up next and my nerves are out of control. “And you’re mine, Mike. Always.” 
We walk slowly up the aisle and I notice some familiar faces but that only lasts for a second because the minute my eyes meet Daniel’s, I’m gone. He’s always filled out a tux nicely but tonight it’s different. Tonight he’s promising me forever. As we reach the altar, I clearly see the tears falling from Daniel’s eyes. There’s nothing but love, devotion, and lust in his gaze. 
“Who gives this woman to this man?” the minister asks. 
“I do,” Mike says, placing my hand into Daniel’s. “They both have my blessing as well as her father’s.” Mike takes his place next to Daniel and his eyes lock on Misty, as they should. 
“Let us begin.” 
To be honest, after those words I completely faded out. Until Daniel says he’d like to say his own vows. I nod because what else am I going to do? But I’m totally freaking out inside because I’m horrible at public speaking. Thankfully, he goes first. 
“I never thought I would find someone who makes me a better person. You came into my life full of sarcasm and a pure love for life. I’ve never met anyone who has been through the kinds of things you have and wasn’t jaded by it. The kindness, happiness, and love you give on a daily level inspires us all. Being able to call you my wife doesn’t even seem to be a justifiable word because it’s so much more than that. You are my lover, my co-parent, my best friend, my soul mate, and my conscience when mine sometimes fails me. You are my Aphrodite. I promise today, in front of all of our friends and family, to honor you, to love you and only you, to protect you from as many evils as I am possibly capable of, and to make our house a home filled with love and friendship and lots of babies to make sure our love spreads far and wide. You are the love of my life. Marry me, Kate, for today and always.”
“Yes,” I answer, trying to hold my sobs down even though I lost control of my tears when he started his vows. 
“Katherine, please say your vows.” I look him in the eyes, hoping he will feel the weight of my words. 
“I only ever knew how to love with my heart. I thought that was the only way possible to love someone until I met you. The first night we met, I caught a glimpse of it but as our relationship continued to grow, it hit me all at once. The reason why you’re so easy to love and impossible to let go is because you love with every inch of your soul. Your love wraps me in a cocoon and weaves its way into every part of my being. There’s not a part of me it doesn’t touch. There are no walls I can put up to fight it even if I wanted to because your love has knocked them down. It’s only been seven months since we met and I’m sure people who don’t know us would think we’re crazy. But we’ve been through a lot in that time. You and Vanessa gave me our son who I love more than I ever thought possible. Somehow, the time suddenly seems unimportant. My heart began its journey to forever the night yours said hello. We’ve got the best friends anyone could ever ask for. They’re our family and such an important part of this journey we’re taking. We would have never made it here without them. I consider myself blessed to have you in my life, a life that’ll be surrounded by the love of our families, our friends, and the angels who watch over us from the heavens above. Marry me, Daniel. Grow old with me, love me, and yes, let’s make beautiful babies that can spread our love far and wide. I am so in love with you. Say yes.”
“Yes,” he says with unwavering faith. 
 “Oh, thank God.” I exclaim and finally release the sobs I’ve been holding in. As I look over at our friends standing up here with us, there’s not a dry eye among them and they’re all laughing right now. 
Mike mouths to me, “Fucking adorable,” and I choke on my tears with a laugh of my own. 
“Are we ready to continue?” the minister asks, and we nod solemnly. “The rings, please.” 
Then it hits me; I don’t have a ring. Jess walks up behind me and asks, “Remember this?” 
It’s the ring I saw that I thought would be perfect. I can’t help it; I pull her into the biggest freaking hug ever. “I love you, Jessica Smythe, as big as the sky. Don’t you ever forget it.” 
“I love you, too, Katie Grace,” she whispers. “As big as the sky.” 
Mike hands Daniel the rings and they look beautiful together. Having my promise ring as my wedding band is perfect. As he slides the rings on my finger, I feel whole. Symbolic or not, now I’m legally his. When I put Daniel’s ring on, my hand trembles but I manage to get it on and it’s so fucking sexy. It means he’s mine. 
Finally. 
“By the powers vested in me by the State of California, I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss the bride.” 
I’m not typically a PDA person, but Daniel takes my breath away with this kiss and as our tongues meet, I feel those butterflies take flight. 
“Ladies and Gentlemen, let me introduce to you Mr. and Mrs. Daniel McCormick!” 
“Did you hear that, Mrs. McCormick?” Daniel whispers in my ear. “That means you’re mine and I’m going to call you Mrs. McCormick all night long.” His words are seductive and I know he isn’t talking about the reception. 
“How long do we have to stay?” I’m anxious to get him somewhere where we can be naked. 
“A few hours,” he replies, kissing my hand as we walk back up the aisle together this time. Of course, the first thing on the agenda is pictures. 
“Where’s Lucas?” I haven’t seen my baby since this morning and right now I need to hug him. 
“He’s right there with my mom,” Daniel points and I tug his hand so I can see my son. As I reach out for Lucas, Bev holds him tight. 
“Kate, you can’t hold a baby in a wedding dress. What if he spits up?’ 
“Then he spits up, it’s just a dress,” I tell her nonchalantly as I take my son away. “Lucas! Mommy missed you today.” I place kisses all over his face and he laughs and smiles. This is what it’s all about right here. After handing him back to his grandma, and suffering endless make-up touch ups, I’m able to pull Daniel to the side. 
“Today was the last day I’m taking the pill. Let’s make some babies, Mr. McCormick.” 
He pulls us behind the photo tent and places my hand on his cock. “Those might be the hottest words you’ve said to me yet. But if you don’t let go, we’re going to have an issue during pictures.” 
Reluctantly, I let go, leaning in close, whispering in his ear, “You started it.” 
“Whatever you two are doing, stop. I don’t want to have to bleach my eyes out,” Jake says, half covering his eyes and half trying to sneak a peek of what we were just doing. “Put that thing away,” he says pointing to Daniel’s erection. “It’s time for pictures and we need to keep it G-rated. There are children present.” 
“Come on. The sooner we go do all the obligatory things, the sooner we can get started on the honeymoon.” 
 “Are we going on a honeymoon?” I didn’t even think about that but I don’t know about leaving Lucas. 
“We are most definitely going on a honeymoon. We fly to Fiji in the morning for a week in our own private cabana over the ocean with glass bottomed floors.” 
I stop dead in my tracks. “Lucas can’t go to Fiji, he doesn’t even have a passport.” 
Daniel pulls me close. “Oh, Mrs. McCormick, this trip is rated X. Lucas is staying with Mike and Misty.” 
“Oh.” 
“Exactly. So get all your kisses in tonight because after we leave you’re mine for the next eight days.” A chill of excitement runs through me while I pull him back to the photo tent with a renewed sense of urgency. 
Pictures took forever but we got some great shots and I can’t wait to see how they come out. We just finished up an amazing dinner and Mike and Jess are getting ready to give their speeches. When I look out at all the people here, I’m amazed. I don’t know many of them, but somehow or another they cared enough to come tonight. But seeing our parents, friends, and extended families makes my heart happy. Marc and Chad are flirting away with some girls, Marc more than Chad but eventually he’ll let down his walls, too. They’ve become good friends since they met a few months ago and actually hang out quite often. I can’t wait until I can be at their weddings. 
I send a silent prayer up to Vanessa as Mike asks for everyone’s attention. 
“My name is Michael Matthews, otherwise known as Mike to my friends.” 
Claire is beaming with happiness and Hailey yells out, “My Daddy!”  He’s going to have his hands full with her when she grows up. 
“Or also known as Daddy to my daughter Hailey,” he says with a chuckle. “We’re all here tonight because Daniel finally got smart and asked my beautiful best friend to marry him. Tonight, I feel like the lucky one, though. I got to be the best man while my two best friends married each other. Just remember, Daniel, don’t fight with her because I’ve known her longer so I’m always on her side,” he says with a wink. 
Daniel calls out, “I figured as much. I knew I should have picked Jake for this job.” Jake stands and bows to the crowd. These guys. 
“Seriously, enough joking around. If you’ve ever been in a room with Daniel and Kate you just instinctively know they belong to each other. They’re drawn together by a force that can only be described as magical. With our past history, I’m assuming it won’t be long before we’re sitting here watching Hailey and Lucas get married. Time passes in an instant, because I swear it was just yesterday I met ‘Katie Grace’ when I was seven years old. And here I am, seventeen years later, giving her to my best friend to watch over for eternity. I have never been happier for two people than I am for the both of you today. 
“To Daniel and Kate,” he says, raising his glass. “May they live happily ever after.” 
Are you allowed to ugly cry at your own wedding? Because I totally am and I don’t even care. Now it’s just going to get worse because Jess is standing to give her speech. 
“My name is Jessica Smythe, and I’m Kate and Mike’s other best friend. When you grow up with best friends you keep them with you for life. Those of you who know us know that the past seven months have, without a doubt, never once been boring. And for those of you who don’t know us, just be happy you’re here witnessing this happily ever after for yourselves because it almost didn’t happen. 
“This past year, we have found love with new people, we’ve revisited past sins, and survived tragic losses. We’ve grieved again for a child lost and learned a new way to move forward one day at a time. Daniel and Kate give me hope that one day I can be as open to love as they are. This is not a couple you’ll be wishing you had never spent so much money on for their wedding when they divorce five years from now. This is the couple you’ll spend twice the amount of money on when you celebrate their fiftieth anniversary with them. 
“I never realized love could rip you open, spit you out, and make you whole again. True love is messy and complicated. It isn’t always roses and chocolates. It’s filled with compromise, compassion, empathy, trust, faith, and undeniable love. One of you is bound to fall out of love down the road, but that’s when the other one fights hard and shows you why you fell in love with them all over again. There will be sadness and loss. But the happy times will by far exceed the occasional pain. 
“I’m not trying to sound ominous. As a matter of fact, everything I just said is something they have already gone through. And yet, we’re still here, on the other side, basking in a love so pure you would never know the tribulations they’ve already gone through. Kathrine Grace Moore, you are my best friend and constant inspiration. You are the Thelma to my Louise, you are my sister, and the mother to my beautiful nephew. You are my constant in life, and I love you more than you could ever possibly know. My wish for you today is for your life, and your marriage, to be blessed with eternal happiness and love. 
“To Daniel and Kate,” Jess says, raising her glass, and in seconds we’re hugging and sobbing together. Jess isn’t an emotional person and I know how much that took for her to open herself up like that. 
“I love you so much. Let love into your heart, Jess. Let it surround you and fill you where you’re hurting too much to let it in. I promise you it’s worth it, but more than that, you’re worth it.” 
“I know and I’ll think about it,” she says, pushing me toward Daniel. “It’s time for your dance.” 
Daniel leads me to the dance floor. “Ladies and Gentlemen, the first dance. Mr. and Mrs. McCormick, please take the floor.” 
Daniel pulls me close as the beginning notes of Peace by OAR starts to play. As I suck in a breath, Daniel smiles. “I thought this song was perfect.” 
“You picked this?” my voice is filled with awe. 
“I listened to this song every night when I put Lucas to bed. It soothes him and it was healing for me. It says everything I wished I could have said to you then but didn’t know how. We might have lost two months, Kate, but you never left my heart once.” 
He places a heart-stopping kiss on my lips as the music stops. “You are my entire world, Mr. McCormick,” I say whispering in his ear. 
“And you are mine, Mrs. McCormick,” he whispers back. 
 




Connor 
Once Jess gives her speech, she sits back and sobs while watching the first dance and in turn, I watch her. She’s not crying happy tears; there’s something going on with her. She’s hurting and I have no idea how to make it better. 
When she catches on that I’m watching her, she flashes me another forced smile. I’ve been getting a lot of those lately and I’m tired of it. The last thing I want to do tonight is make a scene at my best friend’s wedding, but I’ve had enough. A few minutes later she goes outside and when she doesn’t come back in, I decide to go and look for her. 
After searching all the usual places, I realize there’s only one place she can be. My parents’ house is built on a hill that overlooks the ocean and Jess likes to sit on the benches on the bluff and think. Her silhouette glows under the moonlight but even from here, I can see her body is wracked with sobs. 
The last thing I want to do is scare her when I come up behind her, so I call out her name softly, wrapping my arms around her from behind. For a long time I don’t say anything, instead I let her cry out whatever it is that’s bothering her. 
“Jessica, please talk to me,” my voice cracks as I beg. She and I are two of the same; we deflect anything serious with sarcasm. 
“I can’t, Connor. I’m sorry but I just can’t.” 
Mike’s voice rings inside of my head, ‘Don’t let her shut you out, you’ll never get back in.’

Circling in front of her, I kneel between her legs and take her hands in mine. It’s warm out but she’s freezing. I take my jacket off and wrap it around her and carefully tilt her face until I can see those beautiful blue eyes of hers. Using my thumb to wipe away her tears seems to calm her a little bit. 
“Okay, Jess, if you don’t want to talk you don’t have to, but I need to talk to you. I’ve got something to say and I’ve been holding it in for a while now.”
She nods and her shoulders slump in defeat. “It’s okay, Connor, I know you want to break up and maybe it’s for the best.” 
No fucking way.  
“Angel, the last thing I want to do is break up with you. I’m not sure why you would even think that.” She sniffles and looks at me. 
“You’ve been pulling away, spending more time at home, it doesn’t take a genius to figure it out.” 
I stand up and sit down next to her on the bench and pull her onto my lap. “I was trying to give you space. Mike said it would probably backfire and I guess it did. The past few weeks you’ve seemed really distant and standoffish. I thought if I gave you space you’d realize I’m not trying to suffocate you.” 
“Why would you be suffocating me?” 
“Jessica,” after taking a deep breath I continue, “you are not an easy person to love.” She tries to pull away but I hold on tight. 
“That’s low, Connor.” She’s seething. 
“Let me finish, please.” She stops fighting me so I continue. “You’re scarred by your mom and the definition of love you were provided by her. I don’t know what that’s like but I can imagine it’s why you’re so against falling in love. I’m constantly trying to walk a fine line of loving you enough but not too much to send you running for the hills. To be honest, it’s exhausting.”
“Then why do you do it?” she bites out and I grab her head and make her look at me. 
“Because
you are worth it. Jessica, you are worth that and so much more. But I’m tired of walking the line. Let me in, please. Let me love you like you deserve to be loved.” 
“I don’t know if I can, and even if I did, you probably won’t want me anymore anyway.” She’s so self-deprecating.
“I will always want you. All day I’ve been trying to figure out a way to convince you to let me in. I’m not romantic like Daniel or extremely PDA like Jake. I’m not a bad boy like Mike. I’m just me. A little bit funny, a lot sarcastic, and one hundred percent in love with my angel.” 
She stills completely and I’m sure I’ve lost her. 
“Connor, I’m pregnant.” 
That was totally not what I was expecting her to say. She turns and faces me. “Did you hear what I said?” 
We’re going to have a baby. 
Hell fucking yes! We’re going to have a baby.  
My hands reach up, pulling her face to mine. She’s so close, our lips are touching as I whisper, “We’re having a baby.” 
She nods, her tears falling onto my cheeks. Pulling her closer, I close the gap between us. Tenderly kissing her, trying to get close but still not feeling close enough, her mouth parts for me and my tongue duels with hers. I’m trying to prove to her with this kiss that I’m not going anywhere. 
She sobs out my name through the kiss, “Connor.” 
Slowly, I pull back, softly tugging on her lip before releasing her. My hands immediately go to her belly. 
“A baby, Jess?” She nods. “How far along?” 
“Not too far, about six weeks. The doctor says end of February or beginning of March.” 
I drop back to my knees and rub her belly. “Marry me.” It just flies out of my mouth but I’ve never wanted anything more. 
She surprises me when she laughs. “Connor, that is so cliché. You’re not marrying me because you knocked me up.” 
“Jessica Smythe, I don’t want to marry you because I knocked you up. I want to marry you because for weeks I’ve been trying to figure out how I could get you to understand that I love you and I’m past the fun stage.” 
“Can we compromise?” she asks sweetly, and I give her a look that tells her I’m not one to compromise much. “Let’s move in together. If everything goes well, and I can learn to love you the way that you deserve to be loved, after the baby comes, I’ll marry you.” 
It’s not bad. We don’t really need to rush into marriage but I don’t want some other douchebags hitting on her while she’s pregnant. There are lots of kinky fuckers out there that don’t care. “On two conditions,” I say as I plant kisses on her belly. 
“Let’s hear them.” She already sounds so much happier. 
“You let me buy you an engagement ring. We’re moving forward with positive thoughts that this will work out. You are not going to think or say the word if ever again when it comes to us. Only will. We will work out, we will have a baby cuter than Hailey, we will get married, we will be deeply and devastatingly in love with each other for the rest of our lives. See how easy that is?” 
“Okay, but what’s the second condition?” 
I flash her the biggest panty dropping smile I’ve got for this one. “That you and I go back into that wedding and tell everyone we’re having a baby.” 
She shakes her head. “It’s their big day.” 
I take her hand and pull her to a standing position. “It’s ours, too. We gave up our party for theirs. I think we can go spread some joy. Besides, Kate would kill you for keeping it a secret any longer.” 
“Alright, let’s go.” 
 




Kate 
All the first dances are out of the way and my dad and I actually seemed like we bonded a little over ours. He was really happy to see me wearing my mom’s necklace, too. He made sure to point out he would have happily walked me down the aisle but after everything that has happened, he figured Mike deserved the honor just as much as he did. I think my heart opened up a little bit wider to him in that moment. 
He and Claire are also very excited to have the grandkids visit and are hoping for more from both of us soon. Now it’s time to cut the cake but I don’t see Jess and Connor anywhere. I’d hate for them to miss it but we are apparently on a schedule. As soon as Daniel’s hand covers mine and we start cutting the cake, she appears magically by my side, smiling bigger than I’ve seen in a very long time. 
Daniel got my favorite cake from the Bread Basket Bakery turned into a wedding cake big enough to feed two hundred people. Right before he feeds me a piece, he whispers in my ear, “As much as I want to smash this cake all over your face, I’m not going to because then I wouldn’t be able to help myself from cleaning it all up with my tongue.” 
So yeah, I’m ready to get out of here now. Thankfully, this is the last thing we have to do tonight. Jess and Connor shoot us hand signals from across the room to meet them outside. Daniel looks at me and shrugs but I hurry him along because I’m curious to see what they have to say. 
“Did you guys finally work things out?” Daniel asks Connor who looks at Jess and she nods. 
“Well, I laid my heart on the line and told her how in love with her I am.” 
“And…” I push for him to get on with it. 
“And she told me she’s pregnant.” 
I might have screamed really loud and drawn a lot of unnecessary attention to myself. Then when I started hugging Jess within an inch of her life and screaming “oh my god” over and over a few times, it might not have helped any. Connor laughs at us when he finishes man-hugging Daniel. 
“You know, Kate, you’re lucky we were coming to ask your permission to tell tonight because now it’s your fault we have to tell everyone.” I’m blushing eleventy bazillion shades of red as I turn around and realize almost the entire wedding is now surrounding us outside of the tent. 
“What is going on, you guys? Jesus, Kate, we can hear you squealing all the way in the bathroom. We thought something was wrong,” Mike says, out of breath. 
“No, something is very, very, right!” I squeal in excitement. 
Connor climbs up on a chair after Daniel hands him a microphone. He’s really going to do this up. “Sorry for the disturbance, everyone, but the bride just found out her best friend Jessica is having my baby!” 
There is an enormous round of cheers and for the first time tonight, someone other than the two of us is the center of attention.  
“Do you want to make a break for it?” I nod eagerly. “Follow me around the corner.” 
Okay, that’s odd.

Daniel takes a quick look around and crawls under my dress, his hand sliding up until he finds what he’s looking for. Then suddenly, I feel his teeth scraping against my skin on the way down. When he comes back up for air he’s got the garter between his teeth. 
“I’ve been dying to do that all night. Come on. We’re going to do a very untraditional gifting of the garter and bouquet.” 
Daniel corners Mike and tosses the garter at him before he even realizes what it is he’s catching and laughs. I use my index finger to lead Jess in my direction. She slips out almost unnoticed with Connor taking all of the attention. 
“How?” I ask the one question I’m dying to know and she blushes. 
“Too much having fun and not enough pill taking?” she answers, shrugging her shoulders. That is the absolute perfect way for a Connor and Jess baby to be created—while having fun. 
“Here, take this,” I say as I hand her the bouquet and hug her something fierce. 
“What’s this for?” she asks, trying to hand it back. 
“That is the bouquet toss, you caught it. Congratulations! We’re dying to get out of here. I love you and I’ll see you when we get back. Please check in on Lucas for me and make sure Mike and Misty text me pictures every day.” 
She crosses her heart and blows me a kiss goodbye. Since Lucas is sleeping, I missed my chance to say bye but I’ll just have to make Mike FaceTime him for me. 
“Are you ready, Mrs. McCormick?” my devastatingly handsome husband asks me in a very seductive tone. 
“I’ve never been more ready for anything in my life, Mr. McCormick.” 
 




One year later 
Kate 
We’re all gathering at the Houstons’ to celebrate the milestones today. It’s a tradition for them to gather and celebrate all the things that have happened in the past year. It also happens to be our first wedding anniversary. Daniel and I had an amazing honeymoon and traded sexual favors with each other that are likely still outlawed in some of our Bible Belt states. We had an amazing time and even went swimming naked under our cabana. If I hadn’t missed Lucas so much I don’t know if I would’ve ever come home. 
We’re sitting outside with Lucas, who is sixteen months old now, and as usual, is running circles around us. The first time he called me mommy I was pregnant and on hormone overload. I cried for two days, not constantly but often. Since it was a new word, he was saying it a lot with a huge smile on his face every single time. And even though I adopted him as soon as we got back from our honeymoon, I still felt guilty I was here for that moment and Vanessa wasn’t. It’s still hard. I think about her every day and even more when he hits a milestone. But then I tell myself she chose me for him and it makes it easier to handle. 
Pulling myself from my memories, I try to pay attention to the here and now. Daniel heads our way with our daughter in one hand and Hailey holding the other. When she sees me, she runs as fast as she can and launches into my arms. 
“Easy, Hailey,” Daniel cautions, but I wave him off .
“I’m fine,” I tell him honestly. 
“Auntie Kate, there’s no more baby in your belly!” She points to the baby Daniel’s holding and I reach out for my little girl. 
“Nope, she’s not in my belly anymore, she’s right here.” After pulling the blanket away from her face, I lean down so Hailey can meet Haven. 
“Hailey, this is your new little cousin Haven Vanessa McCormick.” 
She leans over and kisses her forehead. “She’s so cute,” she cries out before running off after Lucas. “Luke! I kissed your little sister! She’s so cute!” Lucas runs toward Hailey. I think she has become his favorite person. 
“That’s a romance in the making,” Daniel says with a chuckle. 
“Well, thank God they’re not actually cousins or that could get a little awkward.” 
“True,” he replies, kissing me on the forehead. “Have I told you today how beautiful you are?” 
Ever since I got pregnant, I’ve been a little self-conscious of the extra weight. Daniel has been extra sensitive to it and compliments me more often than usual. Haven is a month old today and I’ve only got about ten more pounds to lose. Hopefully, they’ll be gone by the time we can start having sex again. I really miss sex. 
“You have, but thank you for telling me again.” 
He pulls me close and looks from me to our baby girl. “You look so sexy holding her and it kills me we have to wait another month before sex.” 
“It’s killing me, too, at least you get to orgasm. I have to let everything on the inside go back to its original place first.” 
“When you get the all clear, I’m going to make you come so many times you’ll forget what you missed out on.” I’m sure he will, too. 
“There you are,” Misty says as she waddles out onto the lawn. “We were looking for you”. 
“Uncle Daniel said I could see the baby,” Hailey replies as if it’s the most logical thing in the world. This little girl is her father through and through. Misty is pregnant with a little boy. She’s due in about six weeks. It’s as if all of our kids are pre-destined to be married. 
Misty reaches out for Haven. “She’s the perfect mix of the two of you. She’s got Daniel’s brown hair and your green eyes and tiny nose. I can’t believe I still have six weeks to go. I’m so miserable already. Remind me why we do this again?” 
I point to Mike who’s chasing the kids around. He catches one in each arm, kissing and hugging them close. “Because watching that right there is sexy as fuck.” 
She giggles but agrees. “You’re getting worse, aren’t you?” she asks with a sly grin. Misty and I actually talk a lot about sex. Seems Mike and Daniel aren’t too different when it comes to their possessiveness. 
“It’s so bad, girl. Just go home and fuck your man and don’t stop until that baby comes and you can’t do it anymore. Then maybe you won’t miss it so much.” 
Her eyes are wide and her laughter is uncontrollable and I know someone just overheard everything I said. As his arm comes down over my shoulder and I see his virgin skin, I know right away it’s Connor. 
Fuck me. 
“So, Kate, I guess I don’t need to ask how you’ve been. It sounds like you’re a little needy for some lovin’.” 
“You’re such a jerk,” I say, pushing him away. 
“Maybe, but you totally love this jerk, and his kids.” 
“I do,” I agree with him, “but you’re still a jerk. Where is your wife?” 
“She’s in the house feeding Hope. She’ll be out in a minute.” I love the smile he gets on his face when I say wife. 
A few minutes later, Jake and April come outside with Zayden, Hope’s fraternal twin. April officially gave Connor her ‘Go Big or Go Home’ penis the second she found out he was having twins. She told him it’s now his official tagline, not hers. A lot can change in a year but unfortunately, Jake and April are still waiting to get pregnant. She was on the pill for a really long time and sometimes it takes longer than others. It will happen, though. I just keep telling her to have faith.
Then there’s Jess and Connor. For two people who only wanted fun, they got serious really quick. They decided they wanted to raise their babies in a house so we sold the condos when Jess moved into Connor’s house. Neither of us needed the money so we both put it into Lila’s Place. 
Mike and Misty live right around the corner from them so Daniel and I decided that’s where we needed to be, too. Aimee and Julie’s family sold us their house, and although I was really creeped out by the idea of living there, in the end it was worth it to be next door to my best friends. Anything would be worth it for our kids all to have the chance to grow up together just like we did. 
Last month, Rick finally hung up his tool belt and retired so now Daniel and Mike are running the company together and their friendship has never been better. I’m so proud of them. They really are brothers in every sense of the word. Before taking over the company, they had to do a big job for me—an overhaul on our new house. Now it doesn’t look anything like it did when they both got their freak on with the girls who lived there before. The nice thing was they didn’t even put up a fight about it. I think they were just as eager to purge those demons as I as was. 
When Jess finally comes outside, she has a very content Hope in her arms and she’s trailed by Marc and Chad. They definitely didn’t come empty handed; they’re loaded down with so many gifts you’d think it was Christmas. The night of the wedding, Marc finally came clean to Mike about what he did all those years ago. Mike was so relieved that he wasn’t the perve he thought he was he pretty much forgave him immediately. We missed out on it but heard all about it when we got back from our honeymoon. 
If the past year has taught me anything, it’s to cherish the one’s we love and hold them close and to celebrate even the small stuff. Especially the small stuff. Today there’s a lot to celebrate, big and small. Jess and Connor went to Vegas last weekend and eloped. Didn’t tell anyone, didn’t let us be a part of it (well, except for letting us watch the kids) and just got married. Connor confessed to me later neither of them were sure if she would actually be able to go through with it. They love each other so much but Jess has demons that won’t rest sometimes. Since she had the twins, she’s working really hard to push past them and as long as she’s happy, that’s all that matters in the end. Just like I gave Haven Vanessa’s name, Jess gave Hope part of Lila Hope, and because of all the pregnancy hormones, I might have cried for a day straight when I found out. Daniel laughs knowingly when I blame things on the pregnancy hormones but it’s the only time in my life I have an out for my ridiculous tear factory so I’m going to take it. The fact of the matter is, whether she admits it or not, she held on to a lot of guilt from our accident and her naming her child Hope was her trying to right a wrong that never existed as well as her constant reminder it’s okay for her to love and be loved. 
“Hey, baby girl, let me see your baby girl up close and personal.” 
Marc has been out of town since before Haven was born. They’re opening another club-sex hotel up in the Bay Area and he hasn’t been able to get back until now. I slide the blanket over that Haven is forever pulling over her face so he can get a good look at her. He takes her from me for a split second and passes her to Chad then picks me up and spins me around. After sliding down his body and back onto the ground, he gives me a sweet kiss on the cheek. 
“You did good, Kate, she’s as gorgeous as her mother. As soon as she’s big enough start bringing her to the gym, we’ll get her to the Olympics someday. If she’s as good as you were, it’ll be a breeze.” 
“Yeah, because trying to be an Olympian is so simple.” 
He just smiles. “With me as her coach it will be.” 
“What are you guys talking about?” Daniel asks, sliding his arm around my waist and pulling me close. He’s completely forgiven Marc but likes to show his possessive side as a reminder that I’m taken. 
“About Haven going to the Olympics.” Daniel shoots him a look. “Look, all I’m saying is if she’s as good as her mom was, she’s a shoo in. Just think about it, you have a couple of years still.” Daniel just laughs him off but Marc is being completely serious. “Daniel, seriously, we start them at three years old and we can tell pretty quickly if it’s going to work or not.” 
When Marc walks away, Daniel asks me more about it. This isn’t something we’ve ever really talked about. “Were you really that good?” He’s not doubtful, just curious. 
“If I had kept with it, I would’ve been on an Olympic team. But after my mom died, it wasn’t something I wanted to do anymore. I ended up quitting right before high school. My heart just wasn’t in it anymore. And I would never push it on Haven. It’s a lot of work. She’ll figure out what she’s good at through play and if she wants to pursue it, she will.” 
He smiles at me and shakes his head. 
“What?” As he pulls me into his embrace his eyes lock on mine. 
“Whenever I think I love you as much as I possibly ever could, you do or say something that makes me love you even more. The best thing I ever did was agree to that blind date with Connor’s friend Kate.”
Daniel places the sweetest kiss on my forehead and goose bumps spread all over my body. I can’t imagine a time when this man won’t light my soul on fire. That’s a world I’d never want to live in. 
 “I love you, Kate, now and always.” 
“I love you, too, Daniel, now and always.” 

After dinner, Jake and April stand. “We wanted you guys to be the first to know April’s pregnant!” Everyone fires off questions like rapid fire. “Okay, everyone, hold on and take a deep breath,” Jake states firmly. 
April continues with their news, “The baby is due on December twenty-fifth, we’re four months along, and it’s a boy! We found out the sex yesterday. We’re sorry we didn’t tell you sooner but none of us have seen each other much this past month and we wanted to do it in person.” 
That is the best news I’ve heard in a while. I’m so happy for them and he’ll be a Christmas baby—even more reason to celebrate. What she says about not seeing each other bothers me, though. Probably because it’s true. Even though we live right around the corner from Mike and Misty, Hailey didn’t meet Haven until today. That’s not okay. Granted, Hailey was sick for a week, but still. 
The rest of the night passes quickly with everyone just enjoying each other’s company. But for some reason I’m restless and I can’t pinpoint why. After passing Lucas off to Daniel, I tell him I’m going to take a short walk. Maybe if I can clear my head up on the bluffs, I’ll be able to shake whatever is bothering me. When I sit on the bench, I pull my feet up and rest my chin on my knees and hug them to me to watch the waves below. 
“Is this a private party or can anybody join?” 
Mike. It’s always Mike. He seems to know exactly when I need him the most. 
“Not anyone, but I suppose I can make an exception for you,” I reply, not able to shake the sadness from my tone. 
“You’re sad today. If you don’t tell me why, I can’t fix it and make it better.” That’s Mike, always so eager to please. 
“I don’t know what’s wrong. I just got sad all of a sudden.” 
He wraps his arm around me and I lean into him for comfort. “Baby blues?”
“That’s possible, but I don’t think that’s it. Do you ever miss the way things used to be when we were kids?” 
He laughs and then smiles. “All the time, but not as much as I used to when we weren’t talking. I missed you more than I ever missed being a kid.” 
“I think that’s it. I miss us. Since Daniel and I got married, and you guys have taken over the company, we just don’t see each other anymore. I know you’re practically married and have just as many kids as us, but we need to make time for each other, too.” 
“Okay, Kate, we’ll make time somewhere, somehow. I promise. But I think I know what all of this is really about, even if you don’t.” The stars twinkle brightly above our heads like so many other nights we’ve had deep talks. 
“Well, enlighten me, please, because I have no clue.” 
“I’ll give you two clues…Lila Hope.” When he says her name he pulls me even closer. 
“It’s been a while, Mike, and it’s not an anniversary. I don’t know if that’s it.” 
“Alright, hear me out. Lila’s Place is opening in two weeks, right?”
“Yes,” I answer cautiously. 
“Well, this year has brought a lot of things together for you. You got your last letter from your mom, you got your inheritance, and now the one thing that has been fueling you since you lost Lila is coming to fruition. It’s somewhat bittersweet, is it not?” 
“You know me too well for my own good.” 
“We both do,” Jess says as she squeezes in next to me and throws her arm around me, too. “We know this is going to be hard on you, Kate, especially since you’ve made the decision to run the charity from an executive status instead of a hands on experience.” 
“That will change, Kate. Do you know how awesome it is for us to watch you with our kids as well as yours? Don’t think for a second Daniel didn’t already tell me about the walkie-talkies you bought them all. Your mom was the best and you’re going to be just as good as she was.” Mike says hugging me tighter. 
“The center will always be there, Kate,” Jess says with a sigh. “And school will always be there, but you can only be a mom to your kids once. That is what Lila Hope would want more than anything…for you to be there for her brothers and sisters.” 
“You guys are right, and I know I say it often, but it’s because I want you to always know it…I love you so much.” 
They each lean over and kiss me on the cheek. 
“We love you too, Kate,” Mike says sweetly. 
“Bigger than the sky,” Jess finishes for him. My mind flashes back to one of my most cherished memories as we sit here, enjoying the night, and the company of our best friends. 
 “Katie Grace, Jessica, come meet Michael and then you can all go up and play,” my mom called to us from the kitchen. My mom told us my dad’s partner was coming to dinner with his son earlier. As we walked into the kitchen, a cute blonde boy with the prettiest blue eyes I’ve ever seen is standing with his parents. He looks nice and we’ve never had a boy as an actual friend before. This could be fun. 
“Hi, Michael, I’m Katherine but everyone calls me Katie Grace, and this is my best friend Jessica. Want to come play Super Smash Brothers with us?” He smiles so big and looks so happy I already know we’re going to be good friends. Maybe we’ll be able to add him to our forever friend pact. I’ll have to ask Jessica later. 
“Yeah, sure, I like that game.” Jessica is even smiling at him. Maybe she already feels it, too. 

We spent about an hour under the stars that night, holding each other close, just catching up, and reminiscing. I might have cried a little, or maybe a lot, but I wasn’t the only one. Mike, Jess, and I have endured things a lot of people never will. But to be twenty-five years old and still be blessed with your childhood best friends as your grown up best friends is the best feeling in the world. I’d happily go through it all over again, if we could still end up right here, just how we are right now. 
 

 
Keep reading for deleted scenes…
 




Thank you just doesn’t seem like a big enough expression for the gratitude I have for you guys. If you were standing in front of me, I would be giving you all huge hugs and champagne to celebrate. 
There are so many people I want to thank, but if I listed them all we would be here for days.  First and foremost, I have to thank you guys, my readers. This book was dedicated to you for a reason. These characters can live in my head and on my personal pages for the rest of my life but you turned them into a story and gave them life. The way you follow along, pick your teams, send me private messages expressing your love, and also frustration, touches me to the depths of my soul. You have no idea how grateful I am for each and every one of you. 
I’m so thankful to my husband and kids for dealing with the sacrifices they’ve made so I could dedicate my time to writing. My husband keeps me going. He is my constant cheerleader, always reminding me to write whatever I want and fuck everyone else. He’s the one who always gives it to me straight and I couldn’t love him more. 
Ashley, my PA, I love you so freaking much! You have the biggest heart and have become one of my closest friends. I love that you understand how forgetful I truly am and you schedule my reminders on your calendar for me. That is not only the sign of a great PA but an amazing friend. Thank you so much for always going above and beyond. 
Heidi, you were my first fan, friend, and cheerleader. You give it to me straight up and don’t bullshit anything and I wouldn’t have it any other way. I’m so proud to have you in my life and as my beta reader. Thank you, from the bottom of my heart, for pulling me in and showing me the way. 
Cindy and Jacqueline, my troublesome twosome, the original #TeamDaniel and #TeamMichael. You are ying and yang, but together we make a great threesome, or is it a sixsome? -----(Dee’s made up word). I love you girls so much and I’m so happy we get to spend more time together later on this year! Let’s make it Epic! (No wire hangers necessary)
Stracey, you make the best swag for me and you do it with love. Thank you so much for all the promoting and creating you do for me! 
Suzi, I love you hard, girl, and I’m going to hug you eleventy bazillion times! Thank you for making me laugh with shop guy stories and for making Friday night stories with the Divas hilarious! 
D’s Divine Divas – Ladies, you know who you are and you are amazing. You pull me up when I’m down and you have so much love for each other. We’ve been through so much this year as a group, but not because of drama. It’s because we are family and we rise and fall with each other. I am so proud to have you all as my friends and as members of my street team. We’re going to rock Vegas in November and I can’t wait to hug and celebrate with you all. Until then, we need more Friday night stories! 
Tiffany Fox – Thank you so much for your amazing edits! I know sometimes you get these books and you think ‘Wow that wasn’t bad’ and other times ‘WTF was she thinking?’ Regardless, you are an essential part of bringing these books to life. Thank you for your amazing work and your patience. 
Regina Wamba – Thank you for the beauty you bring to the covers of my books. Your art conveys the emotion of the story and is the first impression people see. This particular cover was a labor of love but its beauty and emotion is exactly what I envisioned. I love that this series has been fully represented by your art. Thank you! 
I’d run out of space before I could thank all of the amazing bloggers who have helped me along this journey.  But I have to thank a few who have gone above and beyond. 
Cover to Cover Book Blog, Halos and Horns Book Blog, Eye Candy Bookstore, Summer’s Book Blog, CJ’s Book Corner, Love Between the Sheets, Swoonworthybooks, Four Chicks Flipping Pages, Drue’s Random Chatter, Hook Me Up Book Blog, Tantalizing Reviews, I Dare You to Read, K&S Book Blog, Roc n’ Read, Relaxed Reads, Brittany’s Book Blog, This Redhead LOVES Books,  Author Love, Katsindiebookblog, Reading in Sarah’s Corner, Purpinkrosesbookcorner, Mommy’s Late Night Book Up, Hopelessly Hooked on Books, Bookland Paradise, Revenge of the Feels, Bedknobs and Book Babes, Cruising Susan Book Reviews, and The Book Nuts.
If I didn’t mention your blog, please don’t take it personally, I love you all! I think all of the blogs are amazing and that your job might be the hardest of all. It takes a lot of work to run a blog and then to write an honest review that reflects your true feelings of the book. Thank you all for what you do, you really are the center of the indie world. I have so much respect for you guys. Thank you! 
There are only a few friends of mine who know I write. I love you guys. You’ve read my stories, dried my tears, filled me with margaritas, and encouraged my dreams. Without you, this wouldn’t be possible. Thank you for loving my crazy ass. 
This series might be over but there are still more good things to come. I hope you all will hang on for the ride. You’ll see one more novella featuring these characters just in time for Christmas 2015. In the future, you’ll see a few characters get a spin off and maybe some of your favorites will make appearances. Only time will tell. Coming soon will be Chasing Cassidy and Just an Illusion. I can’t wait to share these stories with you all. 
Until the next time I get to gush my appreciation for you all, 
XoXo, 
Dee 
 
 




For those of you who have read my books I know many of you feel strongly about #TeamDaniel and #TeamMike. Your feedback, ratings, and reviews are very important to independent authors. Please leave a rating and consider leaving a review, I’d love to hear your thoughts. 
 
Feel free to visit:
My website: http://www.dkellyauthor.com
My Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/dkellyauthor
Google +  https://plus.google.com/+DeeKellyAuthor/posts
Twitter: https://twitter.com/dkellyauthor
Goodreads https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/7492436.D_Kelly
Pinterest: http://www.pinterest.com/deekellyauthor/
Stay up to date on all current news, new releases, and giveaways by joining my mailing list:
http://www.dkellyauthor.com/mailing-list
Feel free to drop me an email at dkellyauthor@gmail.com

 




There were a lot of scenes I wanted to include in Loving Kate but because of the wedding story arc being a secret I just couldn’t include them without blowing the surprise. So I’ve decided to include them in the paperback version of the book as a bonus feature.   
I’ve included a few scenes in the e-book so you can have a sneak peek of the bonus feature content in the paperback.   
 
	Kate’s Journal Entry – Included in both books
	Connor and Kate Tattoo Scene – Included in both books
	My Dearest Katherine – Included in both books
	Marc’s Confession – Included in both books (previously released on my website)
	Marc’s Side – Included in both books 
	Vanessa’s Letter to Daniel – Available in the paperback
	Daniel and Mike – Available in the paperback (excerpt from when Daniel asked for Mike’s permission)
	Let’s Plan A Wedding  - Available in the paperback
	Daniel and Kate – Available in the paperback  (Wedding night) 

 





 




“You’re sure you want to do this?” Connor asks for about the fiftieth time as we pull into the parking lot of Ben’s shop. 
“Yes, I’m positive. Mike and I have a tattoo that bonds us and I need to have that with Daniel, too. For me, Connor, not for him.” 
Connor shakes his head as he gets out of the car. “Alright, Kate. You’re a big girl and can do what you want, but for the record, he doesn’t deserve you.” 
That statement stops me in my tracks. “Care to elaborate on that?” 
He opens the door to the shop and motions for me to go first. “It’s not anything bad but he’s being an ass to you. He doesn’t deserve to have a forever spot on your skin when he can barely look you in the eyes right now.” 
Ben is standing at the counter and overhears our exchange. “Wait, Daniel doesn’t know you’re getting this tattoo, either?” he asks, shaking his head. “What is with the two of you getting secret tattoos? Can’t you guys do something together for once?” 
I know I’m going to get a lot of shit for this but I’m prepared. “Hopefully, one day we’ll do everything together. Look, you guys, I really appreciate the concern but I’m a grown woman and if I want a tattoo that matches the one of the man who owns my heart then that’s what I’ll do.” 
“Alright,” Ben says reluctantly as he leads us to his station, “but I don’t want to see either of you in here getting a cover-up. Speaking of… here’s my book, pick yours.” Ben hands me a giant book of tattoos and points to the three similar books on the counter. “If you don’t see one in there, look on the counter. If you still don’t see anything we’ll have to custom design one.” 
I guess I don’t really understand. Connor notices the confused look on my face and helps me out. “Ben won’t do a tattoo of the name of a significant other unless you have a cover-up picked out.” 
What the hell? 
“That’s a little pessimistic, isn’t it?” I ask curiously. 
“No, it’s one hundred percent realistic. I’m sure you and Daniel will work out. Not because I know you very well, but because I saw how excited and determined he was when he got yours. I’ve never seen him that passionate about anyone and I’ve known him since we were kids. But for every other Tom, Dick, and Harry that comes in here in lust who comes back later with buyer’s remorse, the cover-up files make my life a hell of a lot easier.”
“Got it,” I reply as I randomly browse through the photos. Ben and Connor catch up as I thumb through the pages. Ben is extremely talented. Finally, I just end up picking a random photo and show it to Ben. He looks at it thoughtfully and nods. 
“This will cover it up perfectly if the time should come. You’re sure this is the one?” 
I nod even though I know I’ll never get this covered up. Regardless if Daniel takes me back or not, this tattoo is going to make my heart feel like I have a part of him with me always. I need that. 
“What about you, Connor? Ready to ink up that virgin skin yet?” Ben asks with a chuckle while he preps the station. 
“Fuck no. My skin is too pretty to mark it up for good,” Connor replies seriously. 
“Come on, Connor, there’s really nothing you would get? No friendship tat or something to show Jess how much you love her?” I’m curious why he has such an aversion to tattoos. 
“Maybe my kids’ names one day…I don’t know. I’d never get a chick’s name because unlike the tattoo I’m stuck with forever, she could leave at any time.” 
Now we’re getting somewhere. I’m not sure why Connor has such a fear of being loved. He comes from a family full of love. Ben starts the tattoo and I feel the needle going in and out; it stings but it doesn’t really hurt. I reach out for Connor’s hand and he takes it. I don’t need comfort but I want him to feel my love when I ask him my next question. 
“Connor, why are you so scared to let someone in and love them? You’ve grown up around nothing but love so I just don’t get why you’re so closed off.” His eyes cloud over and even Ben pauses for a second and watches his expression. 
“I’m only going to answer this because it’s you asking. Ben, you’re like the bartender in this situation. You didn’t hear anything, got it?” Connor asks with narrowed eyes. 
“Hey, man, this place is like Vegas, what happens here stays here,” Ben replies. 
Connor clears his throat. “My parents have this epic love story. They met at school at a football game, actually.” 
“Just like April and Jake,” I murmur.
“Exactly like them. Jake and April have a pretty epic story, too. I’m not fool enough to think I’d meet my true love like that even though I may have hoped it could happen that way. When I met Jess in school, I figured close enough, there’s a football field on campus.” 
Ben snorts but I can see in the mirror he’s keeping his head down, focused on his work. 
“Jess is…she’s hard to love, Kate.” I nod, knowing exactly how he feels. 
“And I try, I really do, but she pushes me away. It’s a back and forth routine with us. I take two steps forward and she pushes me three steps back. It’s exhausting and I try not to be offended by it because I get she had a crap-ass childhood with no real example of parental love.” 
If he only knew. I’m sure whatever she’s shared with him is just the tip of the iceberg. 
“She’s told you about her childhood?” 
“Little bits here and there. Enough for me to piece together it wasn’t good. Would you care to enlighten me?” 
I shake my head. “I can’t, Connor, I’m sorry. Talk to Mike. He’ll tell you and he’s probably the best one to do it anyway. You need a guy’s point of view here.”
“Fair enough. So until Jess, there’s never been anyone to even spark a long-term interest in me. We’re in a rough spot right now and I think we just need to slow things down. I’ve never been in love before and it’s obvious she hasn’t, either.” 
I nod my head. He’s totally right about that. 
“Since I’m not in any big rush to marry her and have babies, I figure we’ve got nothing but time.”
There’s more, I can tell, and so can Ben.
“But,” Ben presses. Connor shoots him a dirty look but actually continues. 
“But… She makes me feel like I want more and I want it with her. I’m just afraid no matter how much time I give her, no matter how much I back off and give her space, she’ll still never let herself be loved or give that love in return.” 
And there we have it. Two people in love, and so afraid of love, they’re willing to lose it. 
“Callie was like that when we started dating, too. Her parents did a real number on her. You’ve just got to tell yourself it isn’t personal. Those are her demons and you need to be her demon slayer.”
“I never would have guessed that about her. Callie’s always been so outgoing and friendly,” Connor replies, surprised. 
“And what, Connor, Jess isn’t? Have we met the same girl? She’s nice to everyone she meets because she knows how shitty it feels to have people treat you badly.” Hopefully, my words will resonate with him some. 
“You’re right, and that’s why it surprises me when she constantly pushes me away.” 
“Well, if it’s any consolation, I’d push you away, too. You can be a bit much at times,” Ben tells him with a laugh. 
“You’re an ass.” Connor’s laughing as he says it, though, so that’s always a good sign. 
“You’ve just got to let it ride, Connor. Love her enough for both of you. I know Jess and she’ll eventually come around.”
“She’s right. If Jess is anything like Callie, she’ll hit her breaking point sooner than later and realize it’s much easier to love you than to constantly deny her feelings and pull away.”
Ben’s a pretty smart guy, not that I doubted it before, but I know it for sure now. 
“You’re done, Kate,” he says, handing me a mirror so I can look at my shoulder. It’s beautiful and exactly what I needed. I already feel my muscles relaxing as part of the tension I’ve been holding on to dissipates. 
“It’s amazing, Ben. Thank you,” I tell him sincerely. 
“I still can’t believe you just did that. I’m always going to be in your life. You could have just gotten an ‘I love Connor, he’s my best friend for life and my marriage backup plan all rolled into one’ tattoo.” 
Ben rolls his eyes at him but I’m cracking up. “Hey, Ben, can you draw something up that means all of that but doesn’t actually say it? It would have to be unisex because if I get that, Connor has to get an ‘I love Kate, she is the keeper of my secrets and the guru of love and if she doesn’t help me marry the love of my life she’s also my marriage backup plan and our babies be smoking hot adults when they grow up’ tattoo.” 
Ben nods enthusiastically and I can just tell he’s dying to get Connor in his chair. Connor is already surrendering, holding his hands up and backing away. 
“I think I’m good. No need to start drawing anything.” 
“You’re such a fucking pussy, Houston. If Kate can take it without flinching you should be able to, too. Why don’t you just admit you’re afraid of needles?” Ben taunts him.
“It’s got nothing to do with needles, dude. I’m just scared you’ll be like the girls. Once you touch me for an extended period of time you’ll fall helplessly in love with me and won’t be able to let me go. I can’t be the cause of you losing your family.” 
“I’m not helplessly in love with you, asshole,” I retort as I punch him in the arm. 
“I know, it’s weird. You must have been inoculated as a child to be immune to my kryptonite.” 
Fucking Connor. I love him so much and I’m laughing so hard I’m crying. 
“Callie doesn’t need a vaccination to stay away from your ass. She’s only attracted to guys with ink. And since you’re so proud of your virgin skin I don’t have to worry about you stealing her away with your superhero dick.” 
Still laughing over here. Oh my god. 
“And for the record, even if you had some ink…Callie likes real men, not gossip queens. You need to watch him, Kate, he’s not good at keeping secrets. This could get out real fast.” 
He’s being serious now as he tells me this.
“I’d never tell Kate’s secrets. I love her more than you guys,” Connor replies, finally able to get a jab in. 
“Jeez, are you guys always like this? It’s like hanging out with pre-school kids.” 
They both look at me and smile. Guess that answers my question. 
“Thanks for the tattoo, Ben. I’ll have Connor let you know when the cat is out of the bag. Until then, consider it top secret.” I place enough money in his hand to cover the tattoo and a big tip to encourage his discretion even more. 
“Your money isn’t good here, Kate, just go make my friend happy again,” he says, handing it back to me. 
“I’ll do my best. Thanks again,” I tell him, and as we walk out, I put all the money into a donation jar on his counter for a sick local boy. Ben looks shocked and I smile and wave as we leave. 
“You’ve got a good heart, Kate,” Connor says sweetly and kisses my cheek. 
“Maybe I do, but what good is it doing me if it’s always broken?” 
“Don’t worry, Kate, it’s not going to be broken for long. Daniel loves you and he will come back. Trust me. I’ve known him all my life. He’s pouting right now but in a few weeks he’ll be all excessively romantic, calling you gumdrop and shit again.” He cringes when he says gumdrop because he knows it’s a sexual reference. 
I sure hope he’s right.   
 




Well, sweetie, this is my last letter for you to be given to you on your twenty-fifth birthday. Happy Birthday, Katie Grace. I’ve tried to write this letter many times. Trying to figure out what to say is harder than I thought it would be. I’ve just decided to tell you all the things I’ve hoped for you. I hope you, Jessica, and Michael are still the best of friends. I hope growing up without me wasn’t as hard as I’ve imagined it would be. I hope you and your father have finally developed a relationship. I truly hope Brian and Linda Houston are in your life again and that you’ve grown up with your God brothers, Connor and Jake. If they aren’t around, please get their information from the attorney, he will have it. I regret not keeping them close all the years I could have. I’m sorry I’ve missed so much, but just know if it would have been possible I would have been there for it all. 
The most important thing I hope for you is the ability to forgive. Forgiveness comes from the deepest part of your heart. Not many people intentionally set out doing something they will need forgiveness for… it just happens. That’s why they’re called mistakes and truly the best thing that can come from a mistake is learning from it and being forgiven for it. Being forgiving helps you more than it helps them. Harboring anger and resentment isn’t healthy. You’re not here to judge others, so don’t. Offer your forgiveness immediately and let it go.
I always envisioned a beautiful life for you and I hope with all my heart that vision comes true. Love with all your heart and always love enough for you both. Don’t settle for anyone who doesn’t love you the way you love them. You’ve always had a heart bigger than anyone I’ve ever known. Let that love shine across your family and friends. Never forget how much I love you, Katherine, because I’ll never stop…I love you bigger than the sky. 
Always.
Love, 
Mom
 




My phone rings just as my alarm goes off and I hope against hope it’s Daniel calling. 
It’s Marc.
It’s been a week since he left and my life turned upside down. 
“Hello,” I answer groggily. 
“Hey, baby girl, did I wake you up?” He sounds bright-eyed and cheery. 
“No, my alarm just went off. Are you home?” We haven’t spoken since that night and I’m kind of scared where this conversation may take us. 
“No, I’m in San Francisco now, looking into some potential real estate for a new club. We got back from Bali last night. I’ve been meaning to call you but I thought you might need some time.” 
Time—Marc-speak for he needed a break. 
“I miss you, when are you coming back home?” And I do miss him; I miss my friend. 
“Next week sometime, so… have you told him yet?” 
“Told who what?” 
Yeah, that’s it, Kate, play dumb to the guy who knows you like the back of his hand. 
“Come on, Kate, you know what I mean. Have you told Daniel you are head over heels in love with his ass yet?” 
He knew.
He said he did but I wasn’t sure. 
“Things are complicated. He knows about us and he has a baby now. Vanessa’s baby was his not Mike’s.” 
I hear him exhale loudly and can just picture the look on his face right now. 
“That is complicated, alright. Do you care that the baby is his? I mean, does it affect your feelings for him at all?”
All the emotions I’ve been trying to hold back are bubbling to the surface. 
“I wish you were here. This would be a much better talk in person. But to answer your question, no, Lucas being Daniel’s in no way affects my feelings for him. I’ll admit it’s a little hard to wrap my head around, but I knew it was coming. Or that at least it was a possibility.” 
There’s dead air between us for a minute before he continues. 
“Kate, about that night, I’m sorry. I feel like I took advantage of you,” he says sadly. 
What? 
“Marc, you can’t take advantage of the willing and I was more than willing. We were incredible and intense and so passionately raw. I will never, not ever, regret what we did. Do you?” 
Please don’t say yes. 
“No, baby girl, I don’t regret a minute of it. My only regret is we can’t do it again,” he says with a laugh. 
“I got your message the next morning. I’m sorry, Marc, I never knew you were in love with me. I love you so much but not the same way,” I tell him, wiping away the tear falling from my eye. 
“Kate, it’s okay. I love you, too, and I will cherish our night together forever. But like I told you before, I’m good with it just being sex. I was drunk, too, and felt like I needed to tell you all that. It was something I wanted you to know but not something I wanted to dwell on. That’s why I left it as a message. But we need to leave it in the past.” 
He’s such a great guy; I almost wish I was in love with him. Maybe things would be easier. 
“So we’re going to be okay?” The hesitant tone in my voice lingers in the air. 
“Baby girl, we’re fine, we’re always going to be fine. I want you to be happy and you know I’m not ready to settle down. My eyes wander too much for me to be faithful to anyone for too long. It’s just the way I’m made.” 
“You keep telling yourself that, but one of these days a girl is going to come along and she’s going to make you feel things you never knew existed. I can’t wait to see your whole world turn upside down for her.” 
He laughs but it’s awkward. 
“Speaking of turning worlds upside down, I have a confession to make. I wasn’t too worried about it before, but now that Matthews is back in the picture I think I should finally tell you why Mike hates me so much.” 
All these years I’ve wondered what the hell happened between them. Now I’m going to finally get some answers. 
“Just remember I love you and I was a stupid kid, we all were.” 
Uh-oh this is going to be bad.
“Okay, I’m ready, tell me the story.” 
It takes about thirty minutes for him to come clean about everything. I’ll admit there were things that really pissed me off and a few things that made me laugh. But at least now I know. 
“Kate, are you still there? Do you hate me?” He’s really worried. 
“Relax, Marc, I could never hate you. I’m not happy with some of the things you did, but I can kind of understand why you did them. It sounds to me like you gave as good as you got and Mike isn’t innocent in all of this, either.” 
He exhales loudly on the other end of the phone. “You have no idea how relieved I am to hear that.” 
“We kind of thought you and Mike got in a fight that day. There wasn’t a baseball in sight. It’s nice to know we weren’t crazy.” Seriously, we looked everywhere for a ball that day. 
He’s laughing and really does sound genuinely happy. I’m sure this has been bothering him for a while. 
“You know you have to come clean to Mike, though, don’t you? He’s a good guy and he’s changed. I don’t think he’ll hold it over your head or anything. Not now.”
“Yeah, I know. Jack has made it clear this is something that needs to end. He doesn’t want any more scenes at the club.” 
I fake a shocked gasp. “What? You mean Jack doesn’t want any more scenes at The Scene? Isn’t that bad for business?” 
“Ha ha, very funny, you know what I mean.” 
“Yeah, I know. And for the record, if there’s anything I’m mad about it’s that you’re part owner of a fucking sex club and never told me!” I wonder when we get past all of this if he’ll rent Daniel and me a room for a night. We could have some serious fun in that sex swing. 
“I’m sorry about that, but like I told you that night, I couldn’t because of my contract. If it makes you feel any better, I really wanted to,” he says sincerely. 
“I forgive you. I’m just happy you have something that makes you happy. I know you enjoy the gym but you’ve always wanted something more. I’m glad to see your dreams are coming true.” 
“They are, and I am happy. I’ll be happier when you get your man back.” There’s a pause and then he continues, “You know, Kate, I really want our friendship to stay the same. I accepted a long time ago you weren’t the girl for me. If it’s meant to be, she’ll come along. But I did have fun letting you cougarize my ass,” he says with a laugh, and I blush, remembering exactly what he did to my ass. 
“I think we had this sexual tension lingering for a long time. We both know it was bound to happen. It did and now we can move on. If anything, I hope it makes our friendship stronger because we are so much more than sex.”
“I absolutely agree. I’ve got to go but I’ll see you soon, baby girl. I love you.” 
“I love you, too, Marc. Call me when you get home.” 
After we hang up, relief washes over me. We’re going to be fine. 




Jack pulls the car up to the curb and I throw my bag in the back and hop in. After last night, I’m happy to be getting away for a few weeks. Hopefully, while we’re gone, Kate will sort herself out and finally tell those two which one owns her heart. 
“You look like shit,” Jack says as he pulls away from the curb. 
“I’m sure I do. It was a long night,” I reply with a yawn. 
“Yeah, well, I took care of Matthews and his friends but he still fucking hates your ass.” That makes me laugh. I think Mike is always going to hate me. Not that I don’t egg him on, because I do and I always have, but he’s the one who started it so he deserves it. I know Kate loves him but he was such a little bitch when we were kids. 
“Someday I’ll tell him what I did and maybe he won’t hate me as much. But since I don’t really like him, I just don’t feel the need to go out of my way to ease his pain.”
Jack ponders my words for a few minutes before responding. “You know, now that you’re older and he really has nothing to lose, he might just tell Kate what a pervy creep you are. You might want to think about explaining what you did to him and why before she loses her shit on you. She’s your best friend. The last thing you want is for her to be angry with you.” 
This isn’t anything I haven’t told myself many times before, but he’s right. Now that Mike is back, I probably should be a little concerned about it now. When he was out of the picture it was a non-issue, and when they were together he didn’t dare tell her and risk losing her. But now…he doesn’t have anything to lose but he’s got everything to gain. 
Fuck.
Once we board Jack’s private jet, he heads to the small bedroom in the back to get some sleep. Jack needs this trip. The club is his life and he stays up almost all night to ensure things run smoothly for the guests once the club shuts down. I wish he’d finally pick a chick and utilize one of the rooms instead; the boy is wound too tight. 
After the plane is in the air, I recline my chair and think back to see if I even remember how my battle with Matthews got started. If I’m going to come clean to Kate, I’ve got to remember the details. The girl has a memory like no other and she’s going to want to know everything. I’m sifting through the memories in my mind as if they are photos I’m holding in my hand. I remember meeting Katie Grace for the first time and how euphoric I was that we were on the same gymnastics training team. She was shy but the smile she graced me with when I started talking to her made me even happier. I’m not even sure why…we couldn’t have been older than six or seven. 
Over the years, our moms became good friends. They would chat during practice and at least once a week we would go out for frozen yogurt or dinner. When my mom got sick, Kate’s mom spent a lot time with her and she would usually drive me home from practice while my dad was still at work. After my mom died, Lila always picked me up after school and took me to practice, too. Then a few months later, when she died, my dad and Kate’s dad got us a driver to take us back and forth to our sessions. By then, I was on the boys’ team and she was on the girls’ team but the practices were at the same time. Even all the way back then Kate loved Mike. Their relationship was inevitable and I was admittedly jealous. 
I’m not exactly sure when I started thinking I had fallen in love with Kate, maybe not until Matthews dumped her and left her high and dry. But I’d always had feelings for her going all the way back to that first day. Matthews and I hated each other as far back as eighth grade. I know that for sure because that’s when I kissed Kate for the first time. Right after that, the same night if I remember correctly, Matthews asked her to be his girlfriend and successfully crushed my teenage soul. 
That’s it. Now I remember exactly what started it all. It wasn’t long after I saw Matthews hugging Riley. Riley was my friend Josh’s sister and she was in love with Mike. When I saw them together, I made a really crude comment about how I was going to fuck Kate and make her mine. I think I was twelve at the time. I knew about sex but not enough to make that kind of comment.  Of course, now I know I shouldn’t have used my friend as a way to piss him off but at the time I was angry that Kate liked him and he was leading her on…Riley, too. I was just acting like a badass and I wanted to get under his skin. 
It worked, too. I saw the nasty looks he was giving me and I know he wanted to say something about it but since he was all wrapped up in Riley, he couldn’t. After that, he was always glaring at me and trying to keep Kate away from me. Poor Kate had no clue what was going on and I figured that was best. Matthews and I could have our war and she wouldn’t have to be in the middle. Ultimately, she was in the middle anyway. 
The time we played Spin the Bottle at Kate’s birthday party was another way I tried to get under his skin. I’ll admit he played the game well; I never stood a chance once he teamed up with Jess. After Jess and I left them alone, we went our separate ways in the hall. I knew I eventually wanted Kate and kissing her best friend would crush any chances I had of that happening. Jess bounced down the stairs while I pretended to use the restroom. When I walked back to Kate’s room, I saw her and Mike kissing and I knew I was going to have to wait for my chance with her. 
Imagine my surprise when the very next weekend I saw Mike with his tongue down Riley’s throat. I wasn’t about to let my girl get played like that. I left Matthews with his flavor of the week and went and told Kate. I’ll admit, looking back, that was a really shitty thing to do but back then I just thought I was protecting her. Turned out she already knew, and that might have been the first time I realized Kate was wise beyond her years. Kate explained all about how she and Matthews decided they were too young to be involved if they wanted something bigger between them later. I realized how screwed I really was. If Kate wasn’t mad about Riley, she was going to wait for him forever. I felt bad for her but I was pissed off for myself and determined to make Matthews feel it. 
I tried to cool down for a while but it didn’t work; I was still really pissed off. Not because Kate was waiting for Mike, but because Mike seemed all too happy letting Kate wait while he was having fun. Looking back on it now, they were just kids and Kate wasn’t ready. I see that now but I bet Mike was able to see it then. Even though I was one of her best friends, he was hands down her best friend and knew her better than anyone. 
Finally, the summer after eighth grade, I got tired of waiting for them to get together and made my move. We were at the movies and she let me hold her hand. When we got inside, I made sure we were in the last row against the wall. I was so nervous. Finally, I got the courage to lean over and kiss her. At first we were just kissing, but as soon as she opened her sweet little mouth to me I accepted the invitation. My heart was racing and her hand quickly reached around the back of my neck. Then, just as suddenly as it started, she pulled back and I knew she was still stuck on him. 
Once the movie was over, she apologized to me over and over but I assured her it was fine and I understood. And I did; Kate had loved Mike since before they even knew what love meant. But it didn’t mean I liked it and I wasn’t going to make Mike’s life hell. So I continued to go out of my way every chance I could when he was around to make him jealous. I hugged her, spun her around, took her places, tried to out gift him on special occasions, whatever I could. 
One day, though, he took things way too far. 
We were waiting outside of Katherine’s house for her and Jessica to get back from the mall. It was a few weeks after they had ‘officially’ become a couple. I could tell from the looks he kept giving me he was pissed about something and I’d had enough of his shit. 
“What, Matthews? Just spit it out and stop with the fucking glares. You obviously have something to say so just spit it out. What are you pissed off about now?”
“Fine. What the hell are you doing here?” 
That’s it? That’s all he’s got?
“I’m waiting for Katherine to get back from the mall with Jessica. What are you doing here?” I know we have plans and she knows we don’t like each other. Katherine would never invite Mike and me at the same time unless it was a special occasion. 
“I’m her boyfriend, so I can be here whenever I want,” he said, puffing his chest out as if his scrawny little ass could take me. 
“Whatever. We have plans, so why don’t you just go home and call her later? Just because you’re her boyfriend doesn’t make you the ruler of her kingdom. She is allowed to hang out with her other friends.”
“Look, Marc, I don’t know why you can’t take a hint but Katherine is only your friend because you guys both lost your moms. If you didn’t keep using that to your advantage she wouldn’t even be friends with you.” 
Hell no, he did not just go there. I jumped up and poked him in that puffed out chest of his with my finger but I really wanted to knock his ass out.
“Listen, fuckwad, I was her friend first. You came along a few months later. So if anyone has rights to her friendship it’s me. You just can’t stand the fact that I kissed her.” 
He pushed me and his face got really red. “No, I can’t stand the fact that you’re using her, thinking you’re going to get to fuck her like you told your friends. She’s not like those skanks you hang around with at school.”
His rant was almost comical, especially with that red face. He hasn’t hit me yet because he knows he won’t win. When I can finally speak without cracking up, I do it with confidence. “Have no doubt in your mind, Matthews, when you least expect it I’m going to fuck the hell out of her. I’m going to fuck her so good that she’ll never go back to you.” 
I knew as the words flew out of my mouth he was going to hit me and I deserved it. Not that I didn’t want to be with Katherine someday, because I did, but she didn’t deserve to be disrespected at all. Matthews just brought out the worse in me. As his fist connected with my jaw and my head flung back, he screamed at me. “You’ll never get the chance to fuck her because she’s going to be my wife, asshole. Don’t you ever fucking talk about her like that again or I will tell her what a ginormous dick you really are!”
Damn, he hits harder than I could have ever imagined. Maryanne pulled up with the girls as I was wiping away the blood from my mouth. 
We ended up telling them Mike accidentally nailed me with a baseball; he didn’t want them to know what happened any more than I did. 
After that day, I heard Mike make the dead mom comment a few times too many. Not actually from him but through mutual friends. I’m not sure if it was an easy way for him to justify Kate spending time with me to his friends or what but I’d finally had enough. 
A girl I was seeing my junior or senior year of high school went to the same gym Matthews did. I was there with her one day and saw him and expressed my dislike for him. For one reason or another she didn’t like him and asked me if I wanted to play a joke on him. This girl was older and definitely more sexually experienced than I was at the time. She made some crude comments about us fucking and my dick size right in front of Matthews. I knew he heard and I was content with that. 
She suggested taking it a bit further. I knew she was kinky because she liked to role play. That wasn’t something I really knew at seventeen. But she was all too happy to teach me. Her plan was for us to have sex in the shower around the time Mike would walk in. She had her friend text her when he was coming so we could put the plan into action. As I came, I called out Kate’s name and said some other things I don’t really remember now. Her friend said he came running out with his hand over his mouth like he was going to throw up. 
That was great except I felt like I was going to, too. I didn’t mind messing with this girl and calling her other names, but to bring Kate into it felt sacrilegious somehow. I still feel almost dirty thinking about doing that to Kate. After that, Matthews never looked at me again with anything other than hatred in his eyes and he did whatever he could to keep Kate away from me. Honestly, he did the right thing because if it would have been reversed I would have done the same. I’m not sure why I went along with the plan other than the girl was kinky as fuck and I was being led by my dick. 
I hated what I did and I still do. I’m not sure why he never told Kate other than they broke up a few months later and he just never got around to it. Since he was a non-issue, I never confessed but now I need to confess. I know Kate and I know she’ll forgive me, it just might take some time. I’ll call her as soon as I get back into town.
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Oh. My. God, I thought as Mr. Sex-on-legs leaned in and nibbled on my bottom lip like we were lovers. Though we've talked for weeks through a messaging service on an online dating site, tonight was the first time we had met in person, and I was sure it would be the last. Yes, the last. This decision wasn't made because Alex was boring or bad looking—he was far from either. I decided this because of the rules I’d set in place to ensure that there would be no sort of relationship in my future. 
With a raspy voice full of sex appeal, he said all the right things to progress the inevitable, and he was confident about it. Whether what he said was truth or lies, I didn't care. My intentions were purely physical, not to learn every detail about him or fall in love. That wasn't possible anyway. Love was an emotion that took time, an investment, and I didn't believe in love at first sight. It always seemed like a silly concept to me. Love is a complicated emotion within itself. Add the first-sight bullshit to love, and I become completely lost on the subject.
As I sat there listening to Alex talk in depth about architectural design, a thought crossed my mind: I didn't know if Alex was actually his real name or not, and if it wasn't, then the playing field was even—because I didn't give him mine. There were rules to the game of potential one-night stands in the Internet dating world, rules that I followed religiously. I had a reputation to uphold, and there were too many stalkers and psychos around. 
First rule: Never give your real name.
Second rule: Use the same fake name, so you won't forget who you are.
Instead of being Roxane VanBuren, the President of VanBuren Investments, tonight I was Katie, the girl who had one goal in mind. The girl who refused to talk about where she worked, and who also happened to love tequila and dirty martinis. Katie's favorite place to meet men she chatted with on the Internet was the Hilton Hotel Bar downtown. The location ensured there wouldn't be far to go if the night progressed into something else.
Third rule: Never bring men home. 
It didn't take long for him to confirm that the night would be full of sex. A few drinks smothered with innuendoes, and we couldn't keep our hands and lips off of one another. After the last-minute booking of a room and the swipe of his credit card, we were stumbling through the hotel between kisses. Once inside the room, every single piece of clothing on our bodies disappeared from pure desire.
I ran my fingers through his blond hair as he pulled me closer to his strong body. Teeth grazed my neck, then he laid me down on the bed. Gently, his lips moved over my breasts. He flicked and nibbled on my nipple, then licked up my chest. I laughed because no one had ever licked from my belly button to my mouth before. No, definitely not. 
We were ravenous for each other, and I wanted him to devour me with his tender touch and generous mouth. Before we went any further, Alex stood long enough for me to admire him. Muscles rippled down his stomach and his ass. Then he caught me staring and lifted an eyebrow as he quickly rolled a condom over his dick. Well, it was the best muscle on his body.
Fourth rule: Always have protection available. Safe sex is important.

Prepared. I love a man who is perpetually ready for his next adventure. Alex pulled me to the edge of the bed, and that was when I really noticed the dimple in his chin. Yes, a fucking dimple, and it was cute.
"That brown hair . . . are your eyes two different colors?"
I stopped kissing him. "Yeah. Green and brown."
"You are so fucking sexy, Katie," he whispered as he guided himself inside of me. Ready didn't fully describe how my body took him. It had been months since I felt that. 
At first, he went slow. He gave me deep thrusts, long and hard. Out of nowhere, as if he switched bodies with a virgin, he was in and out so quickly that I thought it was a drive-by sex session to see how quick he could fuck. In and out. In and out. In and out. Over and over, again and again.
I felt like I had been pranked. The foreplay was amazing, but the actual act after the warm-up thrusts lacked in several areas. If I were to rate it, I'd say a strong two. I sarcastically moaned as I mentally counted in my head. My body desperately craved the release of an orgasm, but I wasn't even close. Actually, I was completely turned off.
Before I could even attempt to get myself there, he was bucking and moaning with his mouth wide open. "Oh. Oh. Uh. Uh. Uh. Oooooooooooh," he said, as he pushed a little deeper into me and finished his powerful orgasm, robbing me of mine. 
I looked over at the clock on the table.
Five minutes. 
It took him a total of five damn minutes before he came. 
I sighed as he climbed off of me, tied the condom in a knot, then threw it in the trash. A huge smile filled the bastard’s face as he laid down completely satisfied. I wasn't sure if that really just happened or not. It was not supposed to happen like that. Both people were supposed to be satisfied.
"God, that was soooo good. Your pussy is perfection, Katie. That orgasm. Best one I've ever had," he said as I stared at the ceiling, trying to determine what the fuck just happened. Never in my life had someone fucked so fast that it left me speechless. 
"Want to go for round two after I catch my breath?" he asked, then turned and looked at me.
I sat up in bed, wondering if he was fucking kidding. When I looked over at him, I realized he wasn't.
"Wait. Wait a damn second," I said. 
"It was just as good for you, wasn't it?" He tried to pull me close to him so we could . . . wait for it— cuddle. 
Fifth rule: No cuddling. It gives false hope and triggers emotions.
I pushed away from him and sarcastically laughed. It was almost hard for me to comprehend the absurdity of this situation. Obviously, he had not experienced the same five minutes of horrible sex that I just had, not by the smile on his face and the lingering hardness of his dick. 
"No. Just, no. Actually, I think that was the worst five minutes of my life. I didn't even come. I wasn't even fucking close." I stood, exasperated by the fact that he wanted me to experience that again. I shook my head, and searched for every piece of clothing that I had quickly removed ten minutes prior, then grabbed my high heels and slipped them on.
"I thought you had. You were just so tight." 
I wanted him to choke on every word I had said. After another moment, he finally understood what had taken place. "Hey, it was longer than five minutes. Let me make it up to you. Round two," he pled.
"Not happening. And just a pointer—fucking isn't a race. Next time, when some other idiot decides to fuck you, which I can guarantee will not be me, try to go for the marathon session and make sure she actually gets off. It makes you look like a selfish asshole, otherwise. Women don't like that."
"And you . . . well, you're being a bitch."
"Not the first time I've been called that, and I'm sure it won't be the last." I glared at him as I zipped my skirt. If looks could kill, he would have disintegrated instantly. Without taking a glance back at him, I slammed the door and walked furiously to the elevator. I stepped inside with hopes of forgetting what just happened, but somehow I couldn't. The images of him fast-fucking me were already replaying in my mind.
Dammit.
Two weeks ago, when we started chatting online, or even two hours ago, when we first met in person, I never suspected he would be the one to deliver me the most regretful sex of my entire life. He said all the right things, had a little swagger, a nice ass, and a fit body. What a waste of a good-looking man. No wonder he was single. 
From that point on, I was convinced that there would always be something wrong with people who searched for love, or even just sex, online. So, I needed to figure out my issue and fix it, otherwise, my future might be doomed to speed racers.
When I got home, I took a shower with hopes of removing the entire situation from my body. After I lay down in bed, I slipped my hands down below and tried to relieve myself . . . but I couldn't. Frustrated both physically and mentally, I tried to force myself to sleep, deprived of the stress-relief that sex delivered and that I desperately craved. 
Eventually, I would learn that playing with lust was like playing with fire; sometimes one got burned, while other times, one just enjoyed the warmth. Tonight, I was scorched.
Before I fell asleep, I pulled out my phone and texted my best friend, Stacey.
 
Me: I'm officially giving up on men. I'm done.
 
There was no reply.
Goodreads: https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/22375043-single-volume-1
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Chapter 1
TRACE
College, the last pit stop before being thrust into a world of forced responsibility. A world where senseless partying is frowned upon and getting up early is mandatory. College life is easier, more exciting, and less stressful. “We need to get you ready to take over the company, Trace.” My father likes to say. Hell bent on training me to become president of Weston Enterprises, I resist and want to stay in college forever, partying. 
Speaking of parties, that’s where I am right now. A college party filled with alcohol, and smoking-hot girls. Craig’s house is in the exquisite Palm Beaches and overlooks the Atlantic Ocean. Nestled in the heart of South Florida where kids grow up with trust funds folded in designer wallets. The women with fake tans, fake noses, and other fake body parts walk dogs in strollers and kids on leashes.
The music pumps, and people crowd the table as I enjoy a friendly game of poker. Well, it started out friendly and now has turned into something different. Seth and I are in on this hand as everyone has folded. Losers, all night the same shit, I get a good hand and everyone folds. I glance at the cards one more time, pocket tens. The flop shows the other two tens, and a jack of spades. A four of a kind is a great hand to hold in poker. I’m a confident guy, so I’ll take my chances and continue. Across the room, I spot Hailey with long brown hair and sex in her eyes. She and I hook up, occasionally. She dances with friends in a short black dress and killer high-heels. I smile and return my attention to the game. 
Turning to Seth, with his big shit-eating grin, I move a few chips onto the pile. Craig laughs, “Come on Trace, you ain’t got nothin’.”
“Shut the hell up, Craig” I say, chugging my beer.
I’ve known Craig for a few months, but he irritates me. It may be the fact he is an asshole, but it’s his house so I play nice. 
Seth grins, hell he may have something. Still confidence won’t let me back down, or maybe it’s pride? Seth runs a hand through his wavy blonde hair as the crease in his forehead deepens. Light brown eyes peruse the cards in his sweaty hands. With a new stroke of assurance, I throw more chips onto the pile. Seth follows suit with his inability to back down from a challenge either. Darren shrugs, “Perhaps he has a full house?” 
I stare past Darren to Hailey on the dance floor. She smiles then ducks her head to her friend’s ear as they giggle. I focus, waiting for the last card to flip. Right before Craig flips it over, Seth eyes me up, “Hey wanna make this interesting? How about a side bet?”
I watch as Hailey grinds her body on the dance floor- could she be any sexier? My hand brushes through my thick dark hair, I smile. “Sure, what do you got in mind?”
“If I win, then you have to umm,” he glances around the party as his smile spreads. “See that girl over there?” He points to a girl on the other side of the house, leaning against a wall with her arms crossed over her chest. She wears a tight red mini-skirt and a white shirt. The shirt has sparkles across the front that highlight her big blue eyes. She is in a deep discussion with a lanky blonde guy. 
“No, never seen her.” I glance back to Seth.
He chuckles, “Well, if I win, you and her have to have a vanilla relationship.”
“Vanilla relationship, what’s that?” I ask.
Craig pipes in laughing, “It’s a real, normal relationship. You know the opposite of your usual one night stands.”
The sweat thickens on my upper brow- can he be serious?
“You’re kidding right? Besides looks like she’s taken.” I jab a finger to the guy with her.
“No, she’s not. Trust me.” Seth says.
“Trust you, yeah right. How do you know she isn’t dating that jerk-off?” I shift in the chair and glance at the cards one more time. 
“Because she’s in a class of mine, they’re friends. Only for a month, a month long vanilla relationship. That’s easy.” Seth says.
“And if I win?” I ask.
“Well, what do you think?” Seth shrugs his shoulders. 
“How about a P.A?” I laugh, knowing he will never agree to it. 
“P.A. what is that?” He chuckles.
“Prince Albert.” 
Craig spits out his beer, throwing his head back in laughter. “It’s a freaking piercing in your dick.”
Seth bites back in anger, “I know what a Prince Albert is. Why are the stakes so high?”
“Hey man, the bet was your idea.” I remind him. I’m positive that by this time tomorrow Seth will be in the worst pain ever.
He picks up a few chips and mulls over the bets, a sly smile spreading across his chiseled face. 
Both Darren and Craig sit statuesque while Seth and I never break eye contact.
I have four of a kind; there is no way I’m losing. I glance across the room, back to the girl leaning against the wall; a relationship with her wouldn’t seem bad. She is pretty, long blonde hair, nice body- but a month, damn. I turn sideways in the chair to gain better access; studying her features, I can tell she isn’t pleased. She fights with the tall kid who grabs her by the shoulders. I’m half-tempted to walk over there and hit him, I jerk back in the chair as the need to defend her shocks me. Who is she?
Seth reiterates the challenge, “So let me get this straight, I win, you date her. I lose I have to get a Prince Albert, right?”
“Yep.” A hearty chuckle burst from my lips. 
It’s as if the music stops, and everyone in the room ceases to exist. Seth and I don’t break the bond with our eyes, knowing the stakes are huge.  I never back down from a bet, I am more than confident I won’t lose. Grabbing my beer, I lean over to Seth, “We doing this?”
Seth looks worried, and for a moment, my confidence grows. The best he may have is a full house, but that doesn’t beat a four of a kind. Seth looks back over to blondie then glances down to his crotch and grins, “Ok. Turn the last card.”
Craig flips over a queen of spades. Now I am sitting with four of a kind, queen high. I got this. Darren and Craig are afraid to breathe, glancing at Seth, who looks as though he just won the lottery. Fuck, what does he have? The air thickens as I try to swallow the last of my now warm beer. The cards show my four of a kind. Seth releases a deep breath and flips the cards over to show his ace and king of spades. Kill me, I just lost. 
I just fucking lost.
My anger builds like a volcano threatening to erupt. I take a deep breath and with one hand sling the cards towards Seth. His grin is killing me, and I want so badly to punch something, a fucking royal flush. That never happens. How could that happen? I bolt up knocking the chair to the ground and push the chips across the table. Craig and Darren sit frozen watching my rage unfold. Seth smirks, “Hey, calm down. Your new girlfriend is Vanessa,” he says, pointing back to the girl against the wall, “You’d better get started.” He erupts into laughter and shakes his head.
Running my hands through my hair all I see is red. I take a quick glance back at Vanessa. She is staring at me- well everyone is staring after the spectacle I’ve made. Our eyes meet, and in this moment, I spot something in hers, curiosity? With a half-smile, I walk over to Hailey dancing in the short black dress. I snake an arm around her waist, “Want to get outta here?” 
Her eyes light up with fire and she smiles.
“Let’s go, now.” I say, motioning towards the door. With a glimpse to the blonde in the red-hot mini-skirt. I leave with Hailey, in the killer black dress, who’s been eye-fucking me all night. 
On the way to her apartment, she runs a hand along my thigh. The smell of flowers and cheap perfume, works its way through my Jeep, causing a headache. She asks me why I was so angry earlier and I mumble about losing on a great hand of poker. This answer seems to suffice, and her mouth remains shut for the rest of the way.
We enter the apartment, a typical college girl’s hideout. Pink frilly things and books are everywhere, and a nice flowery couch sits in the living room. She offers me a drink and I shake my head. I grab a hold of her as we enter the room. We make our way over to the wooden framed bed, kicking off shoes. She leans in to kiss me, “I have wanted you all night.” 
I know. 
Long brown hair tangles around my fist and I lean in to claim her lips. My other hand runs down her sweet body, and she rushes to get her panties off, good fast and quick - so I can get out of here. I’d wanted this earlier, but I can’t stop thinking of Vanessa now. Pouty pink lips, long blonde hair, and the way she saw me- as if she were staring into my soul.
I crash my lips back to Hailey and we fall to the bed. She sits up and lifts her arms as I grab the hem of her dress. I lift it in one swift motion as she claws at my shirt. She looks at my chest, panting and breathy she says, “Oh, I love your muscles.” She runs a hand across my abs, towards my jeans. 
With Vanessa still prominent on my mind, I back away from Hailey.
She freezes a moment and then reaches again for my chest. 
“Stop, can we do this another time? I have to go.” I can’t believe my own ears. Hailey frowns, moving lower on the bed towards me. 
“Why should we stop?”   
“I’ve gotta get up early.” I say.
“But it’s Saturday.” 
But it’s Saturday I mock in my mind.
“So I’ve got things to do.” I say, retreating. 
“You’re kidding right?” She reaches her arms around my neck and purrs against my skin. The vibration makes me uneasy and I hop out of bed. “No, I really have to go.” 
My patience is wearing thin, and I need to leave now or she might pull the clingy act girls love to do. 
Finding the right words, I head towards the door. “Maybe another night.” I yell, rushing out of the house. 
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Prologue
 
Stories are meant to be told. I firmly believe that or I wouldn’t be a writer. And yet, some stories should never be told for a variety of reasons. My story…OUR story…is on the border of both of those thoughts. When I first met them, it was quickly decided I would write their story. And that is a great story—the story I want to tell with all my heart and soul. The only problem is, in order to tell their story I have to tell mine, too, and I’m not sure I’m ready to share my story, yet. 
Sighing, I take a look around for a moment and appreciate the silence at the end of the day. It’s funny how so many things can change over the course of a few years. I live in the lap of luxury, a beautiful beachfront house with every amenity I could have ever wanted. But at the end of the day, it’s just a house, and a house isn’t a home until you make it one. 
His ultimatum tonight has prompted all of this reflection. He wants to make this a home for us, but he knows my heart may not completely be his.

Is it?

I would like to think so after all this time, but I’m not really sure. The only way to know for sure what I’m feeling is for me to write THE story. His, mine, theirs, and ours—it’s the only way. 
I fire up my laptop and uncork a bottle of my favorite Pinot Grigio, filling the largest wine glass I own. It’s cool and warms me going down. It’s soothing and I know that in order to do this, I need something to calm me. 
It’s just a story, Amelia, you write them all the time. It doesn’t have to be published; you’re just purging it from your system and getting it on paper.  But if anyone ever got their hands on it…
Closing my eyes, I wage the internal battle with myself. He gave me a deadline; I have seventy-two hours to answer his proposal. Three days. I just don’t know if three days is long enough for my heart to catch up with my mind. It doesn’t matter, he’s serious this time. The boys left and went camping, giving me time to do this, to gather myself. It’s time to put on my big girl panties and give him an answer. Which leaves me one, and only one option. 
It’s time to write our story.
 
Chapter One
 
“Amelia! Are you really wearing that to the BAD concert?”  
Bastards and Dangerous, otherwise known as BAD, is playing tonight, and from what I hear they are all of the above. I’m not a fan. I’ve got eclectic tastes in music, but they’re just a little too loud for me. And since I’m not a fan, I don’t feel the need to wear the ‘I’m a groupie’ BAD shirt Belle had brought over for me. Instead, I’m wearing my best curve-hugging jeans, my favorite black converse, and a dark blue v-neck sweater. The concert is outdoors at the Greek and it’s been fifty degrees out all week which is unusually cold for Southern California. I’m not going to freeze so I can fit in with the crowd. 
“Yes, Belle, this is exactly what I’m wearing. Don’t like it? I’ll happily let you give my ticket to someone else,” I reply with a smug smile. 
“No, it’s fine; you can come just like that. I just hope they’re not offended when they meet you and you’re not supporting them,” she says as she crosses her arms and pouts. 
“I don’t know why you think we’re going to meet them; they are THE biggest band out there right now. And I highly doubt they’ll care that one person out of the millions they’ve met isn’t branded in something they make a commission off of.” 
She rolls her eyes at me, “I’ve already told you it’s inevitable. We’ve got press seats, thanks to my kick ass job as music editor at Slam magazine, and VIP backstage passes so I can interview them.” 
I laugh at her, I can’t help it. “Belle, I love you, but their manager said if they have time you can interview them. And you know as well as I do that bands don’t stick around the venue any longer than they have to. By the time we get backstage, they’ll be long gone.” 
“Nope, that’s how it usually works but not tonight. Something big is coming down the pipeline; they’re getting ready to announce something. Everyone is talking about it. Slam is the biggest entertainment magazine out there right now and they want us there. They’ve never sent us backstage passes before. That’s why I took them instead of giving them to some rookie reporter. And that’s why I want you there, too; since you’re an author, you can help me craft an amazing story.” 
“One book, Belle, I’ve got one book out. Using the word author is reaching a bit.” 
“Amelia Greyson! Stop belittling yourself. You may only have one book out, but I know you have at least ten more on your computer you don’t think are good enough. Your one book has been number one on the New York Times Bestseller list for the last three weeks! That’s huge! That’s author status in its finest. You need to be proud of your accomplishment! I tell everyone I can about my best friend, the author. I’m so proud of you, Mel.” 
Belle is beaming; her smile is as wide as I’ve ever seen it and I know she’s right. It is huge for me, but it could also be a fluke, so I’m not planning on moving out of my crappy one-bedroom apartment anytime soon. 
“Alright, we’re wasting time being sentimental. Let’s get out of here and go meet your BAD boys.” 
She giggles, “I’m hoping I can get one of them to be bad with me tonight!”
We both burst out in laughter and head down to the limo; Slam sends their staff out to events in style. 
Once we’re settled in our seats, Belle is bouncing around like an excited teenager, but then again so is almost everyone else here. Thankfully, we’re in the press section so it’s not too overwhelming with overly excited fans. The people in this section at least pretend to tone it down a bit until the show starts. The opening act was good, but for the life of me I can’t remember what they said their name was. Belle is having a blast, just like everyone else. I’m trying to act excited with her, but it’s hard to be excited for a band you don’t really like. 
Music starts blaring and lights begin to flash as the band runs onto the stage one by one. 
“How the fuck are you doing tonight, Los Angeles?” 
The crowd’s response is deafening. Another band member picks up a mic, “I don’t think you heard Nick when he asked you, how the fuck are you doing tonight, Los Angeles?” 
The crowd screams even louder and I’m wishing I would have brought some earplugs to help take down the decibels a bit. A new band member comes from the side of the stage; he’s cute in a tatted down rock star kind of way. 
“Alright, we’re about to kick this bitch off, but before we do and you all are too drunk and hyped up to remember, Sawyer has some news we want to share with you.” 
One band member takes his spot on the drums, the other guys are assembling themselves with guitars, and Sawyer takes the mic. He looks a lot like the cute one, just a little more sinful. I think Belle mentioned there were brothers in the band. I can’t say for sure from here, but I think he even has dimples. Suddenly, I wish Belle’s wish from earlier would come true and we could get them to be bad with us tonight. 
“Los Angeles, are you ready to rock?” 
More deafening screams. I think a girl in the front row just passed out. Good God, it isn’t all that. They’re just men. Sexy as sin men, but just men, and self-proclaimed bastards at that. 
“First, I want to say thank you all for coming out to see us tonight. There were no California shows on our tour schedule since we’re winding down the tour. However, we have some really big news to announce and needed to stop off to give Slam magazine an exclusive interview.” 
I look at Belle and her eyes are wide as saucers; she had no clue the extent of their generosity when they gave Slam tickets and passes. They really wanted to keep this secret since Slam didn’t get a heads up, only an ‘if they have time’ statement.
“So we figured two birds, one stone. We play for you then do the interview before heading out. And encourage you to pick up Slam magazine in two weeks to read about our exciting news.”
More cheers and applause explode as the band kicks off the show. Belle has mellowed somewhat and I know she’s wondering how she’s going to pull this off in just a few days. I’ll definitely have to help her now. Slam just went to print with next week’s issue which should be out in a few days. She’s got a small window to write and perfect this article before next week’s issue goes to print. 
Whatever her worries are, she’s over them in a flash and she bounces back up to dance and scream the night away. Of course, I’m not a total downer, so I dance along with her, sharing in her happiness. Even though I’m not a fan of the band I’m a huge fan of Belle and this article is going to launch her career even farther. I’m so proud of her. 
Before the band comes back onstage for their encore, Belle and I make our way down to the backstage entrance. We’re not the only ones with this idea, but we are the only ones with the passes that grant us access to BAD. Thankfully, there are a few bodyguards posted and able to guide us thorough the crowd of crazy bitches. I seriously thought one was going to fight me just to get my pass.  Hardcore fans are crazy—throwing underwear, yelling out they want to have their babies. Don’t they realize these men are just people? I don’t know how they can do this; I don’t think I would ever get used to that. How would you ever know someone wanted you just for you and not for all you can do for them? 
We’re ushered down a hallway where we see the band standing, getting ready to go back onstage. From the looks of it, besides the normal crew and staff, we are literally the only people back here with passes. Interesting…
“We have to go past the band to get to the green room where they’ll meet with you later. Please, don’t make me get rough with you two. If you have fan girl shit to get out of your system, do it in the green room. Don’t say anything to them as we pass, don’t freak out and try to grope them. You’re here in a professional capacity and I hope you’ll continue to act that way.” 
Belle and I exchange looks and I know she’s thinking exactly what I am: this guy is a dick. But he’s doing his job and I guess it’s got to be a hard one. Belle is a fan but she’s professional first. As for me, no worries; I have no need to fan girl over a band I don’t even like. 
As we pass the band, their PA is giving them a two minute countdown. One of the guys looks up at us as we walk by with an interested look on his face. He’s cute, and from the smirk on his face, he knows it. I still feel his eyes on me as we walk by; however, when I cock my head to the side I see it’s not him, but the hot one with the dimples who is staring at my ass. These jeans were so worth the price I paid for them they make my ass look great. 
Mr. gruff and serious puts us in the green room and lets us know we can help ourselves to anything and he’ll be right outside the door. 
“Amelia! Pinch me! Can you believe this? BAD gave one and only one exclusive and it’s mine! Oh my God! This is going to skyrocket my career as long as I don’t screw it up.” I can’t help but laugh at her. Her work is amazing and she has no need to worry. 
“Belle, you’ve got this. Get your squealing out now, take some deep breaths, and get ready for the story of your life. I’m so proud of you and I’m right here, so I’ll help take notes, too.” 
“Thanks, Mel, I knew I could count on you.” After giving me a quick hug, she does indeed get her squealing out of her system while watching the band on the very large TV which is mounted on the wall. 
I can’t stop thinking about ‘dimples’ watching me as we passed by. The thought brings heat between my legs. Even if I shouldn’t let it, he’s not relationship material and I’m nowhere in his league. Besides, all these men have a reputation for one night stands and unemotional flings. Those are two things I can’t do. When I’m sleeping with someone, it’s because I’m invested in them emotionally. 
After the encore, we hear the thunderous applause from the green room. I could swear the walls are shaking from it. Belle starts tapping her foot and picking at her nails because she’s getting nervous. 
“Belle, you need to breathe. They’re just people. You’ve interviewed tons of musicians before and I’ve never seen you this nervous.” 
“I know, Amelia, but this is BAD and they are the holy grail of interviews. I can’t help but be nervous, and besides, they’re super hot.” 
I can’t argue with her there, they are good looking men. 
The voices resonating from the hallway are making their way closer to the room and the door slams open. 
“That was fucking awesome! One of the best shows we’ve done this entire tour. The outdoor venues are so much better, don’t you guys think so?” As they talk amongst themselves, I’m drawn in by their excitement. 
Watching these men come in on their post-performance high is captivating. Their happiness is almost contagious. Belle and I are taking them in, just watching them in fascination. They’ve got a posse of people with them. The PA I saw earlier is trying to wrangle them up while I assume a stylist is the one carrying a few extra shirts. 
The cute one with the dimples takes one of those shirts, pulls his sweaty shirt off over his head, and I watch, mesmerized, by the way his muscles move. His abs are screaming at me to come and lick them, the beads of sweat he’s about to wipe off with the towel are crying out my name. I want to taste his essence on my tongue. But then as fast as the mini porn played out in my head it’s over as the shirt goes on. He catches me looking at him and gives me a sexy smirk again. I’m sure the flush I feel spreading over my face is nothing compared to how it looks. 
I open my water bottle to try and cool myself down from the sudden heat enveloping my body. He’s watching my lips as they touch the rim of the bottle and I wish I was wrapping them around him. I drink slowly, knowing he’s watching me and as I glance up, I see him lick his lips. Holy hell, this is foreplay and yet at the same time couldn’t be anything further from that.
After about twenty minutes, they dismiss the posse surrounding them and finally sit down across from us. Their manager is an older man with a gentle smile who finally makes all the introductions. 
“I’m Warren, BAD’s manager, and these are the bastards themselves.” 
That elicits a laugh from us all and breaks the ice.  
“Warren, it’s nice to meet you. Thank you for extending this opportunity to Slam magazine. We’re honored for the exclusive. I’m Belle Dixson and this is my good friend Amelia Greyson but we all call her Mel.” 
The cute one snorts out loud and it’s kind of a dick sound. 
“Amelia and Belle. Look, guys, we’ve got our own Disney fucking princesses for the night.” 
“Shut up, Sawyer.”
“Dick.” It escapes my mouth before I have a chance to even think and Belle looks horrified. Sawyer actually shuts up and a hush falls over the room. 
“That was fucking AWESOME! I’ve never seen anyone call Sawyer out on his shit and I’ve known him all my life. I’m Nick Weston and I’m very pleased to meet you, Amelia.” 
I see Belle exhale then flash me a smile. “Nice to meet you, too, Nick.”
“I’m with Nick; that was great to see. I’m Darren and the guy at the end of the couch with his head in the book is Wyatt.” 
Wyatt peeks up from the book in his lap and smiles at us. 
“Sorry, I’m behind. I promised my wife I would read this book and I haven’t had much time. I wanted to at least try and squeeze in a chapter before we skype on the bus later.” 
“You’re such a pussy, Wyatt. What man is actually reading The O Factor?” Sawyer laughs at Wyatt and my stomach plummets fast as Belle starts laughing. That’s my book and this is about to get really uncomfortable. 
“One who loves his wife. Why don’t you just go find a chick to hook up with already so you’ll stop being such an ass.” 
“What do you think of the book so far, Wyatt?” Belle asks him and I could kill her! 
“On or off the record?” 
“Off,” Belle replies.
“It’s interesting. I mean, I’ve never read a girl’s point of view on sex before…it’s crazy. It’s definitely keeping me reading for sure.” 
“Well, it has been number one on the New York Times Bestseller list for three weeks so it’s got to be good.” 
Couch, just swallow me up now, please. I close my eyes and take a breath. 
“What’s wrong, princess Amelia? Are you too prude to talk about a sex book?” Sawyer asks.
Belle laughs so loud and so long tears are starting to pool in her eyes. 
“Why do I get the feeling I’m missing something here?” Nick asks.
Belle wipes the corner of her eye and outs me. She’s officially off my Christmas list. “Who wrote that book, Wyatt?” Belle asks sweetly.
Wyatt flips the book over and a huge smile breaks out across his face. I don’t have a photo on the book, but how many Amelia Greyson’s are just out there walking around? My guess is not many. 
“I think Sawyer is about to eat his words. This night is getting better and better.” Wyatt grabs a pen off the table and brings his book to me. He’s going for dramatic. Lovely. 
“Miss Amelia Greyson, will you please autograph my book for my wife? And before you say no, just keep in mind she’s a huge fan and if I tell her I met you and didn’t get your autograph, I won’t be getting any O’s, either. Her name is Beth.”
I can’t even bring myself to look at the rest of these guys. Belle is giggling again and I make a note to kill her when we leave here. But Wyatt asked so nicely; how could I not sign his book? I reach out, taking the pen and book from him, and autograph it quickly. I look up when I hand it back to him and all eyes are on me. 
“Never judge a book by its cover, Sawyer,” Nick says to him smugly but his eyes and smile are focused solely on me.   
Nick’s beautiful. I know, it’s odd to describe a man that way but he is and so is Sawyer because they look practically identical. Their eyes are green as a forest, they each have strong, jutted jaw lines, and both are about six feet tall. Sawyer has dimples where Nick is lacking them, but Nick has personality where Sawyer is just an ass. Nick has coppery brown hair but Sawyer’s is black. Sawyer has his lip pierced, Nick his eyebrow. Both have tattoos. I wouldn’t kick either out of my bed. 
*Coming fall of 2015*
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/23481130-just-an-illusion?from_search=true
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