
  
    
      
    
  


  Praise for the Embrace Series


  



  "Dangerous Embrace is the perfect kind of romantic thriller. There was plenty of suspense, but the evolving relationship between Sarah and Mark is what really made me love this story."


  ~New York Times Best Selling Author, A.L. Jackson on Dangerous Embrace


  



  "5 I'm in deep serious love with Mark stars!! Don't you just love it when a book grabs you from the very beginning? That''s what happened here. The action started right away and there was no way I could have put my kindle down! My eyes were completely riveted to the pages of this story."


  ~Erica, Back Porch Romance Book Reviews on Dangerous Embrace


  



  "I'd recommend this book if you like a dark, psychological thriller that leaves you guessing right to the end. Full of twists and turns and the right amount of romance, it's a great read."


  ~JB Johnston, Brook Cottage Books on Dangerous Embrace


  



  "Ms. Mason so artfully puts you in the lives of Ali and Johnny. You can almost feel sweet Micah in your arms and then the emptiness when he is gone. By the time the last page is turned you will have the answers you seek, a deeper understanding of the pain of losing a child and the euphoric feeling of new love."


  ~Katie Mettner, author of the Sugar Series and the Northern Lights Series on Precious Embrace


  



  "This is the second book by Dana Mason and already she has found a fan in me, with her ability to intertwine and perfectly balance an edge-of-your-seat thriller and a scorching and passionate romance. All this written with keen insight, sharp intelligence and a good sense of dramatic timing, to make for a truly excellent, highly recommended read!!!!!"


  ~Margreet Asselberg, Ripe for Reader on Precious Embrace


  



  "Once again, Dana Mason brings the heat. Precious Embrace positively sizzles. If it is even possible, Mason has brought us an even more delicious male protagonist than the one we fell for in her last novel. A smoking hot guy with washboard abs, a southern drawl and a gun who changes diapers? It doesn't get better than that. This book was a wild emotional roller coaster ride. The perfect blend of hot romance and pulse-quickening suspense."


  ~Lisa Regan, Award Winning Author of Finding Claire Fletcher and Aberration on Precious Embrace


  



  



  Praise for Broken Embrace


  



  "Seduced by Mason’s dynamic prose and emotional sensitivity, Broken Embrace effortlessly engages the reader into a vortex of pain and treachery, of enduring love and unfulfilled dreams, of hope and second chances, while dealing with every woman’s greatest fear and every man’s worst nightmare. And yet, the story, steeped in reality and authenticity, manages to deftly maneuver the reader into the land of happily-ever-after. This book will strike fear in your heart while it wrings out every emotion. Do not even think of missing it."


  ~Nancy S. Thompson, Author of The Mistaken and Leverage


  



  "Broken Embrace so far is my second favorite story in the Embrace Series. I love Melissa. She's realistic, likable and different. She's a wounded heart and I got emotionally attached to her character easily. Brian, he's a wounded heart hero so he's a bit different than the other heroes in the Embrace series. I enjoyed watching him grow throughout the book though I did want to jerk a knot in his noggin a time or two. Erin, I was so wrapped up in what she was going through, I had to put it down but wanted to pick the book right back up. Overall, Broken Embrace is an emotional romantic suspense perfect for those who love the edge of your seat books."


  ~Tobi Helton, Forget the Housework, I'm Reading…
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  Detective Brian Hammel shook hands with the Sebastopol Police Chief and nodded his thanks. Brian hadn't gained much information from the visit, but he had gained an ally, and that surpassed anything else. One could not have too many friends in law enforcement, especially when investigating a case like this.


  "I'll let you know what we come up with," he said.


  "We'll do the same. Thanks for driving out, Detective Hammel." Chief Lee Morgan looked over at Brian's partner, Johnny Rhay Bennett. "You, too, Detective Bennett." He shook his hand. "It's a small town. We don't often have to deal with this kind of stuff."


  "Hey." Brian chuckled, not that it was funny at all. He pushed open the heavy glass door and squinted at the sun glaring in his face. "It's a first for me, too," he said as the chief followed him out into the sweltering heat.


  One hundred and four degrees on the Friday before Labor Day. California was in store for another Indian summer. What he'd give for a steady, cool rain every day of the year. Typically as temperatures went up, so did crime, and he already had enough work to do. Brian glanced back at the chief, and wished like hell he and his partner hadn't had to drive out from Santa Rosa to inform him of the potential disaster brewing in Sebastopol's largest preschool.


  "I'll work with the administration at the preschool and let them know about Ackerman. Hopefully, we won't find any victims," Morgan said.


  "I think that's best, too." Brian rested his sunglasses on the bridge of his nose. "None of the photos we collected were of kids that small, but it doesn't mean he's not guilty of other forms of abuse."


  "We'd like to talk to the admin, too. Talk to Ackerman's boss, ask about his work habits, interests," Johnny said.


  "Right." Morgan nodded. "I'll pass on your card. They'll be closed for the holiday weekend, but I'll make sure they call you next week."


  Brian snatched at the smoking hot door handle and let the wave of heat escape the car before sliding onto the hot-as-hell vinyl seats. He immediately started the car and cranked the air on high then waited a moment before closing his door. His seat was hot enough; he didn't want to scorch his hands on the steering wheel of fire, as well.


  He maneuvered the car onto Wallace, scanning the street ahead of him. Sebastopol was a quiet little town about ten minutes from downtown Santa Rosa. It certainly didn't look like the breeding ground for pedophiles. Then again, things were never as they seemed.


  "So what is the age range on those kids again?" Brian asked.


  Johnny flipped a page in the file. "They're just babies. These here are between twelve and sixteen."


  "And what's the likelihood there are more? Pretty damn likely if you ask me. This shit is like an addiction. Once they start, they can't stop."


  "Nasty shit," Johnny said. "Who the hell gets off on naked, twelve-year-old boys?"


  "I've never seen this in Santa Rosa. You ever see a kiddy porn case when you worked in Nashville?"


  "No, but I worked homicide. Give me a murderer over a pedophile any day of the week. I say we castrate every damn one of 'em."


  Brian turned off Wallace onto North Main Street. "Let's run this down again. We got one guy, Scott Ackerman—worked as a teacher at the Sebastopol preschool—two dozen photos, and six different kids, all boys between twelve and sixteen. What am I missing?"


  "He's originally from SoCal. He's not married and has no kids of his own."


  "No, there's something else." Brian snapped his fingers and pointed at Johnny. "The guy doesn't own any camera equipment, at least none we've found."


  "So he's not taking the pics himself. He's got a producer, and you know what that means, partner."


  "It means there's a lot more of this stuff around." Brian held the steering wheel with a white-knuckled grip. This case was killing him. Of all the things he'd seen in his years as a cop, this one would not come together for him. "Let's hope to hell we don't have ourselves a child porn network operating out of Santa Rosa."


  "Maybe he brought this crap up with him when he moved from down south."


  Brian wished like hell he believed that, but he had a sick feeling about this case, sick enough to keep him up at night. "Martinez is sure they're local Santa Rosa boys. He's at the Community Center now. He thinks some of the pictures might have been taken there."


  The light switched to green and Brian turned left onto Bodega Avenue. He slowed for a car that had stopped in front of O'Farrell's Pub with its hazard lights flashing.


  "It's a red zone, jerk, move your ass."


  The passenger door opened and a pair of female legs swung out. The woman leaned in and kissed the driver, lingering intimately as her hand lifted to cup the driver's face, holding him close for another moment.


  Brian slammed the palm of his hand down on the horn. "Come on, I need to get back to town!"


  Johnny motioned to the left. "Just squeeze around him; you'll fit."


  "Ah, damn it, I've got shit to do," Brian groaned, turning the wheel to drive around. At the same time, the passenger got out, waving to the driver as she stepped up on the curb. The car pulled away.


  "Hey, is that—" Couldn't be Julie. "Mother fucker!" Brian squinted to get a better look then turned to Johnny, who was also watching the woman.


  Brian looked back to his wife and found her staring at him, eyes wide. Julie quickly turned and walked in the other direction.


  "What the hell?" Brian accelerated and popped the curb, parking half on the sidewalk and half on the street. How could she walk away and ignore him after he'd watched her get out of some jerk's car? Brian threw his car in park and snapped the door handle.


  Johnny caught his arm. "Take a breath first, Brian."


  "Did you see—who was that guy?"


  "You're on the job. You can't go out there with guns blazing."


  "Screw the job!" Brian jumped out with a racing heart. "What the hell, Jules?" he shouted.


  She stopped, but didn't turn around.


  "What are you doing?" he said, walking up behind her. "Who was that guy?"


  She turned. Guilt oozed out of her. "Brian." She glanced around as several patrons stepped out of O'Farrell's. "Don't do this here." She held up a placating hand. "Let's go home and talk."


  Brian took a step closer. "Who's the guy, Julie?"


  "Don't do this, Brian."


  "Me!" He poked his chest with a finger then turned it on her. "You're the one out here whoring around."


  Her eyes finally met his, narrowing. "You asshole! As if you give a damn. You're a blind, ignorant son of a bitch!"


  "Are you kidding me right now?" He dropped his hands to his hips. "Seriously, are you joking?" Julie's indignation pissed him off even more. How had she turned this around on him?


  She shook her head, her shoulders slumping as she turned, waving him away. "I'm sorry. I can't do this anymore."


  Before he could respond, she was two strides away, walking toward the parking lot.


  "You're walking away? Giving me nothing? I can't believe this." He lurched forward and grabbed her arm.


  She froze, still averting her eyes. "Let go," she said over her shoulder.


  Johnny grasped Brian's arm, and at the same time, Julie tugged free.


  "Who was that guy, Julie?" he shouted, but she kept walking.


  "Stop, Bri," Johnny said. "Not the place." He pulled on Brian's arm, eyeing the crowd that had collected. "You've had enough trouble at work. Save this for home."


  



  



  


  



  



  



  Chapter Two


  
    

  


  



  Brian whipped his car out of the police parking garage. He could not get the picture of Julie kissing that guy out of his head. He pounded the steering wheel and followed Sonoma Avenue toward the freeway.


  He'd never believed she was capable of cheating on him. It wasn't in her character. Their best friends, Mark and Ali, had split up after an affair, and it had devastated Julie. She'd even stopped speaking to Ali for months after. Julie constantly complained about the country's divorce rate, bitching about families breaking up. "What about the kids," she'd complained. But what about their own kids? How was she going to explain this to them, much less him?


  How would they move on from this? She could have done anything and been forgiven. But this? He wasn't so sure. He'd given up everything for Julie, and now she'd given up everything for another man.


  Brian parked and gazed up at the building in front of him. He hadn't even realized where he was going until he stopped the car. "What the hell are you doing here?" he muttered, staring at the two-story warehouse.


  He spotted Melissa's car so he knew she was home. "Huh—home," he scoffed. Who in the hell talked her into buying this monster to live in? Why a freaking warehouse off Bellevue Avenue? Why did she move back here? Was she trying to torture him by mending her relationship with Julie and pretending to be his "friend"? Melissa hated him. It was obvious every time she looked—or more appropriately—glared at him.


  Julie had told him all about the warehouse Melissa had bought, and she'd asked him several times to come over with her to see it. He'd driven by, but for the life of him he didn't know why he cared—or why he'd come here now.


  His eyes searched the high windows on the top floor where Melissa's loft apartment sat above the big, empty warehouse. She planned to rent the warehouse to a business and live upstairs in the loft. Johnny told him she wanted to remodel the upstairs to include a photography studio. Fine, a photography studio he understood, but why buy the whole damn warehouse?


  Melissa Parker. Her name sent an all too familiar ache to his chest. Their tangled past was something he had never quite let go of. It's funny how old habits never die. When they were kids, he talked to her about everything—anything—and everything. For most of his life she had been that person for him, and here he was, in need of a friend. He'd be lucky if she didn't throw him out…but he knew she wouldn't. She'd extended the olive branch to him and Julie first. She'd forgiven them for what they'd done, and now she wanted to be friends again. Her forgiveness didn't bring any relief to his guilt. If anything, he only felt worse. He simply didn't deserve her forgiveness and he knew it, but more than that, he wasn't sure he trusted it. She'd hated him for years after he broke her heart. Yet, here she was, back in Santa Rosa, trying to make nice.


  Brian shook his head again and lowered his eyes to his hands clamped onto the steering wheel. Why am I here? Melissa can't help me figure out Julie. If anything she'd cheer at his misery. Even so, he climbed out of the car and walked to the side door of the building where a welcome mat lay, and the numbers on the door read twenty-four thirty. Under the peephole, she'd taped a note.


  



  Come on up, I'm at the top of the stairs and to the left.


  



  "Wonderful," he sneered. "Invite every Tom, Dick, and Harry into your apartment. Great thinking, Melissa."


  Brian made a mental note to talk to Mark about the security. He pried the heavy door open with a metal-on-metal screech and walked through, surprised by the bright hall with its fresh white paint and the polished wood handrail trailing up the stairs. He expected dingy and dark, but looking up, he found the source of light. A huge open skylight let in a gentle breeze and a whole lot of sun.


  Brian climbed the stairs and walked directly into her familiar scent lingering in the hall, laughing at him. He held his breath and wanted to slam his head into the wall for even considering talking to her. What a lousy idea. He glowered at the door when Melissa's laughter sounded from the other side, along with a rustle and a man's voice. He started to turn back when the door swung open.


  Melissa yanked the handle on a howl of laughter. She had a man's arm wrapped around her waist, pulling her back into the room. Her long, blonde hair hung around her flushed face as she laughed with a wide, open-mouthed smile.


  Brian's and Melissa's eyes met, and the smile slipped from her face. She pushed at the arm around her, straightening up. A jolt of electricity surged through Brian's chest before spreading throughout his body to the tips of his fingers and toes. He'd never get used to the hurt and disappointment in her eyes every time she looked at him.


  "What's wrong?" She took a step toward him, forcing him to shuffle backward.


  He scanned her boyfriend, trying to hide the disgust burning in his stomach as his eyes landed on the little wire-rimmed glasses sitting on the man's nose. "Sorry. I'll come back another time." He turned back to the stairs.


  "Brian, wait. What's going on?"


  "N-nothing. Agh, Jules nagged me to come check out your new place. Sorry if I interrupted something." It took everything he had to keep his irritation hidden. He was not jealous—not jealous of this little punk with his hands on Melissa. It'd been years since he held any claim to her, why did this bother him? Why after so long? He'd given Melissa up; given up everything he had with her to be with Julie. That was his choice. Julie was his, not Melissa. He dropped his chin to his chest, reminded of Julie's betrayal.


  "What's wrong, Brian?" She stepped down toward him, getting closer.


  "Nothing," he said with too much edge in his voice. "I'll come back another time."


  "No—I'm on my way out anyway," the boyfriend said before leaning in and kissing Melissa. "I'll see you Sunday, eight o'clock." He pecked her on the cheek again, and the hair on the back of Brian's neck prickled.


  "Oh—ah, Brian, Dr. Chase Collins. Chase, this is an old friend, Detective Brian Hammel. You met Julie the other day. Brian is her husband."


  "Nice to meet you, Brian…Hammel?" Chase asked, extending a hand. "Wow, a detective?"


  Brian shook his hand firmly. "Nice to meet you, too, Doctor."


  "He's a PhD, not a medical doctor," Melissa emphasized. "Chase is a researcher."


  "You don't need to leave on my account. I just wanted to stop by and see the place." Brian leaned against the handrail as Chase descended the stairs to pass him. "I can come back."


  "No, no, I really need to get going before the traffic gets bad." Chase waved a welcoming hand toward the apartment door then took the rest of the stairs two at a time, rushing out the lower exit.


  Brian stared at the door as it closed behind Chase, looking for an excuse to leave, wishing like hell he'd thought better than to show up here and face Melissa. He finally turned to look at her. "Sorry. Didn't mean to scare off your boyfriend."


  "He was on his way out."


  "Yeah, it sure looked that way to me." Sarcasm dripped from his voice.


  "Did you come here to pick a fight? What's wrong, Bri, didn't catch the bad guy today so you came to spar with me?"


  "He seems a little buttoned up for you, Lis. I expected to see you with someone who has a little more flavor."


  "Since when do you care about who I see?"


  Brian shrugged. "I don't." His eyes dropped to his feet as he descended another stair. "Sorry, I guess I shouldn't have come here."


  "Why don't you tell me what happened?"


  He stopped mid-step. "Nothing happened."


  "I can tell when you're upset."


  "Your radar is off today, Parker," he said, looking up at her again, his jaw tightening in reflex. "Everything's fine. I wanted to get Julie off my back. She won't give up until I tell her I saw this place."


  Melissa chuckled. "You are a bad liar." She crossed her arms and stared at him. "Brian, what's happened? Everything okay with the kids?"


  "They're fine." He gave up on the escape and walked up the stairs and into her air-conditioned apartment, relieved to be out of the heat and glad to get out of the confined space of the hall.


  He looked around the huge loft, surprised. The apartment took up the entire top floor above the warehouse. It was completely open with the exception of one room, which Brian assumed was a bedroom since he didn't see a bed. Melissa had the space sectioned off strategically with different pieces of furniture. The apartment was bright with a warm glow of light, not something he expected in a warehouse loft. He looked up at the skylights dotted along the ceiling.


  "They're sun-tracking reflectors," Melissa said. "The panels follow the sun and reflect light into the apartment. It's great for my studio." She gestured to the far end of the loft.


  "But it's cool in here, wouldn't that heat the room?" Brian asked.


  "No, they're vented and actually cooler than a light bulb."


  Large, umbrella-type flashbulb lanterns faced a draped wall. Opposite the wall, camera and computer equipment littered a long table.


  "I thought you were a journalist." Brian shifted to look at her.


  She nodded. "I'm a writer. I write for a few different online magazines, and I have a regular column in—" She stopped mid-sentence to stare at him again.


  "What?"


  Her eyes narrowed on him as she cleared her throat. "I'm also a photographer."


  He turned from her stare and stepped to the high windows on the far wall. "Is it pretty quiet here at night?" he asked.


  "During the day, too. I get the occasional rumbling semi-truck driving by, but I can't complain."


  Brian picked up a photo of Melissa and her twin sister Ali. Ali was engaged to his partner Johnny, and happier now than he'd ever seen her. Even after the crazy year they'd had.


  Melissa's face stood out from her sister's; he'd never had trouble telling them apart like most people had. He'd met Ali and Melissa when he was a little boy. They grew up in the same neighborhood and had been two of his best friends. He couldn't remember a time when there wasn't a Parker sister in his life.


  "What type of business were you thinking about letting in downstairs?"


  "I'm not sure yet, but I'm not in any hurry."


  "You're not safe out here alone."


  Melissa smirked. "I'm fine. You don't need to worry. Not that you were."


  Brian turned to glance at her over his shoulder. "Your ex-brother-in-law is a security expert, and your soon-to-be new brother-in-law is a cop. I expected better security."


  "I have an appointment with Mark this week. Summors Security is putting in surveillance and a full system. I'll be able to see who's at the door downstairs and buzz them in so I don't need to leave it unlocked."


  "Is Mark doing the installation himself?"


  "Yes, he and Shane."


  Brian nodded. Shane was another of his best friends and Mark's best agent. Someone he trusted. "Make sure they cover the entire parking lot. I can put in some motion sensor lights—"


  "We're not putting cameras in the parking lot, only the front entrance, but he'll put the motion sensor lights in. You don't need to worry about it."


  Brian didn't turn this time; he felt Melissa's eyes boring into him and the heat from her gaze. He needed to leave before she questioned him further. Her intuition was always spot-on and it pissed him off. She was like some sort of radar for people's feelings, especially his. Both Parker sisters were like that, always nailing him on his thoughts and feelings, sometimes even before he knew his own feelings. Ali was usually more subtle about it. She didn't put him on the spot; she'd just give him that I've-got-you-figured-out look. Melissa, on the other hand, liked to throw it in his face.


  "She told you, didn't she?"


  "Excuse me?" He turned, glaring at her. They stared at each other for a long moment and his entire body heated. "You knew?" He felt sick as the realization washed over him. He slammed the photo of her and Ali back down and sneered at her. "You fucking knew, Melissa?"


  She nodded, lowering her eyes. "Yes."


  "And you didn't tell me? Is this some sort of payback? Your karma?"


  Her mouth fell open. "No!"


  She was lying, the guilt in her eyes gave her away.


  "What could I do?" She threw her hands out. "You wouldn't have believed me."


  "Nice revenge—you and Julie laughing at me behind my back." He crossed his arms to fight the urge to punch something.


  "This isn't funny at all. Julie is a bitch for what she's doing. I would never encourage this."


  "Sure you wouldn't," he scoffed. "Who else knows? Did you tell your little boyfriend? Is that why he took off so fast, afraid he couldn't keep a straight face around me?"


  "No! Brian, no! Nobody knows, I found out by accident. Julie didn't tell me, and she doesn't know that I know."


  "How did you find out by accident? Has she been running all over town with this jerk? Who is he?"


  She stepped up to the window next to him, avoiding his eyes and not speaking.


  Yeah, she knew. The truth was written all over her face. When she finally turned, the fire burning in his gut simmered out at the expression on her face.


  "I'm sorry, Brian."


  He wanted to retreat, run from her, but before he could, she wrapped her arms around him. His mouth wouldn't form the retort he wanted to fling at her for the apology. If she was sorry, she'd tell him who the bastard was.


  She trapped him with her warmth. He tucked his face in the crook of her neck and inhaled her familiar scent. His knees weakened with the reminder of past embraces. Pulling her closer, he fought the lump building in the back of his throat.


  This was the first time in over seventeen years they'd been in a room alone together. Sure they'd seen each other, spent time together in groups over the last couple of months, but now that they were alone, things were different. Holding her and the honesty of the embrace felt surreal. He didn't want to move. His head screamed in indignation at the fucking cruelty of their world, the cruelty of the two of them, apart. He'd spent the last seventeen years avoiding any thought of how good she felt and vowing to be a good husband. And for what—for Julie to step out on him?


  Brian tried to escape her and hold on to the little bit of dignity he had left, but Melissa lingered on his shoulder, inhaling heavily. When she finally pulled away, tear tracks ran down her face.


  "Don't cry." He flinched at her tears. "Please don't cry."


  "I'm so angry at her. I can't imagine how you feel. I wanted to tell you." She shrugged. "But I honestly didn't think you would believe it coming from me."


  He took a couple of steps back to give himself some space. "I know you hate me most of the time, but I can't imagine you would ever lie about something like that."


  "Sure, you don't think I'd lie, but you believe I'm sitting around laughing at you and hating you." She scoffed and said, "I never hated you, I just…" She turned away and grabbed a box of Kleenex. "Never mind. It doesn't matter."


  "Maybe it does. Some things matter."


  "Go to hell, Brian. They matter to you now only because you're living it now. You never cared until you got hit in the face with your own—"


  "You're wrong. You have no idea." He brushed a hand at her, his heart racing now. As if she knew anything about how he felt. "Don't pretend to know my feelings, especially when you wouldn't even have a conversation with me for seventeen years."


  "If you wanted to have this conversation then you would've tried before you married Julie."


  "So…what? Now? You wanna do this now, Melissa? You want to hash this shit out today?" He shook his head, his anger flaring. "Fucking hell, let's do it, because I sure don't remember my phone ringing all those years ago."


  "Are you kidding me?" Her eyes grew wide. "Why would I call you? You married someone else. Married! What would we have talked about? You're fucking wedding colors?"


  "I'm just saying, those phone lines go both ways, you know."


  Melissa shook her head. "No—no! Stop! I'm not doing this with you today. You're upset, and I won't add fuel to your fire. It was a long time ago. You have your life and I have mine."


  He turned away from her, closing his eyes on a heavy exhale. And some life he had lived. A cheating wife and no Melissa. "I didn't come here to fight with you, Melissa."


  "Why did you come here?"


  "I don't know. I just got in the car and ended up here."


  "What can I do?" she asked, but Brian shook his head without answering. "I'm here for you, if you need me."


  "You haven't been here for me in a long time."


  "But I'm here now. I learned a hard lesson when Micah was taken. I'll never stay away like that again. My nephews hardly know me. They're more familiar with you and Julie than me, and I'm their aunt. Do you know how much it hurt not being here for Ali when Micah was kidnapped?"


  "I'm sorry if it's my fault you stayed away from your family."


  "Brian, I'm done being angry, and I'm done carrying around this ball and chain. I want you to be done, too."


  "That's hard to do with you being here." He bowed his head when he said it. His words may be hurtful, but they were true. "It's hard not being reminded when you turn those accusatory eyes on me."


  She tilted her head and gave him a pathetic smile. "I promise to only smile at you from now on."


  "That doesn't make things any easier either, Lis." Brian walked toward the door, avoiding her eyes. "Thanks for the talk. I need to go have it out with my wife."


  Before Melissa had a chance to respond, he was out the door.


  


  



  



  



  Chapter Three


  



  



  Melissa breathed a sigh of relief when Brian climbed into his car and drove away. She'd done it. She'd kept the secret she'd been sworn to keep. It took every ounce of strength she had and the deception exhausted her. She wanted more than anything to warn him of the peak his family was teetering on, but Erin would never forgive her. And Brian will never forgive himself when he finds out his fifteen-year-old daughter was the one who'd told her about Julie's affair. Maybe an affair with a stranger would be different, but what Julie was doing with this man—what she was putting Erin through—was unforgivable. Just because Julie wasn't aware Erin knew about the affair didn't make it right. Ignorance didn't make what Julie was doing okay.


  "Poor Erin," Melissa mumbled. She was so upset when she told Melissa about the man Julie had been seeing, finding her mom with him was too much for Erin. She'd confided in Melissa only, not even confronting her mother when she saw them together.


  Melissa wanted nothing more than to personally kick Julie's ass when she found out about the affair. Julie was throwing everything away for a fling. She was hurting the people who loved her the most. Melissa would never forget the tone in Erin's voice when she called her that day.


  Melissa sat down, hugging herself and inhaling deeply. Brian's arms felt so strong and familiar. He hadn't changed much; his hugs still held the power to destroy her defenses and scatter her thoughts. He'd changed in many ways, yet he was the same, too. His soft curls had been cut short, and he seemed bigger, stronger than when they were in school. Holding him had brought up so many emotions. Her sense of touch had a memory, and so did her sense of smell. She could almost taste him on her tongue when she inhaled his familiar scent. It had reminded her of every hug they'd ever shared.


  His eyes were haunted today, bright green instead of the hazel she loved so much. Brian's eyes always grew greener when he was upset.


  She'd meant to keep her distance when he came inside looking lost, but she couldn't stand the brokenhearted expression or the tone of frustration in his voice. He had truly been clueless about Julie's affair. Melissa closed her eyes. "And he really loves her." It hurt to admit it, hurt more than she wanted to think about.


  Melissa jerked her head up when the phone rang. She snatched up the receiver and hit the talk button. "Hello."


  "Melissa?" A whisper came from the other end.


  "Hello, yes, this is Melissa."


  "Melissa, my mom is packing."


  "Erin, speak up, sweetheart."


  "My mom is packing. What should I do?" Erin said. "She's packing her things. I asked her what she was doing, but she won't talk to me."


  "Your dad's not home yet?"


  "No, oh—" She stopped talking abruptly. After a few seconds of silence, she whispered. "He's here; he just got home."


  "Listen to me, Erin. You're dad found out about your mom. He's angry and hurt—"


  "You told him?" She breathed into the phone.


  "No, absolutely not! He found out some other way. Maybe you and Cody should go to your Gran and Granpop's house tonight. Do you have their number?"


  "I gotta go!" she said and hung up.


  "Erin…Erin!"


  



  ~


  



  Brian walked into his bedroom to find Julie packing. "What the hell, Jules?" Brian lifted his hands in question. "What are you doing to us?"


  "Oh don't, don't act holier than thou!" Julie's lip curled in anger. "Don't pretend like you're innocent here."


  "What have I done?" His face burned hot with the accusation. "I've done nothing but be here for you and provide for this family."


  Julie laughed. "Been here for me? Bullshit!"


  "I've been here every day. You're the one screwing around." Brian stepped closer and grabbed her arm so she'd stop and look at him. "How many others have you been with?"


  "Living as your second choice hasn't exactly been easy for me."


  "I have never treated you second best. That's in your head," Brian said, poking his forehead with his index finger. "Don't blame me for that, and don't you pretend—" He moved his finger and thrust it at her. "Don't you pretend that when we got together, it was you vowing your undying love while dragging me to the altar. You knew the score all along, babe. You and I know the truth. Together, we made a decision, and I have never once questioned that decision, until today."


  "You're a liar!" she shouted through her tears.


  "No! I am no liar. But you are a cheater, grasping at anything to make this my fault."


  "Well, you don't have to worry about that anymore."


  "Excuse me. You're leaving me?" He stared at her, waiting for an answer, but she wouldn't talk to him. "We've been married for seventeen years, and just like that." He snapped his fingers. "Don't I at least get an explanation? Give me something."


  "Why? You've already made up your mind."


  Brian had put everything he had and everything he was into this relationship, and now she was walking away like it was nothing. He couldn't believe it. He sat down for fear his knees might buckle. His stomach hurt as the acid churned and twisted in his gut.


  "Brian, I can't do this anymore. I'm sorry, I can't. It was never meant to be. I know that now."


  "Not meant to be? What the hell are you saying? We have two kids together. It's a little late to start talking about what is and isn't meant to be."


  "This isn't about the kids. It's about us."


  "Who is he, Julie?"


  "This isn't about him either. God, you don't get it, do you?"


  "Oh, I get it! You got caught, and now you're trying to make this my fault."


  She shook her head and threw the contents of her sock drawer into the suitcase.


  "Julie, you can't leave without talking to me first. What about the kids?"


  "I'll be back for them," she said as she stepped into the bathroom.


  "And what makes you think I'm going to let you take them after you walk out?"


  "You're not that person, Brian." She came out and dropped bottles of cosmetics into her overnight bag. "Pretend to be a badass all you want, but you wouldn't do anything to hurt Erin and Cody, and keeping them from me will hurt them."


  "You're obviously not a good influence on them. Maybe I don't want them being raised by a woman with no loyalty or discretion? Maybe I don't want my kids around your boyfriend—especially when I don't know who he is."


  Julie zipped up her suitcase and pulled it off the bed. "I'll call you tomorrow."


  "Julie!"


  She stopped and turned to him.


  "What about Erin and Cody? We need to talk to them before you leave. They won't understand when they see you leave with a suitcase."


  Julie's eyes filled with tears. "I can't now. I'll talk to them tomorrow. I can only handle one thing at a time, and right now, I'm handling walking out that door."


  She stepped toward Brian, and, to his surprise, she hugged him. "I'm so sorry. I'm not doing this to hurt you, but I need to…" she heaved out a broken sigh and tried to pull away.


  "Don't do this, Jules." He tried to hold her to him. "Don't do this. I love you, damn it."


  "Not enough," she whispered before pulling away and sweeping from the room with her overnight bag over her shoulder and her suitcase trailing behind her.


  Brian plopped back down on the bed and looked around at the messy room. Bile rose in his throat and he leaned over, fighting to calm down and think clearly about what just happened. Never had he imagined something like this. He and Julie had been a team, a team with a common goal since the day they were married seventeen years ago…


  



  "I'm sorry about the Reno thing." He looked away, afraid to meet her eyes. What kind of husband was he when he couldn't even give her a proper wedding?


  "No." She said it so sweetly, he had to look down at her. The grin she wore lit the room. "I like this. It's intimate and romantic."


  Brian fought to hold back the snort of laughter. He glanced around the ten-by-ten foot waiting room of Park Chapel with its overly shiny brass fixtures and plastic flowers. What a way to start a life together. Damn, his parents were going to kill him for this. He looked at Julie again, at her amazing smile, and a little of his anxiety melted away.


  "You're right, the secrecy makes it kind of fun."


  She looked down at her ring and jiggled it on her finger. "Thank you for this. I know it couldn't have been easy with such short notice."


  "Are you kidding me? I'm the one who's sorry! It's a miserable excuse for a wedding ring."


  "It's not!" She fisted her hand and brought it to her lips. "I love it." With a sad smile, she said, "I'm glad you remembered. I forgot all about getting rings." She glanced down at his left hand and at the narrow strip of pale skin on his ring finger. It took every ounce of strength he had to take off Melissa's promise ring.


  It was done now.


  He couldn't turn back. Julie was his future, and he needed to keep moving forward and concentrate on being a husband and a father.


  Brian waved his hand and said, "Don't worry, we've got plenty of time to save up and get a nice matching set."


  "I'm sorry about Melissa," Julie said, staring again at that pale strip. "She's going to hate us both."


  "It doesn't matter now, Jules. This isn't about Melissa or anyone else. It's about us and our family." He rubbed at the spot where the ring used to sit on his finger. "I don't want to talk about her, and I don't want you to worry about it."


  "Okay." She looped her hand through his arm and relaxed against him with a heavy exhale. "I won't worry if you don't."


  It felt great to hear her say that. After everything she'd been through, he didn't want her to doubt him. They would make this work. He'd make sure of it, for her sake and for the sake of his baby. He pulled her close and kissed her temple.


  



  


  Julie walked out—without even saying goodbye to the kids? How would he explain this to them? How could he make them understand when he could not? He laid back and covered his face with his hands. When he heard feet drift on the carpet, he looked up to find Erin standing over him with tears in her eyes.


  "Hey, babe." He sat up, waving for her to sit down next to him.


  "I'm sorry, Daddy," she wailed as she dropped down onto the bed.


  "What are you talking about?"


  "About Mom. I'm sorry. Are you guys getting a divorce?"


  "Erin…" He pulled her into an embrace and wanted to cry with her. "Honey, Mom and I have some things to work out. I'm not sure what's going to happen yet."


  "I don't think she's coming back. She left us and she's not coming back."


  Brian's heart sank at the sound of her voice. No kid should have to go through this. "Sweetheart, how much of that did you hear?"


  "I heard her say she couldn't talk to us. What else did she say?" Erin asked, looking up at Brian.


  "She needs to get away and think about things. She'll come see you and your brother tomorrow." He stroked her hair and looked into her eyes, fighting to put on a strong face for her. "Erin, none of this has anything to do with you or Cody. This is about Mom and me. I don't want you to think any of this is your fault."


  "I don't want to go with her, Daddy. If she comes to get us, I won't go."


  "Let's not worry about that. Nothing is definite yet."


  She gripped his hand. "Promise me you won't make me go with her."


  "I won't make you go, Erin, but nobody said this was over. I'm not giving up that easily."


  Erin nodded then rested her head on his shoulder.


  "You guys haven't eaten. Can you help me with dinner?"


  "Yes." She stood. "I'll get the number for Nujo's Pizza."


  Brian grabbed her hand before she walked away. "We need to take care of each other, all right? Me, you, and Cody, okay?"


  "Okay…"


  



  


  



  



  



  Chapter Four


  
    

  


  



  Brian was loading Cody's plate with pizza when the doorbell rang. "Here, buddy, start eating. I'll be right back." He put Cody's plate down in front of him before walking into the living room. He checked the peephole then opened the door to Ali and Johnny. "Hi, guys, what's going on?"


  "Hey, Brian," Johnny said, his expression solemn. "We need to talk to you."


  "Come in. We were getting ready to eat dinner. You hungry?" He glanced over at Ali and his heart rate kicked up a notch at her red and swollen eyes. "Ali, what's wrong? What's happened?"


  "Brian, there's been an accident. We need you to come with us. We called your parents. They're on their way over," Ali said, tears dripping.


  "Who?" He stepped outside at the same time his folks rounded the corner from the driveway. "What the hell is going on?" he asked, meeting Johnny's eyes, his patience waning. "Who—who was in an accident?"


  Ali gripped his arm. "Brian, it's Julie. She's really hurt."


  "Julie." He dropped his gaze to the ground. "She's barely been gone an hour." Inhaling a sharp breath, he stuttered, "Where, what…what happened? How bad?" His chest ached like he'd been punched.


  "It's bad," Johnny said. "She lost control of her car. Hit a tree off Highway 12."


  "Oh shit." He rubbed at the pain in his chest. "She was upset when she left…let me…I need to…tell the kids."


  "No, Brian," his pop ordered. "Go see her first. We'll stay here with the kids. You need to get to the hospital. Just go, son."


  "I'm going, too," his mom said. "I want to be there for Julie."


  "Nora, we have to go now," Ali said.


  Brian nodded, not sure what else to do. His mom grabbed his hand and squeezed it. "It'll be okay, Brian."


  "It has to be," he agreed, but they were empty words to help soothe her. People got hurt, people died, he saw it every day at work. Families grieved, parents fought to protect their children, shit happened. He couldn't pretend everything was okay…all he knew for sure was that his wife was hurt, and he was scared. He breathed in and out slowly trying to stay calm, that's what he needed, to stay calm.


  Ali directed him into the front seat and sat in the back with his mom, who immediately started asking questions. "Where was she going? I don't understand why she wasn't wearing her seatbelt."


  Brian looked over at Johnny. "She didn't have a belt on?"


  Johnny shook his head.


  "How bad is she? It can't be good if you called mom and pop before calling me." Brian turned toward Ali when he said it. She leaned forward and rested her hand on his shoulder, unable to talk through her tears.


  "It's bad, man," Johnny said.


  "She left me. She packed a suitcase and walked out on us today. Right when you think things can't get worse…"


  "What are you talking about? Left you?" Nora leaned forward. "Why, honey, what happened?"


  "I'm sorry, Brian," Ali managed to say. "They said she may not make it through the night."


  A twisting pain tightened in his chest. He held his breath to fight back the tears. He looked up and held out both hands, shaking his head vehemently. "Stop! I need to get my kids. Take me back to the house."


  "Once you've seen her, then your dad can bring them over," Johnny said. "I think you need to see her first, talk to the doctors and get that out of the way."


  "She left without saying goodbye to them." The tremble in his voice gave him away. Focus, just focus here. Pictures of Julie swam in his head. Her bleeding, broken, hurt. How hurt? How could it be so bad that she couldn't live through the night? How is this happening? "She didn't say goodbye to them. They need a chance to see their mother if she really is dying."


  "Brian," Ali sobbed. "She was thrown from the car. She's really hurt. They won't…won't be able to recognize her."


  Brian leaned into his hands, sucking air in and out of his lungs slowly, trying not to hyperventilate. No-no-no-no! When he woke up that morning, he'd been a perfectly content husband to a beautiful, caring, and honest wife, but now, he was losing everything. How did this all happen? Was this his payback? Was the world turning on him for the choices he'd made? All along, he felt what he had done was right—but right for who? Was it right for Julie? Had his choices put her here? Had he been the husband he meant to be, or was he the fool, believing himself a good person, but really keeping her trapped in a marriage she didn't want, with a man she didn't love. Had their life together been a house of smoke and mirrors?


  Had his choices been right for Erin? Erin had been one of the brightest, most brilliant parts of his life. She'd never forget watching her mother leave without saying goodbye. Had his decisions been good for Cody? What if Cody had to grow up without his mother, the one person he always ran to when things got hard. Cody was a mama's boy through and through. Now what? Losing his mother at nine would certainly be the worst thing that could happen to him. Brian thought of Ali and Melissa. They'd lost their dad at eight, and Brian remembered how hard it had been for them.


  Johnny pulled into the driveway of the emergency room. "Ali, get them inside while I park the car. I'll be right behind you."


  Ali slid out and rushed around to get the passenger door. She reached for Brian's hand, but he was paralyzed by his racing thoughts. Too heavy and immobile to move. Hoping—praying to wake up from this nightmare.


  "Brian, you're running out of time," Johnny whispered.


  Brian nodded, willing his body to obey. He reached for Ali's hand. When he entered the emergency room, Mark and Melissa greeted him.


  "What—am I the last to know?" Brian asked, staring into Mark's worried eyes.


  Ali squeezed his hand. "Ralph Martinez called Johnny when he found out it was Julie. I was on the phone with Melissa when Johnny got the call," Ali said. "We dropped the kids off at Sarah and Mark's. Mark wanted to come down to be here for you and Julie." Her voice sounded pinched and exhausted.


  "Melissa? What are you doing here?" Nora asked, shouldering her purse and reaching out to embrace her.


  Melissa glanced over at Brian. "I'm here for Julie. Is that okay?"


  "Of course." Nora smiled slightly. "I'm just surprised to see you."


  When the automatic doors opened, a doctor stepped out into the waiting room. He gestured to Brian. "Are you Detective Hammel?"


  "Yes, how is she?"


  "I'm Doctor Cooke. Come back and I'll explain everything."


  Brian nodded and followed the doctor through the double doors, again willing his body to move his heavy feet forward. Outside one of the critical care rooms, the doctor stopped and turned to look at Brian.


  "Do you know if your wife's an organ donor?"


  "Excuse me?" Brian shook his head to clear the fog.


  "Oh my!" Nora said.


  Brian's hand lifted instinctively to reach out and touch the doctor. "Did you say was? Is my wife dead?"


  "Sir, sorry." The doctor closed his eyes and tried again. "No, she's not dead. Come inside and I'll explain. But…prepare yourself…she doesn't look good."


  He pulled the curtain and let Brian enter first. Brian's heart skidded in his chest when he saw her. One side of her face looked as if she'd been run over by a car—not driving inside of one. For a half a second, he felt relieved. They'd obviously made a mistake. This wasn't his wife, not Julie. But when he stepped closer, his hopes were dashed.


  His hands jumped to cover his eyes. "Oh god, Jules."


  "Oh, Julie…" Nora placed a hand over her trembling mouth as tears dropped from her eyes. She slowly lowered herself into a chair on the other side of Julie's bed and started to sob. "Oh, honey, how did this happen."


  Julie's head was bandaged, wrapped up in white gauze, and swollen. Twice the size it should have been. The right side of her face looked normal, as if she were sleeping. Brian pushed the hair from the good side of her face and touched the little patch of smooth skin below her right eye and temple, still warm—not dead.


  He leaned over to talk to her. "Julie, I'm so sorry—sorry for everything. I love you. Can you fight for me—" Brian took a breath. "Can you fight for Erin and Cody? They need you." He kissed the patch of skin that hadn't been hurt. "Julie, honey, open your eyes and talk to me."


  Brian's knees hit the tile floor. He rested his face on her warm hand, unable to hold himself up any longer. "Julie, don't go out like this, baby. I need you."


  They'd had a plan. From the beginning, they had a plan—get married and raise their kids. They both wanted it, and now she was leaving him to pick up the broken pieces on his own.


  The excited yet apprehensive expression on her face as they shared their wedding vows… How could this be the same girl? The day Erin was born, the tears of joy as they held their daughter for the first time. They'd shared that together. Nobody could take that moment or memory from them. They'd been just kids themselves, and suddenly parents, but excited about it. When Cody was born, it reaffirmed his feelings for her and for his family. He never resented any of it. He'd meant it when he said he'd never doubted it until today. He loved her, and until that afternoon, he'd planned to spend every day of his life with her. But what now, what if he lost her? How could she be taken from him like this?


  "Detective, we need to talk."


  Brian looked up when he heard footsteps behind him. He braced himself on the edge of the bed and pulled up into a standing position, keeping his back to the doctor while he wiped his face, willing himself to man-up and stop blubbering like an idiot.


  "She has serious brain injuries. I don't know if you've heard the details of the crash, but when she was thrown from the car—"


  Brian held his hand up. "I get it. What point are you trying to make here?"


  "We can't detect any brain activity," Dr. Cooke said. "We need to know what you want to do."


  He turned to face the doctor as Ali, Johnny, Melissa, and Mark all entered the critical care room. The nurse tried to hold them back, but they all brushed her off and entered anyway.


  He looked at their faces one at a time, sliding into a chair as they surrounded her bed, staring down at her. Each one of them crying, each one of his friends with tears in their eyes like him.


  "Ma, I don't…I don't know what to do." Brian managed to say on one breath. "What should I do?" He looked up at Ali then to Melissa and Mark. They were her oldest friends, and they had as much right in it as he did, especially since her parents were dead. Ali walked over and stood next to Brian, placing a hand on his shoulder.


  "Are you sure?" Nora asked the doctor in a broken voice. "Are you without-a-doubt sure that she won't wake up."


  "She won't recover from this. There's too much physical damage to her brain." The doctor bowed his head. "I'm sorry, but it's only a matter of time."


  Brian fazed them out; he didn't want to hear the question-and-answer session any more than he wanted to hear the details of her injuries.


  "Brian," Ali broke in, and he looked up at the sound of his name. "Is she an organ donor?"


  Brian nodded. "Yeah, but…" He stared at his wife and her expressionless face, stuck in the middle of an awful nightmare. Nothing about the way she laid there looked peaceful, and that made him hurt, too. He brought his hand to his chest and made a fist trying to stop the crushing pain.


  He tried to take a deep breath. "Do you guys mind leaving us alone for a few minutes?"


  "Of course, no problem," someone said as they all shuffled out of the room.


  Brian looked at his mother. "Ma, I need a moment with her."


  She nodded and stood before leaning down and kissing Julie's hairline.


  Brian stood over Julie, closed his eyes, and took her hand in his. He prayed—for answers, for forgiveness, for peace. When he was done he opened his eyes. "Tell me what to do, Julie. Tell me what to tell the kids. You were always the brave one, the smart one, the one with all the answers."


  He fought back a sob and squeezed her hand, lifting it to his face. "How could you leave me alone like this?" Brian's tears dripped on his wife's face. He couldn't stop the flow; they came freely, clouding his vision and coating his voice with heavy grit. "I love you, God damn it, I love you. I've loved you since the day we decided to get married. I loved you for carrying my baby and wanting to make a life with me. I loved you for making us a family and for everything you did and everything you were. Don't you ever forget that. Don't you ever doubt that!" Brian clinched his teeth as he said these words to her, and his mind drifted to one of the most important moments in his life…


  



  He couldn't believe the screaming coming from such a little being.


  "It's a girl!" The doctor held up the little beet-looking baby covered in slime and showed Brian. Yep, no penis; it's a girl for sure, and wow, look at her. "It's a girl, Jules!"


  "I want to see her. Show her to me," Julie said, trying to sit up enough to get a glimpse of the baby. The nurse wrapped her up like a little burrito and laid her on Julie's chest.


  "Wow, look what we made." He stared in awe at his new little girl, and his chest tightened up a little. His daughter…the first thing he'd ever done right in his entire life.


  "She's so beautiful, Brian. Look at all her dark hair."


  "I know. I think she has more hair than me."


  Julie turned to look at him when she heard the waver in his voice. "I hope it's curly like yours."


  He cleared his throat and mumbled, "She's beautiful like her mother."


  Julie clutched his hand and pulled him in for a hug. He wrapped his arms around both his girls and whispered, "I love you, Julie."


  "Brian!" She pushed back to see his face.


  "What's wrong?" he said, looking down at the baby.


  Julie's face crumpled and she started to cry.


  "What's wrong? What did I do?"


  Her free hand came up to cover her eyes.


  "Shh, don't cry, talk to me. Tell me what's wrong."


  With a deep breath, she brushed the tears off her cheeks and smiled wide at him. "That's the first time you've said you love me."


  



  After several minutes, Brian took a deep breath, trying to pull himself together. When he thought himself capable of speaking to the doctor, he stepped out of the room and into the hall.


  "Detective, she has an open, penetrating head wound…"


  Brian's stomach rolled.


  "…extensive damage…"


  Brian closed his eyes, trying to block out the doctors words.


  "…won't recover…"


  Brian wanted to scream at the doctor to shut the hell up. He didn't want to hear anymore. The facts were the facts. Dr. Cooke had made his point clear. Brian understood. Julie was brain dead…which was, essentially, dead.


  He opened his eyes as a tear fell from each lid. "If you're sure she's not coming out of this…" He took another deep breath and tried again. "I don't want her to lie there in pain any longer than she has to. I don't want her to live on some machine. Just…give me a little while longer with her. My kids need time to say goodbye to their mother."


  



  


  



  



  



  Chapter Five


  
    

  


  



  The darkness soothed her. After sitting in the hospital for forty-eight hours, it was a relief to sit in silence, to remember her friend from before and not the way she looked as she slipped into death.


  It had only taken a few minutes for Julie to fade away once they removed her life support. Watching that, being there, was excruciating, but she couldn't leave them. She couldn't walk away for even a moment to gain some sense of sanity or relief, not when Brian and his kids needed her there. She also needed to be there for herself. She'd lost sixteen years—geez, no, seventeen now. After losing that much time with Julie, she wouldn't miss another second, even if they had to be the last few of Julie's life.


  Melissa sobbed, her chest heaving at the memory of Cody gripping his mother's hand, begging her to keep breathing. In hindsight, Melissa wondered if he should have been there at all. Wasn't he too young to experience death in such a way? Too young to watch his mother's life slowly drift away.


  Erin hadn't begged like Cody, but her fierce sobbing as she said goodbye one more time was too much for Melissa, and from the pained expression on Brian's face, it had been too much for him, too.


  Melissa didn't move when the doorbell echoed through her loft, breaking her silent solitude. On the second ring, she slowly glanced over at the door then turned her eyes back to the blackness outside. She couldn't bear any more. As much as she wanted to be strong, she no longer could. She was too tired, too drained to face anything else. She curled her knees into her chest and sank farther into the couch cushions.


  A moment later, footsteps sounded on the stairs leading to the interior door. When the door opened, she still didn't move. The door closed softly, and the clicking sounds of her intruder's shoes came closer.


  "Melissa?"


  Chase…yes, of course it was Chase. She glanced over at him, their eyes meeting in the darkness.


  "Melissa, have you forgotten about our date?"


  Was it Sunday already? She stared at him, not sure what to say. Chase in a suit. His shoes glinted slightly from the moonlight shining in from the tall windows. He lifted his hand and tugged on the chain to illuminate the lamp on the table next to the couch. Melissa immediately squeezed her eyes closed. It wasn't dark when she'd sat down…still early afternoon. She'd watched the sun set and had welcomed the darkness. Why was he taking that away, bringing light into her world when she least wanted it?


  She held her hand out to block the light. "Please, don't."


  "We have time. Go get dressed."


  Melissa blinked and waited for her eyes to adjust. She squinted up at him, wishing with every molecule in her body she didn't have to explain, didn't have to recall then recite the details of the last two days.


  A flash of annoyance crossed Chase's face. "You've been crying. What's happened now?"


  She blinked at him again, only this time, it wasn't due to the light. Now? What on earth did he mean? "Julie is dead," she blurted, unable to find a better, more delicate way to say it. "Sorry if that's a little more drama than you're willing to deal with on a Sunday night."


  "Melissa…I'm sorry." He lowered himself down next to her. "I didn't mean…of course, I'm not trying to be inconsiderate, but it seems like you're dealing with one tragedy after another these days."


  "Yes, apparently God has a sense of humor." She threw her hands out and vaulted off the couch. "I'm sorry someone kidnapped my nephew. I'm sorry my sister's maniac ex-husband abducted and nearly raped her. I'm sorry my friend's death has interfered with our date. I'll work harder on living less of a drama-filled life from now on."


  Chase lowered his head and ran his hands through his freshly trimmed hair. "I've said the wrong thing. I'm sorry to have upset you further. That wasn't my intention."


  Melissa looked at his shiny shoes again and followed the line of his slim-fitting suit, his best suit. He had made special plans for them tonight. He'd even requested she wear her new red dress. A dress she didn't really like, but he loved. Appearance mattered to him. She liked maxi skirts and tank tops. She preferred faded jeans and flip-flops over wrap dresses and matching shoes.


  Chase grew up back East, something she'd always blamed for their differences. He and his family were much different than hers. Her Bohemian style clashed with him and his family completely. She almost snorted out a laugh. Hell, her entire family was Bohemian compared to his, and she was their black sheep. She could only imagine what they'd thought of her. He'd once even rolled his eyes and accused her of being Berkeley-ish, as if Berkeley were a dirty word.


  As different as she was from him, she was also nothing like her mother or her sister. Ali had always been the smart one, the realistic one with all the plans. She was always better in school, and didn't have an artistic bone in her body. Melissa had inherited all the creativity in the family. She was a writer, like her father. He was an artist who liked to sleep late in the morning. She certainly never had any intention of going to law school like Ali. Not that she could have after what happened with Brian. No, she had always wanted to be a journalist. Which is why she'd picked a school in New York…and look how that had turned out.


  She sighed and met Chase's eyes again. "Julie is dead, Chase."


  "I'm sorry, Melissa." He reached out and took her hand, tugging her toward him and onto his lap. "I'm very sorry you've lost your friend."


  "I understand you'd planned a special night, but it's been the most excruciating couple of days. I'm sorry I never got around to calling you."


  "Have you eaten anything? You're pale."


  She shook her head. "I don't have an appetite."


  Chase ran a hand up and down her back. "Why don't you go take a hot bath and I'll order Thai food for delivery."


  She nodded into his chest, now thankful to have him there. She needed him and his steadiness right now. She shouldn't sulk in the dark and let her mind drift into ugly corners. She'd lost years to depression, years to a darkness that had consumed her when she couldn't get a grip on life.


  Chase shifted and set her on the couch before getting up and disappearing into the bedroom. The sound of running water came from the bathroom, and a few minutes later, he emerged without his jacket, his sleeves rolled to his elbows. He knelt in front of her and stared into her eyes.


  "You'll feel better after a hot bath and a good scrubbing."


  She wanted to smile. He had such a nice way of telling her she smelled bad. She hadn't showered since Friday, but of course, that was due to being on Julie's death watch. Regardless, he was right; she would feel better after a bath.


  With a nod, she stood and went into the bathroom. The darkness surprised her. He'd left the light off and lit candles instead. Now she really did smile. How considerate. It was nice to know he could still surprise her. She stripped naked and suppressed a groan as her body came in contact with the silky heat, then slowly submerged herself into the hot, bubbly water.


  She rested her head back onto the towel Chase had rolled and left on the edge of the tub. She closed her eyes and tried to clear her mind of all the grief and hurt. If anything, she'd learned something from Julie's death. Life was short. Too short to hold seventeen years worth of grudges. That was indeed a true loss. Years of friendship had been squandered over a man. A man who, above all, had dearly loved his wife. Had Brian ever been Melissa's as she'd thought all those years ago?


  As she lay in the hot bubbles, she had to question everything she'd ever believed about herself, about Brian, and about Julie. If she could've forgiven, moved on sooner, and not let her anger and depression get the best of her for all those years, she could have had more time with her friends and less hurt. God, what a fool she'd been. Tears pooled in her eyes as she remembered that first year without Brian. She'd nearly lost everything for him. She'd let too many things slip away in her grief.


  She'd forgotten a lot from those days, but there was one thing she'd never forget—the undeniable sense of emptiness that overcame her when she'd lost Brian. Her pain had become a living, breathing part of her being. Why had she let it go that far? She didn't think it would have hurt any less had he been killed. At least, this is how her teenaged mind had made sense of it back then. Now, she knew the difference. Being back here and spending time with Brian, Julie, and their family…death was permanent, but losing Brian and Julie all those years ago didn't have to be permanent.


  "How are you feeling?" Chase asked, slipping into the room.


  She cracked open an eye to see him smiling, smiling oddly, like he had a secret to share. She cleared her throat and said, "Much better. Thank you."


  He knelt on the floor next to the tub and rested his elbows on the edge, looking down at her with that same smile. "I have something for you." His lids lowered then lifted again as he looked at her. "I had important plans for tonight, and, seeing as you're so down, I'm following through with my plans."


  Melissa opened the other eye and turned her head toward him. "Chase, I feel better, but I'm still not up for going out."


  "No, no, we don't have to leave. I ordered dinner. It'll be here in half an hour." He reached down into his pocket. "What I meant by plans was that I wanted to…" He pulled a small box out of his pocket and snapped it open, turning it toward her. "I wanted to ask you to marry me."


  Melissa sat up quickly, sloshing water up the sides of the tub and over the edge, soaking Chase and the floor.


  "Arh!" He jumped to get out of the way, but it was too late. "God damn it, Melissa, what are you doing?"


  She slapped a hand over her mouth. "Sorry! God, Chase, you're proposing to me now?"


  "Yes!" He rubbed at the wetness down his shirt and pants then reached for a towel, patting his front with it. "I was trying to."


  "Now?" She stared at him, not sure what to say. "Today?"


  "I can't think of a better time, Melissa." He waved the towel at her. "You've just had the ultimate reminder of how quickly life can change. Why waste time when we already know what we want." He gave up on drying his clothes and dropped his hands to his sides. "I thought you loved me. I thought you wanted a family. You said you were ready for this."


  "I do. I am. I want a family more than anything, but I didn't expect this now, after everything that's happened the last few days."


  "I thought this would cheer you up. Now you can focus on us and our future together. It's not like her friendship was that important to you."


  "What?" She stood and reached for the last towel on the bar. "Excuse me?"


  "Melissa, whether or not you want to marry me has nothing to do with this woman. I know she was once a good friend, but you grew apart. And still, again, she has nothing to do with us and our future."


  Melissa wrapped the towel around her and side-stepped him to leave the bathroom. She walked into her bedroom and stood there, not sure what to do. Her mind couldn't process what he was saying, couldn't grip the change in her feelings. Marriage was meant to be a celebration, yet she couldn't bring herself to feel happy when she was still consumed with grief.


  She sat down on her bed and closed her eyes.


  "I thought this was what you wanted."


  She nodded and opened her eyes to look up at him. "It is, Chase."


  He knelt in front of her again. "Then tell me you'll marry me."


  Melissa stared at the ring, the beautiful and incredibly large diamond shimmering in the light. She closed her eyes again as a tear slipped out, along with the image of another ring, given to her at seventeen. Two thin, gold bands sitting in the palm of Brian's hand…


  



  "One for you and one for me. It's a promise, Lis. A promise to always belong to each other."


  Melissa nodded. "That's the easiest promise I've ever made."


  "Melissa, I promise to love you for the rest of my life. You will always be the center of my soul, the rhythm of my beating heart, and the air I breathe."


  



  Tears streamed from her eyes, and it was all she could do to hold in the sob. She wasn't a kid, and childhood promises didn't equal real life. Maybe Chase was right, she needed to embrace her future and stop dwelling on the past. She'd learned firsthand that life wasn't a fairytale. She wanted a family more than anything, and that was something Chase was ready to give her. What had she learned from Julie's death? Life is short! Too short.


  "Yes, I will marry you, Chase." She opened her eyes. "I want to be your wife…and I want to be a mom."


  He smiled and pulled her to him. The kiss was hard, and so unlike him. Was it relief? Did he believe she would deny him?


  Chase withdrew and snatched the ring from the box, quickly sliding it on her finger. Perfect fit, at least in size if not in style. She smiled and tilted her hand. The light reflected off the large center diamond beautifully. At least her mother would love it.


  



  



  


  



  



  



  Chapter Six


  
    

  


  



  Brian waited. It seemed like that's all he ever did these days was wait. He was sick of waiting. Waiting for Julie to die, waiting for the family to say goodbye, waiting for the preacher to say what he had to say then waiting to pray, pray for the dead—then pray for the living.


  Now he waited again, waited for them to prepare her and the casket for burial. Next, he'd wait in the car until they got to the burial site where Julie would be laid to rest with her parents.


  All of his family and friends had walked outside, leaving him alone in the mortuary. Fine with him. He was sick of the pitiful glances and condolences. He never understood the phrase 'I'm sorry'. What did that mean? How was he to respond? Should he say 'It's okay'? It wasn't okay. Things were not okay, but what else could he say. Maybe 'I know. I'm sorry, too' or 'You're not half as sorry as I am' or 'Screw you and your sorry.'


  Brian looked up when the door crept open.


  "Hi," Melissa said, closing the door behind her.


  He tried to smile. "Hi."


  "How are you feeling?" she asked over the sound of her heels clicking on the tile floor.


  "I feel tired of that question. I feel tired from all the questions."


  She sat down next to him. "It's almost over."


  "I'm sorry. I don't mean to be an ass." Brian bowed his head. Shit. Another God damn 'I'm sorry.'


  "It's okay, Brian." She rested her hand on his knee as if to offer reassurance.


  The glint from her hand caught his eye. He reached toward it, his heart jumping uncontrollably. "What is that?"


  She tried to pull her hand away, but he was too fast for her.


  He gripped her wrist and stared at the diamond on her finger. "Is this what I think it is?"


  "What do you think it is?"


  He looked into her eyes. "Don't play games. Are you engaged?"


  Melissa nodded quickly, jerking her hand away. "What do you care?"


  Now he really wanted to get sick. "That guy?" he said. "Really, Melissa, you're marrying that guy?"


  She stood and dropped her hands to her sides. "Go to hell, Brian."


  "Fucking look around you, Melissa." He threw his hands in the air. "I'm already in hell."


  Her stance softened and she eased back down into the chair across from him. She leaned forward and rested her elbows on her knees to bring herself closer to him. "Don't be like this…not today, okay."


  "Come on! Why are you settling for some little freaking vanilla, no heart, boring, puny… Ugh! What do you see in him anyway?"


  "You don't know him. He's smart and funny…supportive, and he loves me."


  "Ha—funny, that's hilarious." He stood up and brushed past her, turning his back on her.


  Light from the outside streamed into the room when the door opened again, but Brian didn't turn around. He didn't want to talk to anyone else. He'd had enough for one day. Enough of the pity from people who claimed to care about him, to care about Julie.


  "Detective Hammel, we're ready to start the procession."


  Brian nodded, relieved it was almost over. "Thank you. I'll be right out."


  He turned and walked past Melissa on his way to the exit. "I hope smart and funny keeps you warm at night."


  



  ~


  



  Brian stood with one hand on his daughter's shoulder and one on his son's, looking out over Erin's bowed head. He felt like he'd been thrown back in time, back to a day he would never forget.


  Their blonde heads perfectly matched as they tilted toward each other in an iron embrace. He remembered the day like it was yesterday, the picture clear as the bright blue sky above. He knew right then—with every breath—he loved Melissa. Who gets this stuff at eight years old? He would've laughed at the idea if he had the energy. Who the hell understands what love is at eight? It didn't make sense, but he couldn't deny it.


  Watching Melissa and Ali cry over their father's coffin twenty-six years ago was so like today. There they stood, holding each other again, Ali's hand reached out to Johnny's, but her arm around Melissa, their heads together, crying all over again. He remembered how hard it had been for them both. He wanted to cry, too, and he did, for Ali and for Melissa. It hurt him in his soul to see the pain and tears in her eyes.


  He looked again at Julie's shining coffin glinting in the bright sun and wanted to kick himself for thinking about Melissa on this day, the very day he had to put his wife in the ground. If Julie could hear his thoughts, she would hate him. Ironically enough, so would Melissa. Melissa would never respect him, not after what he'd done to her, especially if she knew what he was thinking about now.


  How did we get here? How did so many things change since that day? Nothing had turned out the way he'd planned. Back then, and for years after, his future was sure. He never doubted where life would lead him. But how could he regret? How could he—as he stood there with his kids—regret his family? Regret his life to this point? Regret Julie? No, he didn't, of course not, but regret Melissa? Yes, he regretted losing Melissa. He loved Erin and Cody with his whole heart. He'd loved Julie, too, but Melissa was different. He couldn't explain it, just different than Julie. Melissa held a part of his soul. To this day, she still gripped it in her hands. That part of him had been missing the day he'd proposed to Julie, and every day since then.


  Melissa will always have it, even after she marries that jerk-off from Berkeley. Even then, she'll still own a part of him. His stomach lurched at the thought of her with him, that puny, little clone with no heart or passion. Melissa was full of piss and vinegar, how long would it take this jerk to squash that out of her.


  Is this what it felt like to Melissa? Had she felt this sinking, overwhelming sickness when she'd found out about him and Julie? Had she been living with it for all these years? Had her love for him been equal to his for her? He couldn't remember if he'd ever told her how much he loved her. Did she know? Did that make everything harder for her? Did Julie understand how much he loved her? It's too late to fix that—she's gone—Jules is gone. Julie is dead! Did she understand how important she was to him? Even after the hateful things he'd said, he still loved her, and now she was gone.


  His chest tightened and he tried to take a deep breath. Don't, man—just get through this day and get your shit together. Come on—stop! He reached up and rubbed his clammy forehead. Erin turned to him with red-rimmed eyes and a slight smile of support. "I love you, Daddy."


  Brian cupped her neck and kissed the top of her head as a tear rolled down his cheek. "I love you, too, honey."


  When the crowd had turned to walk to their cars, Brian stayed behind. He stood alone and waited. He wanted to see them put her in the ground. He wouldn't forget this day. He'd hold the picture in his head so he couldn't forget—wouldn't forget—while he slept in their warm bed, his beautiful wife lay cold in the ground.


  A hand rested on his shoulder. He looked around at Johnny. "Hey, partner, you ready."


  "No. Mom and Pop are taking the kids over." He nodded to the backhoe. "I'll wait until they're done."


  "Lots of people are going over to your folk's house to talk to you."


  "I don't care. They can wait or leave. I'm staying until this is finished."


  "Fine, I'll wait with you. Let me tell Ali."


  Brian turned and waited. More waiting. It seemed to take a lifetime for them to lower her into the ground. One more tear slipped from between his lids before he turned away from Julie forever.


  His heart sat like stone in his chest.


  He had never in a million years imagined saying goodbye to her. Not even after their fight the other night, not even when she walked out with her suitcase. He held his arms over his chest, remembering the last hug and how badly he didn't want her to go. Never would he have believed it was over. Now he had no choice.


  



  ~


  



  Melissa stared out the window as the limo pulled away, leaving Brian and Johnny behind at the burial site. She glanced down at the diamond ring on her finger and wished Chase had come with her. How foolish she felt wearing his ring, calling him supportive when he couldn't even take a day off to be with her and attend Julie's funeral.


  Ali gripped her right hand and said, "It's a lovely ring, Melissa."


  Melissa smiled up at her. "I know. I just wish…"


  "He has important work to do. Be thankful he's passionate about his research," her mother Susan said. "He's a wonderful man, Melissa."


  She nodded. "Yes, he is passionate about his work. If only he were more passionate about me."


  "Don't be foolish." Susan waved a hand at her. "Brilliant men are always the hardest-working. That doesn't mean he doesn't love you, too."


  "You don't think this is the right thing, do you, Melissa?" Ali said. "You doubt your decision."


  "No, I don't doubt I want to marry him." She met Ali's eyes and continued, "It's the timing. I'm having trouble adjusting to the idea."


  Susan reached over and placed a hand on Melissa's knee. "That's because of Julie. It's hard to be happy when you're grieving. Give it time to sink in."


  "Yes, that's what I mean. I wish he would have waited to propose. Julie's death is very fresh. He chose the wrong time."


  "He wanted to cheer you up, darling. It was thoughtful in idea, if not in execution," Susan said.


  Melissa looked over at her mother, as did Ali. It was no secret their mother was oblivious to consideration and common kindness. Geez, her mother acted like she should be thankful any man wanted her, much less the brilliant Dr. Collins.


  Ali squeezed her hand and shook her head, but she didn't need to. Melissa had no more desire to argue with her mother than Ali did.


  



  


  



  



  



  Chapter Seven


  
    

  


  



  An hour later, Brian arrived at his parent's house to face the crowd of people waiting for him. Nothing felt right. Lightheadedness or something akin to emptiness kept his thoughts jumbled and a little shy of crazy. He couldn't sit still, yet he didn't have the energy to move. Pins and needles attacked every inch of his body, giving him the shakes. All he wanted was a quiet room and a strong drink.


  Just get this over with, he chanted to himself. Get over the grieving and get on with life. Work—he needed to work. Tomorrow, he'd get right back into the swing of things. He had his mom and pop to help with the kids, so there was no reason to wait.


  "Brian, have you eaten anything." He glanced up at Ali. She looked so sad, so worried.


  He hated that, hated people worrying about him. "Have the kids eaten?"


  "Melissa is making Cody a plate now, and Erin is already eating. When did you eat last?"


  Brian shrugged, rubbing his hand over his forehead. "I'm fine, Ali, don't worry about me."


  Ali glanced at his shaking hand and her brow creased. "I'll stop worrying if you eat something. Can I make you a plate?"


  He stared at her and wanted to scream—I'm fine! But Ali wanted to take care of him, to take care of everyone. That's what she did, took care of people.


  When he imagined having a sister, he always picture Ali. She was one of his oldest friends, she and Melissa. They had always been together, Brian, Melissa, Mark, and Ali, since grade school. He and Melissa had been attached at the hip, and eventually, Mark and Ali had become a couple, too. The four of them had always been together, until graduation, when Melissa announced she wanted to go back east for college. Her leaving changed his life, and, in turn, gave him Julie. He'd never even dated anyone else, but then again, he and Julie hadn't exactly dated.


  "Brian?" Ali said, trying to get his attention.


  A smile touched his lips. "Hey, do you remember junior homecoming?"


  "Huh, how could I forget it?" Ali grinned, and he thought maybe a little pink blushed her cheeks. She sat down on the coffee table across from him. "After we won the game, the seven of us got drunk in Julie's garage. Shane spent the night hugging her toilet."


  "That's right, Shane got sick. Do you remember what we were drinking?" he asked, looking toward the ceiling.


  "No, and what the hell were we thinking, drinking at that age?" She closed her eyes and shook her head.


  "We had fun though."


  "Yes, except for the sick part."


  "Remember the dance? Remember her dress?" His voice drifted over the memory.


  "Whose dress?" she asked. "Julie's?"


  "Melissa's—'member the purple dress?" he asked again. "That was one awesome dress. She looked like a purple mermaid."


  "Brian, I'm making you a plate. You're going to eat even if I have to force-feed you."


  He nodded, and his eyes followed her into the kitchen where Melissa sat with his kids at the table, taking care of them and talking to Cody with a warm smile. God, will I ever want to smile again? Will Cody or Erin? While these thoughts crossed his mind, a man he didn't recognize leaned in to talk to Cody. The man rested his hand on Cody's shoulder. Melissa abruptly stood and gripped his wrist.


  "What the hell?" Brian's scalp prickled at the expression on Melissa's face.


  Melissa tried to pull the man aside, but he balked. Brian stood and walked toward the kitchen at the same time Melissa pointed to the door. The man turned away from her with a dismissive smile on his face. The smile shifted something in Brian's memory…one of Erin's teachers. Mr… What was his name? Shit—Mr. Jeffries, right. Brian stepped into the kitchen and both their faces paled. He looked around them to Erin, and she looked a little green, too.


  "What's going on, Melissa?"


  Her eyes grew wide as she stared at Brian. "He's leaving. I'm just showing him the way out."


  "Leaving already?" he asked Mr. Jeffries, shifting his gaze from him to Melissa. "What's the problem?"


  She stammered incomprehensibly with an expression he couldn't quite reconcile. He glanced up at Mr. Jeffries and recognized the guilt there.


  Mr. Jeffries shifted to walk around Brian, but Brian held his hand out and looked into Melissa's eyes again, and that's when it hit him. Nausea, truth, hurt, and anger.


  "Son-of-a-bitch," Brian whispered, still watching her eyes when they filled with tears. "This is the guy, right? This is the son of a bitch who was sleeping with my wife."


  His hand fisted on Mr. Jeffries' shirt, and he shoved him off his feet, lunging on top of him with his fist flying. The contact felt great. The surge of adrenalin and hate, releasing his grief and anxiety onto the one person on the planet he could hate without remorse. It all ended much too soon. Johnny and Mark pulled him up and hauled him out of the house. The jerks.


  "What is he doing here?" he huffed. "Who the fuck…" He fought to catch his breath. "Who does he think he is entering this house?"


  "Brian, stop! You have to stop. You're scaring the kids. Take a deep breath." Mark shoved him against the garage door, holding him by the shoulders.


  Brian grabbed Mark's shirt and gritted out, "Let me go!"


  "Not until you calm down."


  They turned toward the scuffle on the lawn. His former partner, Detective Martinez had Jeffries by the collar and was towing him to the street.


  Brian broke free from Mark's grasp, but Johnny grabbed him before he got far.


  "If I ever see your face near my family, I'll fucking kill you," Brian shouted over the heads of Mark and Johnny.


  "Brian, stop it! You're gonna get yourself arrested. There are too many cops here for this." Johnny pushed Brian back against the garage door. "Shut it down, man!"


  Brian staggered upright and met Melissa's eyes when she came around the corner. She had an ice pack on her head, and Ali came rushing out beside her.


  The wind left his sails at the sight of the ice pack. "Lis, what happened?" He reached out toward her, but Johnny still had a tight hold on him. "Let me go." Brian shoved Johnny off him. "All right, let go." He pushed past them and approached Melissa. "Are you okay? Let me see."


  "You knocked her off her feet when you attacked Jeffries," Ali said. "She bumped her head, but she'll be fine."


  He reached to lift the ice pack to rub at the little knot on her head, but Melissa waved him off. "I'm fine. I just wanted him to leave. I didn't mean for all that to happen." She brushed the tears from her cheeks.


  Brian's eyes narrowed. "He shouldn't have been here. You should have told me who he was."


  Mark rested a hand on Brian's shoulder. "Let's just keep moving forward…okay. There're still a lot of people here, and we need to get this over with."


  Brian turned toward the front door and almost plowed into his pop.


  "Good going, Brian. Way to make a mockery out of your wife's memorial." He shook his head and narrowed his eyes. "What the hell is wrong with you?"


  "What?" Brian said. "Are you kidding me? That asshole was sleeping with my wife. She did this, Pop, not me."


  "You need to practice self-control. Just because you have a badge doesn't mean you can bully people."


  "Gee, thanks for the support."


  "This is my fault," Melissa said. "I'm sorry. I should have been more discreet when I asked him to leave."


  Greg nodded. "Maybe you should have."


  Brian took a step closer to his pop. "No, this isn't Melissa's fault either. It's Julie's. Being dead doesn't release her of all responsibility." Turning to Melissa, he said, "Sorry you were hurt in the scuffle." Then he shrugged past his pop and stormed back into the house.


  


  



  



  



  Chapter Eight


  
    

  


  



  Melissa took a couple of deep breaths to pull herself together. When she looked up, Mr. Hammel locked on her gaze. "I apologize, Melissa. Brian's right. This wasn't your fault, but I wonder if it's wise for you to be here."


  "I'm sorry?" she said, not sure what he meant. "Why shouldn't I be here?"


  "I wonder how Julie would feel about it."


  A brick dropped into her stomach. Brian's parents had always been at the top of her list of favorite people. They'd been such a huge part of her life growing up, Greg often stepping in as a substitute father after her daddy had died. Why wouldn't they want her here?


  "Julie and Melissa mended their friendship," Ali said, stepping to Melissa's side. "Julie would want her here, and I know the kids are glad she's here."


  Greg's lips tilted into a faint smile. "Good." He exhaled heavily. "I'm glad to hear that. I know you two were talking before…when Micah went missing. I'm glad you came together, especially now that we've lost her."


  Melissa tried to smile through her now rapidly flowing tears. "Nobody regrets the years lost more than I do. Having had the last few months with her have been a saving grace. Regardless of our past, you must know, I only want peace for Brian, Erin, and Cody."


  Greg looked over his shoulder toward the house. "If Brian can hold himself together, they may actually find peace again, one day." He nodded and said, "Thank you for your help today and for helping the kids get through this." He hugged Melissa, lingering for a moment. "I am glad to see you're doing well, Melissa. We have missed you."


  "Thank you. I've missed you and Nora very much, as well." She took a heavy breath as he withdrew from the hug. He gave her another faint smile and turned to walk back into the house.


  Melissa stepped forward to follow, but Ali grabbed her arm and hissed her name.


  "What, Ali?"


  "You knew about Julie's affair?"


  "Yes—so what?"


  "Why didn't you tell Brian? He didn't have to find out by seeing her on the street with another man."


  "Are you seriously asking me that? Are you asking me why I didn't tell him his wife was having an affair?"


  "Don't, Melissa, don't do that. It's not about you and Brian, and it's not about me either."


  "This hasn't been easy for me." Melissa tugged her arm free, heat rising on her face. "Not telling him." She closed her eyes, fighting for calm. When she opened them back up, she looked directly into Ali's eyes. "Julie had everything, and she threw it away. This has been eating me alive for weeks." Ali cupped Melissa shoulder, but Melissa shrugged away. "Leave me alone."


  "No, look at me, Melissa," Ali said. "I understand—"


  "Don't! Because you don't know. You have no idea what this feels like."


  "Melissa."


  "God, Julie—ugh!" Melissa gritted her teeth, making fists with her hands. "I just got her back, Ali. I finally get them back into my life and then—then I find out she's cheating on him. You don't understand what this is like for me. She had everything, and I've had to sit by and watch her throw everything away."


  "You're hurt, but cursing the dead won't help."


  "No, Ali, Brian's hurt! He hasn't eaten or slept in days. He's a mess because of her, because of what she's done—to him and to her own children. He's so hurt…and lost; he can't even think straight right now. Yes, I loved Julie, too, and, yes, I miss her, and, yes, I regret all those years I wasted in anger, but that doesn't make her saintly."


  "Who told you Brian hasn't eaten or slept?"


  "Erin calls me every day, crying, because she's worried about her dad. God! And look what Julie did to Erin!" Melissa said, widening her eyes.


  "What are you talking about?"


  "Who do you think told me about Julie's affair?"


  "What?" Ali reached out and gripped Melissa's hand. "Erin knew?"


  "Yes, she told me a couple of weeks ago when she caught her mom with him in Jeffries' classroom."


  "Oh my God. I can't imagine what that must have been like for her…" Ali looked down as her eyes filled with tears. "To catch your mother cheating on your father, how agonizing…and with one of your teachers."


  "Julie really messed things up, and all for a fling with that jerk."


  Ali looked up quickly. "I want to go talk to Erin."


  "No! You can't tell her you know. I promised to keep it a secret. She'll never trust me again."


  "Brian needs to know. He needs to know what she's going through."


  "Yes, I agree, which is why I'm going to convince her to tell him herself."


  "Okay, but don't wait too long." Ali glanced up at the ice pack. "How's the head?"


  "I'm fine," she said, rubbing at the bump on her head.


  "Will you see if you can get Brian to eat something? I'm worried about him."


  When Melissa entered the house, Brian was back on the couch staring straight ahead. Nobody seemed to want to approach or talk to him. Melissa walked past him and went into the kitchen to make him a plate of food. With the plate in hand, she sat down on the coffee table in front of him. His gaze lifted to her face.


  "Eat."


  Brian's eyes seemed to focus before he glanced down at her offering. "I'm not hungry."


  "I don't care. You need to eat." She looked through the sliding glass door where Ali was on the back patio talking to Mark and Sarah. "Listen, if you don't eat, Ali is going to kick both our asses."


  He turned toward Ali. "All this stress isn't good for her."


  Melissa's stomach fluttered with affection. He'd always been so protective of Ali. She slid onto the couch next to him. "All this stress isn't good for any of us. Why do you always baby Ali?"


  "She's been through a lot. She's not tough like you. She takes things hard."


  "If you want to make this easier for her, you'll eat everything on this plate."


  "I may have ruined my daughter's life. I wasn't thinking about how this would affect her when I beat up her teacher."


  Melissa stared at him as he lifted the fork to his mouth, not sure what to say. "No…uh, I wouldn't worry much about that. Her friends seem pretty supportive. I'll talk to her about it, make sure she's okay."


  "You're sweet." Brian took another bite. "It's nice of you to spend all this time with them."


  She drew back. "Brian Hammel, did you call me sweet?"


  A shadowed grin crossed his face. "Yeah, well, you can't fool me. I've got you figured out."


  "Don't tell anyone. I wouldn't want to ruin my reputation." She smiled. "I love those kids. Julie and I hung out a lot over the summer, and I had time to get to know them."


  "Erin thinks you're the coolest thing since sliced bread, although I wouldn't tell her you're getting married; it might deduct some points."


  "You may be right. She doesn't seem to admire the mother and wife persona, she believes it's cool to be single and living alone."


  "I guess, since you're getting married, you don't agree." Brian didn't look at her when he said it, but at least he was making an effort to be nice about it.


  "Being single and living alone is lonely." She pushed at her skirt to keep her hands busy. She didn't want to look at him. Telling him that was just a little more honest than she wanted to be.


  "I never would've thought you were lonely."


  "I can't imagine you've thought much about me at all with your schedule…wife and kids."


  Brian stiffened and Melissa quickly apologized. "I'm sorry. I didn't say that to hurt you."


  "You don't really believe I don't think about you?"


  She shrugged. "Why would you? I only cause you discomfort with my big mouth and bad attitude."


  "I deserve everything you throw at me." He put his plate down. "I get that."


  "No, not all of it," she said with a crooked smile. She reached over and picked his plate back up and handed it to him. "And look at us now. We're talking without fighting."


  He sighed and took the plate from her. "That's only because I'm too tired to fight." He grinned and Melissa's heart lightened a little. "I'll finish my trash-talking about your boyfriend when I have more energy."


  She rolled her eyes. How stupid of her to let her guard down even for a minute. "That's my cue." She stood and said, "Lucky for you, I'm in the mood to take the high road."


  "Yeah, go ahead and leave when the conversation gets too difficult for you." He called back at her when she walked away. "You always do."


  



  


  



  



  



  Chapter Nine


  
    

  


  



  "What about this one, Al?" Melissa held up a light pink fabric square. "You like pink." They had fabric swatches spread out across Ali's dining room table with pictures of different types of bridesmaid dresses in every style.


  Nothing could have been more fun than planning her wedding with her sister, who was also planning a wedding. Ali and Johnny had decided on a New Year's Eve ceremony, while Melissa chose to wait until March to marry Chase.


  Melissa would have waited longer. She wasn't sure planning a wedding so soon after losing Julie was such a good idea, but she also wanted to start a family, and that, she decided, was a priority.


  She thought Julie would understand. Ali fought with the idea of changing her date. Having a wedding only four short months after Julie's death didn't seem long enough, but it also made for a great distraction. Ali and Julie had been close for years and not having Julie at her and Johnny's wedding would be tough, but too many plans and deposits had been made for her to change things.


  "No, dark colors seem better for a winter wedding. Maybe you should do pink since you're getting married in the spring."


  "No, I'm not much of a pink person. Chase wouldn't like pink either."


  "What colors are you doing?" Ali asked her sister.


  "I want simple black and white." Melissa pictured it in her head with bold-colored flowers. "Maybe red, purple, and bright yellow in the bouquets."


  Ali smiled at her. "That is so you."


  "I know," Melissa said. "I'm getting really excited."


  "I hope it's everything you hoped your wedding would be, not like getting married for the third time."


  "Ali, that doesn't matter."


  "I don't know. A third wedding, Melissa?" Ali rolled her eyes. "It's ridiculous. Very Elizabeth Taylor-ish, don't you think?"


  "No, I don't, and who the hell cares?" She brushed a dismissive hand at her. "I can't wait to see you in that dress." She held up her fingers in the shape of a camera. "Click."


  "No! You're not working at my wedding. If I see a camera in your hands, I'm going to flip out. I hired a great photographer, so don't even think about it."


  Melissa chuckled. "Okay, fine." She picked up a couple of other samples, gold tones, blue. "This one is perfect for a New Year's Eve wedding, Ali." Melissa held up the shimmering gold fabric. "I love the way it catches the light and the color in your eyes."


  Ali smiled. "In your eyes." She took the swatch and held it up to Melissa's face. "I never would have picked this color, but it is beautiful. I hope it doesn't make you look like Vegas showgirls."


  "No, it's more yellow than gold, but it could be elegant. Lighter than you wanted, but don't forget, it is a New Year's Eve party. You'll want it to sparkle." Melissa took it back and held it next to a photo of the bridesmaid dress style they'd already picked.


  Melissa had always planned to use green to match Brian's eyes. She grew up imagining her wedding to Brian. She'd dreamed about it for most of her life, but when she lost him, she never thought she'd marry anyone else. This wouldn't be the wedding she'd dreamed of all those years, not even close, but she wanted it. She inhaled deeply, trying to push thoughts of Brian from her mind. "What about this deep purple?"


  Ali chuckled. "I can't put you in purple."


  "Why?"


  "Brian talked about you in a purple dress at Julie's wake." Ali took the purple swatch and rubbed it between her fingers. "He was in such a daze all day, and he kept bringing up this memory."


  "What purple dress?"


  "Junior year homecoming. You wore a purple tapered dress."


  "Oh…uh, oh." Her stomach fluttered and her eyes widened. "He brought that up?" She reached back to find a chair and lowered herself into it.


  "Yes, he wouldn't let it go."


  Melissa remembered, too, like yesterday. She and Brian had planned that night for months. He'd even helped her pick out the dress.


  "What's wrong, Lis?"


  Melissa shook her head, trying to force the emotions back. "That night…" Melissa took a deep breath, fighting the overcoming sense of loss sweeping through her. "Junior Homecoming was the first time Brian and I made love." The corners of her mouth turned into a frown. "We were both virgins and had planned it for months."


  "Well…considering how long you two had been together, it's nice to hear you waited until junior year."


  "We wanted our first time to be special," Melissa said. "I can't believe he brought that up during Julie's wake."


  "He was stuck down memory lane, and memory lane for him includes you."


  "I guess that's true," Melissa said. "He'd also just found out about my engagement, and he wasn't happy."


  "Speaking of." Ali raised an eyebrow. "Are you still having doubts?"


  "I'm not having doubts, nor was I having doubts then. I just don't like the way Chase proposed. Not very romantic."


  "I hope you're sure, Melissa. Very few things are more painful than divorce. Trust me on that."


  "I know, and thank you, but I'm confident. I'm happy with Chase, and I think he's going to be a great dad."


  "Promise me, Melissa, if you do start having doubts, or any hint of hesitation, promise me you'll wait. You don't have to hurry into this. You can postpone until you're ready."


  Melissa met Ali's eyes, trying with everything she had to prove to her sister she was sure of Chase, and of her decision. "I'll promise, if you promise to stop doubting my decision, and stop doubting Chase."


  Ali lowered her eyes, a hint of pink touching her cheeks. "Yes, you know me as well as I know you."


  Melissa smiled. "Yes, I do."


  "Which is proof you're second guessing your decision."


  "And proof you doubt my fiancé."


  Ali gave her a crooked smile. "Touché." The smile slipped from her face and she said, "But, in my defense, I like Chase. I think he's a good man. It's you I doubt, or rather, the reasoning behind your decision."


  "I don't doubt my decision, Ali, my hesitation is…" Melissa frowned, unable to explain herself in the right manner. "It won't be the perfect day I'd hoped for. Do you understand?"


  Ali tilted her head and said, "Yes, which is why I think you should consider waiting. Give it more time, Melissa."


  "I am ready." She looked up at her sister. "I'm more than ready for a wedding…to get married and build a family. That's what's important. I'm not stupid. I know that nothing is ever perfect."


  "That's true, Melissa." Ali held up a bridal magazine. "These pictures lie. These perfect images of a wedding, of a marriage, are a lie. Nothing is ever perfect. What matters is being happy and being with the person you're meant for. The right people coming together make a marriage."


  Melissa pursed her lips with a curt nod. "I understand."


  "Here's the thing." Ali leaned forward, drawing closer to Melissa. "Not only is no marriage perfect, it's incredibly hard when you're with the wrong person. I'm sorry, but I'm not convinced your feelings for Chase are strong enough to justify this commitment."


  "Not everyone is lucky in love like you, Ali. Chase is the right person for me. I'm choosing him, not settling for him."


  They both looked up when the dining room door swung open.


  "Hey, what's going on?" Ali said, smiling at Johnny when he walked in with Mark.


  "Hey, sunshine." He leaned in to kiss Ali then glanced around at Melissa. "What's up, Melissa?"


  "Wedding stuff…" she said, placing her cold hand to her hot cheeks. "How weird is it that your ex-husband and fiancé are friends." She looked up at Mark and pointed with a smile. "Hey! Happy birthday!"


  "That's right. What are you doing here?" Ali asked


  "I have a date with my wife and daughter, but I need to take care of something first." Mark pulled out a chair and sat down. "I need to ask you for a favor," he said, looking at Ali.


  "What's going on?" Ali asked.


  "Wait a minute. I thought you were asking Melissa," Johnny said. "I don't think I want Ali going over there."


  Mark shook his head. "There's no way Melissa will do it. Besides, Ali has the best shot at getting through to him."


  "Wait," Melissa and Ali said at the same time. They exchanged confused glances, and Ali said, "What do you want me to do?"


  "I thought you might check on Brian."


  "He's still on mandatory leave," Johnny said. "He won't talk to anyone or answer any calls."


  "Why won't they let him go back to work?" Melissa asked.


  "Because of the fight at the wake. He openly threatened to kill Frank Jeffries in front of the sergeant," Johnny said. "They won't let him back until he has his act together."


  "His act together?" Melissa scoffed. "What exactly are they expecting?"


  Mark chuckled. "Well, for starters, he needs to return to the land of the living. Get out of the house and show himself to someone other than the liquor store clerk. He's gotten to the point where he's violent whenever anyone tries to talk to him."


  Johnny pulled out a chair and sat down. "I don't want Ali going over there."


  "Gee, thanks, Johnny." Melissa smirked. "But it's okay if he gets violent with me?"


  "No, that's not—" He shook his head. "He won't get violent with you or Ali, but he might get mean. You're scrappy. You'll fight back and not take his crap. Ali will get her feelings hurt."


  "It's not appropriate for Melissa to do this though," Ali said, glancing up from her fabric swatches. "Considering the circumstances."


  Johnny looked from Ali to Melissa. "Melissa is the perfect person to do this."


  "Why can't you do it?" Ali asked Mark.


  Mark gestured between him and Johnny. "We've both tried."


  "He won't listen, he just wants to fight. He'd never hurt Melissa, and she's stubborn enough to get through to him. She has the best chance," Johnny said.


  "Maybe we should wait, give him more time?" Ali asked Mark.


  "It's been nearly three weeks, Ali. The sooner he gets back on the job, the quicker he'll heal," Mark said.


  "He's done nothing but sit around and drink since the funeral," Johnny said.


  "Where are the kids?" Ali asked.


  "They've been staying at Mr. and Mrs. Hammel's house since the funeral," Melissa said. "I've been spending a couple of days a week with them."


  "Melissa, will you go over there?" Mark asked. "Something needs to be done before he drinks himself to death."


  She nodded. "Yeah, but I doubt he'll answer the door."


  "I have a key and the alarm code."


  "Won't that get you in trouble?" Ali asked. "He's technically a Summors Security client."


  "I care more about Brian than I do his privacy. He can sue me later if he wants. I just want to make sure he's still breathing," Mark said, writing down Brian's code.


  



  


  



  



  



  Chapter Ten


  
    

  


  



  The smell of dirty laundry and rotting garbage assaulted Melissa when she walked into Brian's house. She wandered around the dark living room, and her heart sank. The place looked as if it hadn't been cleaned in months, and Julie had always kept an immaculate house when she was alive. Melissa wanted to cry for the loss of her friend. Every memory she had of this place included Julie. This house had been Julie's pride and joy, the foundation of her family. Melissa stood and stared for a long time, hating Brian for doing this, but pitying him at the same time for losing his wife.


  She'd be strong, refrain from dwelling on things she couldn't change. Brian needed help, and the mess in front of her proved that. She kicked laundry out of her way as she climbed the stairs. How did his laundry end up on the stairs?


  She entered the master bedroom and found him curled in the fetal position in the middle of the bed, shirtless and in sweatpants with no socks. "Oh God, Brian," she whispered, her chest growing heavy with grief. He was out cold, and for a second, Melissa feared the worst. Two empty Wild Turkey bottles littered the floor around the bed, and a prescription bottle sat next to a third whiskey bottle on the nightstand. She snatched up the prescription and opened it to count the pills.


  "Eighteen pills." She looked at the label. The prescription was written for twenty-five.


  She inhaled, forced back her tears, and looked down at Brian's near-naked body. He was thin and pale with a growth of hair on his chin. He's hurting. He is really hurting, and I can't help. She leaned over, touching his forehead and cheek, cringing at his cold clamminess. His comforter had been kicked off the bed and laid wadded up on the floor. She picked it up and covered him.


  The stale whiskey and dirty laundry stench was awful; she reached over and opened the window, letting in a cool, fall breeze, and then she started cleaning. She didn't stop until the room was presentable.


  Brian never stirred, his rhythmic, steady breathing the only proof he wasn't dead. She didn't even want to think about the headache he'd have when he finally slept off the drugs and alcohol.


  She carried the laundry downstairs and started cleaning the rest of the house feverishly, hoping to get it done before he woke. He'd be pissed, and she knew it. He didn't want help, especially her help, but she couldn't watch him destroy himself.


  When the house was clean, she looked in on him again and felt an overwhelming need to lie with him. He needed someone. He needed arms around him, and he needed support. She couldn't walk out and leave him, not like this.


  "Let him be mad, I don't care."


  Melissa kicked off her shoes and adjusted the blanket before crawling onto the bed with him. She lifted his head and cradled it in her lap, leaning against the headboard, and stroking the dark curls off his face to get a closer look at him.


  He seemed settled and calm except for the wrinkle between his eyes. A luster of sweat covered his pale, olive skin, but she didn't care. Seeing him hurting like this reminded her of the days after he'd first married Julie. She'd been just as broken and hurt over him.


  This used to be her place. Brian should have been her place—it was meant to be—but something had happened. How had she lost him? How had they gotten so lost and on separate paths when everything had fit together so perfectly?


  All around her, the room slowly grew dark, but she didn't move. She stayed with him, surrounded by his scent. The smell of whiskey was there, too, but she also smelled that familiar scent that was all Brian. It brought back so many memories…


  



  "Meet me after school," Brian said, wiping the sweat off his brow with the back of his hand.


  Melissa glanced at her watch, then at the coach watching them as they jogged the track. They were behind on their average mile time, and they'd catch hell for it. "My mom is picking us up. I can't today."


  Brian slowed to a stop and bent over, pretending to tie his shoe. "Tonight?"


  "What are you doing? Get up. We're already off our time. Come on, he's going to separate us if we keep screwing around."


  Brian smiled up at her, his eyes dancing with mischief. "Promise to meet me tonight and I'll run faster."


  Melissa laughed and brushed a hand at him. "Forget it, Hammel. I'm leaving you in the dust." She took off running, rounding the corner as fast as she could, knowing he could easily catch her.


  His footsteps pounded when he came up behind her.


  "The creek, ten o'clock, Parker."


  She laughed and said, "I'll try."


  But he didn't hear; he was already ten strides ahead."


  



  He'd always been so much fun. They'd enjoyed each other every day. God, she hadn't thought about him in so long.


  It was on purpose.


  She'd stopped thinking about him on purpose. Everything about him hurt her—his life, his wife, his kids, his job, his home, and his friends—but more than anything, it was his love for Julie that killed her. And here she was, consoling him in his grief for her. "Damn, I must be crazy," she whispered. "This is going to hurt later when I'm alone and have to remember it. Damn, Julie." What a mess she left behind. This family would never be the same. Their memories tainted, even the kid's. It sickened Melissa to think about how their last memory of their mother would be of her leaving, then dying.


  Melissa remembered a simpler time, a time when she, Julie, and Brian had spent all their time together. They were such good friends, but not once had Melissa thought they would ever betray her. She never questioned Brian and Julie's friendship or loyalty until she got the call from Ali telling her they'd gotten married.


  She closed her eyes at the memory and listened to Brian's breathing until she drifted off.


  



  ~


  



  She woke up to lips on her lips and hands on her body. She moved slowly into the kiss and tasted stale whiskey on his breath, but she didn't care. He felt good, and his strong hands knew exactly where to touch her. Her eyes drifted open to total darkness, and, oddly, the darkness was comforting. But she also realized where she was, in Brian and Julie's bed, not hers. Brian touching her, not Chase. Brian touching her, but believing she was Julie. And that hurt more than anything.


  "Melissa," he breathed out her name then inhaled as his mouth travel to her hairline and followed down to her ear. "Melissa…"


  Oh God, Brian wasn't calling for Julie. It was her name slipping from his lips. "Brian, Brian, stop." She gently pushed his face away and had to force down the lump in her throat. "You're drunk."


  "Melissa?" He leaned back and rested a hand on her face, as if confirming she was actually there and he wasn't dreaming. "What are you doing in my house?"


  She lifted the hand off her face. "I came to check on you, but I fell asleep."


  "Yeah? In my bed?"


  She lifted to get up, but he held her down.


  "Brian, let me up."


  "No. And I'm not drunk," he slurred, pulling her to him, and lying back down to snuggle against her.


  She tried to turn out of his grip.


  "No, don't move. Why are you here?"


  "You looked lonely, and…I wanted to hold you for a minute, make sure you were okay. I'm worried about you."


  "I am, but I'm tired, too, so shh…go back to sleep."


  "Brian…"


  "What? Lis—just go back to sleep."


  Melissa chuckled. "Yeah, sure you're not drunk." Her smiled dropped into a frown and she said, "I thought you would throw me out when you found me here."


  "I wouldn't throw you out." He stroked her hair and inhaled again, brushing his nose against her cheek. "But I will if you don't shut up and let me sleep."


  The way he held her felt so familiar. She shouldn't have wanted to snuggle closer, to take advantage of his drunken state, but even with a quivering nervous stomach, she couldn't let go.


  "It's so dark; how did you know it was me?"


  "Your scent. I'd recognize it anywhere." He shifted, resting her head on his chest. "It was sort of like waking from a long dream. I wasn't thinking…just following my instincts."


  "You didn't think I was Julie?"


  He stiffened. "I knew you weren't Julie. Please shut the hell up."


  She tried not to be hurt, but the truth was evident in his words. She wasn't his wife, and he would never forget that or let her forget it either. It shouldn't matter to her regardless. Her head understood that, but her heart felt something entirely different.


  "Why are you here?" he asked again as if he'd already forgotten their conversation from a moment ago.


  "I'm here for you." She held her breath, fighting the tears forming in her eyes. "I thought you wanted to go back to sleep."


  "Fucking Mark, man," Brian bellowed, and Melissa's head bobbed up and down with his chest as he silently laughed. He still held her close and tightly, as if he needed some lifeline to reality or solid proof he wasn't dreaming after weeks of solitude. "So much for trusting my security guy with my house key."


  "Are you angry?" she whispered.


  He cleared his throat and shook his head. "I know everyone is worried."


  "You need to stop this, Brian." Her voice wavered, giving her away. "It hurts everyone to see you like this."


  Brian pulled her closer. "Shh, shh, I know," he said. "I just want to get back to work."


  "Your life isn't just work alone. You need to consider your family, too."


  "I don't have a family," he gritted out. "Julie destroyed our family when she slept with another man."


  "No, your family wasn't destroyed. Your marriage maybe, but not your family." She sat up and rested on her elbow. "It's up to you to pull it together and make things work again."


  "I don't have anything left to pull together."


  "Julie was your whole world, and I understand you loved her and that she hurt you, but you need to move forward. Think about your kids, Bri." She could barely see him in the dark room, but she saw enough, sensed enough, to know she'd made him angry.


  He lifted up, getting in her face. "Don't. You don't know anything."


  "I know one thing for sure—you need to stop this."


  "Erin and Cody are better off without me. They don't need me; they don't want me. They want their mom."


  "Well, she's gone. You're the only parent they have left. Get off your ass and do something. Stop sitting around getting drunk and feeling sorry for yourself." The heat of her anger rushed her face, and she sat up, putting space between them.


  "If you don't like what you see—leave. You broke into my house, Parker." He lay back down and reached over for his whiskey, but it was gone. "Where's my bottle?" he said, searching the dark room. "What the hell did you do with my bottle?" His voice hardened as each word came out.


  "I dumped it."


  "Get out!"


  "No—I won't. Throw me out if you don't want me here."


  Brian lay there for a long time, not speaking or moving. Melissa thought maybe he'd gone back to sleep, but when she heard him take a sharp breath she touched his shoulder.


  "If I didn't care, I wouldn't be here." She waited a second then added, "Brian, I'm not leaving you."


  "You are so full of shit. You have no problem leaving. It's what you do. You leave!" He took another sharp breath, as if trying to keep from shouting.


  Melissa ignored the jab and tried again. "If I've learned anything from this, it's that life is too short to ignore the people you care about."


  "Whatever, Parker. After seventeen years of hating me, you're going to pretend you care?"


  "You know I care." She wanted to punch him, but instead, she reached out for him. "I understand you need to be angry now, so go ahead and be angry with me. I don't mind being that person for you."


  "Fuck you and your pity."


  "I don't feel sorry for you, Brian. I'm disappointed. I expected more."


  Brian exhaled, his anger dissipating into desperation. "I just…don't know what to do now."


  "You're going to get up every day, and you're going to be a dad to Erin and Cody—every day. Eventually, getting up will get easier. Until then, take one deep breath at a time. I'll help you."


  They were both quiet for a moment, and Melissa thought he'd given in until he said, "Why don't you go back to that pansy-ass boyfriend of yours and leave me in peace."


  "You're such a jerk!"


  "You don't have to be here if you don't like it!"


  Melissa stood and paced the room, fighting with everything she had not to scream at him. She dropped down onto the chaise in the corner of the room and brought her knees to her chest, staring at Brian, who'd mirrored her, curling into the fetal position. She tried to ignore him, she certainly didn't want to be anywhere near him. He was being such an ass. But she couldn't help it. She thought about his kiss and his lips. She touched her own lips and held her breath to keep from crying. He felt so good. Just being there with him felt so good, and that made her feel so shitty. She loved Chase, and he didn't deserve for her to be unfaithful.


  It didn't matter anyway. Brian didn't want her. He wanted Julie. He'd even said that. He'd outright said Melissa was not Julie. Well…she couldn't bring Julie back, but she could be there for him even if it drove them both crazy. As mean as he was, she wouldn't leave him alone, not like this.


  



  


  



  



  



  Chapter Eleven


  
    

  


  



  Brian couldn't see her, but it was obvious he'd upset her again. The truth was—he exhaled heavily, the pain of it hitting him hard—everything was his fault, and he was paying dearly for it. He had cheated on Melissa all those years ago. Melissa…the one person who had loved and trusted him more than anything. The one person he had trusted more than anyone, and the one person who could bring him to his knees with one simple smile. He had broken every promise he had ever made to her. He had slept with Julie, and losing his one person had been his punishment.


  He reminded himself what the outcome had been. He had Erin and Cody, and they were beautiful; he didn't regret them. But God, he wanted Melissa. Every day of his life, he wanted her. Every fucking day, he thought about Melissa. Standing at his wife's gravesite, he'd been thinking of Melissa, not Julie, not Erin, not Cody. Hell, not even himself. Melissa.


  He needed another drink. Her scent still lingered from across the room, killing him.


  Brian stood and stumbled out of the room and down the stairs toward the kitchen. Someone had cleaned; the place looked much better. He entered the kitchen and jerked open the cabinet that held his last bottle of Wild Turkey. As he unscrewed the cap and took a swig, Melissa came in behind him. When she entered, so did her scent. Damn it, he couldn't escape that powdery…soft…something scent. Shit, he didn't know what it was, some sort of flower—too much like springtime in the middle of autumn.


  She still felt the same under his hands, too.


  Brian shook his head as he realized he'd have to remember how she felt today—how fucking good it felt touching her and kissing her. He needed to get rid of her before he lost his mind.


  "You don't need to stay. I'll be fine," he said, tilting the bottle upright.


  "I'm not leaving." Her voice sounded hard and unwavering, as usual. "I'm not leaving you to drink yourself to death.


  "Gimme a break, Parker," he sneered as he tipped the bottle to his mouth again. He lowered it and swallowed. "I don't need a babysitter."


  "Prove it. Clean up and get your act together."


  "Go away." Brian walked over to the sliding glass door and stared out into the dark backyard. What was the point of cleaning up? His appearance resembled his life. A mess. He was a fucking mess. His life was a mess. What difference did any of it make anymore anyway?


  She approached him from behind. "Forget it. I'm not leaving. You are going to have to physically throw me out."


  Brian turned quickly and pinned her against the wall, holding her wrists above her head. Nose-to-nose, he stared at her. Stared into those warm, liquid brown eyes. He wanted to eat her alive. Why, when he felt so dead inside, did he still want her? She hated him, and he didn't blame her? He was the lowest form of scum. Couldn't keep his wife happy; couldn't keep her home and safe. Melissa had to get out before he destroyed her, too.


  Melissa gave Brian a bored look, rolling her eyes at him. "You try to be scary, but you would never hurt me." She tilted her head. "I know you better than that." Wiggling her left hand from his grip, she brought it to his face, cupping it after brushing her fingers along his eyebrow. When her hand rested on his cheek, he closed his eyes and leaned into it, lowering his hand and resting it on top of hers.


  "Do you remember that weekend we spent in Sea Ranch?" he asked, his eyes still closed.


  "Of course I do."


  "I saved all year so we could have an entire weekend to ourselves." God, he remembered that like it was yesterday. "Lis, do you remember the dark sky and how bright the stars were out there."


  "I remember lying on a big blanket, looking up at the sky with you, hearing the roaring ocean in the background." Her voice grew heavy. "I remember naming the stars. Do you remember that?"


  He didn't have to see her to picture the look on her face. He nodded into her hand.


  "Willard," they said simultaneously.


  Brian had to suppress a laugh at the memory. "And Clyde—Maude."


  She chuckled. "I can't believe you remember all that."


  "You don't?"


  "I do; I remember it. I told my mother I was going on a writer's retreat with a group of girls, but I was with you."


  "Do you remember everything we talked about?" he asked softly.


  Melissa stiffened and tried to yank her hand away, but he curled his fingers around hers and held her in place.


  "I remember everything."


  She said it so loud and so clearly, he had to fight not to grimace at her hurtful tone.


  "What were the real names, Melissa?" he whispered, still holding her in place. "Do you really remember?" Brian's heart flipped in his chest, and he felt sick with that whiskey sitting in his empty stomach.


  "Let me go. Why would you want me to remember that? Why are you trying to hurt me?"


  "I still remember…" He lifted his lids, making eye contact with her. "I remember lying under those stars and picking out names for our children. Emily and…" He paused as her eyes grew tearful. "Daniel, after your father. Is that right?"


  "I hate you," she whispered.


  "Well, that makes two of us." He released her and grabbed his bottle before leaving the room.


  He left her alone, burning her hateful expression to memory…and he did hate himself for hurting her, but he didn't need a witness to his self-destruction. He wanted to be alone, and he was saner when she hated him. Melissa being nice to him and trying to be here for him was just too much to take.


  



  


  



  



  



  Chapter Twelve


  
    

  


  



  Melissa stood in the dark kitchen, trying to deep-breathe her pain away. "I'm done crying over you," she muttered, her chest heaving as she fought to shut it down. Why—why does he have to hurt me? It felt as if her heart had dropped into her stomach. She slid down the wall into a sitting position, held her knees to her chest, and got lost in the memory…


  



  "How many?" Brian said.


  Melissa's heart fluttered in her chest. Was he seriously asking, or just placating her?


  "Lis, answer the question."


  She shrugged. "I don't know…at least two. Everyone should have a brother or a sister, don't you think?"


  He chuckled. "I guess so, but my brother is just a pain in the ass."


  She clutched her jacket tighter to block the chilly breeze blowing off the ocean. "What about you?"


  He lifted up on one elbow, reached his arm out, grabbing the edge of the blanket and laying it over her. Then he rubbed her arms to help warm her. "I'd love to have a house full. We could grow our own football team." When she groaned he said, "Okay, maybe not that many, but I want two at once."


  "Twins. Really?"


  "Yes, as adorable as you and your sister."


  "Uh, adorable!" She half-heartedly smacked him "We're not adorable."


  He grinned at her. "No, you're not adorable at all." He leaned in and kissed her, cupping her face in his hands.


  When he pulled back, his eyes were heavily lidded, but she could see the stark green.


  "I can't wait, you know." He whispered. "I can't wait until we're together in our own place."


  "I have to finish school, Brian. We need to be smart about this."


  He frowned and said, "I get it, but I don't have to like it."


  She fought the urge to apologize. She shouldn't be sorry about wanting to get the best education. "Babe, let's not talk about it this weekend. I want to enjoy our time alone."


  



  Now that her breathing had slowed, she heard her cell phone ringing from her purse in the living room. "Ali," she whispered, standing up and rushing to her purse.


  "Hello."


  "Melissa…what's going on?" Ali said.


  "Nothing." Melissa tried to put on a normal voice. "Why are you calling me at three a.m.?"


  "What's wrong? Where are you?"


  "I'm at Brian's."


  "And I assume he's not being very nice to you."


  Melissa nodded, but couldn't speak, afraid she'd start crying.


  "Melissa? You there?"


  "Yes," she whispered.


  "Why don't you leave. I can go check on him later."


  "No, no, it's fine. I'm not leaving him," Melissa said. "I can take anything he dishes out."


  "He's not himself."


  "Sure, I know." Melissa nodded again. "It's fine."


  "You're not fine, Lis."


  "I am. He's said some nasty things, but it's okay. He's hurting and trying to get me to leave. He's drunk and…"


  "Melissa," Ali said earnestly in a soft voice.


  "He's just in a lot of pain. I'm not leaving him, Ali."


  "Okay, please call if you need us."


  "I will. I love you, sis. Thanks for checking on me." Melissa ended the call and slid down on the couch. In the darkness, she could see the outline of family snapshots sitting on the mantle. Brian's family. He'd married someone else, had kids, and moved on without giving her a second thought? He'd said he thought of her often, but she had trouble believing that.


  Melissa couldn't bring herself to fall in love again after he'd hurt her. She hadn't been able to open up and love someone until Chase came into her life. How had Brian so easily moved on? How could he remember the names they'd picked out for their children after all these years, after years of being married to another woman and having kids, kids he and Julie had named together?


  Was their past together just as important to him as it was to her?


  Then why?


  Why had he married Julie? Yes, Melissa had left for school, but he knew she'd be back. He knew it! She stood and slowly walked up the stairs, taking a deep breath, ready for round three.


  She entered the bedroom to find Brian curled up in bed with the whiskey bottle on the table. Melissa grabbed the bottle and sat next to him. She tipped it to her mouth and took a deep swig before putting it back down.


  "I thought you left." Brian said, breaking the silence.


  "I'm not leaving. You can be mean all you want, but I am not leaving."


  "I'm sorry," he whispered. "I didn't mean to make you cry again." He tugged on a strand of her long blonde hair. "That seems to be my lot in life, making you cry."


  "Hurting me does seem to give you some sort of satisfaction."


  "I don't like hurting you." Brian shifted. "Why would you say that?"


  Melissa shook her head, but couldn't verbalize a response.


  "I don't choose to hurt you; it just happens."


  "Right…of course. You accidentally married my best friend a few weeks after I went away for college." Disdain dripped from Melissa's voice.


  Brian turned his back on her. "Forget it."


  Melissa grabbed the bottle of Wild Turkey and took another long pull. She swallowed a mouth full, then another. The amber liquid burned her mouth and throat as it slid all the way down into her empty stomach.


  "Why are we mean to each other?" She tried to stand, but lost her balance and plopped back down.


  "I don't know, Lis," he said into his pillow. "We used to be best friends."


  "I miss that."


  "Me, too." He rolled toward her again and laid his hand over hers. "I thought if I was mean, you would leave."


  He sounded small, like a child, too much like the boy she fell in love with. "I know." She closed her eyes, fighting with the conflicting memories in her head…


  



  "Shh, don't cry, Lis. This isn't goodbye." He gripped both her hands in his, and it helped. The more he touched her, the better she felt. The distance, God, what was she thinking choosing a school so far away from him?


  "I have a bad feeling…"


  "No, we've been through this. You've been sure until today. I don't want to give you a reason to resent me later." He leaned in and kissed her forehead. "This is just a pause in our forever. When you're home, we'll continue as if nothing got in our way. I promise."


  He was right, but why did she have this sinking feeling in her stomach? Why were all the alarms going off in her head, screaming at her to stay?


  "Listen, babe, I have some money saved. I'll fly out in two weeks and spend a few days with you."


  "No." She shook her head. "Save your money. I'll be back for Thanksgiving."


  "I don't care about the money—"


  "I know, but I'm not going to let you waste your life-savings just to soothe me."


  "It's not just to soothe you. You know, I'm going to be in hell without you, too." His eyes grew wet as he gazed at her. "I love you more than my own life. I hope you know that."


  She smiled and used her thumb to turn the thin band on her finger. He felt the movement and grabbed her hand, bringing her palm up to his lips and kissing the finger the ring sat on. "Soon, very soon, Miss Parker, this will be the real thing."


  She nodded. "In my heart, it already is the real thing."


  "Mine, too…"


  



  "I don't like you to see me like this," Brian said, his voice snapping her back to the present.


  "Then don't be like this. Get up and shower, go get the kids, and spend tomorrow with them."


  "I can't."


  "You can. I'll help you." She curled up on the bed with her back to Brian, and let him spoon against her. His heavy breath brushed the back of her neck, and it was all she could do to keep from turning to him. She linked her fingers with his and lay still, concentrating on his breathing until she fell asleep.


  


  



  



  



  Chapter Thirteen


  
    

  


  



  The strip of bright sun peeking through the crack in the curtains woke Melissa. She remained still. With Brian's arms tight around her, she didn't want to move. Before she could take another breath, he adjusted and lifted his arm off her. She glanced over her shoulder in time to see his eyes pop open.


  He blinked rapidly before rubbing his face. He then turned away and rolled to sit up, placing his feet on the floor. Melissa stared at his bare back and contemplated her next move.


  "Good morning," she finally said.


  "What are you doing here?"


  "You know why I'm here. Are you ready to clean up and go get the kids?"


  "Melissa…" He took a deep breath and lowered his head. "I'm not ready for this."


  "Brian, you asshole! This isn't only about you." She swung her palm down on the bed. "This is about Erin and Cody. They're hurting, and you're ignoring them. Get off your ass and go shower."


  "I can't help them."


  Melissa reached over and smacked his bare back hard, leaving an angry red handprint.


  "Ow! What the hell are you doing?" Brian stretched to rub his back where she'd hit him, but he couldn't reach it.


  Melissa drew back and hit him again, harder this time.


  "Son of a— What is wrong with you? Stop hitting me."


  "No, I won't!" She swatted him again.


  Brian jumped to his feet to get away from her.


  "You're numb! Until you feel something, you're no good to anyone." She scrambled to the other side of the bed and swung to hit him again.


  Brian grabbed her wrist and turned her, pulling her against his chest. "Stop hitting me," he said through gritted teeth.


  "I will when you get into the shower." She jerked and tugged him until they were wedged in the bathroom doorway. When she bent forward, she lifted Brian off his feet until they stumbled sideways into the bathroom. Once they were both inside, she slammed the door behind her.


  He braced himself against the sink to gain his balance. "You're crazy."


  She pushed the shower door open and turned the water on. "You are getting into this shower."


  Brian raised his eyebrow and glared at her. "Fine." He tugged the string at his waistband and his sweats dropped to the floor.


  Melissa stared into his eyes, refusing to look down. "You still don't scare me. I've seen you naked a hundred times. Get in," she ordered.


  Brian strolled toward her, his eyes never leaving hers. He placed one foot into the shower then grabbed her around the waist and towed her in with him.


  Melissa gasped and pushed at his hands as he howled in laughter.


  "Brian!" she shrieked.


  "That's what you get for bossing me around." Melissa smacked him on his bare chest. "Hey, I'm in the shower. Stop hitting me." Their simultaneous laughter echoed in the bathroom. The sound must have hit a nerve with him. He quickly released her and clamped his hand over his mouth before closing his eyes.


  When he turned his back on her, she grabbed his shoulder. "What's wrong?"


  Brian shook his head and leaned against the shower wall. "I shouldn't." He shook his head. "It's not funny. I shouldn't laugh," he said and brought his other hand up to hide his face.


  "Brian." Melissa pushed his shoulder and put herself between him and the wall. "Brian, you are allowed to laugh. Julie wouldn't want you to be like this, angry and refusing to live your life."


  "She was pregnant," he said with tightly closed eyelids. "She was carrying his baby."


  Melissa was grateful Brian's eyes were closed so he couldn't see the shock on her face. "H-how do you know?"


  "Martinez brought me the medical examiner's report; it said she was eight weeks pregnant."


  "That could have been your baby."


  "No, it couldn't!" He shrugged away from her.


  "How do you know? You can't be sure."


  "I'm absolutely sure."


  Melissa drew back. "Have you had a vasectomy?"


  "No. Julie and I haven't made love in months. Since—I don't know—the night Micah was rescued."


  Melissa held her breath, counting in her head…six months. She thought about the weeks leading up to Julie's death, trying to remember if Julie had ever indicated or showed signs of being pregnant. She scanned Brian's face, or at least the hands he held over his face. Everything became clearer to her, Brian's inability to function and get out of bed, drinking to the point of numbness.


  "Everything is my fault." Brian turned away again. "I shouldn't have let her leave the house. I should have left instead. This is karma, only instead of being punished myself, she had to pay."


  "Don't do this. It's not your fault. If it's your time to go, it's your time—and it was simply Julie's time."


  "Leave me alone, Melissa. Get out before it gets you, too."


  "Stop! Don't do that." Melissa jerked him around again and pulled his hands away from his face. "Look at me!" She was nearly screaming, and the sound bounced around the bathroom, reverberating in her head. Melissa cupped his face and held him steady until he opened his eyes. "You did nothing to deserve this. You were a wonderful husband, and you are a wonderful father." She wrapped her arms around him and held him under the flow of water. Brian gripped her tightly, his chest heaving with deep breaths. By the time he had calmed, the water had cooled. The contrast of their warm bodies and the cool water caused him to shudder. She pulled him closer and wished she could take some of his pain away.


  "Why are you here?" He said it so quietly, she'd barely heard it.


  "If our roles were reversed, you'd be here for me. When Micah was kidnapped, you were there every day."


  "I had to be there for Ali, and I love that little boy, too."


  "You were there for me, too."


  "I tried to, but you wouldn't let me."


  "You didn't exactly invite me here." She chuckled. "You're not exactly letting me, but you did pull me into the shower with you."


  "I don't want you to see this. I don't deserve for you to be here for me."


  "If not me, then who, Brian? You and I have shared so much of our lives, even if you don't count the last seventeen years. It's what we do for each other. Remember when daddy died?" Brian nodded into her shoulder. "You were there every day for me and Ali."


  "I was in love with you," he said. "You were my whole world back then."


  "You were not in love with me when we were eight." She pulled back a little to see his face.


  "Yes, I was. I hated watching you cry. It made me sick to see you in pain, but I couldn't leave you. That's when I knew I loved you."


  Melissa couldn't help the frown forming on her face. "Of all the things you could remember, you choose to remember how miserable I was after losing daddy?"


  "I remember a lot of things. I remember the butterflies I got every morning when I walked you to school—everyday." He frowned. "Right up until graduation."


  She stepped away from him, suddenly aware of the awkwardness appropriate for the situation, and feeling the pounding rhythm beat in her chest as her pulse quickened. Melissa wanted to ask him why?


  Then why did you choose Julie?


  She turned to escape the shower and mumbled, "Sometimes we change our minds."


  "Changed minds? No, that's not what happened."


  Melissa slid the shower door open. "It doesn't matter."


  "Why do you say that? Clearly it matters! The look on your face tells me how much it matters."


  She turned to glare at him over her shoulder. "I'm leaving so you can take a shower."


  "Why do you do that? Why do you blow it off like you don't care?" he shouted.


  "Just get cleaned up so we can go get your kids. They need their dad."


  "Sure, Parker, run away from the difficult conversation—again."


  "It's not a fair fight when you're naked. It's distracting," she said, closing the door behind her.


  Melissa grabbed a towel from the shelf and rushed into the bedroom while stripping her clothes off. She dropped her jeans and panties then tossed her wet t-shirt on top of them with a splat. She shivered uncontrollably, the cool air forcing goose bumps to erupt all over her body. She rubbed at her wet legs with the towel, but lifted quickly when the bathroom door flew open.


  "How about now? We're both naked," Brian said glaring at her.


  "That was fast." Melissa quickly wrapped the towel around her to cover up.


  "I ran out of hot water," he said, yanking on a drawer. He threw her some sweats and a t-shirt, then stopped at the look she gave him. "What? Do you want to stay naked?"


  "No," she said, watching him get dressed and reminding herself over and over how much she loved Chase. He looked incredible. She thought she knew him, thought she could have drawn the lines of his body from memory, but he had changed. Grown. He'd matured in a way that made her mouth water. "Are you okay?"


  Brian pulled his jeans on over his Jockeys and glanced at her. "I don't know. Will I ever be?"


  "Of course. You just need to get everything together. When you and the kids are all home and back to your normal schedule, it'll get easier."


  He shook his head, frowning. "They must hate me."


  "No, they miss you. They're homesick and a little confused."


  "How do you know?"


  "I've been seeing them every couple of days. I take Cody to soccer with Jamie, and I've been trying to hang out with Erin. I switched her classes so she doesn't have Jeffries for Biology anymore."


  Brian's face went stony when she said his name.


  "Being so early in the school year made it easier. She was able to jump right into another class without getting behind."


  He stopped dressing and stared at her. "You did all that? Have you been working?"


  "Yes, I've banked some columns, and I can still write at night."


  "Why are you doing this? They're not your kids."


  "Somebody had to. You've been cooped up here with a bottle."


  Brian sat on the edge of the bed, and their eyes met through the mirror hanging over his dresser. "I can't believe I've been hiding…while…while they've had to go to school. Cody going to soccer… He was so close to his mom."


  "It helps to spend time with Jamie. They're on the same team, so I take them together. It gets him out of the house and his mind off family. He's a tough little boy, like his dad."


  "Tougher than his dad." Brian shook his head and looked down at the floor. "Thank you for helping them. I'll try to get my shit together. I've just been…"


  "I know what you've been doing, but now you need to be around for them. It's been too long. Life goes on, Brian, for them and for you."


  He nodded, then stood and turned to her. "Are you going to get dressed?" he asked, eyeing the towel she held around her chest.


  "Uh…" She looked down at his clothes and her stomach fluttered. How would she get through the day wearing his clothes and smelling him? Maybe she should invade Julie's closet. She glanced at the closed closet door, and the thought of that seemed harder than wearing Brian's clothes.


  When Brian went back into the bathroom, she quickly dropped her towel and pulled on his t-shirt. It hung below her hips, but she didn't care. It's not like they were going out on a date.


  "Would you rather have jeans?" he asked, walking back into the bedroom.


  She looked up, trying to hide her legs. She was naked from the waist down and thanked the heavens the t-shirt hung so long.


  "Uh, jeans. That might be better if you have a belt." Boyfriend jeans were popular these days, and she could tuck in the shirt. Brian rummaged through his drawer and pulled out a worn, faded pair of Levis. These are too small for me. They might work for you. Here." He handed her a belt. "Sorry about your clothes."


  "I'll…em…throw them in the dryer," she stuttered.


  "Are you okay?" he asked with his hands on his hips. "You're not freaking out because you're naked, are you?" His mouth curved up into a smile.


  "No! God! I'm cold."


  Brian leaned back against the dresser, crossed his arms, and looked her up and down. "You still look good, Parker," he said, winking.


  "Shut up!" She pulled on the jeans quickly, trying not to act uncomfortable in front of him.


  "Oh, and commando, that should be fun." He chuckled again.


  Melissa smiled at the sound of his laughter, thankful he'd relaxed. The shower and the talk must have helped. Julie's pregnancy had to weigh pretty heavily on his mind. Julie pregnant—she still couldn't believe it.


  "We should pick up some groceries before we get the kids. Stock the house so you don't have to worry about it for a while. I can cook some casseroles and freeze them for you guys." She looked up to see Brian's deer-in-the-headlights expression.


  "Groceries?" He paled. "I don't do that." He sank to the bed. "Lis, I've never cooked for the kids—not real food anyway."


  "I'll help. Don't worry about it. I'll teach Erin, too."


  "You can't be here all the time."


  "Brian, don't worry. I'll hang out when I can and help. I do most of my writing at night. Being here won't interfere."


  "Maybe I should hire a housekeeper. How much do you think that costs?"


  "I have no idea, but I'll help you with that, too. I'll ask my mother. She'll know who to call."


  "Aren't you worried about Berkeley getting jealous with you spending so much time with me?"


  "Chase," she said pointedly, "trusts me. Why would he be jealous? I'm helping a friend."


  "You're helping an ex-boyfriend."


  "That doesn't matter."


  "So…you haven't told him I'm your ex."


  "It doesn't matter."


  "MmHmm, sure it doesn't," Brian said as she stepped back into the bathroom.


  



  


  



  Chapter Fourteen


  
    

  


  



  When the phone rang, Erin stuck her head out to listen. Gran was talking to Dad. Geez, finally, I can't wait to go home. She thought about her room and her mom and had to suck in a deep breath to hold in her never-ending tears.


  "Erin, honey, Daddy's on his way." Gran inched around the corner. "Start getting your stuff together so you and Cody can go home."


  "Okay," she said, trying to sound casual as her heart raced in her chest. God—does he know, is that why he hasn't come sooner? Why would he leave us here so long? I don't want to live here. I want to go home, sleep in my own room.


  "Erin?"


  She jumped at the sound of her voice.


  "You okay?" Gran leaned against the door frame and stared at her as if waiting for her head to spin on her shoulders. "You can stay here if you like, honey. I'm sure Daddy will understand if you're not ready to be home."


  "No!" She shook her head. "No, Gran, I'm ready to go home. I'm okay, just worried about Dad."


  Gran nodded, lowering her gaze. "You have my number. You can call if things get too hard over there. I'm sure it'll feel weird being there without your mother."


  "Thank you." What else could she say? She loved her Gran and Granpop, but she just wanted to go home.


  "I'm going to help Cody get his stuff ready. Call me if you need me."


  Erin nodded and smiled as Gran turned out of the room. When the hall was empty, she picked up her phone and dialed Melissa's number.


  "Hey, my dad's coming," she said when Melissa answered.


  "I'm coming with him."


  "Oh, you're with him now?"


  "Yes, we're driving over there right now. Are you and Cody getting ready?"


  "I am, but does my dad know?" she asked on a whisper.


  "Ah, no, we'll be there in about ten minutes."


  "So, no, you haven't told him that I knew about Mom's affair?"


  "Yes, that's right," Melissa said. "I'll talk to you when we get there."


  "Okay, thanks, Melissa. My dad would kill me if he knew I knew about Mom and didn't tell him."


  "No, he wouldn't. We're going to talk, okay?"


  Erin let out a heavy sigh and dropped to the bed. Melissa seemed cool most of the time, but she had a distinct way of reminding Erin that she could be a killjoy just like every other adult. God, how freaking annoying. "Fine, see you in ten minutes." She ended the call before Melissa could respond.


  Erin packed her cigarette stash first. She purposely put the pack and lighter in with her tampons. Her dad would avoid that like the plague. Gran and Granpop were so freaking old, they couldn't smell cigarette smoke to save their own lives, but her dad had the nose of a bloodhound. She didn't think Melissa would have a problem with her smoking, but she wasn't certain. If Melissa were anything like Auntie Ali, she'd never let Erin smoke. Auntie Ali was an extension of Mom. She never let Erin get away with anything.


  They're stupid, treating her like some child. If she wanted to smoke, then she would. They couldn't control everything she did. What does it matter anyway? If mom could sleep around, then smoking shouldn't be a big deal. Especially after all the crap her mom did in high school.


  Erin had read her journals. She knew about her mother. Her poor daddy. What a sucker, falling for her game. Erin couldn't understand why Melissa wanted to be friends again with such a slut.


  If it weren't for her mom, Dad would have married Melissa. Mom trapped him, trapped him into getting married and having a baby. She got pregnant on purpose and used the pregnancy like she used everyone else, and admitted it in her journal. She was messed up back then. Erin cried when she'd read those journals. Her mother had been an emotional mess after losing her parents, and she used Dad to make sure she had a secure future. She'd been afraid. God, should I be afraid of not having a mother now? Why had she been so insecure? I don't get it.


  Why couldn't she rely on herself, go to college, and make her own way through life? Why had she thought she needed a man to support her? Erin thought of Coach Jeffries. How could he do that? What a liar. His wife must be just as stupid as her mom.


  Erin frowned. She'd fallen for his lies, too. She clamped a hand on the zipper of her hoodie and tugged it up to her neck. Why had she let him do that? Geez, if Dad ever found out. She shook her head and placed her hands over her face, trying to will away the images in her head, but she couldn't forget. She'd thought someone finally respected her, treated her like a grown-up. She closed her eyes, ashamed she'd let him take those pictures. He told her she'd be a model.


  "God," she whispered, looking up to the ceiling. "I fell for it, too, Mom." She remembered his cold hand on her bare shoulder as he'd told her how to pose…then pointing those hot, bright lights at her. She wanted to throw up just thinking about it.


  Then when she'd tried to get away from him, when she'd dropped out of swimming at the end of the school year, her mom had freaked out. But she couldn't tell Mom what she'd done.


  I miss you, Mommy. I wish you were here. I'd tell you. I'd warn you not to fall for his tricks.


  The memory of her mom, up against the wall of his classroom, him touching her…what a nasty pig. When Erin had found them together, it made her sick; she had to go throw up in the school bathroom.


  She should have warned her mom then. Maybe if she'd said something, Mommy would still be here. She couldn't hold in her tears this time. She'd give anything to feel her mother's arms around her, to smell her and know that everything would be okay. She wanted to hug her again, one more hug. She'd be good and work really hard at making things up to her family.


  



  


  



  



  



  Chapter Fifteen


  
    

  


  



  When Brian stepped into the room, he found Erin sitting on his old childhood bed with her knees to her chest, crying. He held his breath, the sight overwhelming him. How could he have done this to them, left them to grieve without him? Her sorrow and remorse swam in the air. It reminded him of his own grief, and he realized he needed them as much as they needed him. He quietly moved to her side and wrapped his arms around her. She looked up at him in surprise then caught him in the tightest hug.


  "I'm sorry, Daddy. I'm sorry."


  "No, honey, I'm sorry for leaving you here." He looked up at Melissa who was standing in the doorway, arms crossed over her chest, crying. A tear dropped from his chin as he squeezed Erin in an effort to thaw the part of his heart that had frozen over since Julie's funeral. "Missed you so much—are you ready to come home?" Erin nodded into his chest as she sobbed. "Honey, we'll work everything out. I promise. Melissa helped me stock the house with groceries, and she's going to help me cook. Everything will be fine." He stroked her hair and pushed it out of her face. "Are you okay?"


  She nodded as her eyes filled with tears again. "I missed you, and I miss mom."


  "I know. I miss her, too."


  "Why didn't you come sooner, Dad? I want to go home. What took you so long?"


  "I'm so sorry, babe." He pursed his lips and held his eyes closed for a moment. "I'm having a hard time with this, just like you. I should have been here. I'm sorry, but I'm here now and we're going to be fine. I promise." Pounding footsteps sounded down the hall and he looked up to see Cody running at him.


  "Daddy!" Cody grabbed his dad and squeezed him so hard, Brian had to hold his breath.


  "Hey, little man. Are you ready to come home?"


  Cody pulled away and nodded, obviously trying not to cry, but he closed his eyes against his own burning tears. Brian clung to them both until Cody's crying settled. When Brian looked back up to see Melissa, she'd turned away and left the room.


  "Can we go home now? I missed you guys. The house seemed so empty without you."


  Both kids nodded, and Brian lifted Cody in the air and swung him under his arm. "C'mon, Cody, I'll help you get your stuff to the car."


  Cody squealed as Brian hauled him out of the room.


  "I'll help Erin," Melissa said as Brian came out of the room with Cody. She smiled, but it wasn't enough to hide her puffy, red eyes.


  He grinned at her and mouthed a wide-eyed, "Thank you." She sniffled and nodded before stepping back into the bedroom.


  Brian rounded the corner and nearly took his mom out with Cody's feet. "Ah, look out, Ma."


  "Brian, can we talk for a minute?" she said, nodded to the living room.


  "Um…" He looked down at his son's smiling face and placed him on his feet. "Cody, go check the room and make sure you got everything. I'll be there in a minute to help you."


  Cody nodded and took off running back down the hall.


  "Ma, thanks for taking care of things for me." Brian followed her into the living room where his pop was sitting. "I'm sorry. I'll get my act together."


  Nora grabbed him in a hug, clinging to him, holding on for a long moment before pulling back. She was so much smaller than he, and yet, her embrace held so much strength. Brian felt terrible for not being here for her—and for his kids. What kind of father abandons his family when they need him the most?


  "Brian." She smiled at him, but it was the saddest smile he'd ever seen on her face. "I understand how hard this has been. I'm glad you're coming around. I expect this to take time. You'll find a routine soon enough. We're here to help with whatever you need. You know that right?"


  "Yeah, Ma, I know. I'm sorry I haven't been around. I…uh, I'm working it out, and I'm done with the pity party." He smiled back at her, trying to reassure her he was okay. "Melissa is checking into a housekeeper for me. She's also doing some cooking and showing me some things."


  "Brian, she's been great with Cody and Erin. I'm glad she's helping you…"


  Brian tilted his head, understanding settling in. "But…?"


  "But I'm not sure if you and her spending time together is such a good idea."


  "Why?"


  "Honey, you know perfectly well why."


  "No, I don't." He placed his hands on his hips. "Enlighten me, please."


  "Brian," Greg growled.


  Brian looked over at his pop, who was staring at him over his magazine and reading glasses.


  "What exactly is your problem with Melissa?"


  "We don't have a problem with Melissa. We have always loved her like she was one of our own," Nora said.


  Brian hadn't missed the 'we' in her statement. This was clearly something they had already talked about.


  "We just don't want either of you to get hurt again."


  Brian sat down, already exhausted with the conversation. "You guys are over-thinking this." He lay back, his eyes resting on the ceiling. "Melissa is just trying to help. This isn't a relationship forming. She's engaged, and I love my wife. Okay?"


  Nora held her hands out. "We don't doubt your love for Julie, but knowing your history with Melissa, we want you to be careful." She glanced at his pop and said, "We're worried about you both."


  Brian rubbed his face with both hands. Why was he having this conversation? Seriously? What the hell? He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees, looking between his mother and father. "I will not do anything to disrespect the memory of my wife, and I will not do anything to hurt Melissa again."


  Nora perched herself on the edge of her chair. "Brian—"


  "Ma—"


  She pointed her finger at him. "Don't you interrupt me, Brian Martin! I have something to say to you, and I want you to listen."


  He dropped his eyes to the floor. "I'm listening."


  "I understand. We," she emphasized, looking at his pop before looking back at him, "understand how important both of these women are to you. It hasn't been so long that we don't remember how much you were hurt by…things. We just don't want you to enter into another friendship with Melissa blindly. We don't want to see either of you get hurt. Emotions are high right now, you're not thinking clearly, and I just don't want you to do something you'll regret later."


  Brian listened, and he heard her—he got it—and now he wanted a fucking drink. "Thank you. I get what you're saying, and I appreciate your concern. I promise to tread carefully with Melissa."


  "Then why is she wearing your clothes, Brian?" Greg asked.


  Brian looked up at his father. "What? Are you kidding me? You think I'm sleeping with Melissa?" He pointed over his shoulder. "You have such a low opinion of me—of her—that you think we hopped in the sack before Julie's even cold?"


  "No! Brian!" Nora said, laying a hand over her mouth. "We're just concerned."


  Brian slapped his knees with his hands and vaulted off the couch, completely done with this conversation. "Well, thanks for your concern. It's fine. We're fine. I need to go help Cody."


  



  ~


  



  "Hey." Melissa walked back into the bedroom with Erin. "You okay?"


  Erin nodded into Melissa's hug. "This is my fault. I should've told Daddy, but I don't want him to hate me."


  "None of this is your fault. Your mother was a grown woman who made her own decisions. You can't blame yourself for her mistakes." Melissa pulled away to meet Erin's eye. "He certainly will not hate you, but you need to tell him. I don't like keeping this secret from him."


  "Are you and my dad getting back together?"


  "What? No!" Melissa wanted to bite her tongue at the too quick and too rude response. "Honey, your dad and I are just friends. He loves your mother. Not me."


  "He shouldn't after what she did."


  "One mistake doesn't take away love, Erin. Lots of people make mistakes."


  "Like Daddy did when he slept with my mom the first time…when he should have married you?"


  Melissa stared at her, frozen with shock. "Erin, how do you know that?" Erin lowered her eyes, not answering the question. "Did your mom tell you that?"


  "No."


  "How…how do you know?"


  "When I saw you in my Dad's clothes, I thought maybe you two were together."


  "Oh." Melissa looked down at her baggy clothes. "No, I helped him clean up, and my clothes weren't fit for wearing after that, so he loaned me some. We're not together, just friends."


  "My mom said, before you went away to college, she and you and Dad were all best friends."


  "That's true." Melissa nodded, and her eyes welled up with tears. "I loved your mother very much, Erin."


  "She told me you and Auntie Ali, Uncle Mark, and she and Daddy were all friends in school."


  "We were always together." Melissa stood to fold the stack of clothes Erin had piled on the bed, trying not to give in to her tears. She dropped the jeans in the duffle bag and said, "How are you doing in school, Erin. Is Mr. Jeffries bothering you?"


  "No. Coach has stayed away from me. I think he's scared of Daddy."


  "Good, he should be. Why do you call him Coach?"


  "He was my water polo coach last year."


  "Do you think that's how he met your mom?"


  Erin nodded. "She used to run all the sports fundraisers at the school, and they worked together on it."


  "Do you want me to help you talk to Brian about your mom and Coach Jeffries?"


  Her brows came together. "But not today, please."


  "We can give it another couple of days."


  



  


  



  



  



  Chapter Sixteen


  
    

  


  



  When they arrived back at Brian's house, Melissa helped Brian find his way around the kitchen and started cooking a big pot of soup. As the soup simmered, she started a broccoli casserole. "Your kids will eat this stuff, right?" she asked with a raised eyebrow.


  "Yeah, they eat pretty much anything, except Cody hates any kind of seafood."


  "Seafood. Okay, no fish, I can handle that."


  When she had enough food prepared to get them through the rest of the week, she gathered her still-wet clothes and got ready to leave.


  "You're leaving?" Brian and Erin said at the same time.


  "Yes, but I'll come check on you guys tomorrow."


  "Why don't you stay?" Erin asked earnestly. "You can sleep on my bed. I'll take the couch."


  "No, babe, you just got home. I'm sure you want to sleep in your own bed." Melissa looked up at Brian. "And I'm sure you guys don't want me in your way," she said with a heavy heart.


  "It's okay…if you want to stay," Brian said, his eyes darting between her and Erin. "And you're not in the way. Thank you for all your help."


  "C'mon, Melissa," Erin begged.


  "I don't have any clothes." She didn't want to leave them, but she needed to call Chase and Ali. "How about I pick you and Cody up in the morning and take you to school. That way, Brian can sleep in."


  "Will you come here when we get home?" Erin asked.


  "How about I pick you up and bring you home after school."


  "You can stay for dinner, since you made it," Brian said.


  She nodded. "We'll see what happens."


  "That's a no," Erin said, her face downcast.


  "No, it's not a no."


  "Then it's a yes!" Erin did a little pirouette and hugged Melissa goodbye. "See you in the morning?"


  Melissa chuckled. "Okay, see you in the morning."


  Brian walked her out after she said a tearful goodbye to Cody. The last couple of days had been emotionally draining. Her nerves were fried and her heart so heavy, it hurt to breathe. If she felt this bad, she wondered how he was holding up.


  When she stopped in front of her car, Brian pulled her into a tight embrace. For a few minutes, they didn't speak. Melissa felt his chest move up and down, and she wondered if he was crying. She stroked the back of his head, wishing she'd taken them up on the offer to stay, but she was nearing her breaking point.


  "If you need me, Bri, I can stay. I just thought…"


  He shook his head, but still didn't speak.


  After another minute, he said, "Thank you. In a million years, I'll never be able to make this up to you." His heavy voice made Melissa feel bad for needing to get away from him. Holding him again felt good, and regardless of how tired she was, being the one to help his family through this seemed right to her. And, no, that wouldn't make sense to the outside world, but she didn't care.


  "There is nothing to make up. I'd do anything for you."


  Brian nodded but still didn't let go. "I don't know what I would've done without you, and I don't deserve kindness from you. These kids are everything to me, and knowing you care about them too means the world to me, especially after what I've done to you in the past."


  "Stop," Melissa said, feeling the heaviness of his words and trying not to choke up. She couldn't afford to lose control now, not when she was so raw and drained.


  "I'm sorry for being mean to you and pushing you into the shower this morning."


  She tried to lean out of his grip, but he wouldn't loosen his hold. "It's okay, Brian."


  "You're the only person who ever understood me. My whole life, you're the only person who ever thought I was important."


  Melissa pulled back, forcing him to let her go now. She stared into his face, hardly able to see him in the darkness. "That is not true." She reached up and cupped his cheek, brushing the hair off his face. "Those kids in there think you're very important."


  "It's not the same." He took a step back, tucking his hands in his pockets.


  "Why isn't it the same?"


  "They think I'm important because I'm Dad. You think I'm important just because I'm Brian." He dropped his eyes to her feet and said, "That's a big difference."


  Melissa held her breath to keep from sobbing. She wanted to punch him. She wanted to connect fist to face several times to get her frustrations out. After everything that had happened over the years, after staying away and living her life without him, moving on, deciding to marry Chase, everything she'd done to push him out of her head and out of her heart, how was it he still held the power to hurt her without even trying?


  "I need to go," she said breathlessly. She rushed to the other side of the car and clicked the locks. Brian caught her arm, but she jerked away. "Don't touch me." She almost shrieked it as she yanked the car door open and put it between them.


  He held his hand up palm out. "Wait, Lis, wait a minute—"


  "No, it's fine. I'll be here in the morning to get the kids." She slid into the car, reaching for the door, but he grabbed it before she could slam it closed.


  "Damn it! Give me a minute, will you."


  Melissa stared ahead and crossed her arms over her chest.


  "Julie was pregnant! Okay!"


  Melissa jerked her head toward him and met his eyes under the dim interior light of the car. "What?"


  He squatted next to the open door. "Julie and I went out one night after you left for college. It was an innocent night out. We both wanted to drink ourselves numb, and we succeeded to the point of ending up in bed together. It was the first and only time—or at least, it should have been." He took a deep breath and focused his eyes on the ground, obviously trying to avoid looking at her. "A few weeks later, she told me she was pregnant. She was scared to death, just freaking out. I thought she was going to have a nervous breakdown." He went silent for a moment then said, "Her parents were dead, and she didn't have anyone but me."


  As much as she tried, Melissa couldn't clear her mind enough to find an appropriate response, so she went with the first thing that popped into her head. "You're such a liar."


  "No, I'm not lying. I asked Julie to marry me. I wasn't in love with her, but I did love her. She was one of my best friends, and I had gotten her in trouble. I wouldn't do anything different if it happened today. I love my kids, and I would never begrudge their existence by saying I wish I'd done something different."


  Melissa held her breath, fighting the rapidly flowing tears as she did the math in her head. "Erin's birthday is in November, which means Julie would have gotten pregnant in February."


  "Lis, she had a miscarriage a month after our wedding. It was too much stress for her. She actually got pregnant again the following March. Erin was due in December but was born a few weeks early." He shifted uncomfortably. "The point is, I didn't change my mind about you…about us."


  "You didn't even break up with me. For years, I've believed…"


  Brian finally looked up at her. "What? What did you believe?"


  She closed her eyes, wishing she had the power to shrink into a hole and hide. The ache she felt for all those years, always wondering why, always questioning what she'd done wrong. Blaming herself for picking a school in New York instead of California.


  "Lis?"


  She opened her eyes. "Let me go. I need to go home."


  "We should talk about this."


  She glared at him. "I don't want to talk." After strapping on her seatbelt, she reached for the door handle. "Get out of the way, Brian."


  Brian jumped back as she pulled the door closed and sped away. She glanced in the mirror to find him still standing there, staring at her as she turned off of his street.


  Melissa turned the corner and pulled the car over before covering her face with her hands, inhaling great heaving breaths. She didn't understand how this had slipped past her. Seventeen years and she never imagined that Julie had been pregnant before they got married. Melissa had convinced herself she was just a fool in love and thought her overwhelming feelings for him were unrealistic. But then again, she knew he had loved her just as much as she loved him.


  They were made for each other, built from the same mold. Put on this earth for each other, she felt it deeply, which is why it'd been so hard for her to accept what had happened. Losing him nearly killed her. She'd never understood it, and not knowing what had gone wrong had pushed her into a deep depression. Knowing the truth now…she shook her head in disgust. It shouldn't have played out the way it did. They should have talked. Brian should have called and told her. Melissa should have called him, forced him to break up with her himself, but what was the point? At the time, all she could think about was that he'd gotten married. It wasn't like he was seeing someone else—he'd freaking married Julie. What could she have done, come home and tried to break up a marriage? She just couldn't compete with wedding vows. He was lost to her and she couldn't force herself to call him, to hear him say he didn't love her.


  When her cell phone rang, she screamed, "Leave me alone!" then pounded the steering wheel. She reached over and grabbed it from her purse. "Hello!"


  "What the hell is going on?"


  "Nothing, Ali," Melissa said abruptly.


  "Liar."


  "I can't. I just can't now, Al," Melissa said, holding her breath.


  "Melissa…do you want me to come over?"


  "I'm not home."


  "You're still at Brian's?"


  "I just left. I'm in the car."


  "You can't drive like this. Pull over."


  "I already did, okay? God. I'm around the corner from Brian's."


  "I'm going to call him so he can come get you."


  "No! Don't you dare! I barely made it out of there with my sanity." She inhaled again and counted as she exhaled. "I'm going home. I'm tired, and I need to call Chase. I haven't talked to him in days."


  "Why don't you come here?"


  "No, I want to crawl into bed and sleep for a few decades."


  "Okay, text me when you get home so I know you made it. I love you."


  Melissa rested her head on the steering wheel and mumbled, "I love you, too."


  



  ~


  



  When Melissa pulled into the parking lot of her building, she sighed as the lights came to life. "Thank God for Mark," she whispered to herself. No more stumbling around in the dark, worried about monsters jumping out at her.


  When she climbed out of the driver's seat, she looked over to see Chase's car parked a few spots down from her. She squinted to see inside, but the car was empty. When she turned, he was standing right beside her. She jumped back and shrieked, "Agh! Oh my God, Chase!"


  "It's just me." He held his hands out to settle her.


  "Chase," she breathed and grabbed him tight around the neck. "You scared me."


  "Sorry, sweetheart, but you scared me, too. I haven't been able to get in touch with you for two days."


  "Oh, I've missed you," she whined, squeezing him tighter and breathing a sigh of relief. It scared her how much she needed to feel his arms around her at that moment.


  "I couldn't get inside, so I waited, hoping you'd show up."


  "I'm sorry you had to wait outside. I'll give you a key so you can let yourself in next time."


  Chase pulled away to look at her. "What the hell are you wearing?" He looked into her eyes and frowned. "Don't take this the wrong way, but you look awful."


  "I don't care. I'm just so glad you're here."


  "He took a step back and looked at her clothes again. You're wearing men's clothes. Melissa…where have you been?"


  "They're Brian's. I've been over there."


  "Brian's?"


  "Yes, Chase, his wife was killed in a car accident. You know this."


  "That was weeks ago, and that doesn't explain why you're wearing his clothes."


  "I helped him get the house in order so he could bring the kids home. He needed someone there, Chase."


  "Why you? It doesn't seem like that should be your responsibility."


  "He's my friend," she said. "Is this the end of the inquisition? Can we go inside now?"


  He gestured toward the door. "Fine."


  When Melissa stepped inside her apartment, she clicked on the lamp next to the door and turned to face him. The frown and his posture were so disheartening. She didn't want to fight with him. "I don't understand why you're upset with me."


  "You're wearing another man's clothes, Melissa." He said her name so formally, it made her angry.


  "I thought you trusted me."


  "You're making it hard."


  Her face heated in anger. "I've done nothing to make you doubt me—ever."


  "Except you've been missing for days, and you're wearing his clothes."


  "Fine. I'll take them off." Melissa turned toward her bedroom, yanking off the belt and dropping Brian's pants before stepping out of them…then remembered she didn't have any panties on.


  "Wonderful," he said. "Just great—and how attractive."


  "Oh, shut up!" she said, spinning toward him. "Don't turn your nose up at me. I was helping a friend in need and his children. There is nothing you can say that will make me feel bad about that."


  "Don't act like a child," he said.


  God, what a snob. She shook her head. "Chase, I don't have the energy for this right now. Please just stop. Please!" She stepped into her bedroom, yanked a nightgown from the drawer, and stripped off Brian's t-shirt. "If you want to fight then go home. If you want to be with me then stop. Okay?"


  "I'm sorry you lost your friend, but it's not your job to take care of her husband."


  "This isn't only about her husband. There are two great kids who have lost their mother." She shook her head. "You don't understand. I've known Brian my entire life, longer than Julie. He needs me to help him, and I will. I will help Erin and Cody."


  "Why is it you've known him all this time, but you've never talked about him?"


  Melissa would not get pulled into this. She would not let him pull her into a fight against her will. "And I'm not going to talk about him now either." She stood up and walked toward him. "Staying or going?"


  "Am I being dismissed?"


  "No, I would like for you to stay. I love you, and I've missed you. I would love nothing more than to crawl into that bed with you and stay there forever. I've had a couple of incredibly hard days, and I only want to be with you."


  "I would like to stay, but I want to finish this conversation later."


  "Fine. Just fine. Whatever you want." She breathed in relief and dropped her head on his chest, defeated and exhausted.


  He draped his arms around her. "I am sorry. I'm not trying to make things harder, but I don't like seeing you in his clothes."


  "No, I'm sorry. I saw the missed calls. I should have told you where I was. I wouldn't like that either, but I need you to trust me. Please, Chase." She pushed up on her tiptoes to kiss him. "I missed you, and I need you." She tucked her head into his neck, wanting to get lost in him and forget everything else.


  



  


  



  



  



  Chapter Seventeen


  
    

  


  



  "I can't, Anna." Erin slammed her locker closed. "Stop asking me."


  "Erin, we can't win without you. Coach wants you on the team. He'll let you back."


  "I can't play. I have too much going on at home. I have to take care of my brother after school."


  "Don't give me that. Your dad hired a housekeeper. Come on, Erin, conditioning starts after Christmas break. You can rejoin without missing any practices or games. It'll be like you never left."


  "Except I did leave." Erin rolled her eyes and turned her back on Anna.


  "Hello, ladies."


  Erin looked up at Coach Jeffries and froze.


  "How are you, Erin?"


  When a smile spread across his face, she held her breath. Just being this close to him made her break out into a sweat. He knew it, too. He reveled in her discomfort; she could see it in his glassy, black eyes. She looked away from his sickening gaze, trying to take a breath.


  "I'm trying to talk her into rejoining the water polo team," Anna said, nudging Erin's shoulder.


  "We could use you." Coach Jeffries tilted his head in mock concern as he stepped to block her path. His perfectly-styled hair didn't move with the motion of his body. It looked as if it were molded in place, similar to a cartoon character or the Ken doll she'd played with as a little girl.


  "I can't." Erin tried to sidestep him again, but he wouldn't allow her space, forcing her to bump against him. She jumped back when their bodies touched. "I'm late for fifth period."


  "I'll excuse you from class. I'd like to talk to you," he said as Anna rushed away for the late bell.


  "I can't talk to you." She looked around to see if anyone was watching them.


  "Why not, Erin? I thought we were friends."


  "You know why," she whispered.


  "Meet me after school." He stepped backward as she tried to walk around him. "I would hate to have to show those pictures to your dad."


  Erin jerked her head up to look at him, this time meeting his eyes. The look of pleasure she found on his face made her skin crawl. She felt the tickle up her neck and knew he meant what he said. "I wouldn't do that if I were you. My dad already wants to kill you. "


  "He may hate me, but how would he feel about you letting someone take naked pictures of you." He ran his index finger down her bare arm. "Meet me in the locker room after school. There's no practice today, so it'll be empty."


  Erin brushed at his hand and rubbed the tingle away.


  "You're late, too?" Erin heard from behind her. She whipped her head around to see Matt approaching them. "I'll walk with you," he said, glaring at Coach.


  Coach Jeffries frowned at Matt. "I'll see you later, Miss Hammel."


  He smiled his arrogant smile at her again before walking away, leaving her and Matt alone in the hall.


  Matt rested a hand on her shoulder and leaned in to stare into her eyes. "You okay? You look like you've seen a ghost."


  Erin gently slipped from under his hand and nodded. "Yeah, fine." She swallowed hard and mumbled, "I need to pee." Then she turned and rushed into the bathroom. After several deep breaths, she pulled out her phone and sent a text message to Melissa.


  'pik me up from skol today—please please please'


  When Erin finished the text, she closed her phone and crept out of the bathroom.


  Matt was waiting for her. "You sure you're okay?" he asked as the door closed behind her.


  Erin tried to smile. He was always looking out for her. He'd be a great big brother if she didn't have such a huge crush on him. Damn if that mattered now anyway. She was damaged goods thanks to Coach. That and Matt would never ask her out because of her dad. He was too freaking respectful. "Fine, just really late for class now. You didn't have to wait for me."


  He leaned in close as if he didn't want anyone to hear. "Coach Jeffries is a creeper. You should stay away from him."


  Erin stared at him for a full minute, not sure how to respond, then she finally said, "I have too much going on at home. Don't have time for water polo or swimming this year." It was obviously a practiced answer, but she didn't have any idea what else to say.


  "Are you sure you're okay?" His penetrating eyes stared at her for another long moment until he finally gestured ahead. "Come on. Let's get to class before Mr. Brandt starts handing out detentions."


  



  ~


  



  "Ali, you're getting married in six weeks, and you haven't picked out your flowers," Melissa said, flipping through the catalog provided by the florists.


  "I want everything to be right. I can't close my eyes and point."


  "You're going to end up with cheap plastic flowers if you don't make a decision."


  "I have an idea of what I want. Stop harassing me. Did you pick yours?"


  "A week ago," Melissa scoffed. She felt her phone buzz in her pocket. She pulled it out and looked at the text. "Erin wants me to pick her up from school."


  "How is she?" Ali asked. "I don't get to see them enough, between work and planning the wedding."


  "She seems better. I try to see her at least once a week, but I haven't been able to convince her to talk to Brian yet."


  "He still doesn't know."


  "Nope, but I think I'll try again today."


  "I haven't seen Brian either. Is he doing okay? Johnny said he's back to work."


  "He's been back to work for a couple weeks. Why are you asking me how he's doing? Why don't you ask Johnny?"


  "Johnny said he seems fine at work, but I'm curious how he's doing at home with the kids."


  "I don't know. I see him in passing, but I haven't spent any time with him."


  "Has Erin mentioned anything? Is he managing everything around the house?" Ali asked.


  Melissa chuckled. "He's cooking dinner every night with help from Theresa, his new housekeeper. She works for him a couple hours every afternoon during the week. He's trying to juggle work and being home for the kids."


  "So…you see Erin, and you spend time with Cody. How do you manage all that without talking to Brian?"


  Melissa shrugged. "I just do. He doesn't want to talk to me, and I don't want to talk to him. I can't stand listening to him take pot shots at Chase."


  "Why does he dislike Chase?"


  "Why does Brian dislike anyone? Hell if I know." Melissa slid into a chair. "Maybe all this wedding planning makes him miss Julie more."


  "Maybe, but I don't think that's it," Ali said. "I like Chase, but Brian is usually spot-on with people."


  "He has no good reason for judging Chase. He's never even had a real conversation with him."


  "Maybe he's jealous," Ali said.


  Melissa stood and put down the catalog she was flipping through. "I need to go get Erin. I'll call you later."


  Ali dropped her hands onto the table and shook her head, frowning at Melissa. "Fine, run away."


  "Whatever…" Melissa said, slipping out the door.


  



  


  



  



  



  Chapter Eighteen


  
    

  


  



  Melissa climbed into her car and drove to the high school, reliving the last conversation she had with Brian. Things had been awkward between them ever since, but what was she supposed to feel after everything he'd told her. She didn't know what to think now that she knew the truth about his marriage to Julie. It had changed a perception she'd lived with for the last seventeen years, and now she wasn't sure how to behave around him.


  It's not like she didn't want to help him. That wasn't the reason for avoiding him. She worried about him every day. So much so, it had driven her to distraction. When she spent time with Erin, she fought to keep from rattling out a thousand questions about him and what he was up to since Erin didn't volunteer much. She always seemed like she needed a break from her dad and brother. Living in a house with a bunch of boys must be hard for a young girl.


  Not having a mom around to help with the little things had to be as difficult as not having her there for the big things. She couldn't imagine Brian helping Erin pick out the perfect dress…or hell, buy tampons. Melissa chuckled at the thought of Brian in the grocery store, trying to find the perfect sanitary product for his fifteen-year-old. Okay, maybe she should check on him.


  With a grin, she reached for her phone. Once she dialed the number, her smile faded. She hit the call button and waited.


  "Hammel," he said after the first ring.


  "Hi," Melissa said quietly.


  "Hey, Parker, what's up with you?"


  "I'm picking up your daughter from school today, and I thought I'd call to check on you. I haven't talk to you in a while and…"


  "Worried about me?"


  Melissa rolled her eyes. "Apparently you're back to normal."


  Brian chuckled. "I'm doing fine. Do you have plans for the rest of the day?"


  "Nothing after picking up Erin."


  "My shift is ending. You wanna hang out with us tonight?"


  "Do you mean, 'I gave my housekeeper the night off. Do you want to come cook us dinner?'" Melissa corrected.


  "That is not what I meant at all. I actually meant, it's the day before my daughter's sixteenth birthday, and I'd like to take my kids out to dinner and spend the evening with them, and it would make us all happy if you joined us."


  "Oh, okay." Melissa felt heat in her cheeks. "You didn't make any plans for her tomorrow?"


  "Nope. She isn't interested. As it is, dinner tonight is a surprise." He sighed heavily into the phone. "I couldn't get her to agree to any plans. She didn't want a party or anything."


  "Not having her mom here must make celebrating her sixteenth birthday hard."


  "Yeah, I'm sure, but I can't fix that." The line went quiet for a moment, until he said, "I can, however, help her create new memories, and I'm trying."


  "That's a good idea," she mumbled. "And I'd love to join you for dinner. Maybe I can help cheer her up."


  "Where are you?"


  "I'm parking at the high school."


  "I'm around the corner. I'll meet you at the Werewolf."


  Melissa snickered. That had always been their meeting place back when they were in school. They would meet at the bronze statue of the school's mascot, a saber-toothed tiger, which Melissa and Brian had always thought looked more like a werewolf. Her heart did a little flutter, remembering them together back then…


  



  "There's going to be hell to pay if we get caught," Melissa said.


  Brian laid out the blanket on the knoll leading down to the creek. It was pitch black out, and the flashlight he'd brought didn't help much. "What else can they do to us? It's not like they let us spend time together. If they weren't such hard-noses, we wouldn't need to sneak out."


  She knelt down on the small blanket and rested on her side, waiting for Brian to lie down with her. When he did, their bodies melded together, chest to chest and nose to nose. "I miss you."


  He closed his eyes and rested his forehead against hers. "Me, too." He rubbed his hands up her back, down over her butt, cupping her and drawing her closer. "I can't wait until the dance."


  "We don't have to wait, Brian." She pressed herself against him, fisting her hand in his curls. "Waiting is killing me."


  "I know, but we made a deal, and I can't wait to see you in that dress."


  He grew hard against her, and she felt a rush of blood coil around her center. "Then stop. I only have so much control here."


  He chuckled. "Sorry, but I promise to make it worth the wait. I have something for you."


  Melissa pulled back to look into his eyes as he lifted up on his knees. She barely saw him in the glow of the dim flashlight.


  He reached into his pocket slowly and tugged out a little velvet pouch with a drawstring. His smile widened as he loosened the strings, tipping the bag up, letting two thin gold bands drop into his hand.


  



  "What are you daydreaming about?" Brian said, coming up behind her.


  She startled at the sound of his voice, lost in the memory.


  The expression on her face must have answered his question. He seemed to grow a little uncomfortable. Stuffing his hands into the pockets of his jeans, he muttered, "Hi."


  "Hi." She turned to peer over the heads of the students to find Erin.


  "How have you been?"


  "Fine. How have you been?" she asked, avoiding his eyes.


  "Great, now that I'm back to work."


  "Good, I'm glad you're doing well."


  "I feel like I owe you an apology, but I'm not sure why." He pulled his hands out and crossed his arms over his chest. "You've been avoiding me."


  "You don't owe me an apology for anything."


  "I don't want this weirdness between us," he said.


  "There isn't any weirdness."


  "Then why can't you look at me?"


  Melissa looked up quickly. "What?"


  "You don't even want to look at me."


  She turned back toward the entrance. Only a few students still lingered around. "Where is she?" Melissa glanced down at her watch. "I'm going to walk to her locker and see what's keeping her."


  "Melissa," he said when she turned her back on him.


  "What?"


  "You're incapable of having a real conversation with me, aren't you?"


  "What? Ugh! No!"


  "It's true. Every time you get uncomfortable, you walk away."


  "No, I don't!"


  Brian looked at her incredulously. "Yeah—you do!"


  They faced each other, their posture resembling a fighting stance until Brian finally shrugged it off. "Forget it. I'm not fighting with you tonight."


  "Fine," Melissa said, and they both turned and walked into the school together, Brian holding the glass door open for her.


  The large, tiled foyer was almost completely empty, save for one boy standing outside the gym door, staring at it with his arms crossed over his chest.


  Brian nodded to the kid. "Wilson? What are you doing?" He dropped his stance and glanced over. "Hey, Mr. Hammel. I was waiting for Erin. She's in the gym."


  "Melissa, this is Matty Wilson."


  "Yeah, hi, Matt." She smiled at him. "And I remember his dad from school, even though he was a few years ahead of us," she stammered, surprised at what a small town Santa Rosa suddenly seemed.


  "Really? You've met Matty?" Brian asked.


  Melissa's heart did a little flip when she remembered meeting him for the first time. It had been such an awful time for her family. "Matt was at the volunteer center everyday with his mom and dad while Micah was missing."


  "How is Micah?" Matt said.


  "He's doing well now that he's home. Thank you for asking," she said, trying to maintain her smile.


  "Matt's good friends with Eri—" Before Brian had a chance to finish his sentence, Erin came rushing out of the side door of the gym.


  She had tears streaming down her face, and once she ran into them, her eyes grew wide, and her head swiveled over her shoulder to look behind her. Melissa looked over, too, just as Jeffries stopped and took a step back. He reached for the door that had closed behind him.


  "What are you doing?" Brian stepped around Erin and Melissa. "I told you to stay away from my family. Why are you talking to my daughter?"


  "I only wanted to ask how she was," Jeffries said, his hand locking around the handle of the gym door.


  Melissa put herself between Brian and Coach Jeffries. "Brian, let's go. You don't need another fight with him."


  Brian narrowed his eyes, glancing from Erin's tear-streaked face then back to Jeffries. "Why is she crying? She doesn't want anything to do with you. Stay the hell away from her."


  "I haven't done anything wrong." Jeffries glared over at Erin. "She came to me to talk."


  Erin inhaled a loud gasp and looked at Melissa for help, vigorously shaking her head.


  Melissa whipped her head around. "That's not true, you lying son of a bitch." She turned back to Brian, but it was too late.


  "No!" she and Erin screamed simultaneously as Brian's fist made contact with the side of Jeffries head.


  Before Melissa had a chance to get out of the way, Jeffries grabbed her upper arms and used her as a shield. When Brian backed off, Jeffries threw her down and rushed back through the gym door.


  



  


  



  



  



  Chapter Nineteen


  
    

  


  



  Melissa twisted, trying to catch herself, wrenching her ankle before landing sideways, hard against the tile floor. She sucked in a breath, inhaling against the force of air that had thrust out of her on impact.


  "Melissa! Oh God, Daddy!" Erin rushed toward Melissa.


  "Lis, I'm sorry." Warm hands cupped her face. "Breathe, babe!"


  She inhaled again on a gasp then tried to exhale slowly.


  "Daddy, do something!"


  "She's had the wind knocked out of her. She'll be fine in a second."


  When Melissa's breathing steadied, she closed her eyes against the tears forming and reached for her ankle.


  "Dad, should we take her to the hospital?"


  Melissa shook her head and muttered, "I'm fine." She inhaled another steady breath. "Help me up."


  "No. Your ankle is swollen. Look at it."


  She looked down to see her left ankle twice the size of her right. Purple clouds already surrounded the bulging baseball-sized lump. That explained why it hurt so damn bad.


  "You need to go to the hospital."


  "Did you kick that jerk's ass?" she asked, focusing on Brian's face.


  "I didn't get the chance. The coward threw you to the ground and took off running." Brian's brows lowered as he examined her ankle, his eyes bright green from his flaring anger. "Here, Erin, answer Melissa's phone. It's Auntie Ali." He handed her the phone.


  "How do you know?" She grabbed it, checking the caller ID.


  "Trust me, it's her."


  Melissa scanned the foyer as cops entered through the large glass doors. "Oh, crap, here comes the Calvary. Damn it, Brian, they're going to arrest you," she said as she lifted and tried to get up.


  "Stay down," he said. "I'll have Ali come and get you. Are you hurt anywhere else? Did you bump your head or anything?" He reached to touch her face. "Maybe you should lie back. Wilson, give me your jacket for her head."


  "Brian, they're going to take you to jail."


  "It's okay. I'll be home tonight. Don't worry. They won't keep me, but I will have to give you a rain check on our date."


  "Not a date," she mumbled, refusing Matt's jacket when he tried to hand it over. "Thanks, Matt, but I'm fine. I don't need to lie down."


  Brian leaned closer. "Lis, can you do something for me?"


  "Yes." She grimaced and tried to turn her foot from left to right.


  "Find out what Frank Jeffries was doing with Erin. Find out why she was crying. Will you talk to her, get the story?"


  Melissa squeezed her eyes closed and nodded again.


  "If you'd let me fight my own battles, you wouldn't get hurt."


  "Shut up!"


  Brian held her down when she tried to stand up again. "You shouldn't get up yet."


  Melissa glanced around and her eyes landed on Matt. He was standing over her, still holding his jacket with her sandals in his other hand. "He's right. You should give yourself a minute before you get up."


  Melissa brushed some of the dust from her clothes. Her entire left side ached from the fall. She twisted her arm and ran her hand up and down to examine the bruises forming where she hit the tile floor.


  Brian took her hand and examined the bruises, too, lifting the top of her sleeve where they trailed up past her shoulder. "I'll kill that son of a bitch," Brian muttered, his eyes glowing even brighter green than before.


  "Don't say that. Geez, Brian." Her eyes shifted to the officer approaching.


  "Detective Hammel, we need to get statements," Officer Reed said as he nodded toward Erin.


  "I know, Reed, can you give her a second. She's a little upset still." Brian motioned to Matt. "Start with Matty—Wilson, this is Officer Reed. He needs to take your statement."


  Brian watched as Reed walked to the other side of the Foyer with Matt. "Where's Ali?"As if he summoned her, Ali pulled open the glass door and entered the school. Her eyes darted from face to face, looking for Melissa. When their eyes met, she exhaled in relief.


  "I'm fine," she said as Ali knelt down to hug her.


  When Ali pulled away, she glanced around at the two officers then at Brian. "Are you okay?"


  "Yes, fine. Will you take Erin home and keep an eye on Melissa? It was a pretty bad fall."


  Ali's eyes widened. "What the hell happened?"


  "She tried to break up a fight between me and Jeffries. He knocked her down trying to get away." Brian gestured to her left arm and the trail of bruises.


  "I'm fine, Ali. They're going to arrest Brian. Can you go with him? He'll need an attorney."


  "Melissa, I work for the DA. I'll be lucky not to have to prosecute him."


  "Don't you know someone?"


  "Yes, I'll make some calls." She glanced over at Erin, who was sitting on the ground and leaning back against the wall. "Erin was a mess when I talked to her."


  Brian closed his eyes and shook his head. "I'm not sure what was going on, but I plan to find out."


  "Detective Hammel?" Officer Cain approached. "We still need statements."


  "Yeah, thanks, Cain." Brian glanced at Erin then at Ali. "Ali, will you sit with Erin while Officer Cain takes her statement? Melissa and I can't."


  "Of course." She stood and followed Cain over.


  "Melissa, do you feel up to giving a statement?"


  She nodded with a grimace as she tried to bend her ankle again. "Yes. They better arrest Jeffries."


  "I'm sure he'll be charged, too," Brian said as he leaned in and scooped her up in his arms.


  "Jesus, Brian. I can walk."


  "Shut up and let me help you." He set her down sideways on the bench next to the gym door. He removed his jacket and folded it up and laid it on the opposite arm rest, then he lifted her feet and rested them up over the jacket. "Stay put until EMTs check you over."


  "EMTs? Come on, who called an ambulance."


  "Probably one of the officers." Brian waved a hand at her. "Just behave yourself and let them look you over. Be a good patient for once in your life."


  



  ~


  



  After Melissa and Erin had given their statements, the EMTs examined Melissa and released her to go. "Ms. Parker, you should follow up with your doctor and get x-rays."


  "Thank you so much for your help." She examined the tight dressing they'd wrapped around her ankle and tried to shift the freezing ice pack they'd tied to it.


  "Leave it be, Melissa. You need to let the swelling go down," Ali said. "Are you ready to go?"


  "Ali," Brian leaned in and whispered, "will you get Erin out of here in case they do arrest me?"


  Ali nodded and took Melissa's arm as Melissa stood.


  "I am fine," Melissa said, but when she put weight on her foot, she nearly collapsed.


  Brian gestured to Matt and said, "Do me a favor and help her out to the car."


  Matt nodded and took the arm Brian had abandoned.


  "Come on, Erin," Melissa said. "Our babysitters are taking us home."


  "What about Daddy?"


  "I have to go down to the station. I'll be home later."


  "I'm sorry, Dad. This is my fault."


  "Erin, don't do that. We'll talk when I get home. I want to know what you were doing with him and why you were crying." He reached down and pulled her into a tight hug. "Don't worry about it now, okay? Take Melissa to our house and keep an eye on her. Don't let her walk around on that foot."


  Erin nodded again before following Melissa, Matt, and Ali out of the school.


  "Melissa," Brian said before she stepped out the door. She turned toward him. "Sorry about our plans. Maybe tomorrow night."


  "I'll see you later?" she asked, looking over at the officers waiting for Brian.


  He waved her off. "Yes, it's fine, don't worry."


  



  Matt helped Melissa into the car then turned concerned eyes on Erin. "You going to be okay?"


  Erin nodded. "Thanks for helping."


  "No problem. I'm going to follow you guys to the hospital in case you need me."


  "Thank you, really, Matt. I'm so sorry you've been mixed up with all this."


  "No, God, don't worry about it."


  Erin slid into the backseat and closed the door, rubbing both hands over her face.


  "Okay, Erin, what's going on?" Melissa asked, turning her head slightly toward the backseat.


  "Why did you bring Daddy?" she asked with a whine to her voice.


  "He called when I was already on my way and asked if I wanted to go out with you guys this evening. When I told him where I was going, he wanted to meet me here. Why were you with Jeffries?"


  "He won't leave me alone. The last couple of weeks, he's been trying to get me back on the water polo team."


  "Why haven't you told your dad?" Ali asked


  "You saw why. I don't want Daddy in more trouble."


  "Erin, why does Jeffries want to talk to you so badly?" Melissa asked.


  "I told you, he wants me back on the team. He keeps acting like he cares about me, asking me how I'm doing. I try to avoid him, but now he has my friends trying to get me to agree to come back."


  Melissa shifted again to look into the backseat. "Is Matt one of those friends?"


  "No, he hates Coach."


  "Smart kid." She faced forward again. "Why didn't you tell me?"


  "That's why I asked you to pick me up. I was going to tell you today. I thought he'd back off if you talked to him."


  "Tonight, when Brian gets home, we're telling him everything."


  "We shouldn't tell him. I don't want him in trouble."


  "Erin, who's picking Cody up from school?" Ali asked.


  "Gran is."


  "Okay, I'm going to take Melissa to the hospital to get her ankle checked out. Then I'll go check on your dad."


  "I don't need—"


  "Yes, Melissa, you need x-rays. Erin, can you keep an eye on Melissa for me if I leave her at your house?"


  "Yeah, can you keep Daddy out of jail?"


  "I'll see what I can do, but you may need to file a harassment charge against Jeffries."


  "No, I can't do that."


  "I thought you wanted him to leave you alone."


  "Maybe you or Melissa can talk to him."


  "Erin, what are you leaving out? There's obviously something you're not telling us," Melissa said. She couldn't erase the feeling that something was missing from her explanation, or maybe Melissa's headache had just clouded her judgment. She wanted so bad to just lie down in a dark room.


  "Nothing. I really asked you to pick me up, hoping you would talk to him."


  Melissa nodded, closing her eyes and laying her head back on the seat.


  When they arrived at the hospital, Ali helped her inside. "I'm fine, Ali. Please go take care of Brian."


  "I can't leave you here without transportation."


  Matty lowered himself down into the chair next to Erin. "I can take everyone home."


  "Really, you don't mind?" Ali asked. "You don't need to be anywhere? This could take a long time."


  "Nope, I have nowhere to be."


  Ali glanced between the three of them and finally nodded. "Okay, call me if you need me. I'm going to the police station."


  



  ~


  



  When they got to Brian's house, Matty helped Melissa upstairs and into Brian's room at Erin's insistence.


  "I don't need to be in a bed. The couch is fine."


  "No, I think this is better." Erin pulled the covers back and Matt laid her down. Then she gently lifted her leg and tucked a pillow under her injured foot. "I'll get some water so you can take your pain pills."


  When Matt was gone, Erin rushed around for another ten minutes then appeared with a glass of water and a bottle of meds. "It says to take two." Erin handed her two pills and a glass.


  Melissa felt like she was being handled. It'd been a long time since someone had put her to bed and gave her medicine. She smiled and swallowed the pills, thankful for Erin and proud at the same time.


  "Thanks," Melissa said when Erin finally left her alone. She settled into Brian's bed and moaned at the increasingly achy pain throughout her entire body. She glanced over at the pill bottle and snatched it up, taking another pill and chasing it down with the water Erin had left for her. Prescriptions were always conservative, if it said two, she should be able to take three without a problem.


  She then wrapped herself up tightly in Brian's thick comforter. She inhaled deep and sighed. "Smells like Brian," she whispered. "I sure hope they don't put him in jail." She looked over at the phone on the nightstand and wondered if Ali would call her cell or the house phone. She rested her head back down, knowing Erin would wake her if someone needed her.


  



  


  



  



  



  Chapter Twenty


  
    

  


  



  When Brian got home, he expected to find Melissa and Erin waiting for him, but the house was quiet. Cody was crashed on the couch with the videogame controller still in his lax hand. He walked through the downstairs, but couldn't find Erin or Melissa.


  He went upstairs and knocked on Erin's door, but she didn't answer. He turned the handle and peeked in. She was crashed on her bed with her headphones stuck in her ears and her iPod blasting.


  "Erin," he said. He yanked out one of the earbuds and shook her. "Erin!"


  Her eyelashes batted open and she jumped. "Dad, are you okay?" she asked yanking out the other earbud.


  "Yeah, babe, I'm fine. Why didn't you put your brother to bed?"


  "Sorry, I fell asleep."


  "Change and get into bed. We can talk in the morning. Where's Melissa?"


  "She's in your bed. She took her pain medication then knocked out."


  "Okay, get into bed."


  Brian put Cody to bed then went in search of Melissa. When he walked into his bedroom, it was pitch black. Instead of turning on the bright lamp, he switched on the bathroom light. He walked over to the bed and pulled the comforter off Melissa's head. She didn't stir in the slightest. He picked up the pill bottle and frowned as he read the instructions. One to two pills when needed for pain.


  "Melissa." He shook her lightly. "Hello," he said in her ear. "Melissa, wake up." He leaned close, inhaling her soft, powdery scent and cursing himself for doing it.


  He lifted the comforter off her completely and removed the now warm cold pack from her foot. The swelling had gone down a bit. He then examined her left arm, lifting her sleeve as he eyed her black and blue shoulder. Melissa still didn't stir as he rubbed a hand down her arm to feel for any other swelling.


  He leaned in again. "Melissa?" God damn, she was going to be the death of him. "Are you trying to kill me or what?" he whispered before lowering his nose to the crook of her neck. His lips brushed across the soft skin below her ear lobe, and he wanted to melt into the bed next to her.


  "God help me, Melissa, if you weren't so damned incredible, I could get through this in one piece." He brushed the hair off her face and wondered how many of those pills she took.


  "Lissa, wake up," he said with a little more urgency this time. He shook her harder, but she didn't move. Brian kicked his shoes off and lay down next to her, propping his head up on one elbow. "Melissa Parker, I need you to wake up, honey," he chanted singsong-like in her ear.


  He cupped her neck and checked her pulse before resting his hand on her cheek. Melissa turned toward him, and he breathed a sigh of relief. She reached her arm out and wrapped it around his waist, leaning closer and rubbing up against him. A little shiver traveled up her body. Brian reached down for the comforter to cover her back up, praying she woke up before he got himself in trouble.


  "Melissa?" he said louder this time.


  "Shh," she whispered. "I'm sleeping."


  Brian chuckled. "Melissa, look at me."


  Melissa lifted her chin and looked at him through half-closed lids and with a faint smile. "Humm…what?"


  "Babe, how many of those pills did you take?"


  "You smell so good," she purred, inching closer to him.


  "Whoa, cupcake, how many pills did you take?"


  Her smiled widened. She lifted a heavy hand and dropped it on his chest. "You called me cupcake."


  "Yes, and can you tell me how many pills you took?"


  "You haven't called me cupcake in years," she slurred. "Three."


  "Three years or three pills?" he asked, gripping her chin to keep her eyes on his.


  "Pills." She leaned in, kissing him. "God you smell good," she slurred into his mouth, pressing against him.


  "Melissa, those pills are too strong for you. You should've only taken two, or uh…maybe only one."


  "But I feel better."


  "Yes, but now you're asking for trouble," he said through the kiss. Melissa's hand traveled up his torso and cupped his neck, pulling him closer. An entire gymnastics team tumbled around in his stomach at her touch. Her warmth was too inviting, natural and warm, her lips so soft. She leaned over him, and her hair fell around her face and brushed his cheek.


  "Sweet Jesus, Melissa, are you trying to kill me?" he asked, pushing her face away carefully. Her scent, her touch, her lips, the sultry sound of her voice, he had to stop this now.


  "I would never hurt you." A smile spread across her face. "I love you."


  "Lissa."


  "Brian."


  "You're high from the pills, babe." He couldn't hide the gritty heaviness of his voice. God, she felt so good. It'd been too long. He just wanted to sink into her, but, hell, he knew he couldn't.


  Her hands slid under his t-shirt. "I feel better now."


  Brian gasped when he felt her hands travel up his bare chest. "Please stop," he pleaded. "I'm only human. I can only take so much here, sweetheart."


  When Melissa's tongue brushed the base of his neck, his body jolted from the sensation. He moaned, grabbing her wrists. He flipped her onto her back with her hands above her head.


  She looked at him, and her serene face had a smile he hadn't seen in many years. He could no longer think about when, where, why, or how. He could only think about who. Melissa—whose smile lit the room and scored his heart. He never thought he'd see that smile again. He was sure he'd rubbed it out of her when he'd broken her heart. She arched into him, and no matter how hard he tried, he couldn't resist the urge to grind against her, making her purr in pleasure and push back against his body.


  Their eyes were locked and—God he wanted her. "I love you, too, Melissa, do you understand me?" She bit her lip and nodded her head. "When you wake up tomorrow with a headache from those pills, will you try to remember that?" Melissa smiled again. "Remember I love you. Okay—"


  Melissa cut him off when she lifted her head and parted his lips with her tongue.


  "Ah fuck." He pushed himself against her, lost in the sensation of her body against his. "God damn it!" he shouted at himself. "I have to get out of here." He gritted his teeth. "I can't do this." He cupped her face and held it. "You don't even know what you're doing."


  Melissa's smile faltered, and she half-heartedly tried to free her other hand. He recognized the confusion in her eyes and the hurt staring back at him.


  "Don't leave," she whispered as a frown touched her lips and a hand came up to touch his face.


  "Melissa, if I don't leave, you're going to hate me." His voice faltered. "I finally got you back in my life. I can't lose you again."


  She shook her head and tried to talk, but Brian cut her off. "You love Chase, remember? You're going to marry him. You only want me because you took too much pain medication. When you're awake, you'll thank me."


  Melissa squeezed her eyes closed and pushed him away weakly as she rolled away from him, then she curled up into the fetal position.


  "Good night," he whispered, but she never looked back at him.


  



  ~


  



  "Brian," Melissa whispered, twisting one of his curls in her fingers. "Wake up." She giggled quietly. Brian swatted at her hand and she laughed again. "Good morning," she said brightly when his eyes fluttered open.


  He glared at her for a second before rolling over and tucking his face into the couch cushions. She ran her finger along the slope of his ear and he swatted at her again. "Go away, evil woman," he groaned, covering his face with his hand.


  "I made coffee," she teased. "I brought you a cup."


  Brian stuck his nose out and sniffed. "One cream, one sugar?" he asked.


  "Yep, just the way you like it."


  He twisted and sat up as Melissa sat down next to him and put the coffee on the table. "Why didn't you wake me up last night? I thought we were going to talk to Erin when you got home."


  "I did wake you up." Brian sipped his coffee. "Why are you—how did you get down the stairs?"


  She lifted her left foot and knocked on the boot she'd been given. "I have hardware."


  "You still shouldn't be up walking around and making coffee."


  "I'm fine." Melissa stared at him for a moment, not sure what prompted the bad mood and the scowl. "What is wrong with you?"


  "Nothing. Out of sorts from the couch."


  "Sorry about that, but you should've woke me up."


  "Melissa, I tried. You took too much medication, and they kicked your ass. You weren't going anywhere last night."


  "I'm sorry, Brian." Melissa's stomach dropped at the angry tone in his voice, taking her off guard. She hadn't intended for him to sleep on the couch.


  "Forget it."


  "Okay, uh…I'll go home. You can go back to bed since you didn't sleep well. I guess I should have stayed with Ali last night instead of stealing your bed." Heaviness pressed on her chest as she stood to leave.


  He reached out for her. "No, you don't have to leave."


  "Yes, yes I do. I'll see you later." She walked toward the door, but Brian grabbed her arm, surprising her.


  "I'm sorry, really. I'm not trying to chase you off. I'm not mad about the bed. I'm worried about Erin, and I got suspended from the department last night, amongst other things." He tugged on her arm. "Please don't leave."


  "They suspended you? Couldn't Ali do anything?"


  "She did. She got me suspended. Better than jail. Ali promised you wouldn't press charges against Jeffries, if he didn't press charges against me. Jeffries agreed, but only if the department punished me instead."


  "Wow. I'm sorry."


  "Well…Ali only agreed if the school district suspended Jeffries for harassing a student." Brian grinned. "Considering he had an affair with said student's mother, they didn't have a problem with suspending him, too."


  Melissa stared at him unblinking for a moment before she finally said, "I bet he's pissed now."


  Brian nodded his head vigorously, his messy hair bouncing around his head. "Oh, yeah." His smile faded, and he pointed to a chair. "Get off your feet, damn it."


  When she sat back down, he lifted her booted foot and laid it on the coffee table. Then he plopped back down on the couch. "And I've got weeks of sitting around on my fat ass to look forward to." He ran his fingers through his hair and leaned back against the cushions.


  "At least you can spend more time with the kids now."


  "Great!" he said. "I'll switch from police detective to soccer dad."


  "There's nothing wrong with being a soccer dad, and Erin needs you around more."


  "I know." He waved his hand. "But I don't know what to do with myself when I'm not working a case."


  "So make Erin your case."


  "There is something there." He looked up at the ceiling. "I can't put my finger on it yet, but something is going on with her."


  "Yeah, I think so, too."


  "Will you stay until we talk? She seems to be more open with you."


  "Which reminds me. Did I tell you she asked if you and I were getting back together?" Melissa squinted, trying to remember. "She said she knew you were supposed to marry me, but married her mom instead."


  Brian's face paled a shade. He sat back up and looked at her. "What the hell was Julie thinking when she told her that?"


  "She said Julie didn't tell her, but she wouldn't tell me how she found out."


  Brian stood up and paced the room with a bit of a limp.


  "Are you hurt?"


  "Uh…no." He walked to the front window with his coffee. "Are you seriously telling me you don't remember me waking you up last night?"


  "No. Why? Did something happen?"


  "Nope—nothing," he said.


  She threw her hand out. "Why don't you tell me what the problem is?"


  He shrugged. "There is no problem."


  She remembered taking another pain pill before falling asleep in his bed. She very clearly remembered being able to smell him and even dreamt about him, but that wasn't unusual.


  When Brian turned back around, Melissa put on a smile, hoping to hide her stupid, ridiculous, unrealistic, and self-destructive thoughts. She cleared her throat and said, "I can make you some breakfast."


  Brian stared at her for a few moments, and Melissa felt like she was under a microscope or sitting in a room full of people, naked and vulnerable, and that made her feel pathetic. She lowered her eyes and shook her head at the thought.


  "Let's go out to breakfast."


  "No, actually," she said quietly, "on second thought, I'll go home." She stood up and looked around for her purse.


  "Fine. Fine, Parker." He waved a hand at the door. "You wanna go, then go."


  "Brian, I don't understand why you're pissed at me."


  "Because I'm inviting you to eat with us and you want to run away. It's Erin's birthday, can't you just have breakfast with us and help me acknowledge it, especially since she refuses to acknowledge it on her own."


  "I don't want to leave, but you're obviously angry, and I don't understand what I did—besides sleep in your bed." She met his eyes. "Is that it? Are you upset because I slept in Julie's bed?"


  "Don't be stupid. Of course not!" He scowled at her. "Look, I had a shitty night. It's not your fault, and it wasn't the bed, or the couch. Okay? Gimme a break."


  Melissa swallowed hard, staring at him, trying to figure out what he wasn't telling her.


  "I'm trying hard to do things with my kids and create new memories with them that don't included Julie, to give them a sense of something to look forward to." He shrugged, his eyes darting to the floor. "They love spending time with you, and I would like your company."


  Melissa nodded then turned when she heard quick footsteps on the stairs. "I'm hungry," Cody said, coming into the living room.


  "Good morning to you, too," Brian said. "Go wake up Erin and tell her we're going out to breakfast."


  "Can I have pancakes?"


  "You can eat all the pancakes you want if you eat eggs, too," Brian said.


  "Fine, I'll eat eggs, too," Cody mumbled as he climbed the stairs.


  "I'm going to get dressed," Brian said, hobbling away.


  When Melissa was alone, she dropped to the couch and threw her head back. "What the hell is going on?" she whispered. "Damn it…why is this so hard? Why am I here?" She wanted to scream and kick her feet in frustration. "Give me a fucking break." She covered her face and tried to rub away the tension.


  "A break from what?"


  Melissa jerked her head up and looked at Erin. "Good morning."


  "What's wrong?" Erin asked.


  Melissa gave a humorless laugh. "My life."


  "Do you want to talk about it?" Erin asked.


  Melissa gave her a warm smile. "No. But thank you for asking."


  "You always talk me off the ledge. Thought I'd return the favor." She laughed at Melissa's surprised face. "Not literally."


  "Oh—good," Melissa said with a hand to her chest. She tilted her head. "I hope you know, Erin, you can talk to me about anything."


  Erin smiled. "I know. Thank you."


  "And happy birthday. How does it feel to be sixteen?"


  Erin's smile faded. "Pretty much the same."


  Melissa stood and hobbled over to Erin with her arms outstretched. Erin's embrace was tighter than Melissa was expecting. They held each other for a moment and Erin said, "I guess it's D-day with Daddy."


  "As in, tell Daddy everything day, yes, it is." Melissa withdrew from the hug. "It's time, Erin."


  "I know. Do you want to borrow some clean clothes?"


  "Would you mind?" Melissa asked, looking down at herself.


  "Of course not, but wait here so you don't have to climb the stairs."


  



  


  



  



  



  Chapter Twenty-One


  
    

  


  



  They returned from breakfast around noon, but Brian was yawning like it was midnight. "You can take a nap, Daddy," Erin offered.


  "Nice try, but no, we're talking." He poured water into the coffee pot as Erin and Melissa took a seat at the kitchen table.


  Once the coffee started brewing, he walked over and propped Melissa's foot up in the vacant chair before sitting down. "You suck at following doctor's orders."


  Melissa fought the grin as it inched across her face. "Sorry."


  Brian looked over at Erin. "Spill it."


  "Well…yesterday—"


  "Erin, this isn't a game," Melissa said. "Start from the beginning. The third day of school."


  Brian looked at Melissa. "So you've heard this?"


  "Not everything, but…Erin's the person who…" She blinked rapidly, realizing why Erin was having trouble with this. No matter how they explained, it would break Brian's heart. "Erin told me about Julie's affair."


  "What?" Brian stood up, knocking his chair over onto the floor with an echoing bang. His finger bounced between the two of them. "You knew about your mother and Frank Jeffries?" he said, his finger landing on Erin as he looked at Melissa. "She told you?"


  "Yes, that's why I couldn't tell you. She made me promise. Brian, she was worried about hurting you." Melissa didn't want to sound defensive, but she was pushing up on the border of guilt and self-righteousness. Where should her alliances begin and end? When Erin had confided in her, she couldn't, wouldn't break that unless it was life or death. But what a thin line. Physical danger wasn't the only peril to consider here. Ugh. Yes, Erin's emotional well-being teetered on a dangerous peak, but what would have done more damage, telling her parents or keeping the secret?


  "I can't believe this crap!" Brian stared at them wide-eyed for a few moments, but then he turned around and shook his head, pacing the kitchen.


  "Brian, this isn't easy to tell you, not for me or Erin."


  He waved a hand at her to stop talking. "Let me get this straight, you knew about Julie's affair and you didn't tell me, but even worse—Erin's the one who told you—and you didn't tell me!"


  "Erin told me in the strictest confidence. I couldn't break that."


  "Daddy, I made her promise, and I didn't tell her it was with Coach until later."


  "Coach—fucking coach—wait—" Brian ran his fingers through his hair. "Jeffries was your swim coach." He made a fist in his hair. "That's why he looked familiar and explains how he and Julie connected."


  Erin nodded when Brian turned to look at her.


  "And I guess that's why you quit water sports." Brian walked to the coffee pot and poured himself and Melissa a cup before placing them on the table and righting his chair.


  He looked into Erin's eyes and took a deep breath then stared down into his steaming cup of coffee for a moment. "I'm sorry."


  "Why, Daddy?"


  "I'm sorry you had to go through that, and I'm sorry you felt you couldn't talk to me. Mostly…I'm sorry your mother…" His voice cracked, and both Erin and Melissa reached out to touch his hand. "I'm sorry your mother wasn't more discreet."


  "It's not your fault, Dad. It's Mom. She did this." Erin's voice hardened when she said it.


  "I want to hear everything. How you found out, when you found out, everything."


  "On the third day of school, I walked into Coach's classroom, and he and mom…" She looked over at Melissa, and Melissa nodded in support. "They were in there kissing. I ran out before either of them saw me."


  "That's when she called me," Melissa said. "I picked her up, and we talked most of the afternoon."


  Brian met her eyes, and his expression told her how pissed he was at her. She'd expected it, but she wouldn't change what she had done. Erin had very few people to confide in, especially since Julie's death. She needed trustworthy and reliable adult friends, and Melissa was thrilled to be one of those selected adults in her life.


  "Why were you with him yesterday?" Brian asked.


  "He wants me on the water polo team after winter break. He even has the other players trying to talk me into it. Yesterday, he cornered me and started asking how I was doing and asking about Cody—as if he actually cares." Erin started crying. "I keep telling him to leave me alone, but he keeps pushing."


  The little muscle in Brian's jaw jittered as he fought for calm. "Why didn't you tell me?"


  "Look what happened yesterday. I didn't want to start that. I don't want you to go after him and get into trouble."


  "Instead, you're willing to continue to let him harass you."


  "No. I called Melissa and asked her to pick me up. I thought she could talk to him."


  "Why? So he can put the moves on her like he did your mother?" Brian shouted, forcing Erin to flinch.


  "Brian!" Melissa said


  "No, Dad! Melissa is smarter than Mom."


  Brian turned on Melissa. "If I hadn't met you there yesterday, what would you have done?"


  "I would've called you. I would have pushed Erin to talk to you. I've been trying, Brian."


  "Yeah? It's been three months. Apparently you weren't trying very hard!"


  "Daddy, this isn't her fault."


  "Are there any other secrets you two need to share?" He looked from one to the other. "Erin? Anything else you need to tell me about this guy?"


  Erin shook her head as her eyes followed him. "No, Daddy."


  "Why do I feel like something is missing here? You better not lie to me."


  "Daddy…that's everything."


  "You're sure?"


  "Brian, you're not interrogating a suspect here," Melissa said.


  "I get that, Lis, but my gut is telling me something isn't being said here."


  Melissa held up her right hand. "That's everything I know, I swear."


  Brian nodded and glanced at Erin. "Erin?"


  "There's nothing else," she mumbled with a shrug.


  "Listen up." He pounded the table with his index finger until Erin looked up at him. "Ali told him, if he even looks in your direction again, she'll file harassment charges against him. I need you to tell me if he bothers you at all. If I have to, I'll request a restraining order or I'll switch you to another school."


  Erin shook her head adamantly. "No, I don't want that."


  "Then stay the hell away from him."


  "I will," she whispered.


  "And communicate with me. I need to know what's going on in your life, especially if it's something I can help with—and this, I could've helped with."


  "I will, Daddy. I'm sorry I didn't tell you about Mom."


  "I don't care about that, Erin." He leaned forward and took both her hands. "This is not your fault. I'm not upset that you didn't tell me about Mom, I'm upset you were put in this position in the first place. I'm upset he's been harassing you since your mother's death and you haven't told me. I can't protect you if I don't know what's going on."


  "I understand," she said. "I'm sorry."


  "Stop apologizing. Please. Go upstairs, I want to talk to Melissa."


  "Please don't fight," Erin said.


  "It's fine, babe, I just want to talk to her. I'm not angry, and you're not in trouble. Okay?"


  Tears spilled from her eyes again. "I'm sorry."


  Brian stood up and embraced her. "Don't, babe. It's okay. I'm sorry we adults keep screwing things up." He held her close for a long time, kissing the top of her head. "I love you."


  Erin nodded. "I love you, too."


  When the door closed behind her, Brian lowered his face to his hands. Melissa reached out for him, but he moved away from her.


  "Brian, she trusts me. Do you understand how important that trust is?"


  He nodded into his hands.


  "What would have happened if she didn't trust me enough to call me yesterday?"


  "I get it, damn it…" He dropped his hands to the table. "Fucking Julie. How could she put Erin through this? When she found out Erin had quit the swim team, she had a freaking fit. That selfish bitch."


  Melissa nodded. "It's been killing me. Not being able to tell you." She reached out, but he avoided her again. She lifted her foot off the other chair and haphazardly stood. "I'll see you later," she whispered, grabbing her purse.


  This time, Brian reached out for her. He took her hand and pulled her back. "Don't leave, Lis. I'm sorry I got so upset. This must have been weighing pretty heavy on your mind."


  She lowered herself back down into the chair. "Do you have any idea how hard it's been keeping this from you?"


  Brian closed his eyes. "I'm sorry I gave you such a hard time." He ran his hands through his hair then opened his eyes and met hers. "I'm trying to move on. I'm trying to move us past this. Listen, Lis…it's her birthday, and she's spent every second of today stressing over this. Let's do something, get her out of the house."


  Melissa smiled. "That's a good idea—" She was cut off by the doorbell.


  Brian rolled his eyes. "Now what?"


  He got up and left the room then returned a moment later, followed by Matt Wilson, carrying a baker's box."


  Melissa smiled at Matt. "Did you bring Erin a cake?"


  "Um…my mom sent it over." His face blushed a little under her and Brian's scrutiny. "When she found out Erin wasn't having her sweet sixteen party, she wanted to make sure Erin had a nice cake to celebrate the day."


  Brian smiled slightly. Although she didn't think Matt noticed, Melissa had, and she could tell Brian liked this kid in spite of himself.


  Brian took the box from Matt. "Forget it, Wilson. Eighteen."


  "Six months ago, sir, you said sixteen." Matt's shoulders slumped. "You don't trust me?"


  "I was you once, kid. As a matter of fact, I was nineteen when Erin was born. I know exactly what happens to teenage boys with hard-ons."


  "Brian!" Melissa said.


  "I would never do anything to hurt Erin…and you said sixteen. What can I do to earn your trust?"


  Brian exhaled a hard breath and shook his head. "Why don't you run upstairs and get her. She's not having the best birthday. This will be a nice surprise"


  "So…" Matt stood his full height, which was nearly taller than Brian's six-foot-three inches, and asked, "Sixteen?"


  "Let me think about it."


  Matt nodded and turned to leave the room, but stopped when his eyes met Melissa's. "You feeling better today, Ms. Parker?"


  "I am. Thank you for asking," she said.


  When he turned out of the room, Melissa stared up at Brian for a long moment.


  He fidgeted before throwing his hands in the air. "What? Why are you looking at me like that?"


  "What is wrong with you? 'A teenager with a hard-on?' Really, Brian?"


  "I'm right! And I don't want my daughter getting in over her head with a boy who's too old for her."


  "But you like him."


  Brian brushed a hand at her. "He's too old for her."


  "But you like him, don't you?"


  "Uh, he's not a bad kid." He shrugged. "He has honest eyes. He's a good kid."


  "He can't be much older if he's still in school."


  "He's eighteen, a senior." Brian took a seat at the table across from her. "He's already taking college courses, studying to be a paramedic. He seems much older than my little girl."


  "Sounds like you know him pretty well."


  "He's in ROTC and was in the police explorers program for a couple of years. He wanted to be a cop for a long time, then up and changed his mind last year and started volunteering at the firehouse instead."


  A thunder of footsteps sounded on the stairs, and within seconds, Erin, Matt, and Cody were in the kitchen, all smiling as if someone had just told a joke.


  Melissa couldn't believe the smile on Erin's face. She hadn't seen that smile since summer break when Julie was still alive.


  "Dad, Matty brought tickets to the GoKart track," Cody said, bouncing on his heels. "Can we go?"


  Brian looked from Cody and Matt to Erin's smiling face. "Erin, you want to go racing on your birthday? It's not very girly. Wouldn't you rather go shopping or something?"


  As her shoulders drew back in indignation, the smile dropped from her face and her eyes narrowed. "Why? You scared I'm gonna beat you, Dad?"


  Matt took a step back. "Oh, she's calling a throwdown."


  "You challenging me, kid?" Brian asked, gesturing toward his chest. "You challenging your old man?"


  Her hands landed on her hips. "You better believe it."


  The energy crackled between them as their matching eyes glared at each other. It was obvious Brian's eyes weren't the only thing he passed down to his daughter. She had also inherited his competitiveness.


  "Let's go," Brian said. "We'll eat cake when we get back."


  


  



  



  



  Chapter Twenty-Two


  
    

  


  



  Exhaustion set in when Melissa entered Brian's house that evening. Hobbling around the GoKart track on a bad foot and the beating she'd taken when Jeffries threw her to the ground did not help. She could barely hold her eyes open, but the exhaustion was worth it. Erin had a great birthday. She'd smiled all day, as had Brian, Cody, and Matt. Melissa hadn't had so much fun in a long time, and all she'd done was watch. It was wonderful to see everyone enjoy a day after months of heartache. It was nearing nine o'clock when they returned. Matt said his goodbyes to everyone, watching Brian expectantly, but Brian hadn't budged on the new dating rule.


  Once Matt was gone and the kids were upstairs getting ready for bed, Melissa thought she'd work on him some. Surely he couldn't have forgotten what it was like to want to be with someone at that age.


  She sat down on the chair in the living room, cornering Brian with her glare.


  "What?" he said at the expression on her face.


  She couldn't hide the grin. "He's sweet to Erin."


  "He came around months ago wanting to ask her on a date." He waved a dismissive hand in the air. "But hell no, not at fifteen."


  Melissa leaned forward. "Brian, we dated at fifteen."


  He pointed at her. "That was different."


  "How?"


  He dropped his hand. "It was different."


  "This doesn't appear to be any different."


  "Wipe that smile off your face. Nothing about this is funny."


  She laughed at his brooding face. "It's actually very sweet…and she isn't exactly a little girl anymore."


  "That's not funny either."


  "Brian, you told him sixteen. You can't go back on your word like that. What are you teaching them?"


  "I don't care! I'm keeping my kid out of trouble."


  "You're acting like my mom. Don't you remember her trying to keep us apart?"


  His eyes grew wide. "Yeah, and maybe she was right."


  "What?" Melissa drew back. "How can you say that?"


  "Look how things turned out." He closed his eyes and mumbled, "Everything went to hell, and we both got our hearts broken."


  Melissa's stomach rolled, realization slamming into her. He regretted her…regretted their relationship. Of all the feelings she'd had over the years, she never regretted loving him. "Humm…and here I thought I was the only one who got her heart broken."


  He slapped his hands on his knees as he jumped to his feet. "Well you're wrong, and I don't want Erin to go through that."


  Melissa pursed her lips and nodded. She didn't have anything to say to that…or maybe she just didn't know what to say. All these years she assumed Brian was indifferent to her, that indifference hurt her beyond what she could ever describe, but now she didn't know what to think, didn't know how to react to such a shift in her perception.


  "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to bring this up. I don't want her to get hurt." His fingers stabbed through his hair when he paced away from her.


  "I didn't realize. I guess I should have." She lowered her eyes. "I guess it doesn't actually matter, not anymore, but still…"


  Brian turned to face her. "What are you talking about?"


  "I didn't realize you regretted being with me…back then."


  "What? No! What?" He lowered himself down on the couch and the line between his eyes deepened when he focused on her. "I don't regret…what do you mean?"


  "You just said—"


  "I said my heart got broken, too. That doesn't mean I regret you." He reached out for her hand. "Melissa…I regret hurting you, but I don't regret being with you or falling in love with you."


  Melissa swallowed down the lump in her throat, at a loss for words again. She pulled her hand away and twisted Chase's engagement ring around her finger. "It doesn't really matter anymore, does it?"


  "Yes, it matters. You still matter to me."


  She cleared her throat, uncomfortable now and wishing she hadn't said anything. "Brian, if you push this, they'll find a way to be together behind your back…just like we did."


  Brian pointed toward the front door. "That kid wouldn't dare try to date Erin without my permission."


  "Okay, obviously you trust him. So, what? You don't trust Erin?"


  "It doesn't matter who I trust." He stood up again to pace. "It's not happening, and if they try to get together behind my back, I'll kick his little ass."


  "It's beautiful…how much you want to protect Erin, but you can't protect her heart. She needs to be open to love. It's important to let her experience this in her own way, and in her own time. You can't push your beliefs, your experiences off on her. That's exactly what my mother did to us. She was completely broken-hearted when she lost Daddy, and that's why she was so against you and I being together."


  "Yeah, well, as a parent, it's my prerogative."


  "If you give them permission, they have nothing to hide from you. Doing things this way…it'll make her rebellious and angry. She just lost her mother. Don't keep her from living her life and enjoying her teenage years, too."


  "I'm trying to salvage her childhood, Melissa. God, don't act like you know about this stuff. You have no idea what it's like to be a parent."


  Melissa closed her eyes and held them closed for a long moment. "It's true. I'm not a parent." She stood and picked up her purse. "I'll see you later."


  Melissa clumsily saw herself out and hobbled toward her car. She couldn't get away from him fast enough. When she rounded her hood, she glanced around at the sound of her name.


  Brian held his hand up as he approached. "Hold on."


  She stopped and turned to face him.


  "Are you okay?"


  "Yes, fine."


  "I wasn't trying to hurt your feelings."


  "Well, you're right. I don't know what it's like to be a parent, but here is what I do know. We had to browbeat your daughter into talking to you about a problem she's had for months. Wouldn't you rather she feel comfortable being honest with you? Don't you want your kids to be able to talk to you about anything? Would you rather they tell you what's happening in their lives instead of hiding it because they're afraid of your reaction?"


  Brian stepped back, looking as if she'd slapped him. "Wow, what a way to make a guy feel like a lousy parent."


  Melissa deflated, all her indignation gone, because that wasn't her intention. "I'm not telling you how to do your job, but when I have kids, they'll want to talk to me, and I'm going to listen to every word they say."


  He frowned. "You planning on having babies with that guy, Melissa?"


  "Yes, Brian, I plan on having kids with him." She clicked the lock on her car door. "I gotta go."


  "Are you okay to drive with that boot on your foot?"


  "I'm fine."


  "So does this mean I won't see you again until the wedding?"


  "I'll see you at Christmas. I have gifts for the kids. Until then, I need to just…" She turned away from him.


  "What, Lis?"


  "I need to stay away from you for a while."


  "Why?"


  "I just need to." Melissa slipped into the driver's seat and muttered, "Goodbye, Brian."


  



  


  



  



  



  Chapter Twenty-Three


  
    

  


  



  Brian watched her drive off before going back inside the house.


  "Are you fighting?" Erin asked.


  He pressed his lips together and shook his head, not sure how to answer. "We're not fighting."


  "Good, because I really love her, and I don't want you guys to hate each other again."


  "What?


  "I don't want you to go years without talking to her again—especially because of me."


  "I'm upset neither of you told me what was going on, but I appreciate her being there for you."


  "Do you still love Melissa, Daddy?"


  "Erin, what are you talking about?"


  "You used to love her. Do you still?"


  He dropped down on the couch. "I love your mom, babe."


  "You loved Melissa first. What about now?"


  When he didn't answer, Erin said, "I know mom kept you from marrying her."


  "Erin, where did you hear this crap? Did your mom talk to you about this? Did Melissa?" he asked when she shook her head.


  "I know mom trapped you into marrying her by getting pregnant," she muttered with a shrug.


  "Erin—that is not true. Where are you getting this stuff?"


  "I read it in Mom's journals."


  He pointed to the stairs. "You read your mother's journals—the ones in the closet?"


  "Yes, a long time ago."


  Brian stood and stormed up the stairs, with Erin close on his heels.


  "Dad, what are you doing?"


  "Show me," he said approaching the large walk-in closet. He pulled the door open and flipped on the light. It looked the same as she'd left it. Still full of her clothes, some strewed on the floor from her packing to leave him. He took a moment to get his bearings. It'd been months since he'd opened the doors to this closet. Forgetting he'd lost his beautiful wife was easier with the door closed. An open door was a constant reminder. Her clothes, jewelry, perfume, shoes, and that…he eyed the trunk directly in front of him, the trunk that held years and years of Julie's stories and secrets.


  He pulled out the large trunk holding her old diaries, dropped to his knees, and flipped the top open. It was crammed full of notebooks in all different colors and sizes. He also found a locked gun box. He picked up the box and grabbed the key taped to the lid of the trunk. He opened the case and looked at Julie's little Ruger .380. He remembered buying it for her. He smiled, recalling the last time he'd tried to teach her how to shoot. She couldn't hit a target two feet from her nose. She closed her eyes every time she pulled the trigger, cringing at the idea of firing a gun. He locked the box and replaced the key then looked down at the journals.


  "Which one?" he asked, not turning around. When she didn't answer he asked again. "Erin, which damn journal did you read?"


  "It's toward the bottom."


  He looked up when her voice wavered. Her eyes were glassy as she stared around at her mother's belongings. "Erin, which journal? What does it look like?"


  She dropped her gaze to him. "It's small and pink."


  Brian dug through the pile and pulled out a battered pink spiral notebook with the year of their high school graduation handwritten on the cover. He ran his fingers over the date and closed his eyes for a moment in an effort to refocus his thoughts. What was he going to find in here? Did he want to know? He opened his eyes and exhaled slowly as he carried the journal over to the bed.


  He scanned the entries as he flipped through it. The day she wrote about losing her parents got his attention because of the scribbled and jerky handwriting. She'd obviously been crying when she wrote it. Losing her parents in their senior year was a killer. She had almost dropped out of school, but with her friends rallying around her, they'd managed to help her get through it. Then he read about Kevin Carter, Julie's boyfriend senior year…about Melissa leaving for college. He had no idea Julie had been so insecure. The loss of her parents had scared the shit out of her, but she never talked to him about it. He knew she'd grieved for a long time, but he didn't know how scared she'd been about her future…


  


  Now what? She'd written. First mom and dad left me and now Kevin. I'm completely alone. I hate being alone.


  I miss having someone to talk to. Melissa is gone, and Ali and Mark are so into each other, I think they forgot I exist.


  Brian's coming over to hang out with me tonight. He got someone to buy him a bottle of Jack Daniels and we're going to drink away our broken hearts.


  



  Brian flipped the page and read more.


  



  Melissa will never forgive me! I can't believe we did that. I can't believe I drank so much. What the hell was I thinking? Brian is so sweet. Why didn't I see it before? He was so caring and soft last night, even though he was drunk. He said no at first, but neither of us wanted to stop. I couldn't stop. Brian needed it, too, I know he did. He kept saying my name as if he really loved me instead of Melissa. God, if Brian would only want me like he wants her. We would make such a great couple.


  I started to take my pill this morning and realized I missed a couple of days. I put the pill in my mouth then spit it out. What if? What if? I keep asking myself. Brian would hate me, but I'd have a little baby to love me. A sweet little boy or girl who would love me unconditionally.


  



  Brian stopped reading and looked at Erin. She was watching him with a careful expression. "I did love her," he said to Erin. When she didn't respond, he went back to reading.


  



  I'm in so much trouble. I am in so much trouble! How could I be this stupid? I only missed a couple of days. Now Brian is going to hate me, and all my friends. I'm not ready to be a mom. I thought all night about getting an abortion, but I can't kill my baby. I love my little baby. What am I going to do? Can I do this on my own? I can, right? I can…I can if I have to. I can't believe this is happening. What have I done? I'm a stupid dreamer. Brian's going to laugh at me and tell me to get an abortion. Maybe I shouldn't even tell him about the baby.


  



  Brian flipped the page to read the next entry.


  



  I'm getting married! Brian said he wanted to get married and have our baby together. He's really going to marry me. Nobody knows about us. We're going to Reno this weekend with his brother, Steve, and Steve's girlfriend, Christine. We aren't even telling Ali and Mark, we're going to surprise them with the news when we get back.


  We're keeping the baby a secret for another couple of months so people don't think we only got married for that reason. Brian said he loves me, I'm his best friend, and he wants to have a baby and a family.


  



  Brian couldn't help but smile at her excitement as it poured from the page. That was such a crazy day, he remembered it with blaring detail, but how could he ever forget the moment his life had changed forever…


  



  "What's going on? Why are you freaking out, Jules?" He couldn't get her to stop pacing. It was scaring the crap out of him. Did she call Melissa? Did she tell her what they did?


  "Oh my God, Brian, I'm so sorry."


  "What the hell are you sorry for? What did you do? Sit down and talk to me."


  Her eyes were puffy as if she'd been crying for hours.


  She threw herself down on the couch and buried her head in her hands. "I'm pregnant! Oh God, Brian! I'm having a baby!"


  His head spun, making him dizzy. He leaned forward, inhaling and exhaling slowly. "But you can't be; you're on the pill. You told me you were on the pill."


  "I am! It didn't work. I missed a couple of days but that shouldn't matter. It was only a couple of days. Oh God, I'm sorry."


  "Oh my God, Julie." He didn't know what else to say. He couldn't grasp what was happening. All he could do was think about Melissa. He was going to lose her. She'd never forgive him.


  "Brian, I don't know what to do. I need you to tell me what to do."


  He sat down on the couch next to her. "What do you want?" He didn't know what else to say. He certainly didn't know what to do. He didn't know about this stuff. "Have you been to a doctor? Are you okay?"


  She nodded and a stream of tears rolled down her cheeks. "Yeah…I'm fine. I'm scared."


  Oh God, of course she's scared. He's scared and he's not the one carrying a baby. Julie didn't even have her mom to talk to. "I think we should go talk to my mom."


  "No! We can't tell your mom!" She shook her head vigorously.


  "I don't know about this girl stuff, Jules. I think you need a girl to talk to."


  "I don't need a freaking girl, Brian! You're the dad. I only need you."


  Brian's stomach rolled. He was going to be a dad, and he needed to throw up. What was he thinking? He would never have sex while drunk ever again. What the hell was he going to do now?


  "Brian, say something." Julie threw her hands up. "What are you thinking?"


  "I'm sorry I put you in this position. I'm sorry, Julie."


  "I can't get an abortion." She shook her head again. "I won't do that."


  "I don't want you to get an abortion. I would never ask you to do that."


  She covered her face with her hands and mumbled, "I can't do this by myself."


  Brian's stomach settled slightly. There was no question. He knew what he had to do and it wasn't leaving her to deal with this on her own. He reached over and took her wrists, trying to get her to look at him. "Julie…I'm not going to leave you alone. We're in this together."


  



  Brian lifted his wet eyes from the page and looked at his daughter. "In a million years, why would you say she trapped me after reading this?"


  "She didn't take her pill on purpose," Erin said disdainfully.


  "Erin, she was lonely and scared, and she made a mistake, but missing a couple of pills does not constitute trapping." He looked down at the page again and said, "I was shell-shocked when she told me. God damn scared to death…but kind of excited, too."


  "But you loved Melissa."


  "Yes. I did, very much, but your mother was important to me, too. I loved her, but it was different. I would've done anything for your mom—right up until the day she died," he whispered. "I loved her every day, Erin. Don't ever in your life doubt that," Brian said, unable to hide the frown tipping his lips down.


  Erin hugged him tightly and held him. "I'm sorry, Daddy. I loved her, too."


  Brian took a deep breath and pulled away to flip through the journal again. He skipped ahead and found the entry he was looking for.


  



  I thought everything was going to be perfect. How could God do this to me? Must I lose everyone in my life? I wanted to be a mom…have a baby to love and care for, and now, I'm going to lose Brian, too. It's only a matter of time before he leaves. He's devastated about the baby. I've never seen him this upset. He must hate me now.


  



  Brian slammed the notebook closed. He'd read enough and didn't want to relive the awful day when he and Julie had lost their baby. Julie was right; he hadn't been that upset in a long time. He'd based all his decisions on that child and on being a father. When fatherhood was ripped from him, he'd been lost. Still grieving Melissa, but trying with everything he had to move on and have a life with Julie, losing his child seemed unconscionable. Those feelings didn't last long though. Seeing Julie sink into a depression after the miscarriage snapped him into action. His losses paled in comparison to hers. He pushed his own grief aside and put everything into his marriage and being the best possible husband for Julie. He did what he had to do to get them both through it…and within a few months, Julie had gotten pregnant with Erin.


  Brian scooted further back on the bed. "Erin, I know your mom talked to you about things…"


  When her eyes grew wide, he added, "About sex…and boys?"


  "I know all about that. You really don't have to—"


  "But I do. It's my job." He waved the journal at her. "I got your mom in trouble. We made bad choices, and that's why we were young parents." He crossed his legs in front of him and leaned forward. "I'm not saying I regret being a parent—I certainly don't regret having you and your brother—but I want more for you, and so did your mom. It's important to me that you understand that."


  "I understand, Dad."


  "I also want you to know you can always come to me. No matter what."


  She nodded, letting her eyes drift to her hands.


  "Is there something you want to tell me now?"


  She shook her head.


  Brian wasn't sure why she clammed up, but it scared the hell out of him. "Has a boy at school done something to make you uncomfortable?"


  "No." She snorted a little and said, "They're all scared of Matt."


  Brian lifted his brow in surprise. "Has Matty done anything to make you uncomfortable?"


  She rolled her eyes. "No, he hasn't. He doesn't even have the guts to ask me out, much less do something inappropriate."


  Brian sighed, dropping his head. He'd asked for it, and she was talking. Ugh, and now he had to hear about it. Acid churned in his stomach just thinking about his little girl with a boy.


  "Erin, Matty has wanted to ask you out for six months, and I haven't given him permission."


  Her head shot up, and she glared at him. "Why? That's not fair. Why would he ask you and not me?"


  "Because he's a good guy, and that's what the good guys do."


  "Did you ask permission from all the girls' dads when you dated them?"


  "No, but I only ever dated Melissa, and her dad was dead…and," he waved the journal again, "we've already established, I wasn't one of the good guys."


  She smiled at him, but the smile held a hint of sadness. "You're a good guy, Daddy. You married mom. You didn't have to do that."


  He nodded. "I might not be a bad guy, but I'm not a good guy either, sweetheart. I hurt Melissa really bad. I broke a lot of promises to her." He ran his hands through his hair, hating the familiar sickness he felt when he thought about her back then. "That's why I keep telling Matty no. I don't want you to get hurt, or get into trouble like your mother."


  "Dad, I'm not ready for that type of relationship…but I like Matty."


  "I like him, too, and I trust him with you, but, Erin, you have to promise to talk to me about things."


  She grinned at him, and it was the sweetest grin he'd seen in months. She held up her right hand. "I promise."


  "It can't be easy talking to your dad about sex and boys, but you have to remember, I was a boy once, so I kind of have a unique perspective."


  Her grin grew wider. "I promise."


  "Okay, I'll let poor Matty off the hook."


  "Thanks, Dad."


  "Oh, and, Erin, I don't want you to read anymore of mom's journals, okay? If you want them, I'll save them for you, and you can have them when you're older, but not until then."


  "Okay, I won't touch them again."


  "Do I need to lock that chest?"


  "No, I promise, Dad. I want you to trust me."


  He nodded then stood to put the journal back. He took the gun box out and slid it on the top shelf of the closet.


  "Why are you moving mom's gun?"


  "I don't want Cody to find it, and you stay away from it, too. Guns are not toys. You understand that, right?"


  "Yes, Dad, I remember everything you taught me." He went back to the bed and sat next to her. "So, Daddy, what about now?" she said, sitting back against the headboard of his bed.


  "Huh?"


  "You can be with Melissa now."


  "Erin…it's more complicated than you realize."


  "No, it's not. You love her, and she loves you."


  "She loves Chase, sweetheart. She's getting married in a few months."


  "She loves you more. It's obvious in the way she looks at you. If you tell her how you feel, it will change things."


  "I'm thankful we're friends. I wouldn't do anything to mess up her future. She wants to move on, and I won't interfere with that."


  "You're wrong, Dad. Maybe she's waiting around for you to notice her again."


  Brian looked down at the carpet and rested his head on his fist as he thought about the night before. She had said she loved him. She'd said it directly to him. Had those words meant anything if she couldn't even remember saying them?


  "I'm sorry, Erin, but you're wasting your time wishing for this."


  He stood up and left her alone in his room, not wanting her to see how much the conversation affected him.


  



  


  



  



  



  Chapter Twenty-Four


  
    

  


  



  At the sound of a car door closing, Brian peeked out the front window, expecting to see Erin. He'd given Matty permission to ask Erin out, but he still wasn't comfortable with the idea. He squinted out to find Melissa walking up to the door with a bag in her hand. He jumped over and yanked the door open before she had time to ring the bell.


  "Well, Ms. Parker, what brings you by on a Friday night?"


  The surprise made her cheeks pink a little. She threw her hand up over her heart and exhaled slowly. "You scared me."


  "Sorry." He grinned. "Come on in." Once she was inside, he closed the door and said, "You're getting around well. I guess the foot is completely healed."


  She lifted her foot, pointing her toes. "Yep, completely healed." She turned and looked around the house, smiling when her eyes rested on the Christmas tree. "What a beautiful tree. Wow." She walked over and lifted an ornament with her hand. "Baby's first Christmas. This is pretty old. It must be Erin's."


  "Yeah, there's another one on there for Cody."


  "That is so sweet." She mock-frowned and said, "I don't have a tree, so my place is a little Christmas-sad."


  Brian waved at the tree. "My tree is your tree. Come and watch the twinkling lights anytime you want. I know you love that about Christmas."


  She turned to look at him. "Thank you. I'm surprised you remember."


  "How could I forget? My dad used to drive you and Ali around town every year to look at Christmas lights. When I got a car, you and I did it alone."


  "Yes." She nodded. "I remember."


  "Why don't you have a tree when you love them so much?"


  "Oh, well, it's a little silly when you live alone and don't have kids."


  Brian heard the telltale signs of Cody stomping down the stairs. "Speaking of kids."


  "Dad?"


  "Excuse me, Cody," Brian said.


  "Excuse me, Dad," Cody repeated in an obviously practiced way.


  Melissa put a hand over her mouth to hide her grin. It was fun watching Brian parent his kids, especially when he did it in such a delicate way. Much more fun than watching him drill them with questions like the police detective he was.


  "Melissa is here. Can you say hello?"


  "Sorry. Hi, Melissa."


  "Actually, Cody, I'm here to visit you. I have a Christmas present for you."


  He bounced on his heels. "Can I open it?"


  Brian shook his head. "Nuh-uh, no, sir, but you can put it—"


  "Yes," Melissa interrupted, lifting a brow at Brian. "Excuse me, Brian," she said pointedly. "Cody, I would like you to open it now."


  Brian waved toward the bag of presents. "Okay, fine. Go ahead."


  Melissa sat down and pulled three presents from her bag. "Is Erin here?"


  "No, uh, she's actually out on a date with Matty."


  Her eyes widened. "Really? Wow, I guess I've not heard the latest."


  "Shocking, and here I thought she told you everything."


  Melissa smiled and handed Cody his present. "Not everything, but she did hint to me that Cody would really love to have this present early."


  Cody looked up at her without speaking.


  "Go ahead and open it," she said.


  Cody ripped the paper from the box then flipped it, placing it on his lap and lifting the lid. Inside was a handmade photo album. "What is this?" He lifted the book cover and stared into the face of his mother.


  "This, Cody, is a photo album filled with pictures of your mom. They're pictures from when she was a kid, until a few weeks before she died. Most of them I took myself in our school days. The others were given to me by Auntie Ali, Erin, and your grandparents."


  Cody lifted the album out of the box and turned the first few pages. Tears spilled down his face as he stared.


  "Your sister told me you were worried about forgetting your mom. This book should help so you don't. You can look at it every night before you go to bed and remember her. You can ask your dad, or Erin, to tell you a story about the pictures they remember. I have a few great stories, too, I can share with you."


  Cody looked up with sad eyes. "I told Erin not to tell anyone."


  "I know, and she didn't want to tell me, but she thought I could help." Melissa reached over and took the book from him. She flipped the pages and found the picture she was looking for. "See this one here? That's of me and my sister with your mom." She cleared her throat and took a deep breath. "Did you know that Auntie Ali and I lost our dad when we were your age?"


  He lifted his eyes up to her face and stared at her without saying anything for a long time. It looked as if he didn't want to believe her. He finally said, "I didn't know your daddy was dead. Did you cry when he died?"


  "Yes, sweetheart. I cried a lot. Auntie Ali, too. It was hard for us. Just like this is hard for you."


  "Did your mom cry, too?"


  "Yes, she cried a lot, too, every day for a long time."


  "My daddy cries sometimes." His eyes drifted to the floor, and Melissa wondered if Cody thought he was betraying Brian by telling her that.


  "I know, honey." She reached over and took his hand. "We all miss her, especially you, Erin, and Daddy, but it's normal to cry when we lose someone we love." She tried to smile. "Even big, strong dads cry when they're sad. That's not a bad thing."


  He flipped through a few more pages and landed on a photo of him as a baby with Julie. Brian moved over from the arm chair and sat next to him.


  "That's you, Cody. You were only a couple of weeks old." Brian chuckled. "Look how happy your mom was. Look at that smile."


  "I love that one," Melissa said. "I wish I wouldn't have missed those years with you and your sister…and Julie." She swallowed against the lump forming in her throat.


  "I'm glad you're here now," Cody said.


  Brian reached a hand around Cody and gripped Melissa's shoulder. "Me, too." Then he lifted the hand and rested it on Cody's shoulders.


  "Dad, you should open your present."


  "Oh, uh, no, buddy, I can wait until Christmas," Brian said, glancing at Melissa.


  "I think you should open it." Melissa handed him a small box.


  Brian tilted his head from side to side. "All right then." He took the box and pulled the ribbon, then ripped at the seam in the paper. As soon as the paper was off, he popped the top with wide eyes. "Wow, Melissa, wow! This is awesome—too much!" The watch had a thick black strap and a black face, simple and masculine, not overstated, and absolutely perfect for Brian. That's why she'd bought it.


  "Bvlgari is a good name in watches. It should hold up well to your abuse," she said, smiling.


  "Ha, I hope so for the price." He frowned. "I wish you wouldn't spend your money on me."


  "It wasn't bad, and you needed one."


  Brian pulled the watch out of the box and examined it closely. That's when he noticed the inscription on the underside. He read it aloud: Embrace every moment, for each is a gift.


  He held his hand over his mouth, staring at the inscription. "Melissa…"


  "Do you like it?" she murmured.


  He nodded, lifting his eyes to look at her. "Thank you. It's incredible."


  "I've learned a lot over the last year, but the most important thing I've learned is that life is short."


  Brian nodded in agreement, his eyes a little misty. "Makes seventeen years of silence a lot harder to swallow."


  "Yes," she whispered.


  Brian reached over Cody and hugged her. Cody laughed within their embrace, pulling the photo album to his chest. When Brian withdrew from the hug, he said, "I have a great idea! Let's pile into the car, stop at Starbucks for some hot chocolate, then drive around and look at Christmas lights."


  



  ~


  



  Matty reached over to take her hand. "Did you like it?"


  Erin nodded, trying to fight her giddy grin. "Yeah, good ending. I was upset at first because it wasn't like the book, but I'm glad they did that last minute switch to trick the audience. It worked, too, I totally fell for it."


  Matt chuckled. "I haven't read the book, but it was pretty cool watching a bunch of vampires kill each other." He steered her toward the mall instead of the parking lot. "Your dad gave us until ten. Do you want to walk through the mall and do some late-night Christmas shopping?"


  Erin squeezed his hand and agreed. He lead her from the theater entrance into the adjacent mall. When they turned, Erin walked smack into the chest of a man and was nearly knocked off her feet. She glanced up to apologize, but the words froze in her throat.


  Dread seeped through her, chilling her and chasing away the warmth Matt's presence had provided. Coach Jeffries sneered down at her. Erin couldn't control the instant tremors as they shook from her core all the way to her shoulders, down her arms, and into her hands.


  Matty pulled her closer and put his arm around her. A ringing attacked her ears, and she couldn't get her mouth to move. Coach straightened his jacket, his eyes still firmly focused on her. When he looked up at Matty, he put on a fake smile.


  "Well…I guess now we understand why you're too busy for water polo."


  Erin's tremors increased at the insinuation and the indignant expression on his face.


  Coach eyed her from head to toe. "The apple truly doesn't fall far from the tree, does it?"


  Matt's chest went up. "What did you say?"


  Before she thought about what she was doing, Erin's hand leaped out and connected with his face, the sound of her smack echoing off the walls and the tile floor of the mall. She glared at the angry read handprint and the three distinct scratches down his cheek. "Don't you ever speak about my mother! Ever!"


  Matt grabbed her jacket and pulled her back, thrusting himself between her and Coach.


  Coach wiped a hand across his cheek. "You're a Hammel through and through, you little bitch."


  "Hey!" Matt stepped closer and stared down at him. "You asked for it, Coach."


  "Back off, Wilson." Coach took a step back and stared at Erin. "I might have to share your actions with a wider audience. You're on Facebook, aren't you, Miss Hammel?"


  "No, you back off, Coach, or I'll make sure you answer for it."


  "Threatening a teacher…really, Wilson? I thought you were smarter than that." Coach glared at her one more time before stalking away.


  



  


  



  



  



  Chapter Twenty-Five


  
    

  


  



  "What the hell was that?" Matt asked as Coach Jeffries push through the door and out into the parking lot."


  Erin tried to inhale, but she couldn't breathe. She put a hand to her chest and slumped down to the ground, fighting for air. Matt dropped to his knees and got right in her face.


  "Erin, look at me and concentrate on your breathing. In…out…in…out, slowly. Okay, big belly breaths." He placed a hand on her stomach. "Breathe from here."


  She did as he said, then relaxed into it. When her breathing steadied, she looked around at all the people staring at her. "Oh God…"


  "It's okay." He tucked his hands under her arms and lifted her to her feet. "The show's over people." He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and led her out of the mall. "What the hell was that about?"


  "Oh my God…" Erin said again. "Matty, you can't tell my dad about that!" She stopped walking and covered her face with her hands. "I hate him. I really hate him." She hiccupped a sob, but couldn't stop once she'd started crying. What was she going to do now? What if he posted those photos online? Oh my God! Oh my God!


  He pulled her close and wrapped his arms around her. "It's okay. That wasn't your fault. He was asking for it."


  She felt so stupid. What was she thinking when she let Coach talk her into taking her freaking clothes off. She sobbed for another couple of minutes, then felt stupid when she couldn't stop her tears. She fought to control her crying and pulled back to free herself of Matty's embrace. "You cannot tell my dad about that. You can't, Matt."


  "If I'm going to lie to your dad, I need a good reason." He threw his hands out. "Why does he keep messing with you? What's he trying to pull? You need to speak up because this isn't only about your mom."


  Erin stiffened, straightening her back. "You don't know anything about me or my mom, so don't act like you do."


  "Something is going on. I see the way he tries to talk to you at school, and I know you had to have had a good reason for dropping water polo. You love being in the water. That, I know, Erin, so why don't you be straight with me before you ask me to lie to your dad."


  She shook her head and turned to walk away from him. "Take me home."


  "Come on, Erin…I'm sorry, stop, please just…" He grabbed her arm. "I'm sorry. Can you just stop—talk to me?"


  Erin jerked her arm out of his grasp and swiped at the tears drying on her face.


  "I see that you're going through something."


  "I just lost my mother so it doesn't take a rocket scientist to figure that out."


  "No, sorry, nice try, but I know you better than that. This started before your mom's death." He sighed and dropped his hands to his sides. "I'm worried about you. Everyone is worried about you."


  "Is that why you asked me out? Did my dad tell you to spy on me?"


  "Erin, seriously? Are you seriously asking me that?"


  "Yes!" she said, choking up again, scared of his answer. "Why else would you want to be with me?"


  "What? Why would you say that?" When she didn't answer, he said, "I asked you out because you're incredible…and I like you. I like hanging out with you, and I care about you." He reached out for her, but she resisted. "I've spilled my guts in a damn parking lot. Can you give me a break here?"


  Erin smiled in spite of her tears and gave in, leaning into his chest as he engulfed her in the warmest hug she'd had since her mom died. "I'm sorry he ruined our night."


  "Nothing is ruined. Don't give him so much power over you, Erin."


  She nodded and relaxed into him, letting him chase the chill away.


  "I won't say anything if you don't want me to, but if Coach so much as looks at you again, I'm going straight to your dad and telling him everything."


  



  ~


  



  Brian glanced at his new watch as he climbed out of the car. "You're a half hour early," he said, smiling until the expression on Matty's face caught his attention. "What happened?"


  Erin scoffed. "Nothing happened, Dad, except the movie ended so we came home. Why do you always expect something bad to happen?"


  Matt gave a half-hearted smile. "I need to get home. Thanks, Erin. I'll call you tomorrow."


  Erin stood on her tip-toes and gave him a friendly hug. "Thank you for the movie. I had a great time."


  He stepped back and said, "You're welcome." Then he glanced at Brian, Melissa, and Cody and gave a little wave. "See you guys later."


  Brian watched as Matt strapped himself into his old pickup and drove away. He couldn't shake the unnerving feeling that something was off. What went down? Why weren't they talking? "Erin!"


  "Dad, I'm right here. You don't need to scream at me."


  "Did something happen at the movies? What's going on?"


  She rolled her eyes. "Nothing happened. We had a good time. Can we not turn it into something it wasn't?"


  "Okay, smartass, get in the house." He led Melissa and Cody inside behind Erin and watched as both kids climbed the stairs.


  "What's up with you?" Melissa asked Brian.


  "Matty was acting weird. Guilty about something. What do you think happened?"


  Melissa smirked. "I think you're a paranoid father looking for something where there's nothing."


  He narrowed his eyes at her. "He didn't seem weird to you?"


  "Yes, he seemed a little nervous about hugging your daughter in front of you, but considering your reaction, I can see why." She chuckled at his expression. "Erin seemed perfectly fine. There's no point in worrying needlessly."


  Brian grinned. "Okay, I guess my Spidey sense is running on overdrive." He closed the front door behind them and waved toward the kitchen. "Feel like a cup of coffee?"


  "No." She shook her head. "I shouldn't. I told Ali I'd meet her in the morning. We have an early appointment with the seamstress for her last gown fitting."


  "Oh, right. Do I need to do anything with that dress for Erin?"


  "No, I took her on Wednesday for her last fitting. She's all set. But you need to meet for your last tux fitting. Did Johnny give you the appointment times?"


  "Yes, we're meeting on Monday." He lowered himself down on the couch. "How are the plans going?"


  "Perfectly." Melissa smiled. "It's going to be the most beautiful wedding—and Ali in her dress. She radiates happiness these days."


  "It's good to see her happy. Bennett, too. Geez, he's almost unbearable to hang out with."


  Melissa laughed at the expression on his face. "It's nice though, isn't it?" Her smile faded a little, and her eyes drifted toward the Christmas tree. "It's nice to see two people in love…seeing them happy."


  "What about you, Lis? You're not gushing like the two of them."


  "What are you talking about?"


  He lifted his hand in question and stared at her. "What am I talking about? Aren't you getting married in a couple of months, too?"


  Her mouth formed into an O, and she said, "Yes, but I have a while before the craziness starts."


  "Melissa?" He shrugged, lifting both hands this time. "Are you happy? You sound so nonchalant about the whole thing."


  "Yes, of course I'm happy, but it's Ali's time. I don't want to deter away from her day."


  "You're a freaking liar." He pointed at her. "You're full of shit right now. Why are you marrying this guy, Lis, when it's clear you're questioning the whole thing?"


  She frowned and shook her head. "I'm going. Thanks again, Brian, for your support."


  He stood and followed her to the door. "You say that like it's a bad thing."


  She turned and glared at him over her shoulder. "God, you're a jerk sometimes."


  "I am supporting you! That's what this is, Melissa. I wouldn't be your friend if I didn't call you out when I see you making a mistake. You're not happy. He's not right for you. And damn it, I hope you're honest with yourself before you walk down the aisle with him."


  "You don't know what you're talking about."


  "The hell I don't." He wagged a finger at her. "Don't forget, I know you better than anyone else on this planet. I've seen inside your soul. You can't hide yourself from me."


  She turned, facing him. "You don't know anything about me! Don't you dare pretend like this is you protecting me. This isn't about me, and it's not about Chase. It's about you."


  "Yeah, this is about me, being a good friend to you."


  "No! This is about you and you being unhappy!" She poked his chest. "You can't stand to see me happy. You can't stand being the one who's alone now while I'm the one with the happy ending."


  Brian closed his eyes and took a step back, shaking his head. Ouch. Yeah, he was alone…and she was moving forward without him…and that's what he deserved.


  He opened his eyes to see Melissa with her hand over her mouth. "Brian," she mumbled. "I'm sorry." Her eyes reflected tears of horror.


  "It's okay. I deserved that."


  "No, you didn't." She gripped him in a tight hug, slinging her arms around his neck. "I'm so sorry. That was hateful."


  He pulled her close, inhaling her scent and embracing the ache that came with the knowledge that he'd never hold her as his ever again. He'd lost her.


  


  



  



  



  Chapter Twenty-Six


  
    

  


  



  "You know how it goes, man." Johnny shrugged. "Can't do anything about it while you're suspended."


  "Pisses me off." Brian ran his fingers through his hair and looked up at the bright blue sky. It was an unusually warm late-December day. "We've been working on that case for months."


  "It's no longer a local matter. Child porn cases get turned over to ICE and Homeland Security. For all we know, this could include child sex-trafficking."


  "Did you call Chief Morgan in Sebastopol and let him know?"


  "He's not happy about it either, and they won't give him any updates."


  "Did Ackerman talk to you at all before ICE moved him? Did we get anything?"


  "No." Johnny frowned. "The guy would not say a freaking word. I'd pay every dollar in my bank account to know who he's protecting."


  "Hey, guys," Ali said, walking out onto the patio with a huge smile.


  Brian tried to smile in return. "Hey, Al."


  "What's crawled up your butt?" she said. "You look like you lost your best friend."


  "Ugh, stupid case we're working—well, at least I was working on it before getting suspended."


  She sucked air through her teeth. "Sorry about the suspension."


  Brian waved a hand at her. "Don't apologize. It's not your fault. My own stupid temper."


  "You need to stay away from Frank Jeffries, Brian."


  "He's lucky I didn't get my hands on him after what he did to Melissa."


  "Stay away from him." Ali stared him down and said, "Maybe you should stay clear of Melissa, too."


  "Why do I need to stay away from Melissa?"


  "She told me you tried talking her out of marrying Chase. That's very unfair of you."


  Johnny's eyes grew wide. "Why in the hell would you do something like that?"


  "I don't like the guy." Brian shrugged. "He's not a nice guy."


  "You have no reason to say that. You don't even know him," Ali said.


  "I've seen enough. My gut is never wrong." Brian stood from his patio chair and paced over toward the garden gate. "It doesn't feel right, and I don't think it feels right to her either."


  Ali walked up beside him. "That's not for you to decide, Brian. You need to leave it alone."


  "Can you talk to her, Ali?" Brian turned to face her. "She listens to you. She trusts your judgment."


  "Oh no, forget it. My wedding is tomorrow, and you're asking me to talk Melissa out of her wedding to Chase." Her eyebrows lifted so high, they blended in with her bangs. "You just need to admit it, Brian. The only reason you don't want her to marry Chase is because you're still in love with her—and you'll never get your shot if she marries him."


  "No…don't, Ali, that's not…" He stared into her eyes. "I'm worried about her."


  Ali leaned forward, getting in his face. "No, you don't, Brian!" she shouted, poking his chest. "How dare you? How dare you ask me this after you broke my sister's heart?"


  Brian stepped back, reeling from her reaction. Ali had never yelled at him before. Melissa yes, but never Alison.


  "If you can't look me in the eye and be honest about her, then don't you dare."


  "Be honest about what?" Brian asked with a shrug.


  "Your feelings, you son of a bitch!" She pushed on his chest again, and he took another step back from her. "Stop playing games with her future. Who the hell do you think you are?"


  "Ali, that's not what I'm trying to do." He took a step back. "You don't understand."


  "No, Brian! There is nothing more to it. You either love her or you don't. If you don't, stay the hell out of her way. If you do, get off your ass and do something about it. Either way, stop screwing with her life!"


  "Whoa, sweetheart," Johnny said. "Don't get yourself—"


  "No!" Ali said, and her eyes filled with tears. The sight of it killed Brian. How had this conversation become so off balance? Ali turned her glare at Johnny. "Brian knows I'm right, but he's not man enough to admit it."


  "What the hell is going on?" They all turned toward Melissa's voice. She pushed through the sliding glass door and looked from one to the other.


  "Oh shit," Brian said, wide eyed.


  "Ali, what is wrong?" Melissa asked when her sister's face crumpled. When Melissa rushed to Ali's side, Brian stood frozen as the sisters embraced each other. "What happened?" Melissa asked, looking at Johnny.


  Johnny gestured to the door. "Brian, man, if you value your life, you'll get the hell out of here while you still can."


  Brian nodded. "Thanks, man. Ali, I'm sorry, please just—"


  "Brian!" Johnny shouted.


  "Sorry, call me later," Brian said before turning and walking into the house.


  "Holy hell," Brian whispered as he climbed into his car a few moments later. "The pressure of planning a wedding has done a number on her." He sat behind the wheel and waited, not sure he wanted to leave. He didn't want Ali angry at him. Seeing her that upset grated on him. She'd never said anything to him about Melissa after he and Julie had gotten married. He had no idea how she felt.


  When Melissa stepped out of the house, he got out of the car and approached her. "Is she okay?"


  "What the hell did you say to her?" Melissa folded her arms across her chest and glared at him.


  "She didn't tell you?"


  "No, she won't tell me and neither will Johnny."


  "Is she okay? Have I been kicked out of the wedding?"


  Melissa scoffed. "You're the Best Man. She wouldn't do that. She's under a lot of pressure." Melissa pursed her lips then grinned. "And I think she's pregnant."


  "No kidding? Pregnant? Wow! That's awesome."


  "I'm not sure, but the symptoms say so. She hasn't figured it out yet. I planned to ask her about it today."


  "How do you know?"


  "We've both been sick. She's too distracted with the wedding to connect the dots."


  "You're not pregnant are you?" he asked, his stomach lurching at the thought.


  "No, I'm not pregnant."


  "Are you sure?"


  Melissa's cheeks turned pink, and she lowered her eyes. "I wish I were."


  "Bennett is going to be thrilled," Brian said, unable to pull the stupid smile from his face.


  Melissa smiled, too. "He is. I sure hope I'm right. It'll be hard. Micah is only a year old. She's not ready to do it again, but she loves Johnny, and she'd love to have a little girl."


  He chuckled. "Nobody is ever ready for a baby. If you wait until you're ready, it'll never happen."


  Melissa closed her eyes for a moment then opened them and said, "So what did you say to upset her? I haven't seen her that upset since Micah was kidnapped."


  "Uh…I'll tell you after the wedding. We don't need both Parker sisters hating me tomorrow."


  "Ali doesn't hate you."


  "She's closer than she's ever been."


  "Which makes me more curious."


  He leaned against his car and tucked his hands in his pockets. "Lis, I have to ask again…are you sure you want to marry this guy?"


  Melissa dropped her hands on her hips. "What the hell did you say to Ali?"


  Brian righted himself. "Forget it."


  "Fine, Brian, but you're telling me tomorrow."


  "We'll see," he teased, sliding into the driver's seat.


  She turned and walked away, leaving him staring after her.


  "God damn, she's gorgeous. God damn, I love her…" Brian sighed and shook his head as he started the car. Now what, Brian? What are you going to do about it? The thought took his breath away. He rested back into the seat and closed his eyes, trying to get his bearings. His head was so full of questions, and his heart was so… Damn it. He brought his hand to his chest and tried to rub away the flutter he felt there.


  He looked down at his watch and at the subtle reminder of a hard-learned lesson. Embrace every moment, for each is a gift. Time was precious; he knew that all too well after losing so much.


  Is it possible to have another chance with Melissa?


  He smiled half-heartedly and turned onto the road. "One way to find out," he mumbled. "I'm done wanting her and not getting what I want."


  


  



  



  



  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  
    

  


  



  Ali was the most beautiful bride and in the perfect dress, it took Melissa's breath away, then seeing Johnny, in his tux…and his radiant smile, their happiness was infectious. Going back and forth from the bride's chamber to the groom's, she felt giddy with excitement. She shared a secret with her sister. Melissa surprised Ali that morning with a pregnancy test, and she made Ali pee on the stick, which proved her suspicions to be true.


  Ali planned to tell Johnny once they were locked in their hotel room after the reception. It was killing Melissa not to share the news. She wanted to announce it to the world, but she couldn't for another couple of hours.


  While the bride and groom said their vows, Melissa had to stand directly across from Brian, and it felt like they were living in a strange sort of surreal reality. At least it was surreal to her. Brian was staring at her, and, as much as she wanted to, she couldn't ignore him. His bright eyes drew her in. His playful smile teased her, and whenever she relaxed, her gaze naturally landed on him.


  He looked breathtaking in his tux, his curls freshly cut and his face freshly shaven. Seeing him like that was a sight. Not that she didn't love him in jeans and t-shirts, but cleaned up, he weakened her knees. She turned toward Chase, who was sitting in the first row, next to her mother. He was glaring at Brian, not a smile to be had for Ali and Johnny. This saddened Melissa. Why did Chase have to be such a sourpuss on the day she only wanted happiness for her family? The contrast between Brian's contagious smile and Chase's glare was blaring to her. How had she fallen for two men who were so completely different? Could that have been on purpose? Had she subconsciously been looking for someone thoroughly different from Brian?


  She glanced at Brian, and he made a face at her. She couldn't resist smiling at him. He gave her a big, toothy grin, and Melissa remembered what he'd asked her the day before. Why was he so concerned with her marrying Chase? Brian didn't want her. Maybe he just didn't want anyone else to have her either. Too damn bad. It was her turn to be happy. It was her turn for babies, and it was her turn to make a family. Brian got his, still has it…only without Julie. He'll find someone else one day.


  Oh God. This made Melissa's stomach coil. Could she bear to watch Brian fall in love with someone else? She'd had a long time to get used to him being with Julie, but to do it again… And what about the kids? She was close to them. What if they had a stepmom? Where would that leave her?


  Melissa's eyes grew moist, and she turned slightly to peek at Erin, who was standing next to her. She looked so pretty in her golden-yellow dress, with her long, thick, curly, dark hair. She could have been her mother's twin. Melissa turned back toward Brian, and when their eyes met, his looked misty, too. He nodded at her and smiled before lowering his gaze. When he glanced back up, Melissa almost lost her breath at the realization of her own feelings.


  It was never a question as to whether or not she loved Brian; the question now was, could she marry another man? Could she be happy with Chase, or was she settling like Brian had accused her of? Melissa wanted to stomp her feet and throw a fit like a child. She wanted a family. She didn't want to sleep alone anymore, or wake up alone every day for the rest of her life. She wanted to get pregnant and watch her tummy swell with a miracle she'd made with the man she loved. Her eyes filled with real tears now, and she had no control over them as she fought to keep from sobbing.


  When the crowd cheered, she looked up to Johnny kissing Ali. Her eyes met Brian's, and his concern was clear. Melissa wiped her face and squared her shoulders in an effort to get herself under control, but she couldn't stop the constant flow of tears. The music started, and she stepped down, but her eyes were too blurry, and she couldn't see anything. When Brian grabbed her arm, she wanted to hit him and push him away, but he held her tight with one arm around her waist and one on her hand.


  "Are you okay?" he whispered.


  She violently shook her head, unable to talk. What had gotten into her? She couldn't stop crying, couldn't control the flow of tears. She took a deep breath and started counting, then another deep breath as he led her back down the aisle.


  "Do you want me to take you home?"


  "I don't want to go anywhere with you," she mumbled.


  "What did I do?"


  Melissa shook her head again and looked up at Ali who had turned to check on her once she entered the vestibule. Melissa plastered a smile on her face for Ali's sake.


  "I'm fine. Don't worry about anything but your new husband," Melissa said hugging her.


  "Nice try, but you're not fooling me," Ali said with flushed cheeks. She looked exactly like a new bride should look.


  "Yes, I'm fine. Really." Melissa moved aside, letting Ali receive best wishes from her guests, and scurried to the bathroom, locking the door before succumbing to her misery. She didn't know what to do now. As much as she wanted a family, she didn't know if she could marry Chase. Did she love him enough? When a knock sounded at the door, she held her breath.


  "Melissa, let me in."


  "Go away, Brian," she said on a heavy exhale.


  "No, let me in."


  God, she hated him. She was marrying Chase. She will marry him and have lots of babies, and she'll be happy with her new family. Just like Brian was, and just like Ali was, too.


  "Melissa, open the damn door or I'll kick it in." Melissa clicked the lock, and Brian slipped in quickly and locked the door behind him. "What is wrong with you?"


  "Nothing! I'm happy. I'm happy for Ali."


  "No. These are not happy tears."


  "Go to hell. I hate you. I fucking hate you."


  She pushed on his chest and lost her balance, her slick shoes slipping on the tile floor. Before she could hit the ground, Brian caught her and pulled her close.


  "You don't mean that."


  She shrugged out of his grip and turned her back on him. "Yes, I do."


  Brian grabbed her and turned her back around. He gripped her face with his hands. "Why are you freaking out on me today?"


  "Ali's pregnant!" God, she hated herself for wanting something so badly—badly enough that it pushed her into a commitment she knew wasn't right. "I'm never going to have that." She was so close to it, but, no matter how hard she tried to convince herself, she couldn't deny it wasn't the same. Melissa covered her face, her chest heaving so hard, she couldn't catch her breath.


  "You'll have that one day, too, Lis." He pulled her to him and held on so tight, she couldn't wiggle her way free.


  She didn't want his hands on her. She didn't want anyone to touch her. She never wanted to be touched again.


  Brian gave in to her struggles and let go, but he cupped her face again. "Melissa, stop…"


  She opened her eyes and saw the tears in his.


  "I'm so sorry I've put you through this."


  Melissa froze at the sight of tears pooling in his eyes. The look on his face, the expression of pure agony, must have mirrored hers. She wanted to turn away, but he slid his hands down to her neck and pulled her into a kiss so tender, she melted against him, moving closer and gripping his shoulders like a lifeline. A tingle of heat traveled up from her lower back until it prickled at the base of her neck. She couldn't do this with him. He'd surely destroy her this time.


  Melissa pushed him away and turned quickly. "Get out."


  "I can't leave you when you're this upset."


  She wiped her face clean then turned to look at him, now angry that she had let herself fall apart in front of him. "I'm fine now."


  "I want to talk. I have some things to say to you."


  Melissa shook her head. "I don't…"


  "Melissa, I want to talk," he said again.


  "It's my sister's wedding day. I need to hold it together for a few more hours for her. Once this is over, I can think about everything else."


  "Fine, I'll wait." He stared at her intently, and she fought the urge to cry again. "Are you sure you're okay."


  "I'm fine. I just need to be here for Ali."


  "Okay. I'll meet you in the limo."


  When the door was locked behind him, Melissa looked in the mirror and audibly gasped at the sight. She wiped her face and patted at her eyes with a wet towel, hoping to get the puffiness down. Then she sat down on the toilet for a few minutes, taking several deep breaths before leaving the bathroom.


  Chase was waiting for her in the vestibule. She nearly ran right into him as she rounded the corner. Everyone else had moved outside.


  She smiled at him, but he didn't smile back. "It was beautiful wasn't it?"


  He lowered his eyes. "Yes, very nice."


  "I have to ride in the limo with the wedding party. I'll meet you at the reception."


  "I thought I'd just go home."


  "No, Chase, you can't leave. Ali will be disappointed."


  "What about you?"


  "I'll miss you terribly, too. I was hoping to dance with you." She tried a smile again, but it didn't work.


  He lifted his head to look into her eyes. "Why are you upset?"


  "I'm not upset. I'm happy for Ali. We found out this morning she's pregnant, but don't say anything. She hasn't told Johnny yet."


  "Good for her. That explains the glow."


  "She looked beautiful, didn't she?"


  "She made it very easy for me to imagine you up there in a wedding dress." He finally gave her a faint smile.


  She chuckled. "I couldn't have a better body double, could I?"


  "I can't wait to see it."


  "Melissa, time to go," Mark called from outside the church doors.


  "I'll meet you there?"


  Chase nodded reluctantly. She kissed his cheek and flashed him another smile before walking away.


  



  


  



  



  



  Chapter Twenty-Eight


  
    

  


  



  Ali had decided on The Vintners Inn for her reception. The Rosa Ballroom looked regal and elegant with huge bouquets of yellow and pink roses, each accented with huge white lilies. The lights were down, the room glowing with candlelight. It was definitely the most romantic and formal New Year's Eve party Melissa had ever seen. Her sister had an eye for elegant.


  Waiters circulated with champagne, and the soft music made it easy to hold a conversation. Melissa sat next to Chase and tried like hell not to look in Brian's direction. Within a few minutes, the music changed, and the DJ's booming voice announced Mr. and Mrs. Jonathan Rhay Bennett. The song, "Nothing Like This", by Rascal Flatts, started as Ali and Johnny gracefully stepped out onto the dance floor. Their first dance as a married couple, the song, the lighting, their matching smiles, it was the perfect moment for them. Melissa stood up, stepping closer to the dance floor to get a better view, and had to force back tears at the adoring smile on Johnny's face.


  Melissa wished it were her. She wasn't jealous of her sister. Ali deserved to be with the love of her life, especially after everything she'd been through, but Melissa had to wonder if she'd ever be as happy. Sure, she could marry Chase and have a dance like this, but would she ever feel that, feel the same feelings her sister had right now? This was right for Ali, and Johnny was right for her. Melissa felt her sister's happiness with every breath she took. But Melissa wanted her chance, too. She'd had it once, but it was stolen from her in a cruel act of fate. Ah…but was it fate, or betrayal. She closed her eyes and shook her head. Since when had those two lines intertwined so easily?


  Now, as Ali and Johnny displayed their deep and unbreakable love, Melissa realized she'd never feel that again.


  "May I?" Melissa opened her eyes and glanced at the offered hand before looking up into Brian's eyes.


  She waved him away and tried to politely decline. "I don't think that's a good idea." She laid her fingers over her lips, reminded of the kiss in the bathroom.


  What drove him to kiss her? Pity…or spite? Did he believe she'd feel better if he paid her some attention? Or was he just trying to prove she shouldn't marry Chase? He'd been adamant about it, but Melissa never thought he'd stoop so low.


  "I do." He grabbed her hand and pulled her out with him before she could refuse again.


  "Can I talk now?" he asked in her ear.


  "No," Melissa said, trying to breathe normal.


  "When?"


  Melissa inhaled deeply, commanding herself to stay calm. "Brian…I just… I can't do this with you."


  "We need to talk."


  "Why? It's all water under the bridge. We've gone on with our lives. I don't want to constantly be reminded of what happened between us."


  "It's important that you understand."


  "I do—you cheated—you didn't tell me anything—you didn't even break up with me before you married her—you didn't tell me she was pregnant—you left me to wonder, Brian. You didn't tell me anything."


  "I know…and I realize now how much harder that made everything for you."


  "Then why?" Melissa shrieked, unable to control the volume of the question. Her eyes widened as she glanced around the room before whispering, "Why didn't you call me and explain?"


  He gritted his teeth. "I was a coward!" A frown creased his face. "I'd convinced myself you didn't care. If you'd wanted to be with me then you wouldn't have left."


  "That was not my fault."


  "Of course it wasn't! I know that. I'm trying to explain the mind of an eighteen-year-old kid here, Melissa. Give me a second." He turned her around again, and she could see Chase glaring at them as they danced.


  "No, don't tell me anymore. I told you, I don't want to get into this. It doesn't matter…not anymore."


  His eyes widened. "Yes! It matters, Melissa."


  His shoulders bunched up then relaxed on an exhale. She tried to relax, too. She didn't need her mother or Chase cornering her after the dance with questions.


  "I needed to be there for Julie and our baby…and I was afraid I wouldn't go through with getting married if I had to face you." Brian closed his eyes for a second then said, "I didn't want to do anymore damage. I'd gotten Julie in trouble, and I needed to man up and do the right thing. I married her and tried never to look back."


  "Well, you should be proud. You did the right thing." She said it with such coldness, she'd even surprised herself.


  "Would you like the story better if I told you I regret my family? Is that what you want from me?"


  Her stomach knotted at the thought. She shook her head with a sigh. "Of course not. I understand it. I just wish you'd been more honest with me. Given me the chance to bow out and move on."


  "You know…Erin found out about us by reading Julie's journals."


  "Wow. She read her mother's journals?"


  He nodded. "I'm not sure how much she read, but she read that one. She knows the whole story. She actually thought Julie trapped me into marrying her."


  "Did you read it?" Melissa asked.


  "Yes, I read it after she told me about it."


  She shook her head at the thought of what Julie must have gone through all those years ago. "Oh God…poor Julie. She must have been scared to death when she found out she was pregnant. Eighteen years old, no family and no money."


  "And no steady boyfriend. We weren't even seeing each other, Melissa. We agreed to stay away from each other after that night. Truth is…we never intended to get together. We just got drunk and did something stupid."


  "I hope you understand how much I care for Erin and Cody. I wouldn't change things either, but it would have been easier to move on if I would've known."


  "I'm sorry. That's a very late, but very sincere apology. I didn't realize…"


  Melissa nodded. "I understand. Thank you."


  When the song ended, Melissa walked back over to the table to sit down, but as she approached, Chase stood.


  "Are you ready to go home?" he asked.


  She looked up in surprise. "Oh…uh, no, I can't leave yet. We need to ring in the New Year with the Bride and Groom. That's the point of a New Year's Eve wedding."


  "Why don't you tell me what's going on with Brian."


  "He was the Best Man, and I'm the Maid of Honor. We have to dance one dance."


  "Don't treat me like I'm stupid. I have every right to be pissed-off, Melissa. I know you had a relationship with him. Show me some respect and be honest with me."


  Melissa closed her eyes, suddenly exhausted. "Chase, Brian and I had a relationship seventeen years ago. We were high school sweethearts. I went to college, and he married someone else."


  Chase leaned over, grabbed her arm and whispered, "We're leaving now, Melissa."


  "No, Chase." She tugged out of his grip. "Please don't. We need to be here for Ali and Johnny. What's my family going to think if we leave so early? In a couple of months, this will be us, and these same people will be here to support us."


  "I'm not foolish enough to believe we're going to last another few months."


  Melissa's blood ran cold at the hard, unwavering look on his face. "Are you breaking our engagement?"


  "No, no, I'm not." He shook his head and sighed. "But I don't have high hopes for this lasting, not at the rate we're going."


  "Then stay…stay the night and have breakfast with me tomorrow." She gripped his hand. "Please don't make me go home alone tonight."


  "Melissa…" The tone in his voice said what he didn't. He was just as confused about them and about his feelings as she was hers.


  "Chase, do you love me?"


  "Yes, with my whole heart, which is why this is hard. Watching you behave like that with him is so hard."


  "I'm sorry," she said tearfully. "I'm not trying to hurt you."


  "You know, maybe we need a couple of days to reevaluate the situation. I don't feel you anymore." He grabbed both her hands in his and held them. "I don't feel like you're a part of me like you were before. It's as if you're drifting in and out of this, and I'm searching for a lifeline while trying to hold on to you at the same time."


  Melissa nodded. How could she argue with him? She had been growing distant. And she couldn't deny that today hadn't changed things for her. Seeing Ali marry Johnny had altered Melissa's expectations for a marriage, for a husband and for a family. She didn't want to settle. She wanted deep love. She wanted remarkable and unbreakable love.


  "I'm sorry," she said again, unable to tell him this. She couldn't explain her feelings to him now, not with everything else she was dealing with today.


  "I'm going home. I'll call you in a couple of days." He kissed her and damn if it didn't feel like a goodbye kiss. She wanted to follow him out, but she didn't. She just couldn't.


  


  



  



  



  Chapter Twenty-Nine


  
    

  


  



  Brian went in search of Ali, hoping she'd talk to him. He didn't want her leaving for her honeymoon before he had a chance to apologize.


  He found her standing behind the head table with her hands entwined with Johnny's, and Brian had to smile at the look on her face. She and Melissa look so much alike. Brian wondered if he'd ever seen such a look on Melissa's face.


  Chase Collins couldn't make her that happy. He thought about the night she'd taken those pain pills. He'd wanted so much to make love to her. She'd wanted it, too. She'd even said she loved him—the expression on her face and that smile he hadn't seen in years. It was his smile, and he knew it. No way in hell had she ever smiled at another person like that. His heart gave a little flutter, so sure of what he wanted now that the fog had cleared.


  He exhaled, the flutter turning his stomach. Melissa's misery in the bathroom after the ceremony today, it broke him to see her so upset. He couldn't stand it, and he blamed himself. He'd put pain in her heart.


  When Ali's eyes met Brian's, the beautiful expression changed to anger.


  "May I talk to you?"


  Ali's eyes flickered around to see if they had an audience. Then she turned and sat in her chair with Johnny standing behind her. Johnny put his hands on her shoulders and nodded encouragingly to Brian.


  Brian sat down and faced her. "It was a beautiful ceremony. Thank you for including me and Erin…and letting her stand in for her mom."


  "You don't have to thank me. I love Erin, too."


  "I need to explain something to you, Ali." He exhaled heavily. "I didn't purposely set out to hurt Melissa. You know I would never hurt her on purpose."


  "I didn't always know that Brian."


  "Yes, you did. In your heart, Ali, you get how much I love Melissa. But here's the thing…I couldn't make things harder on Julie by telling everyone I married her because she was pregnant. I loved Julie. I loved her the day I married her, and I loved her the day she died."


  "I don't doubt for a minute how much you loved Julie, and yes, I've always known your true feelings for Melissa, even when you tried to lie to yourself. I still knew better."


  Brian bowed his head and nodded. "I'm sorry Melissa got hurt. More sorry than I can ever express, but I don't regret my decision. I can't, not when I have such an incredible family. The truth is…I couldn't tell Melissa back then. I couldn't face her because I was afraid I'd back out of what I had to do. I chose to let her go, and I had to live with that. I still have to live with it."


  "Why, then, would you want me to talk her out of marrying Chase?"


  "He's not right for her, and he can't make her happy. I don't want her to get hurt again."


  "Then do something about it, Brian. You can talk to her. You're the only person who can change her mind." Ali exhaled and closed her eyes, making a single tear run down her cheek. "Imagine what it looks like to Melissa. She's watching me marry the man of my dreams, watching me build a family." She opened her eyes and met his. "She's alone, and she's been alone for a long time. Chase is the first person she's opened up to…the first person she's tried to love since you married Julie, and you want me to talk her out of marrying him."


  "That doesn't make him right for her."


  "Because you are the only person right for her. Melissa had to…" Ali stopped when her voice wavered. She took a steadying breath. "She had to watch me say my vows today while staring at you—the only person capable of making her happy, but engaged to the only person willing to give her the family she wants. No damn wonder she broke down."


  "What can I do?"


  "I don't know. What can you do?" She leaned forward, gripping his hands. "Listen, Bri, I love you, but goddamn, if you hurt my sister again, I'll kill you myself. You have no idea what you've put her through. No idea!"


  "Rest assured, Ali, this hasn't been easy on me either. I've spent every day of my life regretting her and thinking about her."


  "Except your pain was eased by your beautiful family. You eased your regret with your wife and kids. You still had love and companionship."


  Brian lowered his eyes and nodded. "You're right. I didn't realize until recently she had such a hard time getting over it. Maybe I didn't want to know how much I'd really hurt her."


  "At some point, Brian, you have to stop hurting her. Let her be happy with Chase if you can't be with her. Back off and let her build a life."


  Brian squeezed her hand. "Thanks, Ali. I'm sorry for stressing you out before your wedding. I hope you can forgive me. I'd never want you to be that upset with me."


  "Lucky for you, I'm in a very forgiving mood."


  When she smiled, he felt better and reached in to hug her. "Thanks and congratulations. You two are going to be very happy."


  "Thanks, Brian. I love you."


  "I love you, too. Take care of my partner. Oh, and congrats on the baby," he whispered.


  "Shh…" Ali's said smacking his back as he pulled out of the hug.


  "What's the secret?" Johnny asked, leaning in to hear.


  "Never mind, bro. Enjoy the honeymoon." Brian reached out to shake Johnny's hand. "Maybe when you get back, I'll be reinstated."


  "I hope so. I'm not thrilled to be riding with Martinez."


  "Two weeks?" Brian asked.


  "Yep." He grinned. "Two weeks with my favorite girl."


  "Okay, I'll leave you guys alone. I need to go dance with my daughter."


  "Brian, before you go…I want you to know, Jeffries will be back to work after the winter break. Maybe you should warn Erin so she'll expect it."


  He frowned, wishing more than anything he didn't have to think about that bastard today. "Thanks, Al. I'll talk to her about it before she goes back to school."


  



  ~


  



  Brian found Erin with Melissa, who wore the most heartbreaking expression. Damn it if he could go back and change things, if he could go back and tell her the truth seventeen years ago.


  Before he had the chance to ask Erin to dance, she left hand-in-hand with Matty. He took a chance and asked Melissa again. "Would you like to dance?"


  "No, I'm actually going home." She stood and turned to grab her wrap off the back of the chair.


  "But it's only eleven. What about ringing in the new year?"


  She turned to look at Ali. "They'll never even notice I'm gone."


  "Is Collins taking you home?"


  "He left already." Melissa's eyes darted to the ground. "I'll take my mom's car. She can get a ride with Mark's parents."


  Brian leaned in, trying to get her attention. "I didn't get you in trouble, did I?"


  "With who? Chase?" She shook her head and finally made eye contact. "He had to get home."


  "You won't dance with me, Melissa?"


  Her eyes dropped to the floor again. "No…I can't."


  He watched her leave, wanting more than anything to follow her out, but she needed a break from him…and from the hurt he knew he continually caused her.


  



  


  



  



  



  Chapter Thirty


  
    

  


  



  Erin dropped down into a chair at one of the empty tables. Several people had left, but just as many were still there, enjoying the music and celebrating. It was certainly the best New Year's Eve Erin had ever had, even though she missed her mom. Usually her family spent the evening together at home. Her mom and dad had always let them invite a friend over and they'd drink sparkling cider and play board games until midnight. Then the fun started. God…she smiled at the memory of them outside on the patio, yelling and screaming at midnight, hugging her family in turn. Her heart sank a little, remembering her mom and dad, always embracing, both wearing grins and wishing each other a happy new year when the clock turned over.


  This year was definitely different. The frown her dad wore as he left made her sad. He and Melissa weren't celebrating, they were both miserable. Why couldn't they just stop screwing around and admit they loved each other already. She rolled her eyes. Adults were so stupid sometimes. Thankfully, Erin had Matty this year. He kept her on her feet, dancing and laughing most of the evening. She reached over for a glass and drank down whatever was in it. After finishing it, she lifted it to her nose and sniffed. Bleck…that wasn't cider. She hit the home button on her phone, they only had three minutes. She looked up to see Matty rushing toward her with glasses in his hand.


  "It's almost time. Are you ready?" he asked, handing her a glass.


  She glanced around. "Where's Cody?"


  "He's there." Matty pointed to where Jamie and Cody were standing next to her grandparents, also holding glasses of sparkling cider


  "Come on. Let's get in the center of the dance floor." Matty's radiant smile forced little crinkles at the corner of his sea-blue eyes. She tucked her phone into the top of her dress and grabbed his hand, then she stumbled as he pulled her along.


  Auntie Ali, Uncle Johnny, and several other people were dancing around the large dance floor with their glasses raised. Capital Cities', "Safe and Sound," was playing, and most of the people on the dance floor were jumping up and down along with the beat. Erin laughed as she and Matty joined them, their glasses sloshing around in their hands.


  The DJ started the countdown at thirty…twenty-nine…twenty eight. Matty grabbed her hand and pulled her close. They both stopped moving to the music, even though it was still playing behind the countdown. Ten…nine…eight…seven…six. Matty's hand rested on her shoulder, his crinkly eyes focused on hers. Five…four…three…two. Matty's hand snaked up the back of her neck and cradled her head, his other hand, still gripping the glass, came around her waist. Erin closed her eyes and his lips came down onto hers before his tongue sank into her mouth.


  Butterflies fluttered nervously in her stomach at the feel of him. Her knees wobbled and caused her to sink a little. Matty pulled her closer to hold her upright and on her feet. The moment was surreal and wonderful at the same time. He felt incredible, so strong and warm against her. She'd never really kissed a boy before, not like this. It felt good, and the strange knot building behind her stomach caused the flutter to increase. She wrapped her arms around his neck, standing on her tiptoes. This was definitely the best New Year's Eve she'd ever had.


  Matty pulled back and met her eyes. His smile had turned serious and his eyes searched her face before he finally said, "Happy New Year, Erin."


  Erin's phone buzzed and flashed in the top of her dress, lighting up the space between them. She ignored it and said, "Happy New Year, Matt."


  He withdrew with a smile and held up his glass to her. "I hope it's the best."


  She grinned and clinked her glass with his. "It already is." When her phone buzzed again, she chuckled and glanced down at the light shining out from between her breasts.


  Matt laughed. "Mine is in my pocket buzzing like crazy, too. He pulled it out and held it up for her. The readout showed several "Happy New Year" messages from their friends. Erin tugged hers out and froze when her eyes rested on the screen. It was a photo…of her, naked and up against the locker room wall. She had her legs spread and her arms up above her head. The pose made it look like she'd been tied up, even though she never had.


  She stumbled and lost her balance, then fell backward and landed on her ass. She couldn't breathe, the world spun around her as she fought to slide the bar and open the message so she could hide the photo. She pounded on her phone until the messaged closed, then she looked up at Matty's confused face as he knelt next to her.


  "Erin!" He reached out for her, his beautiful smile completely erased from his face. "Are you okay?"


  She placed a hand over her mouth in an effort to hold back the sickness building in her throat.


  "Can you get up?" Matty asked.


  "Erin, honey, are you okay?" Ali asked, also kneeling next to her. Uncle Johnny, her grandparents, and all the other guests were all looking down at her. It took everything she had to keep her tears at bay and stop seeing that photo in her head.


  "We were dancing…she lost her balance," Matt said to them as he lifted her up and propped her on her feet. When she was standing, he met her eyes and said, "Sorry about my two left feet, Erin, I didn't mean to trip you like that."


  She shook her head. "No, it was my fault…I'm sorry." She looked around at everyone and tried to smile. "I was a little too excited."


  



  ~


  



  After leaving the wedding, Brian drove to the creek near his old school. He needed to clear his head and figure out what to do about Melissa. Until today, he'd never questioned her when she said she wanted to be with Collins. She had repeatedly told him she loved Chase, but even with all her insisting, he knew it wasn't enough. It bothered him to see her settling for less than she deserved, but Ali had a valid point. Melissa deserved to have the family she wanted…so…he either needed to step up or leave her alone. The problem was…he closed his eyes and let the butterflies in his stomach settle…the problem was, what if she rejected him. What if they couldn't make it work. The thought of losing her again scared the hell out of him.


  He hopped out of the car and headed toward the creek. Being on the trail brought back memories of high school. He and Melissa had been here so many times when they were kids. They'd come out here almost every weekend. They'd even brought a sleeping bag once and spent the night in the woods. Talk about stupid; anything could have happened to them. God, if Erin ever did anything like that, he'd ground her for life.


  As he turned the last bend in the trail, he looked up to find someone sitting on the ground, wrapped in a small throw blanket and looking down at the shallow creek. He started to turn back, but the shimmer of gold in her dress caught his attention. She was sitting under a break in the grove of trees, and the moon shone directly over her head like a stage spotlight.


  "What the hell are you doing here by yourself?" His voice seemed to echo off the high trees, making her jump in surprise.


  She turned her head and took several deep breaths. "What the hell are you doing following me?" She lifted to stand, but her foot caught her dress and she nearly fell over. Brian rushed forward to help, but she pushed him away and righted herself. "I came here to be alone."


  "You live alone. Why didn't you go home? Holy hell, Melissa."


  "Shut up!" she said, storming past him and onto the hiking trail. "Why did you have to follow me?" She shouted, stumbling in her high heels.


  "I wasn't following you, but I'm glad I came. What—you have a death wish or something?" Brian reached out and grabbed her as she stumbled again.


  "I told you I wanted to be alone. Why are you here?"


  "I came here to be alone."


  "Where are Erin and Cody?"


  "My mom and pop took them. I needed a night off."


  They stared at each other for a few moments before Melissa finally said, "I'll leave you alone then."


  "Wait, don't leave." Brian tugged on her arm. "You don't have to go. Stay, we can talk."


  "I can't imagine what else we have to talk about."


  "Why are you being like this? Just sit with me for a while."


  Melissa wobbled a little, nodding as he helped her back over to the grassy knoll where she had been sitting. She lowered herself back down to the ground and pulled the throw tighter around her shoulders. When she reached over and picked up a bottle, his eyes nearly bugged out of his head.


  "What the hell is that?"


  "Wine." She took another swig. "I stole it from the wedding."


  "You couldn't have taken something stronger?"


  She cocked her head. "What did you bring to the picnic, smartass?"


  He dropped down next to her. "You're right. I guess I can't complain."


  She handed him the nearly empty bottle. "How did you think you were getting off this creek bank after drinking an entire bottle of wine by yourself?"


  "I honestly don't give a shit," she said, laying back and looking up at the bright moon."


  "Feeling a little self-destructive, are we?"


  "Whatever…"


  "So tell me about your wedding, Lis."


  "What wedding?"


  "The one in March. The one you've been throwing in my face for months."


  "Whatever…"


  "Did Berkeley break up with you?"


  "Not yet. I'm guessing I've got about two…maybe three more days."


  "Is that why you were crying in the bathroom?"


  "No."


  "Then why?"


  She snatched the bottle out of his hand and took another swig before lying back down. "I don't want to talk about it."


  "Then what do you want to talk about?"


  "I didn't want to talk. You did. Remember?"


  "Right." He slapped his knees, looking for a subject. "So…how's work?" he stammered as he took the bottle from her.


  "Why don't you tell me why you and Julie didn't have sex in over six months?"


  Brian choked on the wine. "What?"


  "Tell me why you didn't make love to your wife for six months."


  "Well…I'm not totally sure."


  "How could you not be sure? Did you fail to put the moves on her?"


  Brian laughed. "I'm pretty sure I put the moves on her at some point."


  "Maybe you didn't try hard enough."


  "Or maybe she was gettin' it from someone else," he said with a fading smile.


  "What did she see in that nasty jerk?"


  "Hell if I know, but apparently, he had something I didn't."


  Melissa laughed. She laughed so hard, she snorted. "Maybe he was pregnant and she felt she had to marry him." She snorted again, and Brian couldn't help but laugh with her.


  "You're a freakin' jerk," he said when she stopped laughing.


  "Sorry." She placed a hand over her mouth. "I couldn't help myself."


  It was nice to hear her laugh. It'd been a long time since he'd heard that beautiful sound. He shrugged. "Ugh…it's all right. I'm sure I deserved it."


  He'd come out here to be alone and think, but he liked this much better. Melissa tipped the bottle up and took a long pull.


  "Careful, sweetheart. Don't forget you still have to get up that trail."


  "I don't care."


  "I do. I don't want you to get hurt."


  She waved the bottle at him. "Whatever…"


  "Don't make me take that bottle away from you."


  She gave him a crooked smile. "I dare you to try."


  Brian wrestled it from her hand. Melissa leaned over him and tried to grab it back, but Brian held it out with one arm and her back with the other.


  "Give it back, Brian!" she shrieked, stretching toward the bottle and letting the blanket fall from her bare shoulders.


  "What'd ya think was going to happen when you dared me?"


  She smiled at him, and his heart swelled at the sight.


  "Brian…baby." Her eyelashes lowered slightly as she tilted her head in toward her shoulder. "May I please have the wine back?"


  Brian relaxed as she leaned against him, giving her the opportunity to snatch the bottle back. "Thank you."


  "Cheater!"


  He pinned Melissa to the ground and reached for the bottle. When they were nose to nose, they stared at each other for a long moment. Brian's heart felt like it might pound right out of his chest. "Do you remember spending the night out here with me?"


  She snickered. "I remember freezing my ass off."


  "Sorry 'bout that," he whispered. "Do you remember watching the sunset then watching the sunrise?"


  "Yes, and almost getting caught by the park rangers."


  Brian chuckled. "Those guys were so dumb."


  She nodded. "They walked right past us."


  His heart ached with the memory. As he stared at her, it became glaringly clear how much he'd lost when he let her go all those years ago. He'd gained, too—a family—but when Melissa was absent from his life, so was a part of his own soul. "Things were so much easier back then," he said. "I've missed you," he whispered. "I've missed you so much."


  She placed a hand on his chest and pushed gently. "Couldn't tell at my end."


  He took her hand and laced his fingers with hers. "Doesn't mean it isn't true." He shifted his gaze to their linked hands and lifted his wrist to look at his watch. "Well…look at that. It's midnight." He met her eyes again and after lingering for a long moment, he leaned in and brushed a gentle kiss on her lips.


  



  


  



  



  



  Chapter Thirty-One


  
    

  


  



  Melissa should have pushed Brian away, but she didn't want to. She thought about the dream she'd had the night she'd fallen asleep in his bed. That night was a lot like this, dark—and Brian warm and feeling so right. He deepened the kiss, and Melissa struggled to free her hands so she could touch him…just like in her dream.


  He lifted up. "I'm sorry."


  She wanted to say stop, don't leave, Brian…but she didn't have the courage.


  "Brian…"


  "Yeah." He released her hand and brushed the hair off her face.


  "Did we do this that night…when you fought with Jeffries at the school?"


  He smiled and let out a long exhale. "Do you remember now?"


  "I thought it was a dream."


  "It felt like a dream…right up until I had to leave."


  "I guess that explains your bad mood in the morning."


  He grinned. "Sorry."


  "I didn't want you to stop, but you did. That must have been hard."


  "You were quite the tease."


  "Or you were. I guess it depends on how you look at it," she said.


  He snickered. "True, but it wouldn't have been very gentleman-like to make love to you while you were high."


  "I was stupid-horny from those pills."


  "I have a couple in my pocket if you want to try again?" He flashed a wide smile.


  Melissa wanted more than anything for him to kiss her again. He must have sensed it because he leaned in and teased her lips with his tongue then brushed kisses along her jaw line.


  "God, I miss the way you feel," Brian breathed. "I miss everything about you."


  He nipped her earlobe, and Melissa sighed at the warm sensation his mouth left behind. He was methodical, moving over her slowly, deliberately. She had no idea how he held onto his control. She fisted her hand in his hair and pulled him closer, forcing a deeper kiss than he might have meant, but she couldn't stop herself. She no longer cared about the outside world. She wanted this moment more than anything.


  Her hands ached to touch him again, and her heart needed the fulfillment only he could provide. Brian's warm hand found her bare shoulder, and she wanted so much for him to touch every inch of her.


  "Melissa…baby."


  The sound of her name and the heat in his voice nearly made her cry. How long had it been since she'd been touched by someone who loved her more than anyone else in the world. But did he?


  Did Brian still love her like that?


  Chase loved her, and she was cheating on him. She was doing no better to Chase than Brian had done to her.


  Melissa silently screamed at herself to shut up. She wanted this. She wanted him more than anything else in the world, but the doubt was there, and she couldn't pretend it wasn't.


  "Melissa…" When he cupped her breast over her tight, strapless bridesmaid dress, she choked out a cry. "Brian…I need to, no…" She pushed gently against his chest. "I can't."


  Brian lifted up and looked at her.


  She closed her eyes tightly and wanted to scream.


  "I'm sorry…" he whispered. "I thought you wanted me, too."


  "I do," she said and couldn't stop when the tears squeezed out from under her lids.


  He cupped her face gently. "Will you talk to me, please?"


  She brought her hands up to cover her eyes, and the same overwhelming sense of loss hit her like it had in the church during Ali's wedding. She wanted to die. Right there and then, she wanted to die in Brian's arms. She would never be able to move on. She'd never be able to marry Chase. She'd never have a family. Never look across the altar at a man who only wanted her for the rest of his life.


  When she started sobbing, Brian took his jacket off and covered her with it. The fog slowly misted them in a cocoon, as if purposely blocking out the rest of the world and giving them this moment alone, offering them a once in a lifetime chance to forget the past and live in the moment. And how did she take advantage of the moment…she spent it with tears in her eyes and doubt in her heart.


  "Lis, please, don't cry. I hate that I always make you cry." He lay with her until she calmed enough to talk to him. "Take a deep breath, babe."


  The heavy torment in his voice only made her cry harder.


  "Please, talk to me…tell me what I did wrong. Did I go too far?"


  "No." The word came out warped from her crying.


  Brian pulled her into his chest and held her against him when she shivered out another sob. When her breathing settled, Brian tilted her head up to see her eyes. She tried to hide, but he wouldn't let her.


  "Can you talk?"


  Melissa shook her head, and it was true, she didn't think she could talk without losing it again. No matter what she did from this point on, her dream of having a family would never be realized. She'd die a pathetic, childless, strange cat-lady…or something.


  "Did I push you too far?"


  "No," she squeaked.


  "This has been a hard day for you, hasn't it?"


  Melissa nodded and curled against him, chilled from the loss of his heat.


  "Let's go before it gets too foggy to find the car. If you stand up, I'll carry you back."


  Melissa let out a watery chuckle, thankful he wasn't forcing her to talk when she wasn't ready.


  He pumped his chest out. "I can do it."


  She let him help her up, and she stuck her arms through his jacket. Brian threw the blanket over her shoulders, and it helped to block the chill from the fog. When he reached to pick her up, she stopped him.


  "I can walk."


  "Fine, but let me hold your arm so you don't fall." Brian stuck his arm out, and Melissa took it. When she slipped, he grabbed her around her waist and hoisted her back on her feet, then held onto her until they reached the parking lot.


  The ride home was quiet; neither of them was sure what to say or how to act now. By the time they'd reached her building, Melissa's tears had dried up. Brian helped her out of the car and took her keys to let her inside. Melissa went straight to the bathroom to scrub her face clean. She'd cried herself into the worst headache.


  She stripped off her wet, grass-stained dress and put on her robe before leaving the bathroom. When she came out, Brian was standing in her dark bedroom, waiting for her. She clicked on the lamp, and he smiled at her.


  "I'm probably not getting my deposit back on this tux."


  "Sorry," she said, her voice still harsh from crying.


  He stepped closer. "I don't want to leave you alone. Can I stay with you?"


  She scowled at him, wishing like hell he didn't know her so well. "Stop, will you? God, I can't stand the pathetic look on your face."


  "What are you talking about?" He shrugged at her. "I'm only trying to help."


  "Then stop being so nice to me. That's what you can do to help." She walked to her dresser, pulled out the largest pair of sweats she had, and threw them at him. "Do you want a t-shirt?"


  "No. This is fine."


  "Do you want a drink?"


  "I would love one."


  Melissa walked into the kitchen and grabbed a bottle of wine then a beer from the fridge. When she returned to the bedroom, she found him staring at the photos hanging on the far wall. She sat on the bed cross-legged and waited for him to sit as well. He looked at her apprehensively before sitting across from her.


  "Nice room. Did you take these pictures—sorry, is that too nice of a thing to say?"


  She glared at him. "Don't mock me either."


  He popped the beer and took a swig then asked, "Can we talk for real now?"


  "Do you think I've said something unreal to you lately?"


  "No. I'm sure it was all real, but meaningless." He held up his hand before she could send him a snide retort. "I want you to tell me why you're so upset."


  She took a deep breath, concentrating hard on maintaining some self-control. "I can't marry Chase." She lowered her face to her hands, hiding how miserable she felt.


  "And that's why you're crying?" His voice was cold and flat, but she didn't care.


  "You're so stupid," she said through her hands before dropping them onto her lap. "You don't get it."


  "Then tell me."


  "No, you won't understand."


  "Try me."


  She shook her head and wiped her face.


  "Then let me have a go at guessing." He lifted his eyebrows in question. "Your sister just married the love of her life and that's forced you to realize that Mr. Berkeley isn't the love of your life. That's why you can't marry him."


  Their eyes met, and she nodded.


  "Did you push me away earlier because you feel like your cheating on him?"


  His eyes darkened, and she wanted to slap him because she knew exactly what he was thinking.


  "I don't belong to you, Brian. Sleeping with you would be cheating on him."


  "Screw that! You and I together is the right thing. It's not cheating. I don't care whose ring sits on your finger."


  Melissa looked at his wedding ring. "That's rich coming from you."


  He took his ring off and thrust it in her hand. "It took everything I had to give up on you and wear that ring on my finger. It's never meant what it should have. I know that now. It doesn't compare to this, it was different. This," he held up the band, "represented a commitment between me and Julie, yes. But it doesn't hold the same power and now I realize that it never did." He pointed between them. "Right is right, Melissa."


  "Seventeen years with her meant nothing. Is that what you're trying to sell me? Well, I'm not buying. Why is that double standard okay? You belonged to her, but I belong to you?"


  "No! You know very well where my heart belongs. Julie was separate from this. I'm not saying I didn't love her, and I'm not saying she wasn't important to me, but she didn't undo us, Melissa, and Collins can't either. That's why you can't marry him."


  "If I knew your heart belonged to me then I wouldn't have pushed you away and said no."


  "You don't trust me?" Brian's words came out on a heavy breath. When she nodded, he said, "You've lost faith in me."


  "Of course. What do you think? I've hurt for too many years. You act like nothing's changed, like we're eighteen again and all these years with your wife don't count."


  Brian closed his eyes and nodded. "The way I feel about you hasn't changed."


  "But how do you feel? Because I distinctly remember you marrying someone else. God, you act like my doubt is the betrayal here, Brian."


  They were quiet for a few minutes. Then Brian said, "I can't argue with that. I'll have to earn you back."


  Tears burned her eyes again. "Good luck with that."


  Brian set his beer down on her nightstand and took both her hands in his. "The last couple of weeks have been eye-opening for me. It's only been a few months since Julie's death, and you understand how I felt about her, but this has nothing to do with her." He closed his eyes as if to find the words he wanted to say. "You and I are different. When I lost you…I lost a huge part of myself."


  "So…do you want me…or are you just trying to reclaim your youth?"


  Brian lips turned into a frown. "I hate that you don't believe me when I tell you how I feel." He squeezed her hands. "Are you open to this, Melissa?"


  "I don't know…"


  He exhaled and said, "I love you."


  She'd dreamt of Brian telling her he loved her for years, and here he was saying it, and she couldn't help but doubt him.


  "I love you," he said again and reached out for her, drawing her closer.


  She met him, nose to nose. "Then prove it."


  "I will," he whispered. "I will prove it if you give me the chance," he said. "You and I will spend every day of the rest of our lives together. I promise."


  "Your promises no longer mean anything to me," she whispered against his mouth.


  "I will keep this one. Nothing is more important to me than proving to you how much you mean to me."


  Brian covered her mouth with his in such a tender kiss, Melissa wanted to weep. Her mind couldn't register the emotions welling up. For so long, she'd wanted Brian to kiss her and tell her he loved her, and now, it was finally happening.


  His hands tangled in her hair, and Melissa's heart started pounding so hard, she worried he could feel it. She tried to take a deep breath, but her lips couldn't break away from his. If she stopped, she might never feel him again. This could be another dream; this could be her mind playing vicious tricks on her.


  "Melissa." Brian's voice cracked when he said her name, his heavy breaths brushing her cheek. "I love you. I love you, and I've missed you so much. You feel incredible…it's like…coming home again." He fisted his hand and gently tugged on her hair. He pulled her back and trailed kisses down her jaw to the crook of her neck. When his lips landed on her neck, tingles raced through her. She wanted nothing more than to rip her robe off so he'd touch every part of her.


  He pulled her closer and held her flush against his chest. "I'm sorry. I can wait for this as long as I can still feel you, and keep you close."


  Melissa's hands traveled his bare back, trying to absorb his heat, making her wish she hadn't said no. Touching him, having him in her bed, made it more difficult to resist, but she wasn't ready to let her defenses down. Her heart and mind had a long memory. "Please don't hurt me again," Melissa whispered.


  He squeezed her tighter. "Never. I will never make you cry again."


  


  



  



  



  Chapter Thirty-Two


  
    

  


  



  Erin stepped through the ballroom doors and out onto the stone patio. She needed some air, but more than that, she needed a moment to catch her breath.


  Matt followed her out and closed the door behind him. He laid a hand on her bare shoulder, but Erin couldn't stand the touch. Seeing the photo…the pose, her looking so lewd, she felt dirty…and completely unworthy of Matt's touch. She dropped her arm out of his slight grip and scooted away.


  "Erin…what happened? Who did you get a text from that freaked you out so much?"


  She had no idea what to tell him. There wasn't a lie worthy of her reaction to the photo. She knew it must have looked like she'd seen a ghost. Even now, standing in the cold, she was clammy with nervous sweat.


  "It wasn't a message. I just lost my balance."


  He laughed but it lacked humor. "You don't really expect me to believe that, do you?"


  "Are you calling me a liar?" She turned to face him.


  "Yes, I am." He scoffed at her. "I saw the look on your face…why don't you just tell me what happened."


  "I slipped and fell backward. That's all."


  "If that's true, let me have a look at your phone."


  Erin glared at him and narrowed her eyes, but her heart jumped in her chest at the thought. "No! I don't have to prove anything to you."


  "This isn't about proving anything. It's about you lying. You letting someone affect you like that and not telling anyone. I want to know what scared you. I want to help you, Erin."


  "Well, you know what, Matt, you're wrong and I don't need your help." She brought her hands to her face and pressed her fingers against her temples. "God…can't you just take a day off from the pitbull routine."


  "If wanting to protect you makes me a pitbull, fine, I can live with that." He reached out for her, but she pulled away from him. It was the only thing she could do. Pull away, figuratively and literally. "Talk to me, Erin."


  "No, I'm sorry, but I can't give you what you want." She inhaled deeply and lowered her eyes. "Excuse me, I'm going to go find my grandparents and see if they're ready to go home."


  Erin rushed through the doors and returned to the ballroom. She walked straight through until she reached the ladies room. Once inside a stall, she lowered herself down and dropped her face into her hands. The kiss. Matty's kiss. Oh my God. How could she walk away…he was everything she wanted, and more than anything, she wished she could confide in him. But she and Matt…it couldn't happen. Not now. She'd be smarter to end it before everyone knew what she'd done. Maybe if she broke it off now, broke his tie to her, it would save his reputation when word got out. Coach was bound to share a photo online eventually, why else would he be torturing her like this.


  She pulled out her phone and slid the bar to search out the photo Coach had sent her.


  When the picture opened, she focused hard on her naked form. He'd done something to it, made her look older, made her look like she was enjoying herself. She felt sick. His message said, "Wouldn't the guys love it if I left this print in the locker room for them to find? I can already hear all the clicking from their phones as they snapped photos to share on Facebook and Twitter."


  Erin slid off the toilet seat and knelt down to throw up.


  



  ~


  



  Melissa pulled away and slipped under the bed covers. Brian snuggled in against her, his warm body curling around hers. She fought the shiver when his warmth battled against her icy shell. He reached around, untied her robe and opened it under the blankets. When his hands rested on her bare skin, goose bumps erupted all over her body.


  "Lissa," he whispered in her ear.


  "Humm," she sighed, inching closer to him.


  "How did you know your sister was pregnant before she did?"


  Melissa shrugged. "Maybe because I was looking for it and she wasn't."


  "You're not using any birth control with Collins?"


  She rolled her eyes. "Yes, Brian, he uses a condom every freaking time."


  "You're not on the pill?"


  "No." The question hurt her. From her conversations with Julie, she gathered that Brian wasn't interested in having more kids, and being with him possibly meant never having a baby.


  "It's kinda neat to be that close to someone and have that connection. Your relationship with your sister is pretty rare."


  "It's just how we're made."


  "My brother and I only talk about once a month…but he's an annoying little shit."


  She chuckled. "He probably says the same about you."


  "Yeah, that's true."


  "Ali's divorce from Mark nearly killed me. I was sick for weeks, but when Micah was kidnapped, and I couldn't reach her, I was devastated. I thought something had happened to her." Melissa still choked up when she thought about it.


  Brian squeezed her when her voice grew heavy, tucking his face in the crook of her neck. "I'm sorry you had to go through that."


  His hand slid up and rested between her breasts. She smiled at how careful he was being, relieved he had enough respect for her not to push.


  "Is it possible Julie stopped sleeping with you because I came back?"


  He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "I'm sure it didn't have anything to do with you. She was thrilled when you returned. She was really proud of you and excited to have you back in her life."


  "Then what happened? I don't understand."


  "I don't know. It's easier to believe she stopped because she was sleeping with someone else. Seventeen years together…We had our ups and downs. Going months without making love wasn't exactly unheard of for us."


  "Why did you stay then? It doesn't sound like you were happy."


  "I wasn't unhappy. Julie and I got along great. We didn't fight. We didn't go long periods without speaking. We were…comfortable."


  "I couldn't imagine going to bed with you every night and not being intimate."


  Brian didn't speak for a long time, then he finally said, "It wasn't like this, you know. We were partners. Like members of the same team. At work, Johnny and I are partners, and at home, Julie and I were partners. We didn't have this sweetness you and I always shared."


  "That makes me sad for her."


  "She never complained about being unhappy. I always thought we were pretty normal."


  "How can you say that after the way we were for all those years before you and Julie were married? You know what this feels like. Why wouldn't you want the same with her?"


  "Feeling like this isn't a choice. Believe me, if I could've turned these feelings off and on, my life would have been much easier. You and I are a matched set. It's not something I can clone into another relationship. Do you have this kind of intimacy with Collins?"


  "Chase and I are intimate…but no, it was never like this." She tilted her head slightly to see his face. "But I've had years to convince myself my feelings for you were those of an overdramatic teenager."


  "And that's exactly what I thought." He shook his head and frowned. "I thought Julie and I had a more mature love. Not the hot, passionate…fiery love I had for you." He closed his eyes and said, "Remember the fights we used to have. Screaming matches to wake the dead." His frown turned into a smile. "With Julie, I was always reminded of what my mom and dad used to say back when you and I fought. 'Oh sure you love her now, but when the fire burns out, you two will realize you hate each other.' But I never hated you."


  She smiled, too, and lay back on her side. "When Ali and Mark divorced, my mother reminded me that high school sweethearts never stay together forever."


  He caressed her cheek with the back of his hand. "What do you think now?"


  She held her breath for a moment, still reeling from it all, as if it were a dream.


  When she stiffened beside him, he rested a kiss on her bare shoulder and said, "I hope you realize they were wrong and we were right."


  "But we weren't. You married Julie, and I was alone."


  "I'm sorry you had to be the one to get hurt in this."


  She exhaled heavily. "That's not true. You hurt, too. I get that now."


  "You know, Lis, there are a lot of things that would surprise you."


  "Like what?"


  "Like the fact that I really do think about you every day. Even before you came back." He rubbed his nose against the back of her neck and exhaled a soft breath. "I stood at Julie's burial and couldn't stop thinking about you. It drove me crazy."


  "Now you're making stuff up."


  "Am not. I'm sure it had something to do with jerk-off's ring on your finger." He slid his hand down her arm to her hand and tugged the ring off. "Can we get rid of this now?"


  Melissa nodded, took it from him, and laid it on her nightstand.


  "I'm going to hurt him," she whispered.


  "I'm sorry…"


  "No, you're not."


  "I don't have anything against the guy, other than him wanting my girl."


  "I wasn't your girl. I was single, and I never told him about you. I should have been honest, but I didn't want to make him feel insecure over nothing."


  "This is not nothing."


  "This was nothing for a long time, Brian. Don't think because you're in my bed I've forgotten."


  "I have a lot to make up for; I own that, Melissa, but don't act like I did it on purpose. I never would have left you—never."


  "If I had known that before, it would've made it easier to live with."


  "We lost each other, and I'm sorry about everything, but I will make it right."


  "We lost each other, but I lost Julie, too. I lost both of my best friends at the same time. I felt twice betrayed for a long time."


  "I know, baby."


  Melissa pulled free of her robe and turned to put her arms around him. She snuggled closer.


  Brian moaned. "You're killing me right now."


  "I'm glad you're here," she whispered. His soft, warm skin against hers relaxed her. She let her hands explore his chest then his back, memorizing every curve and muscle.


  "Me, too. This place is creepy. How do you stand being here alone?"


  Melissa sighed. "I guess I'm just used to being alone."


  "Well, I hope you got that out of your system, 'cause I'm here to stay."


  "We'll see if you make the cut." She smiled. "Hey, what do you think the kids are going to think about this?"


  "Erin's going to be thrilled. Cody…he's not the same kid without his mom. I don't know what to do to help him."


  "You have to be there for him, and Erin does, too."


  "And you…you're always there for him. He really loves you."


  "Good. He is such a sweet little boy. I didn't think they made 'em like that anymore. I guess he takes after you. You were a sweet boy."


  "I was sweet to you because I loved you," he whispered with a soft kiss to her forehead.


  "You were sweet to Ali, too."


  "I had to make nice with one twin in order to get to the other."


  "You're full of it, Hammel. I know you're just a tenderhearted guy. You act all macho in front of your cop friends, but Ali and I know the truth about you."


  "Yeah…whatever," he said, deepening his voice. He brushed his fingertips along the top of her ear. "Melissa?"


  "Yes."


  "Will you go on a real date with me tomorrow?"


  "A real date—as opposed to a fake date?"


  "As in, something we haven't done since high school."


  "I guess we can go on a date, after I break up with my boyfriend."


  "Okay…then let's go to sleep so tomorrow will come faster."


  



  ~


  



  When she woke up, she glanced over at Brian's sleepy face and recalled the night. Him lying with her, cuddling, touching, talking…and loving, without the pressure of making love. She wanted to make love with him, too, but felt unsure of him still, even after everything he'd told her last night.


  She carefully got out of bed, slipped on her robe, and went to make coffee. While the coffee brewed, she walked over to her desk and looked at the fresh prints she'd been working on the day before Ali's wedding.


  Happy faces. She loved taking pictures of happy faces. That's why she took pictures of people instead of landscapes. Her specialty was twins, but any smiling face would do. She picked up the most recent photo she'd taken of her and Ali and felt a surge of love and contentment. Ali was happy. She would wake in the arms of her new husband, and Melissa felt her happiness across the miles. She hoped Ali felt hers, too. Melissa couldn't compare her morning to Ali's, but, as far as good ones went, this one certainly fit the bill.


  "Good morning."


  She jumped and looked up quickly, although the scene seemed to unfold in slow motion.


  "Chase?"


  He smiled and jingled the keys as he stuffed them back into his pocket. "Who else would it be?"


  "Me."


  Melissa and Chase both looked in the direction of her bedroom at the same time as Brian stepped out shirtless and still wearing her too small sweats.


  "Brian!" she said.


  The three of them stared at each other, Brian being the only one completely unconcerned with the other two, and Melissa certainly being the most uncomfortable.


  "I see," Chase said his expression drooping into a frown. "It's not like that…" he repeated Melissa's words from the night before and glanced from Brian back to her.


  "Since you get the picture, you can have this back." Brian tossed him the diamond ring Melissa had left on the nightstand. Chase made no attempt to catch the ring. He let it fall to the floor with an echoing bounce.


  Melissa gasped and she threw her hands over her mouth. "Brian!"


  "Wow," Chase said. "Pure class. That is pure class, Ms. Parker." He turned and walked out the door.


  "Chase, wait!" She ran after him, pounding down the stairs to the exit. "Please, wait. I'm sorry! Please, stop."


  "No," he called over his shoulder. "You don't need to explain. Everything's become perfectly clear."


  "Stop and talk to me. You have to know, I never meant for you to get hurt."


  He stopped on the bottom stair and glanced back at her. "Goodbye, Melissa."


  "Please, talk to me."


  "You're kidding me, right?" he shouted. His eyes dropped down to her breast. "You're not even dressed."


  She clutched the front of her robe. "Chase, I never wanted to hurt you. I was going to talk to you today…I'm sorry."


  "Not as sorry as I am," he said, turning away from her.


  Melissa climbed the stairs slowly, gripping the handrail for support. She went into the apartment and closed the door.


  "He took that well," Brian said as he poured a cup of coffee.


  Melissa approached him, her body vibrating with angry tremors. "How could you?"


  "You were going to break up with him anyway. Now it's over and you don't have to worry about it." He shrugged and said, "He saved you a trip."


  "Get out!" she screamed, pointing to the door.


  "Come on, Lis! Why are you angry at me?"


  "Oh my God! You are completely clueless! Do you have any idea how incredibly uncool that was of you to do that?"


  "Uncool? He's been sleeping with you. Was I supposed to be nice to him?"


  "Imagine for one minute what that was like for him? To find out this way?" She shook her head and turned away from him. "God, Brian, I don't even know who you are right now."


  "What the fuck do you want, Melissa? Because you can't have it both ways." He pointed to his chest. "Me or him?"


  She widened her eyes and stared at him. "Are you serious right now?"


  He took a step toward her. "Dead fucking serious."


  Melissa shook her head and tears burned her eyes. "I can't even look at you right now. Get out of my house." She turned away from him and walked into the bathroom before locking the door behind her.


  Within seconds, Brian approached the bathroom door. "Melissa…open up."


  Melissa dropped down on the closed toilet lid and laid her face in her hands. "No, not until you're gone."


  "I don't like him. You know that. Maybe he should have knocked instead of letting himself in like he owns the place."


  "I gave him a key, Brian. He was my fiancé."


  "That's right! Was! Was, Melissa!"


  "Get out!"


  "Melissa, come on, it's not that bad."


  She jumped back to her feet. "Yes, it is. It is that bad. Chase did not deserve for you to treat him like that and for you to act all smug as if you got laid last night by his fiancé!"


  "Melissa, don't do this." He tried the door, and when he couldn't open it, he said, "That guy is more than you think. He's not what he seems. You're too trusting."


  "Get out!" she screamed again as the anger vibrated through her.


  "Fine!" he shouted. "Fucking fine!" He pounded his fist on the door then stormed away.


  Melissa waited for what must have been five minutes before she heard the front door open and close. She hesitantly stepped out of the bathroom and looked around to see if he was still in the apartment. When she saw no sign of him, she locked the front door and grabbed her ringing phone to talk to Ali.


  



  


  



  



  



  Chapter Thirty-Three


  
    

  


  



  Erin snatched her towel off the bench and rushed out of the women's locker room. She didn't think it would take that long to get changed, but she also hadn't planned on running into Mrs. Neumark. As much as she appreciated people and their condolences, sometimes she wished they'd pretend nothing had happened to her mom. She never knew how to act or what to say when they approached her, and no matter what she said, it never seemed to be enough.


  Auntie Ali had suggested they swim at the Community Center. Too bad Erin hadn't thought about it before. She pushed open the door to the indoor Swim Center, expecting to see Cody waiting for her, sulking because she wouldn't let him get in the pool without her. All those months she'd went without swimming because of Coach Jeffries…God, she couldn't wait to get in the water, but Cody wasn't waiting for her. She peeked in when the men's door opened, but she couldn't see past the tiled wall.


  Come on, Cody. What the heck was he doing in there? She hung her towel on one of the provided hooks and started stretching. She didn't want her swim ruined by a stupid cramp, and it'd been so long since she'd been in the pool, a cramp was inevitable.


  As she stretched, she thought about the last time she'd swum here. Her mom had brought her and Cody during a heat wave. That was the day she'd learned how to do the butterfly stroke. At the time, Erin thought it was a little extreme, but the following year, when she joined the high school swim team, it had become an asset. Her mom had taught her everything she knew about swimming. Her mom was the best Erin had ever seen. She closed her eyes and remembered the first time she swam with her mom. Not playing in the pool, but actually racing. Her mom had kicked her butt, and that had driven Erin to the max. After losing the race to her mom, she'd put everything she had into the sport. She wanted to prove she could be as good, if not better.


  Halfway through her rotator stretch, the locker room door opened, and Cody stepped out…with an arm draped over his shoulder…Coach Jeffries' arm.


  Erin stopped, mid-stretch. Oh my God. What the hell was he doing with her little brother? She lurched forward and grabbed Cody by the arm, pulling him away and turning her back on Coach. "Are you okay?"


  Cody shrugged. "Yeah, fine. Why?"


  She looked back at Coach Jeffries. "What are you doing with my brother?"


  "Whoa there, Miss Hammel. Why are you so worked up?"


  Cody pointed to the pool. "Can I go swim now?"


  Erin glanced down at Cody and said, "Don't go beyond the three foot-mark."


  "I know how to—"


  "I said don't go beyond the three foot-mark!"


  Cody threw his towel on the floor under Erin's hook and said, "Fine."


  When Cody was out of ear shot, Erin whipped her head back around to glare at Coach. "Why are you talking to him?"


  Coach Jeffries stared at her with his arms crossed over his chest. "I got suspended from my job because of you and your hot-headed father."


  "That was your own fault. You need to leave us alone and stop texting me photos."


  He smirked at her. "You want me to leave the kid alone, Erin?" He nodded toward Cody. "You want me to leave your dad alone? How about his pretty, blonde friend?" He placed his hands on his hips and pursed his lips. "Then I need something from you."


  "Forget it! I'm telling my dad you're harassing Cody."


  "Do you really want to do that?" His lips turned into a grin. "Really?" He held up his phone, flashing a photo of her, a different photo than before.


  Erin wanted to look brave even when she felt utterly sick with fear. It took everything she had to look him in the eye when she muttered, "You won't share that."


  He snickered again. "I don't have to…all I need to do is print it and leave it somewhere for someone else to find. I have no doubt whoever finds it will have no trouble sharing it online." He stuffed the phone back into the belt clip and said, "That's the beauty of your generation, Erin. You all share everything online…and even more beautiful…the internet is forever."


  Erin's heart rate accelerated so fast, she could hardly take a breath, and now she really did want to throw up. She glanced around the pool area. The decks were crowded with women and their kids, some moms in the water, but a few just sitting on the side with dangling feet. There were small groups of kids racing from one side of the kid's pool to another. To these people, the Coach's grin looked charming. He had everyone fooled into believing he was a caring guy. He was a great member of the community and always helping out 'the kids'…that's what they believed. What a joke! These people had no idea what kind of man he really was. She looked over at Cody, who was now diving under the water with a group of other kids.


  No, Coach Jeffries was not who they thought he was. He was not who her mother had thought he was. Even Erin had been fooled into believing him a great teacher once. And yes, she'd learned some very important lessons from him. The most important was that he was dangerous, the second being that he didn't care about her or Cody, no matter what he pretended around other people.


  She met his eyes and stared at him for a full minute…but no matter how long she stared, he'd already won. She blinked.


  He pointed to a shaded window and a small door at the end of the enclosed pool area. "That's my office. Meet me there in ten minutes. We can talk while your brother swims."


  



  


  



  



  



  Chapter Thirty-Four


  
    

  


  



  Melissa finished her last article and hit the send button to email it to her editor. When the message was sent, she leaned back in her desk chair and looked out the high window of her apartment. The street out front was quiet. It was quiet inside, as well—too freaking quiet. She thought of Chase and closed her eyes. Alone again. She'd had everything she wanted and she screwed it up. She opened her eyes and picked up a picture of Ali. At least she had Ali, and Ali's family. She had her mom…when she could stand her anyway. Why had she moved back here? Why did she want to go through this…be near him and torture herself?


  Melissa jumped when the phone rang, and she wanted to scream. "He never freakin' gives up! God, go away, Brian!" She grabbed her cell and looked at the caller ID. Her heart pounded as she slid the bar to answer it. "Chase, hello," she said, surprised. "Hi."


  "Hello, Melissa."


  "I'm glad you finally called me back."


  "It seemed the easiest way to get this over with and move on with my life, especially since you've called several times a day for the last three days."


  "I'm sorry, but we need to talk. I need to explain. I don't want to end things like that. Brian was way out of line, and things weren't how they seemed—believe it or not."


  "Believing isn't the question at this point, but between you and Brian, I won't be able to move on until I hear you out."


  "What do you mean, between me and Brian?"


  "You are not the only person calling me several times a day. He's also been calling. He wanted to apologize for his behavior and to explain why he was there. He made it clear his visit was strictly platonic and he 'didn't get laid,' " Chase said with distaste in his voice.


  She bolted to her feet. "Brian called you?"


  "Yes…many, many, many times."


  "Sorry, I didn't— I don't even know how he got your number."


  "Apparently, he stole it from you while you were locked in the bathroom. He must've gotten it off your phone or something."


  "I'm sorry he's bothering you."


  "Brian calling me is the least of our problems, Melissa."


  "I'm sorry about everything. I'm not sure what he told you, but I—"


  "Don't. I would rather not have to compare your story to his. It doesn't matter. Brian made it clear that you belong to him and he will fight the fight to keep you. As you were half naked with him in your apartment—having sex or not—I am to understand you're in love with him, too. He also made it clear you had every intention of breaking up with me in a more tactful manner. Does this about sum things up?"


  "No. First, I do not belong to him. I belong to no one. Second, I have no intention of ever seeing Brian again. I will never forgive him for what he did, and harassing you doesn't make it better. I did not have sex with him regardless of how things looked, and I wouldn't have. I would never do that to you. I care about you too much."


  "Please, don't."


  "Let me finish," she said, fighting for patience. His tone was so superior it made her sick. "Brian was correct about one thing. I was going to break up with you. I understand now that my feelings for you are not what they should be to marry you. I don't want to enter a union with you when I have doubts. That's not fair to either of us…but I do love you, and I care for you, and for the last few years we've shared…I don't want to end on a bad note."


  He exhaled into the phone. "Well, it is a little too late for that."


  "Chase, it doesn't have to be. I know things were handled badly, but we're all adults here."


  "If you don't mind, I'll come get my things in a couple of weeks—give the wound time to scab over at least."


  Melissa nodded and closed her eyes. She tried…that was all she could do. "Anytime, Chase, just let me know. I hope…I hope you can forgive me one day."


  "I need to go. I'll call you to set up a time to meet."


  "Okay, thanks for calling me back." Melissa waited for a response, but he hung up without saying goodbye.


  She curled into the corner of the couch and pulled her knees in. So…Brian had called Chase and apologized—good! Brian needed to humble himself, and he owed Chase big for what he had done. Melissa still couldn't believe Brian's nerve. What was he thinking when he strolled out of her bedroom carrying her ring and talking to Chase like that, and then to not understand why she was pissed about it? What a jerk. God, what a jerk—jerk, jerk, jerk, she chanted, wishing she could chant away her feelings for him. She couldn't trust him, and she should've never let him stay here that night.


  Melissa understood Brian's feelings. He was scared of losing her to someone else. She got it. He'd never had to fight for her before so he didn't really know how. But she also understood Chase's feelings. She'd had her heart broken in the worst way and never, never would she ever want to put someone else through that. Breaking a promise was bad enough, but she wanted to do it in a respectful way. She wanted to explain everything to Chase, she wanted him to understand what this meant to her, make him understand how important Brian was to her. But now…now Brian had ruined everything.


  She hated the regret she felt. One little moment of peace. One night, and she thought things were going to change, that he loved her, and they could start again. Her stomach knotted, and she had to recall the coping skills she'd learned in therapy all those years ago.


  Losing him again would not eat her alive like it had last time. She couldn't allow herself to return to that place. With all the heartbreak she'd experienced, why had she thought it would be different this time? She should have stayed away. Ali didn't need her, not now that she had Johnny.


  Melissa stood up and went to her bedroom to pack a small bag. Getting away, even if for only a few days, seemed like the thing to do. Turn the cell off and get some peace and quiet. It would be a good opportunity to get some serious writing done, maybe take some pictures at the beach. She knew this sweet little hotel in Monterey perfect for a single, right on the beach with a walking trail leading to Cannery Row. The fresh air and exercise would do her some good.


  She loaded her overnight bag into the car then ran back upstairs to pack her laptop and camera equipment. When she had her equipment ready, she punched in the alarm code before leaving and pulled the door closed. As she stepped out of the exterior door and locked it, she turned to see the flowers Brian had delivered still sitting on her doorstep. When he'd brought them the day before, she hadn't bothered to open the door, but she watched him on the security camera as he waited then left the flowers next to the door. She'd hoped they would get stolen or just freaking disappear. She stared at the bouquet and thought about Ali's wedding…then of her own abandoned wedding plans.


  A lump swelled in her throat, and she fought to keep from screaming as she kicked the flowers with every ounce of frustration she had. When the tip of her boot hit the vase, it shattered immediately and sent roses, water, and glass into the air and skittering across her doorstep. Melissa closed her eyes to the mess and tears began to fall.


  "Fuck you, Brian Hammel," she said and turned toward her car. "Agh!" she shrieked as she walked right into the son-of-a-bitch himself.


  He held his hands out when she pushed him away from her. "It's okay, Lis!"


  "No, it's not okay," she yelled, trying to swipe the tears from her face as she stumbled to the car with a bag over each shoulder


  "Melissa…"


  She threw her bags in her trunk and slammed it.


  "Talk to me."


  Still ignoring him, she opened the car door and threw her purse in the passenger seat. Brian grabbed her arm and pulled her back, wedging himself between her and the car. "Stop and talk to me, please."


  Melissa pushed at his chest. "Get away from me."


  "I told you we'd spend every day of the rest of our lives together, now you're forcing me to break my promise."


  "What's one more broken promise from you, Brian Hammel?" She crossed her arms over her chest and stared at him. "Big surprise."


  "That's not fair. It was an accident this time."


  "I thought it was an accident last time."


  "No, last time was a choice based on an accident." He gave her a smartass smile.


  "Please, get out of my way."


  "Where are you going?"


  "Away from here."


  "Will you talk to me?"


  "I already told you no. I want to leave. Get out of my way."


  "I'm not leaving until you talk to me. Give me a shot here, Parker."


  Melissa pushed him, and then pushed him again and again, harder every time, beating her frustrations out as she went. She surprised him by smacking him open-handed in the face, until he finally grabbed her hands and pulled, twisting her and holding her wrists at her lower back. He turned and pushed her up against the car, putting them nose to nose.


  Melissa felt his strong grip on her wrist and the cold steel of the car against her back, but more than anything, she felt the full length of him pressed against her front.


  "You can beat me up all you want, but it doesn't change anything. I love you—I love you—I fucking love you. Get that through your thick head. The only thing standing in the way of us finally being together is you being pissed off at me."


  Melissa broke down. She so badly wanted to keep up a stony façade, but she couldn't stand it any longer. She took a great heaving breath and managed to squeeze out a meager, "please…don't," between her sobs.


  Brian released her wrists and reached up to pull her into an embrace. Melissa didn't have the strength to fight him off. Brian shuddered, too, and they held on to each other for several minutes until he whispered, "I'm sorry I keep hurting you."


  "I can't take anymore," she cried as she fought for breath.


  "It's over, baby. Now we can have each other if you stop fighting me."


  "I'm afraid."


  "I know you're scared…and I know you think it's easier to push me away and reject me than it is to take a chance on me, but Lissa, I'm begging you to stop. Stop this and let me love you. I will fill your life with smiles and make up for the missed years. I promise, Lis."


  Brian tangled his hands in her hair and took her lips hard. Melissa tasted her tears and his. She wanted to push him away again, but she couldn't. Brian deepened the kiss, nearly lifting Melissa off her feet as he held her against the car.


  "Give me a chance," he said through their kiss.


  His hands moved from her hair and traveled down her body. He pulled her closer and curled his fingers around her hips. Melissa finally started to relax in his arms. As the tension left her, she wanted to collapse; she felt zapped of her strength, of her desire for anything. Suddenly, Monterey seemed farther away, and her bed sounded more inviting.


  When Brian started kissing her neck, she dropped her head back and let him have her. He felt too good and too strong against her to fight. She wanted to remember him from a simpler time, a time when she trusted him above all others, a time of no doubt and no worries, just her and Brian. The outside world didn't matter in their world. Parents, teachers, friends, Julie—Chase—none of it existed, just him holding her and her holding him.


  Melissa gripped his jacket as his lips lowered to her collarbone, his hands traveling up her shirt, meeting bare skin. She gasped as he moved up and cupped her breast. "Let me love you, Lissa. It's all I've ever wanted. We've waited too long. I'll beg if I need to."


  "Brian," she breathed on a shudder when he pushed and arched against her with his erection.


  "Where're your keys?" he asked breathlessly, pulling back from her.


  Melissa pried her fisted hand open and held them out to him. He grabbed the key ring and pulled her by the waist as he kicked her car door closed. He steered her toward the front of her building and fumbled with the keys until he had her exterior door unlocked.


  Brian shoved her inside, and pushed her against the wall, taking her mouth and devouring it with his. Melissa went for his pants while he slipped his jacket off and let it fall to the floor. He tugged at his buttons with one hand until his shirt was undone. Unable to resist the sight in front of her, she lifted her hands to his bare chest and circled up over his shoulders. Oh how she'd missed his chest and his sun-kissed, olive skin.


  With her hands braced on his shoulders, he lifted her in the air and set her teetering on the stairwell handrail. He reached down and tugged her right boot and jerked it off, then went for the left. When she was shoeless, he pulled her back down and wrenched the button on her jeans. Both of his large hands slid down her sides and pushed at her waistband.


  Before he had her jeans down over her hips, the stairwell erupted in a screeching sound. Melissa threw her hands up to cover her ears.


  "Shit!" Brian looked up at the camera pointing down on them. "Mark's alarm." He ran up the stairs, pulling her behind him. Melissa opened the door and went directly to the keypad and punched in her code to shut it down.


  Brian snatched her up as she threw her legs around his waist and let him carry her into the bedroom. As soon as they hit the bed, the phone rang.


  "Damn it!" He scrambled over, grabbed the phone, and punched the talk button. "Seth, Brian Hammel here. It's fine. She's fine. Go away."


  Brian shook his head and put the phone to her ear. "Password, please."


  Melissa snickered and said, "Cinnamon."


  Brian barked out a laugh and put the phone back to his ear. "Yeah, Seth, thanks." He hit the off button and grinned down at her. "Cinnamon? Really?"


  Melissa nodded, her mood sobering. The distraction was enough to make her think about what they were doing.


  



  


  



  



  



  Chapter Thirty-Five


  
    

  


  



  When Melissa's smile faded, so did Brian's. "I will love you with everything I have." His voice was a soft whisper and his gaze intense as he looked into her eyes. He leaned back in and took her mouth again.


  "Brian…" She pushed him back slightly.


  "Babe…please don't push me away."


  Melissa's eyes welled up. She couldn't help it. Fear took over, and she couldn't pretend she hadn't been hurt beyond repair all those years ago. She tried to talk, but the words wouldn't come.


  "I won't hurt you, Lissa. I won't leave you, and I won't lie to you. I just want us back."


  "I'm scared. I can't live through losing you again."


  "Never. Never again."


  He kissed the hands she held over her face and she lowered them to look at him.


  "Open yourself for me, Melissa."


  As he wiped the tears from her face, she stared at the gold ring in the hazel eyes she'd missed so much. She reached out to touch his face. He leaned into her hand, and Melissa took in his changed features. A grown man. Brian had grown up and become a man since the last time she'd been with him. He had been a child, and so had she. Now a father and a detective, a good friend to everyone, and he'd been a good husband to another woman while Melissa sat on the sidelines of life and regretted too much for far too long.


  "Do you remember the last time?" she asked quietly.


  "I've survived on that memory for seventeen years. I remember it better than I remember last week."


  Melissa traced his lips with the tip of her finger and the fine smile lines on both sides. "You look different, different than my Brian."


  "My face may be weathered, but my heart and soul feel the same as they did at eighteen." He tilted his head. "And they have always belonged to you, Melissa Parker. Every day since the very first time I laid eyes on you."


  He leaned in, and Melissa felt it in his kiss, the connection she knew had never been broken—kinked and twisted—but never broken. That's why she hadn't been able to move on. Their souls were linked forever.


  "You're beautiful and perfect and exactly the same." His mouth surrounded her nipple and it was like a shock to her system, completely washing away her fear.


  She wanted him again, too, that she knew for sure. She wanted every inch and every smile, every laugh and every argument. It was all worth it. She'd live with the broken heart if it meant she could have even just a piece of him again.


  When she tugged loose the button on his jeans, he kicked them off and lay naked next to her, rubbing skin on skin. Melissa enjoyed the gentleness of his touch. When they were kids, all tenderness was thrown out once their clothes were off. Now, they were mature enough to enjoy every second and appreciate the luxury of being together, especially after losing each other once before. She explored him; her hands touched and her eyes searched for changes in him. He was bigger, bigger everywhere, his hands, his legs, his arms. His shoulders were much broader than she remembered. Melissa kissed his shoulder and his chest, loving the taste of his warm skin.


  Brian came over her, cupping her face with his hand and looking longingly into her eyes. Melissa smiled, a true smile, a smile that came from the inside out. She hadn't felt so full of life or so full of love in a long time. All the exhaustion and lack of desire she'd felt outside had been replaced with pure excitement and need of ardor.


  Brian's face broke out into a huge smile, too, and he whispered, "My smile…I missed that." His lids grew heavy and he said, "If you knew how much I love you…it's so strong, Lissa." He gently pecked her lips then pulled back and looked at her again. Melissa grabbed his hips and pulled him down, feeling his erection against her stomach and wanting more than anything to have him inside her. Brian arched up then pushed, surprising her and making her gasp.


  "Oh God, Brian." She squeezed her eyes closed as he moved slowly and gently inside her. "Brian…" Her voice was high-pitched and urgent. "Condom?" She managed to say.


  "No, no condom, I want to feel all of you."


  He pushed again as she clung to him, experiencing everything he could intimately give her, and crying out at the sensations. For the first time in so long, she was whole again.


  She moved with him, held on, and tried to pace herself, but she wanted more and more with every motion. "Brian…oh God…" she breathed when he gripped her hips and pushed her further. How had she survived so long without him? She tightened, her muscles constricting more with every movement. She was overwhelmed by every sensation. Overwhelmed by Brian. Brian touching her, Brian kissing her, Brian filling her…finally. Her core coiled and tightened like a spring, but she wanted to wait for him. His gentle flow turned more urgent, and he moved faster, harder, and as her need increased, so did his rhythm.


  "Lissa, I love you." He slowed again, making her crazy. "Tell me you love me. I want to hear the words."


  Melissa bit her lip and arched again. "Brian—" she shrieked as he came down hard again.


  "Say it…Melissa." His chin dropped to his chest, and he leaned in. "Look at me, Lissa. Open your eyes."


  She did as he commanded and met his heated gaze. "Brian." The feel of his name on her lips felt so right. "I love you." She nearly screamed it as he released inside her. She gasped and let go.


  



  ~


  



  Brian wrapped his arms around Melissa and held her, a lump forming in his throat. The intense sense of completeness stole the air from his chest. He held her close, and refused to let go of what was now one of the most precious moments in his life. She was the piece he'd been missing for all these years.


  When he pulled himself together, he met her eyes and smiled. He couldn't help it. He had everything he wanted. Melissa was everything in the world to him. She was his reason to get up in the morning and his reason for wanting to be a better man. She'd been right about his behavior with Collins. He had been a completely unforgivable ass to the guy. Melissa deserved better than that, and he wanted to be better for her.


  "Are you okay?" he finally asked.


  She nodded and gave him a radiant smile. Brian felt like sobbing. He never thought he'd see that smile, never thought he could have this again, have her again. As much as he loved Julie, they'd never had this connection. Melissa was his other half. How did he ever think he could survive without her? How could he believe his life full before? It had been an illusion. He'd spent years convincing himself he was happy with Julie, but never, in all those years, did he ever feel like this with her.


  The realization struck him hard. He'd let Julie down from day one when he couldn't give her everything. He couldn't have given her this, and now, he wondered why it had taken her so long to leave him.


  "Are you okay?" she asked in a quiet voice.


  He nodded and pushed Julie from his thoughts. "I'm perfect. I'm more than perfect." He leaned over, kissing the top of her head and brushing the hair off her sweaty skin. "I missed you so much."


  "Me, too," she muttered. "You didn't use a condom."


  He shook his head. "No, I didn't want anything between us."


  "But…I told you, I'm not on the pill."


  "I thought getting pregnant is what you wanted."


  "Yes, but you don't."


  He lifted his head to look at her. "Why would you think that?"


  Melissa's brow creased. "Julie always acted like you wouldn't let her get pregnant again."


  He bobbed his head. "It's true. I didn't want her to get pregnant. Did she tell you that?"


  "She never said it, but it was implied."


  "We tried for more kids. Julie had three miscarriages." Brian pursed his lips and shook his head. "Seeing her go through that…I couldn't take it again, so I told her I was done."


  "Oh…" Her eyes lifted to the ceiling, then back to his face. "Is that why you were so upset when you found out she was carrying his baby?"


  "Yes." He closed his eyes for a moment and said, "One of the reasons."


  "I didn't know. I'm sorry."


  "I would have loved to have another, but she'd always had trouble carrying. Pregnancy was too hard on her…I guess it wasn't meant to be." He frowned. "Lis, I don't want to talk about Julie anymore."


  "Okay, I'm sorry."


  "Don't be sorry. It's just…weird."


  "I wasn't trying to be disrespectful."


  "I wasn't either." He ran a hand up her bare stomach to between her breasts and said, "Maybe you're incubating a little Parker-Hammel infusion in there right now."


  She shook her head and lifted a finger to his lips. "We shouldn't be talking about having babies, either."


  Brian's heart dropped into his stomach. "You don't want to have a baby with me?"


  "We need to go slow."


  "We've known each other for twenty-six years. How much slower can we go?"


  Melissa pulled the sheet up to her chin with a sigh and turned into his chest.


  "Stop being so cynical. We're good now, sweetheart."


  She nodded and closed her eyes, but a frown formed on her lips.


  "You'll see. When you miss your period and start getting sick—when your sister comes to you with a pregnancy test and forces you to take it—then you'll see I'm right."


  Melissa chuckled. "I'll stop being cynical when things get easier."


  "Can I ask you something without you getting pissed at me?"


  She tilted her head to look at him. "What?"


  "Is it possible you're pregnant already? You said Collins used a condom, but if you come up pregnant, I don't want to have to worry about it."


  "I'm sure." She exhaled heavily. "The morning of Ali's wedding, I bought two pregnancy tests. I took one and I gave one to Ali. I'm absolutely sure I'm not pregnant."


  "Why does that make you sad?" Heat spread throughout his body. He tried not to show it, but he couldn't pretend not to be hurt. "You'd be willing to have his baby and not mine."


  "I don't want his baby. I want my baby," she said, rubbing his chest. "Don't be mad at me for wanting a family."


  "Well…I happened to have one of those—ready-made even. If you'll give me a chance, I'll share it with you."


  "I will give you a chance…but I don't want to mess things up either. We're talking too big for this right now. I don't want Erin and Cody to be victims of our relationship. They're still fragile from losing their mother."


  "Okay, fine. I'll slow down. How about that date, cupcake? I tried this before, but you locked yourself in the bathroom and threw me out."


  She chuckled, her head bobbing against his chest, and it felt so good. "A date sounds wonderful."


  



  


  



  



  



  Chapter Thirty-Six


  
    

  


  



  Erin stared at Anna in disbelief. "I can't believe you're seeing him."


  "Why is that so hard to believe?" Anna said. "Jonah's been flirting with me for months. So he finally got the nerve to ask me out. If you hung out once in a while, this wouldn't be a surprise."


  "God, I know, but I have so much going on at home." Erin's shoulders slumped. "I'm sorry I haven't been around for you. But I'm glad about you and Jonah. He's such a sweet guy. You two make a cute couple."


  "Thanks." Anna tossed her backpack over her shoulder. "What's up with Matt?"


  "What do you mean?" Erin looked over her shoulder. Before their fight at the wedding, he was always nearby, but since they'd returned to school after the Christmas break, she'd hardly seen him. "We're just friends."


  "Sure you are." Anna snorted. "And I'm Katy Perry."


  Erin frowned. What she'd give to be able to tell Anna she was seeing Matt, but she couldn't, not anymore. She knew that was for the best, but she missed him. "We started dating, but then…sort of stopped during break. Please don't tell anyone, Anna."


  "Everyone already knows. Coach made a comment about it at practice yesterday."


  "What?" She lowered her voice and said, "What comment? What would he have to say about me at practice?"


  Anna looked anxious when she said, "I probably shouldn't have mentioned it. It doesn't matter. He's just mad about getting suspended and…now he's on probation."


  Erin crossed her arms over her chest. "What did he say?"


  "Actually…I didn't hear him. Jonah told me about it." She bit her lower lip. "Coach said it during the boys' practice."


  "Anna, tell me what he said."


  Anna's eyes grew sympathetic and she glanced around the hall to make sure nobody heard. "He made a comment about 'easy girls' and used your name and Matt's." She used her fingers as quotation marks when she said the words 'easy girls'. Then her eyes grew wide. "I'm sorry, Erin! All the guys on the team were kind of pissed at him, too. They know you better than he does…and they know about him and your dad fighting."


  Erin couldn't speak. Her mouth was frozen open in shock.


  "It was obviously a revenge move on his part," Anna said, but that didn't make Erin feel any better about it.


  "I can't believe he would even say something like that…I can't…" her voice cracked and she stopped talking. "Please don't tell anyone else."


  "I wouldn't." Her eyes drifted down. "If I weren't trying to win a scholarship, I would quit the team, too. I'd report him, but I've invested so much already…and my mom will kill me if I don't get a scholarship. As it is, I have to meet with him here on Friday night."


  "Why would you have to meet him on Friday? There's no practice."


  "We have an appointment." Anna grimaced. "I'm sorry. I know he's a jerk, but I'm trying to help the team get sponsorships."


  "What kind of an appointment?" Erin thought she already knew, but she hoped she was wrong. Anna was driven enough about her swimming that'd she'd do almost anything.


  "I can't say. He said if I tell anyone, he'd cancel."


  "Let me guess, he wants to do a photo session with you in your swimsuit alone this time. He said he can use pictures of you for the sponsorship applications because you're so pretty."


  Anna stared at her with her mouth open.


  "He told you if the team got a water polo sponsorship, it would make more college recruiters look at you."


  "How do you know? He made me swear not to tell—"


  "Don't go. You can't trust Coach Jeffries. Please don't go."


  "I have to go! I told you, my parents don't have money for college. I'm on my own. I need to excel or I'm stuck at Community College.


  "No." Erin grabbed her hand and pulled her back. "Please, don't trust him."


  "Chill. It's just a couple of pictures. It's not like he's sleeping with my mom."


  Erin released her as if the touch had burned. "Anna—"


  "I'm sorry about what's happened to your family, Erin, but I need to look out for myself." Anna gave her another sympathetic look. "I gotta go, or I'll miss my bus. Call me tonight if you want."


  Erin stared after her, that final warning still stuck in her throat. What was she going to do now? She couldn't let Anna meet with the coach.


  She turned, glancing at her watch before running toward the gym. She sprinted across the foyer and tugged the door open.


  Oh God, please don't let anyone see me in here.


  When the door closed behind her, she held her breath, feeling trapped in the shark's tank.


  "Well, what are you doing here?" His voice echoed around the empty gym.


  She whipped around to face him. "You need to stay away from Anna."


  He stepped closer. "Excuse me?"


  "If you hurt her, I'll tell my dad. I'll tell him everything you did."


  "What did I do, Erin?" He tapped his chin with his finger and said, "Right, I took pictures of you. Pictures you agreed to. Pictures of you without your swimsuit. Pictures," he lifted his eyebrows and pointed the finger from his chin at her, "you willingly participated in." He shrugged. "Exactly what do you think I'm guilty of?"


  She bit her lower lip and wished she could gouge out his eyes. What a jerk…and how stupid of her to fall for it. She closed her eyes and gave herself a moment to let the rush of embarrassment pass.


  He sighed and shook his head. "Erin, I think you should be more concerned with yourself and less concerned with me and Anna."


  "You cannot hurt Anna. I won't let you."


  He chuckled again. "You're so cute. Like a little, angry kitten. And how noble of you to want to protect your friends. Wow, who knew you could be so self-righteous? Hum, let's see," he tapped his chin again, "how about a deal? I'll cancel with Anna if you come in her place."


  Erin swallowed hard, not sure what else to do. "If I take her place and meet with you on Friday night, do you promise to leave my friends alone?"


  The coach's expression switched from amused to serious. He stared for a full minute then said, "If you show up here at six-thirty on Friday, alone, I'll stay away from Anna."


  "Fine. I'll be here." She turned without saying another word and left the gym. She jerked the door open and scanned the empty foyer as she rushed toward the glass entrance doors.


  "Hey," Matt called from behind her.


  Erin jumped, and squealed in surprise as she flipped around to face him. "Geez, Matt, you scared me to death.


  "Erin, what's wrong?" He leaned in closer to her. "You okay?"


  She nodded. "Fine." I just made a deal with the devil, but, yes, I'm fine.


  Matt stared at her for a moment as if he didn't know what to do, then he finally said, "Can I give you a ride home? I'd like to talk to you."


  "Um…my dad is picking me up." She chewed on her lower lip and her eyes drifted to the floor.


  He reached in and took her hand. "I miss you, babe?"


  She closed her eyes, comforted by his words. "I, um, actually wanted to apologize for…" She lifted her lids and met his sea-blue eyes and his concerned expression sent a flutter through her stomach. She thought about the kiss they shared on the dance floor, then she remembered the photo Coach had texted her…and how it had ruined everything. Erin had the sudden urge to cry because she should push Matt away, but she wanted him…needed him. He was one of the few really good things she had left in her life, and she didn't want to give that up. "I'm really sorry, Matty. I know you were just trying to help and I'm sorry for being so rude, but you were freaking out over nothing."


  "Well then…I owe you an apology because I still don't believe you."


  Erin dropped her gaze again. Don't cry. Don't cry, Erin. Maybe if she kept chanting the words, then her tears wouldn't fall.


  Matt squeezed the hand he held and said, "It's okay, Erin. I'm just worried about you."


  She nodded, but didn't say anything.


  "Can I walk you out?"


  Erin nodded again and let him lead her out of the school. Once she was outside, she took a deep breath, thankful for the moment to get her thoughts together.


  When they turned toward the parking lot, they came face to face with her dad. He lifted his hands in the air. "Erin? You lost?" He shouted. "You're making me late. What's up?"


  Matt waved a hand at her dad in apology. "Sorry, sir, she came with me to talk to Mr. Brandt."


  "I got things to do," Brian said. "Let's go."


  "Hey…um, Mr. Hammel, you mind if I hang out with Erin and Cody on Friday night?"


  Erin widened her eyes. Friday night? Crap.


  Her dad stared at Matt for a long moment. "She'll be at her grandparents. It's fine if they don't mind you being there."


  How was she going to get out of this one? "Are you sure, Matt? I mean…w…we could hang out on Saturday. It's pretty boring at my gran's house."


  Her dad turned and looked at her like she was high or something.


  "Well…it might be pretty boring for him over there," she said in defense.


  "That's okay," Matt shrugged. "I don't mind. Maybe I can bring over a movie to watch or something."


  "Ah…okay," she agreed.


  "We should be finished with dinner around seven-thirty. I can be there around eight."


  Erin nodded, trying to calculate in her head whether or not she could get back that fast. She would, she just had to.


  


  



  



  



  Chapter Thirty-Seven


  
    

  


  



  Melissa knocked on Brian's door, self-conscious and fidgety. When he opened it up, he smiled so wide, his entire face lit up. She smiled back with a little heat in her cheeks. He stepped out and gave her a deeply seductive kiss. Melissa's pulse kicked up a notch as he leaned into her and pulled her closer.


  "You look beautiful."


  "I guess we're not trying to hide this from the kids."


  "They're busy in their rooms. I told them we were going out tonight, and Erin actually smiled for the first time in days."


  "What about Cody?"


  "He shrugged and asked what was for dinner."


  Melissa laughed. "What is for dinner?"


  "For them, pizza. For us…I'm not sure yet. I thought we'd decide when you got here."


  He pulled her inside and closed the door as he yelled for Erin.


  When she came into the room, she hugged Melissa tightly, lingering for a long time. "Hi."


  "Hey, Erin."


  "So, where are you guys going?"


  "We're not sure yet. Any suggestions?" Brian asked.


  Erin looked toward the ceiling, bobbing her head back and forth slightly. "What about Carmine's."


  "Italian, huh?"


  "That sounds good to me," Melissa said.


  "I wish we were going." Erin sighed and dropped down on the couch.


  "You're having Italian. It's called pizza. Here," he said, handing her cash.


  "I don't mind if they want to go," Melissa said.


  Brian shook his head as his mouth formed into a big, silent no.


  Erin sighed out a no, too. "Thank you though," she said with a dim smile.


  "Are you okay, Erin?" Melissa sat down next to her. "You seem down."


  Erin nodded with a faint smile. "No, I'm perfect…very happy to see you and Daddy going out."


  "You seriously want to go?" Brian said, staring down at them.


  "It's okay, Dad."


  Melissa looked up at him. "It would be nice if the four of us had dinner together."


  "Yeah, except it's called a date for a reason."


  Melissa grinned up at him, trying for the same innocent expression Erin wore. He dropped his head back on his shoulders. "Fine. Get your brother."


  Brian gave Melissa an exasperated look as Erin ran out of the room calling for Cody. "What are you doing?" He pulled her up into his arms. "I thought we'd be alone."


  "It's okay. We have all the time in the world. This will help them get used to the idea. And you need to spend more time with them."


  "You're right. Speaking of time, I have a hearing on Monday. I'm hoping to be reinstated."


  "What are your chances?"


  "Good, I think. Jeffries had it coming. They only suspended me to pacify his attorney."


  "Just be good and humble. Don't go half-cocked acting like you know he had it coming."


  "I'll be good."


  "How is Erin handling school with Jeffries back?"


  He snickered. "She's fine. Matty has become quite the shadow."


  Melissa lifted her eyebrows. "Seriously? Well…I guess that's a good thing…as long as it's okay with her."


  "She hasn't complained, not one word."


  "Does this mean we don't have to worry about her not telling us if something else happens?" Melissa asked.


  "She promised me she would tell me. I'm trying to give her the benefit of the doubt."


  The kids stormed back into the room, and Cody said, "I thought we were having pizza."


  "We are," Melissa said cheerfully at Cody's downcast face, then winked at Brian.


  "Oh…okay," he said, pulling his jacket on.


  "Maybe we should go to Nujo's instead of Carmine's."


  "Yeah! Nujo's has the best pizza," Cody said.


  "Nujo's it is." Brian smiled. "But I'm sure your excitement has more to do with the video games than the pizza."


  Cody grinned up at his dad with sparkling eyes. "They have the best video games, too."


  



  ~


  



  After they finished their pizza, Brian and Melissa sat side by side, talking as Cody and Erin fought over quarters across the restaurant in the small arcade. "I'm surprised Erin likes the video games, too."


  "Watch her. She'll play until her phone vibrates, then she'll stop to read a text message and lose the game. She wastes more quarters than I care to count, and it drives Cody nuts, because she takes half the quarters from him."


  Melissa laughed and looked over at them in time to see Erin pull her phone out of her pocket.


  Brian picked up her hand and linked his fingers with hers. "Thanks for including them…"


  "I love hanging out with them, too."


  "I know, and that makes you just that much more special to me. Next time though…next time, it's just you and me."


  He gave her a seductive stare and her pulse increased.


  "I wish I didn't have to spend the night alone," she said, trying to hold her smile.


  "I made arrangements for Mom and Pop to keep Erin and Cody on Friday. I can sleep over if you like…"


  Melissa's eyes rolled back, and she moaned. "Sounds wonderful"


  "I'm thinking about putting my house on the market." He leaned his face closer to Melissa's. "How do you feel about moving in together?" Brian looked up sharply when a figure approached the table.


  "It is you, Brian." She glanced over at Melissa and her voice raised an octave. "And Ali?"


  He sat up straight and greeted their intruder. "Hi, Doreen."


  "What are you doing here?" She looked from him to Melissa and lifted an eyebrow. "I thought you were getting married to that new detective, Ali."


  "I'm not—"


  "We're eating dinner. What are you doing here?" Brian interrupted Melissa.


  "Oh, uh, we're here with Nick's football team." She pointed to the long table full of little boys dressed in football uniforms. "You seem quite well, considering you lost your wife only two months ago."


  "Actually, it's been over four months." He smiled and wiggled four fingers in the air then lifted a fifth. "Nearly five…and I'm fabulous. Glad you noticed. Doreen, this is the love of my life, Melissa Parker. Ali Parker got married last weekend. She's on her honeymoon."


  Melissa's face grew instantly hot.


  "Melissa is Ali's twin sister."


  Doreen glared at him and shot Melissa a dirty look. "Hello, Melissa. I was a good friend of Julie's. You know…Brian's dead wife."


  "Yeah, she knows. She was also a long-time friend of Jules'."


  "How are the kids?" she asked in a low hiss.


  Melissa lowered her head and rubbed her thumb against her temple, hoping to loosen the building tension.


  "Ask them yourself." Brian nodded at the kids.


  Melissa looked up to see Erin and Cody getting closer, bright smiles on their faces.


  "Oh, hi, Cody, how are you? Nick's over there if you want to say hi," Doreen said, pointing. "Hi, Erin, how are you holding up, sweetheart?"


  "I'm fine," she said, snorting at the text message on her phone as she slid back into the booth.


  "I guess I'll let you get back to your dinner."


  Brian flashed her a huge, fake smile. "That would be great."


  "What did she want?" Erin asked when Doreen was out of earshot.


  "She came over here to talk smack about me and Melissa."


  Melissa frowned. "And your dad handled it like the jerk he is."


  "Don't worry about her." Erin turned toward Doreen's table. "She only pretended to be Mom's friend. She's a troll and a gossip who never says anything nice to anyone. Mom hated her."


  "Oh yeah," Cody confirmed with an exaggerated head nod as he slid into his seat.


  Melissa laughed at the description. "Well, now she has plenty to gossip about."


  "Come on," Brian said. "Let's get the hell out of here before she comes back."


  


  



  



  



  Chapter Thirty-Eight


  
    

  


  



  Brian rang the bell and waited, just the idea of spending the next twenty-four hours alone with Melissa had him hardening in his jeans. Damn, he wanted her. He pressed the button again, and the door buzzed open with a loud click. He opened the door then pushed it closed behind him, tugging to make sure the lock engaged. Melissa was at the top of the stairs waiting for him. Her hair was swept up and her bare feet stuck out from under her long, flowing, cotton skirt. He smiled. A skirt certainly made his life easier.


  He rushed up the stairs and swooped in on her before backing her against the wall. "God, I missed you." She smelled incredible. No way could he wait to have her until after dinner.


  "You're faster than I thought you'd be. It's not even four o'clock yet," she mumbled through his heated kiss.


  "I couldn't wait another minute. I didn't even stop to have a conversation with my pop when I dropped the kids off."


  "That's rude."


  "Nah." He licked his way up her neck to her chin. "I told him I had something important to take care of."


  Melissa shivered against him, her grip on his shoulders tightening. "Do they know you're with me?"


  "Oh, hell no. I don't need that lecture right now." He withdrew and met her eyes. "Besides, I like keeping you to myself. Come on." He towed her inside the apartment. "We need to get inside before I strip you naked right here on these stairs."


  Melissa chuckled as he cornered her against the kitchen table. "We have all night, you know."


  Brian lifted her off her feet and sat her on the edge of the table. "No, we don't. I'm still suffering from the other day. I can't wait."


  He reached down, grabbed the bottom of her shirt, and ripped it over her head. Seconds later, he snapped the clip on her bra and let it pop open. He buried his face between her breasts and cupped them with his hands as he inhaled the soft scent of Melissa. He pressed himself against her, painfully hard in his jeans.


  Melissa moaned, deep, throaty, and reached to unbuckle his belt and jerk open the button on his jeans. He kicked them off and rested his hands on her ankles, sliding up her smooth legs, bringing the skirt with him.


  "I love this easy access." He reached under and linked his fingers over the straps of her lace panties then he lifted her and tugged them off. "You should wear skirts like this every day," he mumbled, but when his lips met hers, he lost the ability to think, too distracted with her mouth.


  Brian devoured her. He could eat her alive he wanted her so bad. He sucked and tasted her, then slipped his hand between her legs until she cried out another moan. The vibration of her mouth, the mixture of her taste, and the sigh of pleasure made him smile.


  "Brian…" she gushed out as her legs linked around his waist and locked him against her. She was stronger than she looked, and, damn it, he was taking her right here on the kitchen table.


  "Melissa, I can't wait. I need you right here and now." He pulled her to the edge and stabbed forward as he pushed her legs apart


  As Melissa cried out, relief swamped Brian, then he immediately built back up as he pounded against her. She leaned back and gripped the edges of the table. Watching her, the expression on her face, and the erotic pleasure as it flowed from her, drew him in, forcing him to push hard enough to scoot the table slightly with each thrust. When her legs wrapped around him again, she tightened and he lost it. A strangled scream broke from her lips as he poured himself into her, his body jerking in relief as it emptied.


  Brian slumped forward and braced his hands on either side of her as she collapsed on the table. He inhaled, exhaled, and fought to catch his breath. When his breathing regulated, he opened his eyes to her smile.


  "And here I thought we were much too mature to screw on my kitchen table."


  Brian laughed. "Sorry about that." He leaned in to kiss her chin. "I'll make love to you nice and slow later, but I needed that more than you will ever understand."


  Her eyes widened. "Oh, I understand completely, and I'm not complaining."


  "Come here." He nodded, inviting her to wrap herself around him.


  She leaned up and laid her hands around his shoulders and held on tightly. He wrapped his hands around her hips and lifted up to carry her into the bedroom. After laying her on the bed, he stripped off her skirt and began kissing his way down her chest to her stomach and stopping to lick the sweet skin around her navel.


  "Melissa Parker…you little rebel. Is that a tattoo? That's new." He looked at the small butterfly to the left of her navel while his fingers slipped inside her and continued to massage her into a frenzy.


  "Not new," she managed to squeak out. Brian took a closer look at the different shades of orange and pink. Inside the wings were blue initials intricately woven in a delicate pattern. One wing said MP the other BH.


  "Is that us?" he whispered.


  Melissa nodded, digging her heels into the mattress.


  "That's sweet…" He kissed the small tattoo then trailed kisses farther down. "I'm surprised I didn't see that the other day."


  "Brian," she breathed, her fingers stabbing through his hair.


  He lifted and sucked a nipple into his mouth. She was losing it again, but he wasn't worried. They had all night, and he could listen to her breathe like that for hours. God, her smile and those eyes—he could get lost looking in her eyes. The gold flecks became brighter as the heat rose in her body. That was his plan, making those gold flecks in her golden brown eyes glow all night.


  Melissa made fists in his hair and tried to pull him back up.


  He grinned at her. "Not yet, gorgeous. Just relax and enjoy."


  "You're killing me, Bri…Brian," she nearly screamed as he brought her to the height.


  "Give it to me," he said, as she writhed underneath him.


  Melissa's hands fell to his waist and slid around, forcing his heart rate to jump as her fingers slowly outline the curves of his body. Not fair, he thought as her hands moved lower and circled around to his front. Not fair. He grabbed her hands and tried to hold them steady, but she jerked out of his grip and went back to touching him.


  "I can't yet. I'm gonna need…" He lingered on the word 'need' when she wrapped her hand around his length and started massaging. "No, I…oh. Melissa, wait…baby." He started moving with her, losing the battle for control. Okay, maybe he didn't need a minute. He grabbed her hand and pulled it away, holding tighter this time, making her groan in protest until he sank into her. Her hips came up to meet his, and he swayed slowly as her eyes fluttered closed.


  "Lissa, you feel incredible. I love you."


  She tightened around him and arched herself off the bed, but he wouldn't give. He'd promised her slow and easy. He'd promised her sweet, and he would give her that.


  Her skin glowed with a sheen of sweat as she grew closer to climax. He wanted her to know it was him inside her, to understand he would be her last, and she his—just like they'd been each other's first. He'd never need to touch another woman now that he had her back in his life. He brushed her mouth with a tender kiss, pulling a moan from her again when he caressed her face with his lips. She threaded her hands through his hair then dropped down to cup his cheeks. Brian stared at her beautiful face, and a surge of love so strong, it took his breath away, swept through him.


  This woman, the girl he'd fallen for all those years ago, had stolen his heart and held it close for so long. Never again would he live without her. Never again would anything get in his way of having her, keeping her, and holding her next to him for the rest of his life.


  He wanted to see her eyes, wanted to look into her soul when he came. As if reading his thoughts, her eyes opened, bright and dancing with light, laced with gold.


  "Tell me you love me. Tell me now."


  "Brian." She gripped his shoulders. "I love you," she cried as he pushed against her, releasing the last of his energy. He surged one more time, and Melissa cried out, too, lifting completely off the bed, plastering herself to him.


  When she collapsed onto the mattress, he lay beside her, and struggled to relax his trembling body. He grabbed her and pulled her closer. Her heart pounded in sequence with his as he held her, their sweaty bodies stuck together. He never wanted to move. Being with her made him whole and complete. He couldn't stand not going to sleep with her or not waking up with her every day. He leaned over and nipped her shoulder then kissed it.


  "I don't think I can do this…" he whispered.


  "Do what?"


  "Not have you in my bed every night." He sighed and slid his hand down her body to cup her hip. "It hurts my heart when I'm away from you now."


  She chuckled. "You're such a girl."


  "Shut up, Parker," he said, pushing her hip playfully.


  She laughed and turned into him. "I missed you, too."


  "So…you have a tattoo."


  "I got it after I left for college…right before you married Julie."


  "Why didn't you have it removed or covered up?"


  "Just because you married Julie doesn't mean I didn't still love you."


  "I bet Collins loved that," Brian smiled wide.


  "Oh, yes, he hates any kind of tattoos, but I don't think he ever noticed the initials. They're kind of small and hard to read."


  "Not that hard, cupcake," he said, pressing his lips together.


  "Really?" She leaned in to get a closer look. "Huh. Maybe that's how he figured out you were the ex-boyfriend?"


  Brian pulled the sheet up when she shivered, and gently rubbed her chilled skin to warm her as she tucked under his arm. "I meant what I said, Lis. I don't think I can do this much longer."


  "We don't have a choice. We have to do what's right for Erin and Cody."


  "Today, Erin was super high-strung. I'm not sure what's going on with her."


  "High-strung? What do you mean?"


  "She was nervous about something—guilty. I just couldn't get her to talk to me about anything. I asked my mom to keep an eye on her."


  "I think you're going through cop-withdrawal. You need to go back to work. Maybe you should go help out over at Summors Security while you're suspended, keep yourself busy."


  "Nah, there's something up with her. I'm sure about that. Maybe having another girl in the house is what she needs." Brian leaned down and kissed the top of her head


  "You're pulling out everything on this, aren't you?"


  "I don't want to wait."


  "Have you thought about what your parents are going to think?"


  "I don't care. I'm sick of listening to the bullshit."


  "What are you talking about?"


  "Oh, you know, where they lecture me on the rights and wrongs and the appropriate way to move on from a death. Truth is, I'm sick to death with it."


  "They want to help you and the kids. Maybe they suspect we're already together."


  "I don't care. I care about you…and I care about the kids. I care about building a family around our relationship. But, no, I don't care to have the world's permission to do it. If they don't like it, they can all suck it up. Including your mother—and sister." He stared at her for a moment, remembering Ali's fit after he'd asked her to talk to Melissa about Collins. "Can you tell me something?"


  She nodded, letting her eyes drift closed.


  "When you went away to school…you got a tattoo. What else happened?"


  Her eyes popped back open. "Nothing happened."


  "Yeah, some things happened and…" he stammered at her hurtful expression. "I want you to tell me about it." He needed to know what he did to her, and he would listen to every word, even if it killed him.


  "Brian…no."


  He cupped her face. "Tell me."


  She shook her head and tried to turn away, but he held her steady.


  "Nothing. I failed out of Columbia and transferred to the University of Washington. I graduated and stayed there until I met Chase. A year after meeting Chase, I moved to Berkeley. That was three years ago. When Micah was taken, I moved back to Santa Rosa."


  "You're leaving something out."


  "What do you want to know?" Melissa sat up and pushed his hands away.


  She turned her back on him, and he thought maybe it was easier for her to say these things if she wasn't looking at him.


  "It was a bad time. I'm not proud of the pathetic person I became after losing you."


  His chest ached at the tone in her voice. It was bad enough he'd broken her heart, but he didn't want to destroy her self-respect and dignity by making her relive it if she didn't want to talk about it.


  "I'm sorry, Melissa." He reached for her, needing to feel her against him, but she resisted.


  "It took everything I had to finish school and get on with my life. It took Chase to help me see there is more to life than working and sleeping. Remember that the next time you're nasty to him."


  "I will," he whispered.


  "Why do you think I'm so afraid to get involved with you again?"


  "Lis…" He breathed in and out, feeling a little nauseous. "I want to understand the extent of what I put you through."


  She turned her face, taking away the partial view he had of her profile. He lifted up on his knees and wrapped his arms around her shoulders. "I am sorry. You were an unintentional victim of my bad behavior."


  She turned into his arms. The contact relaxed him a little, and he hoped it helped her feel better, too.


  "God, Brian, when I left for school…I was so sure of us, absolutely sure of you. I had no doubt. It never occurred to me that we wouldn't be together. When I found out you were married to someone else—married—there's no turning back from marriage—I couldn't come here and win you back. I never had the chance to fight for us. You took everything away. You took you away from me."


  "I just fucked everything up." He ran his hands down her arms then back up to her shoulders. "I apologized to Collins."


  "I know. He called to tell me. Thank you."


  He closed his eyes, embarrassed at what he'd done. "I'm sorry about what I did. I shouldn't… That was a real bonehead move on my part."


  "I feel really bad for hurting him. I understand what that kind of hurt feels like, and I'd never wish that on another person."


  "Before him…did you see other guys?"


  "A couple, nothing serious. I worked a lot. Went to graduate school. I was writing freelance and didn't have time for men."


  "When did you start taking pictures?"


  "I took some classes while in grad school. It's a release for me, a really great creative outlet."


  "They're excellent. Don't you sell them?"


  "I take on clients when I have time. Do some photo shoots and headshots for people. I started to put together a book. Twins—just pictures of twins—but it's not going to work out. Nobody wants a book like that."


  "How do you know?" he asked, but she shrugged her shoulders within his embrace.


  When she lifted her hand to rest it on his chest, the light bounced off the thin gold band on her ring finger. He grabbed her hand and brought it up to get a better look. "I can't believe you still have this?" He jiggled the small promise ring he'd given her when they were seventeen.


  "I put it on the other night. I can't believe it still fits."


  Brian leaned over the edge of the bed and grabbed his jeans. He came back up holding an identical thin gold band. "Mine doesn't."


  Melissa gasped. "I can't believe you still have it."


  "Of course." He slid it on her finger with her ring. "It fits you now. I guess I've grown too much. I was a little weenie in high school." Melissa looked down at the matching rings and smiled. "I won't hurt you again, Lissa. I'll always be here for you now."


  She nodded. "Brian Hammel's famous last words."


  



  


  



  



  



  Chapter Thirty-Nine


  
    

  


  



  Erin had never run that fast in her life. She rounded the corner and slumped down in the bushes, gasping for air. Oh God, oh God, I'm sorry. What have I done?


  She peeked out from behind the hedge and started running again, thankful for the darkness. Another three blocks and she'd be at Gran's house. She heard a car and thought about ducking behind another hedge, but she just wanted to get home. Oh my God, is that a cop car? She turned her head slightly and high-beams blinded her. Relief stabbed through her. They were too high for cruiser lights. She slowed a little, afraid of looking suspicious, but she nearly collapsed when someone called her name.


  "Erin!"


  She slowed to a trot, her control completely gone. She bent over, gasping for air when she finally stopped moving forward. Her entire body shook with tremors so forceful, she couldn't hold herself up any longer. Her knees buckled, and she hit the ground, hard.


  "Erin, what the hell?" Matt raced over and knelt in front of her.


  She covered her face, afraid to look at him. Afraid of everything she'd seen and done. Afraid he'd recognize the truth in her eyes. How would she ever look at herself in the mirror again? She was scum—the worst of criminals. Coach was right; she was worse than her mother.


  "Breathe, babe. Take a deep breath." He grabbed her arm, but she shook him off.


  "Please, don't touch me. Leave me alone, Matt."


  "What the— No! I'm not leaving you alone. What the hell is going on?"


  She pushed at his hands again, ducking her head, hiding behind her curtain of hair. She didn't want to meet his eyes. He would know. Everyone would know what she'd done. She dropped down, her palms slapping the sidewalk, her body racked with sobs.


  Within seconds, Matt had her in his arms, pulling her off the ground, embracing her fiercely. Her feet dangled as she clung to him, her arms now tight around his neck as her sobs shook them both.


  "You're scaring the hell out of me. Please try to breathe. Are you hurt? Did someone hurt you?"


  Erin's body went limp from exhaustion and her hair clung to her sweaty, tear-streaked face. Matt carried her over to the still-open driver side door and sat her down. When he tried to pull back, she wouldn't let him go. She inhaled the scent of clean laundry, wishing more than anything she could hide in his hug forever.


  "Look at me, please."


  She shook her head and ducked farther into his neck.


  He pulled back, prying her hands apart. When she released him, he brushed the hair from her face and wiped away her tears. "Look at me."


  Her face crumpled again, and she squeezed her eyes closed. When his hands gripped her face and pulled her closer, she tried to turn away, but he held her in place. She finally opened her eyes, but he didn't notice. He was too busy examining her hairline near her left temple and her swollen cheek. When his eyes finally met hers, she shuddered at their expression.


  "Who hit you, Erin?"


  The tremors started again, and she shook her head vigorously. "Nobody hit me. I fell while running."


  "You're lying! Tell me what happened. Who are you running from?" He finally withdrew and gave her some space to breathe.


  She didn't realize how tightly she'd gripped his shoulders until she released him to touch her face. She glanced at the black gloves still on her hands and started shaking again and gasping for air, fighting to get them off. She couldn't move fast enough. She gripped the glove fingers, but her hands were so sweaty, they wouldn't budge.


  "Oh God, oh God! Get off me!" She made a guttural cry and tried to tear the contaminated gloves from her hands.


  "It's okay, Erin. It's okay." Matt took her right hand first, grabbed the base of the glove, and tugged, pulling it off and inside out. Then he grabbed her left and did the same. She frantically rubbed the front and back of her hands over her jeans, feeling consumed with filth.


  "You're fine." He grabbed her hands and held them up. "They're fine, babe. Relax. Your hands are okay."


  She flipped them over, expecting to see her crime there. She didn't know how, maybe a map of what she'd done outlined in crime scene tape. That was nonsense, she knew, but she also knew she was going to hell for sure now…and her daddy would never look at her the same. Her life would never be the same. She made fists and dropped them to her lap, finally looking up at Matt.


  "I'm so sorry," she whispered, her throat raw from crying. "You shouldn't be here. How did you find me?"


  "I was on my way to your grandparent's house. I told you I'd be there between seven and eight." He brushed her hair back again to examine her face. "The question is—where were you? Who did this?"


  Erin instinctively brought her hand up to pull the hair back over the side of her cheek. "I told you. I fell."


  He tilted his head. "No, I'm not buying it."


  She scooted over to the center of the bench seat, giving him space to get in. He slid in next to her, and she rested her head against his shoulder.


  "Why are you out here, running?" He turned to look out the back window when sirens sounded a couple blocks away.


  Erin stiffened and said, "Can you take me back to Gran's?" She sat straight up and turned to look out, too. "Please."


  Matt stared at her for a moment, then started the truck and pulled away from the curb.


  



  ~


  



  Melissa woke to her cell phone ringing from the other room.


  "Who the hell is calling you this early?" Brian moaned into his pillow.


  Melissa laughed. "It's not early. It's almost three in the afternoon." She shifted out from under his arm and ran for the phone.


  "Hello," she answered. "I told you to stop calling me from your honeymoon."


  "It's no longer a honeymoon; we're on our way home."


  "I thought you were coming home tomorrow."


  "Johnny got called into work. They want him there in the morning."


  "Why? What's going on?"


  "I work for the DA, so he won't tell me. It's okay though. I miss my boys."


  "Well, how was it?"


  "Lovely. How was the rest of your week?"


  "Lovely," Melissa crooned and thought about her night with a smile. Spending nearly twenty-four hours in bed with Brian had been a dream come true.


  "How lovely?"


  "Well, it's three in the afternoon and I'm still in bed."


  "Are you sick?"


  "No, I've never been better." She smiled again and looked up at Brian standing in her kitchen in his boxer shorts making coffee.


  "Is someone there?"


  "Yes"


  "Dare I ask?"


  "No," Melissa said. "Not unless you're going to be happy with my answer."


  "Lis, are you sure this is such a good idea? I love Brian, and if you're happy, that's great, but I want you to be careful."


  "I am being careful. You don't have to worry." Melissa dropped down on the couch and leaned her head back, feeling exhausted with the day already.


  "I need to go. We're getting ready to board our plane. I'll call you tomorrow."


  "Okay, I love you."


  "I love you, too. Bye, Lis."


  Melissa clicked the phone off and looked up at Brian as he approached with two cups of coffee in his hands.


  "It's just the way you like it."


  "Thanks." She twisted and sat up, taking the coffee.


  "I don't want you to fight with your sister about me, but honestly, I don't understand why you and I together have to equal a problem?"


  "You and I together don't equal a problem. You and I breaking up again could."


  "Then we won't do that," Brian said, lying back on the couch. "Let's test the waters tonight. Why don't you pack a bag and stay one night with me. See how things work out."


  "Brian…I'm not comfortable sleeping in the bed you shared with Julie. Hell, her clothes are still hanging in the closet."


  "Uh…actually, they're not. Erin, Cody, and I cleaned it out."


  Melissa jerked her head to look at him. "You all cleaned out her closet?"


  "Yeah, we packed up all her stuff together and donated it. I put her jewelry in a safe deposit box and told Erin she can have it when she's older. We did it as a family. It was closure."


  "Wow! I'm…a little surprised. How did it go? How did Cody handle it?"


  "Better than you'd expect. He surprised me, actually, said he felt like he was doing a good thing, donating her stuff to people who need it. He kept a few of his mom's things, and so did Erin."


  She had definitely underestimated him. He clearly knew his kids better than she did, and he was really trying to do the right thing for them.


  She shifted on the couch to face him fully. "I'm sorry for doubting you."


  "I deserve no less." He looked down into his coffee mug. "I get that."


  "That's not true. You've done nothing wrong, Brian."


  He looked at her sideways. "After hearing about what you went through, we both know better than that. Your sister has every right to worry."


  "That doesn't mean you've done anything to deserve the doubt. You were a loyal and faithful husband to Julie."


  Brian nodded, not looking at her.


  "You've been a wonderful father, attentive and loving. One mistake does not make you a bad guy—especially one mistake at eighteen."


  Brian took her hand and kissed her palm then kissed where their promise rings sat on her finger. "I will make things right between us. I love Ali like a sister, but I will fight anyone who stands in my way of being with you."


  "I'll fight, too." She gripped his hand. "I want to make things right, too, Brian. I've been wrong for so long, I'm not sure how to fix it."


  "We'll figure it out, but we'll do it together," he said. "I have to go pick up the kids."


  "Okay. Do you want company?"


  "No. I want you to think about spending the night tonight. I can't do anything about where I live or having shared that bedroom with Julie. All I can do is tell you I want you there and promise you they want you there. If you can get past it, pack a bag and come over anytime you want."


  "I'll think about it," she said. Brian nodded then went to get dressed.


  



  


  



  



  



  Chapter Forty


  
    

  


  



  Brian picked the kids up and went home. He had this strange sense of dread he couldn't shake. He and Melissa had worked everything out, and he felt sure of her. He, for damn sure, wouldn't hurt her again, and she'd get over her apprehension once she saw them all together.


  So why, why did his stomach hurt? Why did he feel this way? Why did he want to look over his shoulder as if he were walking into a crime scene without back-up? Maybe Lis was right about him being on cop-withdrawal. He needed to get back to work or find something else to keep him busy.


  He remembered the night before with Melissa and his dread turned into a giddy flutter. Was it fair to feel giddy only a few months after losing Julie? Was it fair to the kids to invite Melissa to come here and stay? Was that why dread kept creeping into his good mood?


  Brian stopped in front of Erin's room and knocked.


  "Come in," she said in a muffled voice.


  He opened the door and peeked in. "Hey, you okay?"


  Erin looked up at him, her expression gaunt and her dark eyes puffy. Brian's heart nearly stopped.


  "What's wrong?" God, please, don't let her get sick. He'd never taken care of sick kids. That was Julie's job; he didn't know what to do. He leaned over and felt her head…but he wasn't sure what to expect. She just felt a little clammy. "Are you sick? Tell me what the hell is going on with you."


  "I'm tired. I didn't sleep well at Gran and Granpop's house." She pulled her hair back over where he'd moved it off her face. "How was your date?"


  "Fine." He watched her for a moment. "If you need to talk to me…you can. Don't be afraid to tell me things."


  "I know, Dad." She flashed him a faint grin. "Is Melissa coming over here?"


  "I don't know. I invited her, but she doesn't think it's a good idea to stay here with you guys. She doesn't believe you and Cody are ready for me to get together with someone else."


  "I wish she would come over. It'd be nice to have another girl around."


  He gestured to his chest. "That's what I told her. What do you think about Cody? How does he feel about me seeing Melissa?"


  "He hasn't said anything, but he really likes her."


  Brian focused on her sunken cheeks again. "Erin, tell me what's going on with you. Maybe I can help."


  She rolled her eyes. "Stop changing the subject, Daddy. Do you want me to talk to Cody about Melissa?"


  "Maybe the three of us can talk about it together."


  "Cody!" she screamed.


  Brian inhaled and put his hands over his ears. "Oh, come on, Erin, I could have done that."


  When Cody lumbered into the room, Erin said, "Come here. We want to have a family meeting."


  "Since when do we have family meetings in your room?" Cody asked.


  "What difference does it make?" Erin huffed out.


  Brian patted the bed next to him. "Just sit down, Cody. I want to talk to you guys about Melissa."


  "Okay, fine…" Cody mumbled, climbing onto Erin's bed.


  "What do you think about her coming over here?"


  Cody shrugged. "It's all right, I guess. She makes cool forts."


  "Yeah," Brian said, nodding. "It won't bother you if she's here with Daddy?"


  "Is she your girlfriend, Dad?" Cody asked.


  "Yes, Cody, she is my girlfriend. Does that bother you?"


  "No…but does she like us, too?"


  Brian scoffed. "Duh, dude, of course! She loves you and your sister. Why would you even ask me that?"


  Cody looked at Erin and asked, "Would Mommy be mad?"


  "I think Mom would want Dad to be happy, Cody," Erin said. "And so do I."


  "I do, too," Cody whined. "I want Daddy to be happy, too."


  "Shh, shh. Hey…listen. I don't want this to upset you guys. I love Melissa, but that doesn't mean I didn't love your mother. It also doesn't mean that I don't love you. You two are who're important—to me and Melissa."


  "Can I ask Melissa to help me build another fort in my room?"


  "I'm sure she'd enjoy that. You know," Brian looked from Cody to Erin, "I have an idea." He smiled and jumped up, throwing Cody over his shoulder. "Come on, brother!" he said as Cody screamed in delight.


  



  ~


  



  Melissa took a deep breath and stood on the doorstep, staring at the knob. She couldn't help it; her mother's old adage kept ringing in her ears, 'What will people think?' What will people think? What would Julie think? Melissa wondered, looking up at the dark sky. God, Julie…if only I knew how you'd feel about this. Would you want Brian to move forward? What about him moving back? Back to me? She sighed. Give me a sign, anything, please. As she made this plea, the door swung open, and Melissa looked down into Cody's bright hazel eyes and huge smile.


  "Melissa!" he shouted. "Come see what we did!" He reached out and grabbed Melissa's hand and dragged her through the open door.


  Melissa stumbled inside, but stopped abruptly and gasped. In front of her was a huge makeshift tent made out of blankets and rope hung from the staircase banister. The furniture was moved aside, and the tent took up nearly the entire living room. She looked around, wide-eyed, and jumped when Brian and Erin poked their heads out and screamed "Surprise!"


  "What is this?" she asked with her hand on her heart. "What are you guys doing?"


  "It's a fort!" Cody shouted, excitement bubbling out of him. "We made it for you. We want you to spend the night with us." He tugged on her hand and pulled her down. "Look inside. It's big enough for all four of us."


  "Be careful. It's not sturdy." Brian laughed as he tried to secure another corner.


  Melissa poked her head in to find four beds made up in a row with pillows, sleeping bags, and blankets. On the end was a stack of DVDs next to the TV, which was also within the boundaries of the fort.


  "Dad is ordering pizza and said we can camp out tonight," Cody said.


  Melissa tried to say something cool, but she couldn't. It was overwhelming, and…awesome. She wanted to cry and scream in delight. She looked at Brian, and his smile must have matched hers.


  "Is this okay?" he asked, his smile fading slightly.


  Melissa nodded and had to blink back her tears. "It's…perfect. I'm so glad I brought my camera." She laughed and said, "I'll be right back." She crawled out and went to the bathroom to recover before she blubbered all over him. She sat on the closed toilet lid and chuckled with pure joy. Her eyes shot to the ceiling. Is this my sign, Julie? She jumped when someone knocked on the door.


  She brushed at her tears and looked in the mirror before opening the door.


  "Are you okay?" Brian asked, poking his head in.


  Melissa nodded and gave him a watery smile.


  Brian slipped in and closed the door behind them. "Thank you for coming over."


  "I'm so glad I did. I…uh, left my bag in the car. I wasn't sure what to expect."


  "I had a talk with Erin and Cody. It included explaining to Cody that you are my girlfriend. He wasn't sure how to feel at first, but after talking about it, he decided he liked the idea. Of course, that has to do with the fact that you are such an awesome fort builder…and, well…we decided to build you a fort to coerce you into coming over and spending the night. I thought the fort idea would kill two birds with one stone. You don't have to sleep in the master bedroom with me, and the kids get used to the idea of you staying over. If you hadn't shown up soon, we were going to come kidnap you."


  Melissa reached out for him and laid her head on his chest. "What a relief."


  "We've jumped our biggest hurdle. Their approval is the only approval I care about, Lis. Things aren't going to be perfect, but with their support, it'll be much easier."


  Melissa nodded and closed her eyes. "I love you." She lifted to her tiptoes to kiss him. "I'm going to get my bag and camera—oh, but I may need some sweats. I didn't exactly bring 'sleep over' pajamas, if you know what I mean."


  Brian moaned. "Oh damn. Sorry." He gave her a sexy smile.


  "It's okay. I love the idea, really. I want to spend time with them, too, and we can be alone…" She shrugged. "Another time."


  When Melissa came in with her stuff, Brian had the phone to his ear, ordering pizza. Cody and Erin were inside the fort setting up the first movie. She went upstairs to the master bedroom and placed her bag on the bed before pulling out some of Brian's sweats and a large t-shirt. She changed her clothes, pulling the t-shirt to her nose and inhaling his scent with a smile. "I like this better anyway."


  After changing her clothes, she took out the very thin, very short, and very black nightgown she'd brought and placed it in his top drawer. She grabbed a pen and a piece of notepaper and wrote, "Next time," before placing the note on top of the nightgown in his drawer.


  Before she left the room, she looked around for any signs of Julie, but there were none. Melissa wasn't sure if that made her sad or happy. Julie had been her best friend, then her worst enemy, then her best friend again. Never once, while Melissa thought about them over the years, had she thought she would have Brian in her life like this again.


  Is this a doomed relationship? Are we going against the tides by being together when we still should be mourning Julie? I do still mourn Julie. I miss her everyday but…


  "What are you doing up here by yourself?" Brian asked, surprising her.


  "I'm thinking about Julie." She sat on the bed and looked around. "Is this wrong? Are we breaking the rules here, Brian?"


  "Lis, you and I together could never be wrong."


  "Do you even miss her?"


  "How can you ask me that?" He placed a hand to his chest and rubbed. "I spent every day of my life with her for seventeen years. Of course I miss her. I loved her. Do you think I've moved on without giving her another thought?"


  She shrugged. "You don't talk about her."


  "I don't talk about her with you because I don't want to hurt you. I talk about her every day with Erin and Cody. We talk about her all the time. It's taken every ounce of self-preservation I have not to dig in that trunk and pull out her journals, just to understand—why him? Why would she leave me for him? Did she love him? Did he love her? Was she actually leaving for him or just leaving me? Did she know how much I loved her? I have to ask myself that question every day, Melissa." Brian choked up. "Had I done something wrong? Had I hurt her like I hurt you and not realized it?"


  "But, Brian, how could you have? Did you two fight? I don't understand."


  "We hardly ever fought. We barely ever disagreed. That's why those damn journals are so tempting, but I'm scared to find out that, while I've been walking around thinking myself a good husband, I was making her miserable. Why would she even look at another man if I made her happy? Clearly, I wasn't doing my job."


  "Why haven't you talked to me?" Melissa said, fighting with her own guilt over not being there for him through all this. "Why? If you're having trouble with this, why haven't you confided in me?"


  "I don't want to hurt you by throwing Julie in your face."


  "Brian…I want to be here for you fully. Don't hide your feelings from me. That's not healthy, and we don't need to keep secrets from each other." She took his hand as he sat next to her on the bed. "I have questions, too. Would Julie be okay with us? Would she want me in her house? Taking care of her kids?"


  "The fact is, Melissa, her opinion stopped counting when she walked out of this house without even saying goodbye to her kids."


  "What?"


  "The night she left to go be with him…she left without even hugging the kids. She packed a bag and left—then died." He stood and paced in a small circle, scrubbing his face with his hands. "I stood right here in this spot and begged her not to go. I begged her to stay and talk to me."


  "I didn't know that." Melissa had to swallow back the burning in her throat. That made her sick to her stomach. "Why would she leave like that?"


  "I don't understand what was going on in her head, and maybe I never will, but when she did that, she gave up all say as to how her children are cared for and by who. I never walk out of this house without hugging them and saying, 'I love you.'"


  "That's so sad. As if losing their mother wasn't bad enough."


  "Tell me about it." His breathing increased a little, and he raised his voice. "I'm sorry if I seem unconcerned with my dead wife, but the truth is, she made it easy for me." He shook his head. "I would have never cheated on Julie, not after what I did to you. I learned from my own behavior, not to mention what Mark and Ali went through." He came back and sat on the bed next to her. "If that wasn't enough to keep her faithful, then why should I care if she wouldn't like you and me together? She walked out without even having a conversation with me. Honestly—screw her! I love you, and she will not get in the way of us again. After seventeen years, she chose to give it up." He took her hands. "I can't fix things with Julie—it's too late for that—but I can fix things with you. We have another chance."


  "You're right. I know you're right. I only want to do the right thing."


  "The right thing is right in front of your nose—and sitting downstairs waiting for us to watch a movie with them." He smiled and Melissa felt much more at ease.


  "Brian…you shouldn't read those journals. It'll bring up things you can't resolve. They were Julie's thoughts and not meant for anyone to read."


  "That's why I haven't. I guess I should burn them."


  "Maybe you should." She smiled. "Let's go watch movies and eat pizza in our fort."


  



  


  



  



  



  Chapter Forty-One


  
    

  


  



  Melissa took several pictures when they crawled into the fort together. She wanted to give them new memories and snapshots for the mantle, not to replace Julie's pictures, but to add to them. She got shots of Brian with pizza sauce on his face and Erin with a mouthful of food. Erin tried to hide from every shot. Melissa wanted to explain it away as a teenager thing, but she thought there was more to it than that. She couldn't believe how tired Erin looked, and withdrawn. She was tense and stressed about something. Melissa tried to ask her about it, but Erin wouldn't talk with Brian and Cody nearby.


  When they lay down to watch the first movie, Melissa curled next to Brian on top of the blankets and linked her fingers with his, enjoying having his arms around her. Security was a new feeling to her. Even with Chase, she'd never felt this comfortable. He never made her feel like she could say anything to him either. Brian didn't judge her or try to make her into something she wasn't. Chase was always so proper and reserved; he'd never do something like build her a fort.


  Within fifteen minutes, Erin had fallen asleep. Melissa leaned over and stared at her face for a few minutes, wishing she could read the girl's mind. Then she gave Brian an inquisitive look.


  "I told you she wasn't herself¸" he said. "She's a wreck, but she won't talk to me. I was hoping she'd talk to you."


  "Do you think Frank Jeffries is bothering her again?"


  Brian raised his brow. "He better not be. She promised she'd tell me. I thought maybe it had something to do with Matty."


  "I'll try tomorrow," she said.


  Brian nodded toward the TV. "Will the light from the TV bother you? I can turn it off," he whispered.


  "No, I don't mind," she said, turning into him, wrapping her arms around him and tucking her head in his chest to go to sleep.


  Brian lifted her chin to kiss her. "Good night, cupcake. I love you."


  "I love you, too," she muttered before dozing off.


  



  ~


  



  Melissa woke up sometime during the night with the TV flashing and Brian's arms tight around her. She started to snuggle closer to him when she heard a sniffle. She slowly turned toward Erin who had the blankets over her head. The mound of blankets moved up and down with Erin's sobs.


  Melissa wrestled herself out of Brian's arms and rolled over to Erin. She pulled the blanket and looked into Erin's tightly closed eyes.


  "What's the matter, babe?" Melissa asked, wiping tears from Erin's cheeks.


  Erin shook her head and covered her face with her hands.


  "Come here, sweetheart." Melissa wrapped her arms around Erin and let her cry herself to sleep. When Erin had fallen asleep, Melissa brushed the hair off her face and looked at her sunken cheeks and pale skin. She also noticed the yellowing on her cheek. Her eyes then narrowed in on a small cut along her hairline.


  What is going on with her? She leaned in and kissed Erin's forehead. When she felt Brian wrap his arms around them both, she turned slightly to look at him.


  "Everything okay?" he asked in a husky voice.


  "I don't know," she said and nodded to Erin's face.


  Brian lifted up on his knees and looked down at Erin. Melissa pointed to the faint bruising and the cut.


  "What the hell?" He reached in and laid a hand on Erin's shoulders, but Melissa shook him off. "I'm waking her up. She needs to tell us what's going on."


  "She's exhausted, Brian. We can talk to her in the morning."


  Cody shifted and rolled over when their hushed conversation got louder. Brian looked from Erin to Cody before laying back down, wrapping Melissa and Erin within his embrace.


  



  ~


  



  When Melissa woke, she was in the fort alone. She heard rustling outside, but didn't know who it was. She crawled out just in time. As she stood, half the fort collapsed at her feet. Brian's barking laughter startled her.


  She looked over at him and frowned. "I broke it."


  Brian slipped his coat off his shoulders. "That's okay. We're done with it."


  "Where did you go?" she asked as he wrapped his cold body around hers.


  "I had to drop Cody off. Austin's mom is taking Jamie and Cody with them to the circus." He kissed her and mumbled, "I also picked up some breakfast—well, doughnuts. I wouldn't exactly call that breakfast."


  "Oh, yummy. Doughnuts sound good. Did you get chocolate?"


  Pounding footsteps and Erin shouting traveled down the stairs. Melissa's heart nearly pounded out of her chest at the sound of Erin's voice. When Erin bounced off the bottom step, the doorbell rang. She ran into the room, her face stark white and her eyes wide.


  "What is wrong with you?" Brian said.


  "I'm sorry, Daddy!" she blurted out as tears dropped down her face.


  "Sorry about what." The doorbell rang again. "Hold on," he said, pointing a finger at her.


  Erin whipped around to face Melissa. "I need to tell you…" she tried to say through her sobs.


  "What the hell is going on?" Melissa tried to lead her over to the couch, but Erin turned once the door was open, her back going straight and her shoulders stiffening. Johnny and Detective Martinez stood at the door, both wearing their badges in plain sight.


  "Morning, boys" Brian said. "Come in. How was the honeymoon?"


  Johnny didn't smile. His expression was pure business. "We need to ask you a few questions, Brian."


  "What's going on?" Brian said, the smile dropping from his face.


  Melissa's stomach sank as she took in their grim expressions. She bent over, picking up blankets, clearing the room for the men to enter the house.


  Before they had a chance to answer Brian's question, Matty walked up the path behind them.


  "Who the hell else is going to show up here this morning?" Brian waved a hand toward him. Matty's eyes darted from face to face until they landed on Erin's. He frowned and said, "Sorry, but I need to talk to you, Mr. Hammel."


  "It looks like you're going to have to wait in line."


  "We need to question you about the Jeffries shooting," Detective Martinez said.


  "What?" Melissa and Brian said at the same time. She dropped the blankets and stepped up to the door next to Brian.


  Matty held out the folded newspaper he was holding. Brian snatched it out of his hand and unfolded it before reading the headline.


  



  "Popular teacher shot in high school locker room."


  



  "Someone tried to kill Frank Jeffries on Friday night, and we need to ask where you were between six and eight that evening."


  "He was with me," Melissa said.


  He held his hands out, gesturing toward them. "So this is an official visit."


  Johnny glanced from Brian to Melissa then back to Brian. "Were you out with Melissa on Friday evening?"


  "We were at my apartment," she said.


  Brian held his finger up to hush her. "Wait a minute, Lis. Don't talk to them."


  "Your gun was found at the scene, Brian."


  "No. My gun is upstairs…locked in my gun safe."


  "How many guns do you own?" Johnny asked.


  "They're all locked up—"


  "Brian was with me all Friday night," Melissa interrupted.


  Brian tilted to look at her. "Stop talking." He turned back at Johnny. "So, what's the deal?"


  "We found a Ruger .380 in the locker room where Jeffries was shot. It's registered to you," Johnny said.


  "A Ruger?" Brian bowed his head for a moment, and Melissa was waiting for him to tell them no, to laugh at them. Just like she wanted to laugh at them—ridiculous! Crazy—it was crazy that her new brother-in-law was here to question Brian about a crime that happened when Brian had been with her.


  "Brian, I'm sorry, but we need you to come down for questioning." When Johnny said this, Brian nodded, pursing his lips.


  "No! No!" Melissa stepped between them and shook her head adamantly. "No, Johnny, no!" They all turned when a car door slammed. Within a few seconds, Ali was pushing past Johnny and Detective Martinez. As her eyes drifted over the scene, she said, "What the hell is going on, Johnny?"


  "They're arresting Brian," Melissa said. "Johnny came here to arrest him."


  "Melissa," Johnny said, "I'm not arresting Brian. We need to question him, that's all. If he didn't do anything wrong then he'll be home in a few hours." Johnny looked at Ali and nodded to Melissa's car on the street. "I called when I saw Melissa's car out front. I thought you'd want to be here."


  "Let's get this over with," Brian said.


  "Ali, he didn't…he couldn't have. He was with me the entire time. You have to stop them."


  "Melissa," Brian shouted.


  She jumped at the ring of her name and looked into his eyes.


  "Stop—stop this. I have to go in. I need you to calm down and take Erin over to Mark's. He's starting a big job tomorrow, so he should be in his office today. Take Erin over there right now."


  "Daddy, no!" Erin shouted.


  "Erin, come here, babe," Brian said, nodding her over. "I want to talk to you." He looked at Johnny. "Give me a minute."


  Johnny nodded, stepping back outside with Martinez.


  Brian looked at Melissa, who still had one hand gripped around his arm. "Melissa, give me a second with Erin."


  "Brian…"


  "Please, Melissa."


  When she stepped back, Erin wrapped her arms around Brian's waist and lifted on her tiptoes. Her body heaved from her sobs until Brian's whispers calmed her down. She nodded a few times then pulled back and looked into Brian's face.


  "Do you understand?" Brian said, his voice firm, not comforting like Melissa had expected. Erin nodded and stepped back, wiping her face.


  Brian backed away from Erin and looked at Melissa. The expression in his eyes and the bright green color caught her off guard. She started shaking her head when he nodded for her to come closer. "Why are you doing this? We have proof. Why won't you let me—"


  "Melissa, this is just for questioning."


  She laid her palm down on his chest. "I don't believe you. Your eyes say something different."


  "I'm sorry, sweetheart," he said. "But I need you to listen to me, okay?"


  She held her breath and fought with everything she had to not freak out.


  "Don't talk to your sister about Friday night. I'll take care of this, but I need you to trust me."


  "No, I won't lie."


  "Honey, I'm not asking you to lie. I'm asking you to keep your mouth shut until I figure this out." He bowed his head and kissed the top of hers. "Take care of the kids until I can get home. Erin needs you."


  She popped her head up to look into his eyes. "You haven't done anything wrong."


  "I've done a lot wrong, Lis."


  "We can clear this up. I'll give a statement."


  "I need you to concentrate on Erin and stay strong for her."


  "Brian—"


  "That's all I ask, Melissa. Please just trust me and do this for me."


  "Of course…" She nodded. "You already know I'll be here for her." She wished like hell she could read his thoughts.


  His eyes grew wet. "Don't forget how much I love you. I'm sorry for screwing things up again."


  Ali placed her hand around Melissa's upper arm and squeezed. "The sooner they get him to the station, the sooner he can come home."


  "Ali, he didn't do this. You believe that don't you?"


  "Yes—"


  "Melissa." Brian cleared his throat. "Take Erin to Mark's, okay? Do it now."


  Melissa nodded and released him to turn toward Erin, who was now being calmed by Matt.


  Ali said, "Brian, you need a lawyer, not Mark."


  "Mark will take care of it, Ali. Just let her go," Brian said as he stepped outside to follow Johnny and Martinez.


  Matt held Erin close as she sobbed. Watching your father being hauled away by the police was awful for a child. What the hell was Johnny thinking? Why not give us some warning?


  Melissa felt shell-shocked. How had this happened? She woke up feeling like they had conquered the world, and now their world had been turned upside down. But why?


  "Erin, let's go," Melissa said. "We need to do what he says. I don't understand why, but he wants you to go see Uncle Mark."


  Erin nodded and looked up at Matt with the most pleading expression. They stared at each other for a minute before Matt said, "I know. It's okay."


  "No, it's not," she said, her eyes pleading with him.


  "It will be." He embraced her again. "I'll go to the station and find out about your dad while you go talk to your uncle. Just do everything your dad said to do."


  "Melissa, there's no point in talking to Mark. You need to find Brian a lawyer," Ali said.


  Melissa turned her back on Ali and ducked into the house to grab her keys. When she stepped back outside, she laced her fingers with Erin's. "I'm taking Erin to Mark's. Are you coming or not?"


  "I know you're upset, but you don't have to take this out on me."


  Melissa closed her eyes. After taking a deep breath, she opened them and met her sister's eyes. They both knew, they both felt, they both hurt, that was always true…but Ali didn't get it this time. Ali had always, always landed on her feet. Melissa's life had not been so charmed, and now, she finally had exactly what she wanted within reach, but she couldn't quite grasp it in her hands. It was her worst nightmare coming true. But as much as she wanted to rage at Ali, it wouldn't solve anything for either of them. Melissa had to focus on Brian. He was everything.


  "Ali, I have to do what Brian asked. I'll figure the rest out after that."


  


  



  



  



  Chapter Forty-Two


  
    

  


  



  Erin didn't have any fingernails left when they stepped into Summors Security, but she couldn't stop gnawing at them anyway. Her face hurt from crying, and she was so confused. Why did her daddy want her to tell Uncle Mark everything and not Melissa. And how much of everything? Another tear slipped out, and she rubbed her raw face with her sleeve. God, her head hurt. If she could just close her eyes for a minute and think about what she should do next.


  It wasn't until they stepped on the plush carpet of the lobby that Erin realized she wasn't wearing shoes. The concrete outside had dampened her socks, and if it weren't for that one little truth, she'd think she was having a nightmare. Melissa was still wearing her dad's too-large sweats, and her face grew a little paler by the minute.


  Maybe this entire thing was a nightmare. If she'd wake up, she could have her mom back. She'd tell her everything, even about Coach. She just wanted her mom and dad home. She wanted them to tell her everything was okay.


  She didn't hear her Uncle Mark talking to them until Melissa tugged her arm.


  "Johnny called and said you were on your way. What the hell is going on?" he asked Ali.


  "Erin needs to talk to you," Ali said.


  Mark looked at Melissa and Erin then back at Ali. "Talk to me about what? What the hell happened?"


  "Someone tried to murder Frank Jeffries on Friday night."


  "I read that in the paper this morning. So…what, they think it was Brian?"


  "They found one of Brian's guns," Melissa said.


  Erin wanted to scream at them that her daddy didn't do it, but she had to do what her dad told her to do. If only she understood why she couldn't tell Auntie Ali. None of this made sense.


  "Son of a bitch." Mark rubbed his face with his hands and looked over at Erin and Melissa again. "What are you doing here, Lis?"


  "She and Brian are together," Ali said, not hiding the trepidation in her voice. Erin wanted to hit her. Daddy and Melissa were back together, and that was a good thing. He loves her. He's happy with her…at least he was until I screwed up and dropped Mom's gun. God, what have I done?


  Mark's eyes grew wide. "Really?"


  Ali nodded.


  "Okay, well, Erin, let's talk." He waved her into his office and into a chair across from his desk. He sat down in his chair. "Erin, I'm not a lawyer, why did your dad tell you to talk to me?"


  Good question. "I don't know, but he told me to tell you everything, but only you. He said you would help us." She took a deep breath and started to count, forcing back her tears.


  "Where was your dad on Friday night?" Mark asked.


  Erin squared her shoulders, ready to come clean and help her dad. "He was with Melissa, at her apartment."


  "At Melissa's apartment? Are you sure?"


  She nodded. "I'm sure. Even Melissa said so, but Daddy told her not to tell anyone."


  "Why would he—" he stopped, nodded, and said, "Erin, where were you on Friday night?"


  Erin drew in a deep breath. "Me and Cody stayed the night at Gran and Granpop's house…but I snuck out after dinner and—"


  "You left Gran and Granpop's?"


  She nodded and her eyes teared up again. She slapped her hands over her face and just kept nodding her head to hold in her sobs


  "Where did you go, sweetheart? When you left your grandparent's house?"


  She scrubbed at her face and tried to open her eyes. "I went to the school and shot Coach Jeffries."


  Uncle Mark leaned forward and narrowed his eyes. "You shot Coach Jeffries?"


  She nodded and hiccupped hard when she tried to catch her breath.


  "Were you trying to kill him?"


  She shrugged. "Yes—no! I don't know. I just wanted him to leave me alone."


  He leaned farther over, anger flaring in his eyes. He frowned, and that made her flinch, even though she deserved for everyone to be pissed at her. "What did he do to you, Erin?"


  She stood up and turned away from him, her hands latched onto the front of her hoodie to hold it closed. She had to tell him something, but she just couldn't say that. "He keeps harassing me at school and trying to talk to me."


  "Why didn't you tell your dad?"


  "Because I didn't want him in trouble."


  "Erin," Mark said, exasperated. "He's in bigger trouble now."


  "But you're going to help him," she said and could no longer hold back her tears. "I did it, not him."


  Mark stood and approached her. "You're not telling me everything."


  She closed her eyes for a moment, waiting for her stomach to settle. When Uncle Mark placed his hand under her elbow, she jerked away quickly, sucking in a deep breath. Her body trembled harder. She didn't know how much longer she could stand without her knees buckling from all the shaking.


  Mark held out his hands, palms up, then he waved one of his hands toward the sofa. "Please sit back down."


  She jerked out a nod and slid down onto his plush leather sofa.


  "Honey, do you know anything about my wife, Sarah?"


  Erin closed her eyes, thankful for the change in subject. "Yes." She tried to smile because she liked Sarah and loved playing with their new baby daughter, Katelyn.


  "Do you know that Sarah's a rape victim…and she was also very skittish when men came near her? She was like that for a long time."


  Erin raised her hand and lifted it to her mouth. "I'm sorry. That's awful. I didn't know."


  "It's important that you talk to someone, sweetheart. If Coach Jeffries has done something besides harass you, it's very important for you to tell someone."


  She shook her head fiercely. "I wasn't raped, Uncle Mark."


  "But something happened."


  She closed her eyes and held her breath for a moment. It was time. Too much had happened. It was time to tell everyone what she'd done. She opened her eyes and met his. The angry expression was gone. Now he looked kind, concerned, and like her, he seemed a little afraid of her answer. She couldn't say it out loud, so she just nodded.


  He exhaled and closed his eyes, too, for a second before standing to pace in a circle. After two circles, he knelt down directly in front of her. "If I bring Auntie Ali in here, will you talk to her?" He ran his hand through his hair. "Would it be easier to talk to another girl?"


  "My daddy told me not to talk to her."


  Uncle Mark nodded quickly. "I understand, but…" He looked over at the door then back at her. "Erin, your dad asked you to talk to me because he wants me to erase the security footage from Melissa's apartment. He wants me to eliminate his alibi so he can confess to shooting Jeffries."


  She jumped to her feet. "No! He didn't. I did it! It was me!"


  "He believes he's protecting you. That's what I would do, too, and he knows that. He planned for you to tell me the truth about the shooting so I can do whatever is necessary to protect you, but, Erin, he doesn't have the whole story."


  She dropped back down onto the sofa. "I don't want my dad to go to jail."


  "I don't either." He leaned in to get her to look at him. "Honey, this is hard, I get that, but if you shot him to protect yourself, you haven't done anything wrong…and you're the only person who can stop Coach Jeffries from getting away with whatever it is he's done."


  She nodded, knowing for absolute sure she could face jail if she had to because she had done lots of things wrong. She wouldn't let her dad suffer for her mistakes, and she wouldn't let Cody lose another parent after already losing their mom. This thought brought tears back to her eyes. God, what she'd give to have her mom here right now. "I'll talk to Auntie Ali and Melissa."


  



  ~


  



  Brian sat in the interrogation room, staring at the two-way mirror, and wanted to laugh. How did he get here? How does one go from number one detective, to suspended detective, to attempted murder suspect in such a short period of time? How could Julie have brought this bastard into their lives to wreak such havoc? We were happy! We were doing everything right! What the hell happened? What the hell happened to Erin to bring her to such lengths? Why would she shoot someone? Why didn't he see she was in so much trouble? God damn it!


  He investigates for a living, and he didn't see this right under his nose. Everything was his fault. He'd failed Erin. Melissa had become a distraction, and he'd let getting her back become a priority over protecting his kids. What a dumbass. Now he couldn't be with Melissa anyway.


  Brian rested his face in his hands and thought about the last several weeks. Erin specifically said Jeffries wasn't bothering her, so why lie? Did she still worry about Brian going after the guy? Shit, he needed to set a better example for his kids. What the hell had he done? And what was he going to do now? He needed to talk to her. He couldn't pull this confession off without specific details, and no way were they putting his little girl in jail.


  He looked up when the door open. Bennett entered and took the chair across from Brian. "The room's empty, partner. Tell me what's going on," Johnny said, pointing to the mirror.


  "I told you. I shot Jeffries."


  "No, you didn't. Gimme a break, Bri. Who are you protecting?"


  Brian sneered at him. "Why would I confess to something I didn't do?"


  "You tell me. You could have told me anything more believable, because I'm sure you didn't shoot Jeffries."


  "What makes you so sure?"


  "Well, for starters, the gun. Why use some little lady's gun."


  Brian looked up at Johnny. "I forgot the gun was registered to me. I didn't want to use my own gun."


  "I'd bet every dollar in my bank account this was Julie's gun. Lemme guess. You bought it and taught her how to shoot it—to protect herself—and I bet you haven't even looked at that gun in years."


  "It was my gun, Bennett. You're barking up the wrong tree."


  "See, Brian, Ali has a gun, too. Mark bought it for her when they were married for the same reason. He wanted her to be able to protect herself while he worked long shifts. Ali's a crack shot. How's Julie?"


  Brian let out a barking laugh. "Julie couldn't shoot a house if it were two feet in front of her."


  "So… tell me what the deal is."


  Brian's smile faded. "I shot Jeffries."


  "Yeah." Johnny smirked. "So you want me to believe you shot at Jeffries and missed?"


  "I didn't miss. He's got a gunshot wound, doesn't he?"


  This time Johnny laughed. "Not your best work, partner. Where was it you said you hit him?"


  Damn it! He needed to talk to Erin. "I think I'll wait for my attorney before I say anything else."


  Johnny chuckled. "I told you the room's clear. It's just us. This is off the record."


  "Nice try, but no. I'm not stupid. I'll wait for the lawyer."


  "Why don't you tell me who you're protecting so I can do some real investigative work here, Brian? Right now the only thing you're guilty of is obstruction of justice. Let's get on with it, shall we? I have work to do."


  "I'm not protecting anyone."


  "What, Bri? Melissa is kinda scary, I get that, but you don't have to go to such lengths to ditch her."


  "Fuck you, Bennett!" Brian pounded the table with his fist. "Go to hell."


  "You're going to walk away from her? Just give up and let us put you in prison for attempted murder? Could be thirty years—that is, of course, if you can survive the inside. They like cops in prison. Especially cops with your arrest record."


  "I can't do anything about Melissa. She has Ali, she'll be all right."


  "You'll be lucky in prison. At least Ali won't be able to get you."


  That made Brian smile. "That's true."


  



  


  



  



  



  Chapter Forty-Three


  
    

  


  



  When Mark came out of his office, he looked into Ali's eyes, his expression grim and his skin pale. "Oh God," Ali said.


  Mark nodded, and Melissa wanted to scream. She hated how they could read each other so well, leaving her in the dark.


  "What?" She slapped her hands to her sides. "What happened?"


  Ali placed a hand over her mouth. "Did Erin shoot Jeffries?"


  Mark pursed his lips and nodded.


  Ali placed a hand on her stomach. "Oh God. What did he do to drive her to such extremes?"


  "I didn't force her to tell me," Mark said. "I thought she'd be more comfortable talking to you."


  It hit Melissa like a ten-ton semi-truck. She didn't have to be a parent to feel the truth. She didn't even need to be a woman. The implication alone physically affected her. She sank down onto one of the waiting room chairs.


  "No…please tell me I'm misunderstanding. Please tell me that bastard hasn't…"


  "She insisted she wasn't raped," Mark said. "I'm absolutely sure Brian sent her over here so she could confess to me. He knew I'd—"


  "Erase the surveillance from Melissa's apartment," Ali finished for him. "Of course!"


  "Ali, I live with a rape victim. I know the signs. He's definitely done something to her."


  Ali nodded quickly. "I can get her to talk to me." She barely had the sentence out before walking away from them.


  Melissa was on her heels, following her in.


  When they entered, Erin was sitting on the sofa with her head in her hands. The sight nearly broke Melissa's heart.


  "Erin, Uncle Mark said you wanted to talk to me now." Ali stepped closer and said, "Is that true?"


  Erin looked up, and her eyes darted between the two of them. "Yes."


  "Do you want Melissa to leave?"


  "No," she said as her eyes filled with tears. "I want Melissa here, too."


  "Okay." Ali closed the office door and pulled up a chair as Melissa took a seat on the sofa next to Erin.


  Erin put her hands over her face. "I'm sorry!"


  "Erin, if Mark's suspicions are true, none of this is your fault. If Jeffries did something to you—no—I know you—I know you would never hurt someone unless you had no choice. Jeffries…" Ali's words came out sounding like a growl. She took a deep breath then tried again. "That scumbag." She took another breath. "Did he…Erin? What did he do?" Ali asked, and her voice turned from hard to tearful.


  Erin looked up quickly, meeting Ali's eyes. Ali leaned in and took Erin's hands, holding them tightly.


  "I promise that son of a bitch will pay for whatever he did…but I need you to tell me." Ali's eyes flickered up to meet Mark's in the window of the office door.


  Melissa looked over to find him standing erect as marble outside the office.


  "I can't help your dad or you unless you talk to me. I don't want to put words in your mouth. It's up to you to tell me everything." Ali pulled Erin's hands closer so Erin would look up at her. "Can you start from the beginning? When did Jeffries start bothering you?"


  "Last year, before school ended," Erin whispered.


  "I remember you complaining about not wanting to join the water polo team again this year. Your mom was pretty upset about it. Did you tell her why?"


  Erin shook her head with her eyes closed.


  "Listen, sweetheart, you know I love you. You know…" She stopped when her voice broke and took a breath. "I loved your mom, and your dad is like a brother to me."


  Erin nodded.


  "I promise you with everything I have that I will help you through this. Just tell me what we're dealing with."


  "I told mom that I didn't want to take a water sport. I wanted to try softball or soccer instead."


  "Does Frank Jeffries coach all the water sports?" Ali asked.


  Erin nodded.


  "What was Jeffries doing that was so bothersome last year?"


  "He kept asking me to meet him at the school at night…after dinner."


  "Why, Erin?"


  "He said he wanted to…" Erin stopped and pulled her hands away and zipped her jacket up to her chin before crossing them over her chest. Her eyes focused on the ground at Ali's feet.


  "Erin, honey, Coach Jeffries is an adult, and you are a child. He should never have asked you to meet him after hours or outside of practice or games, especially without your parents," Ali said.


  Melissa sat in silence between Erin and Ali. She felt sick, unsure of what she was about to hear. She had to fight the urge to shout at Ali to leave Erin alone, but Ali knew what she was doing. Melissa had to trust her sister.


  Melissa had never heard Ali question anyone like this, and now she understood why Ali was such a good attorney. Her method of getting information out of people was detailed and careful.


  "I need you to tell me why Coach Jeffries wanted to meet with you."


  "He said he wanted to take pictures of me in uniform. He wanted pictures to add to sponsorship applications."


  "He took pictures of you in your water polo swimsuit?"


  Erin nodded, but her hands came up to cover her face.


  "Is there more, Erin?"


  Erin nodded again. "He made me take my suit off for some of the pictures."


  Ali cleared her throat. "Are you telling me Frank Jeffries made you take off your swimsuit and took pictures of you without any clothes on?"


  Melissa inhaled deeply and let it out slowly. Her body shook so badly, she vibrated from the inside out.


  "Yes!" Erin lowered her face in her hands. "I don't want my dad to know. Please, don't tell my dad."


  "Erin, you…" Ali stopped and lifted her hand to cover her eyes while she tried to master herself. Melissa reached out for her hand and squeezed it. Ali looked up and their eyes met, both of them streaming tears. "Sweetheart, you haven't done anything wrong. None of this is your fault." Ali's voice pitched when she said it.


  "Coach kept threatening me. He said he'd tell Daddy, and I'd get in trouble and kicked out of school if anyone found out."


  "He's a liar!" Ali shouted, then shook her head and closed her eyes for a few seconds. "Did he do anything else?"


  "He's been threatening me…trying to get me to meet him at school again."


  "Okay…so let me get this straight. Frank Jeffries, the coach of the water polo team, started harassing you to meet him after school last year?"


  Erin nodded.


  "What did he threaten you with, Erin?"


  "He said he would print the pictures and leave them around school for people to find…said they'd end up on the internet."


  Ali's eyes widened then narrowed. "Okay…and how many times did you meet him before he asked you to take your clothes off?"


  "I don't know…a few times. The first time my mom went with me, and he took shots of a few of us girls by the pool."


  "So your mom knew?"


  "He invited the girls and the parents the first time."


  "Then he told me he needed a couple more of me alone. I asked my mom, and she said I could do it after school. She couldn't come the second time."


  "And the second time, he took pictures of you with your swimsuit on?"


  "Yes, me and two other girls." Erin's eyes stared off, unfocused as if she were remembering. "That was all normal, too. But a week later, he told me I needed to come back. The third time it was only me and him."


  "How many times did you go by yourself?"


  "Twice before he talked me into taking off my swimsuit."


  "Did your mom know about those times?"


  "No, not really." She finally focused on Ali again. "It didn't seem to matter then."


  "Erin, what did he say to get you to take off your suit?"


  Melissa held her breath, afraid of the answer, but Erin closed her eyes and shook her head, forcing tears to roll down her cheeks.


  "Okay…we'll hold that question. You don't have to tell us that now." Ali rested her hand on Erin's knee. "But Erin, I need you to tell me where he did all this picture taking? He couldn't have asked you to get naked outside by the pool."


  "It was mostly in the locker room shower," Erin whispered, her eyes still closed. "Some with the water on."


  Melissa wanted to throw up now. She placed her hand over her mouth. Why hadn't she done more when Erin had first complained about Jeffries? Oh God, she felt how sick this was going to make Brian. This would kill him for sure.


  "But then…"


  "Then what, sweetheart?"


  "Me and Cody went to the Swim Center at the Community Center. Coach was there. I didn't realize he taught swim lessons there."


  "Oh God, Erin." Ali squeezed her eyes closed. "I'm sorry. I had no idea when I suggested you go there, I didn't know I was putting you in danger. Oh God!"


  "Ali…" Melissa said, shaking her head. "This is no more your fault than it is Erin's."


  Ali nodded quickly, clearing her face of emotion. "Erin, what did he do at the Swim Center?"


  "He has an office there. He threatened to hurt Cody and Daddy. He even threatened Melissa."


  "What?" Melissa said.


  Ali held her hand up to silence Melissa. "Erin, that's what pedophiles do. They threaten to hurt the people you love. That's how they get what they want out of their victims."


  "Well, it worked," she cried. "He came out of the locker room with his arm around Cody. I was afraid for him."


  "What did he do to you at the Swim Center?"


  "He took me to his office. Made me take my swimsuit off for more pictures…cornered me in there."


  "Honey, did he do anything else? When you say he cornered you, what do you mean exactly?"


  Erin gripped the front of her jacket again. "He tried to kiss me," she said. "When I pushed him away and started crying, he slapped me and called me a baby."


  "I'm sorry. Oh God, Erin, I'm so sorry you've been going through this alone."


  Erin closed her eyes, and Melissa thought she felt her relax a little. It had to be a relief to get this off her chest. "I'm okay, Auntie, but I don't want my family to get hurt. I'm scared. He's crazy—dangerous even."


  "Oh, honey, don't worry about that. You won't have to worry about him anymore. I promise you, he's the one going to prison. I will make sure of that myself." She tried to smile at Erin, but then she continued with the questions. "Erin, I need to know about Friday. Were you going to meet him?"


  Erin nodded. "He tried to get Anna to come. I couldn't talk her out of it, so I told him I would come instead if he left her alone."


  "Anna who? Sweetie, Anna's last name?"


  "Miller," Erin said. "Anna Miller."


  "So Jeffries accepted your offer to meet you instead of Anna? Did he cancel his plans with Anna?"


  "Yes"


  "Did she know why?"


  "No!" Erin said. "I didn't want her to know I was meeting him." Erin cringed. "I was only trying to protect her. She didn't know what he was up to. He told her he just wanted pictures of her in her swimsuit, too."


  "That was very brave of you, Erin," Ali said. "Can you tell me what happened when you got to the school?"


  "He had all his equipment set up when I got there." Erin wiped her nose with the sleeve of her jacket. "He told me to take off my clothes, but I refused."


  "What happened when you refused?"


  Erin's face crumpled again. "He got super angry and started shouting at me…he got in my face and called me a little tease."


  Ali took a deep breath, her eyes locked on Erin's. Melissa didn't know where Ali found the strength to hold her composure.


  "He pushed me against the shower wall and held me there, trying to kiss me…and he started pulling at my clothes."


  Ali didn't blink, her eyes were hard now. Melissa felt Ali's anger as it rose within her, contrasting with Melissa's despair.


  "Then what happened," Ali asked softly.


  "He pushed me down on the shower floor." She lowered her eyes from Ali's, embarrassment…no, shame clear on her face. "I pushed at him a few times. I tried to kick him, but he was too heavy on me so I slapped at his face…that's when he started hitting me."


  "Where did he hit you," Ali asked.


  Erin lifted the hair off her face showed the fading yellow on her cheek and the slight cut near her hair line.


  "What happened next, sweetheart?"


  Erin closed her eyes for a moment, as if trying to remember the chain of events. "After he hit my face, I stopped fighting." She opened her eyes. "He was distracted…trying to unbutton his pants. That's when I reached out for my bag and managed to get my hand around the gun."


  Ali finally lowered her eyes, too, and Melissa thought she saw a hint of a smile. "Did you shoot him?"


  Erin nodded. "I tried. He saw the gun and grabbed my wrist. When he pulled my hand down, I pulled the trigger…as soon as the gun went off, I dropped it." Her eyes filled with tears again. "I didn't know what else to do…he started screaming after that and rolled off me to grab his leg."


  Ali stood up slowly, pulled Erin into a tight embrace, and mumbled, "Erin, I love you just as much as I love my own kids. Do you understand?" Erin nodded quickly. "You can talk to me about anything. Melissa, too, okay? Don't ever keep anything like this a secret ever again," Ali said, pulling away. "We need to tell your dad and Uncle Johnny."


  Erin shook her head vehemently. "No-no! I can't! My dad will be so mad at me."


  Ali cupped Erin's face in both hands and looked her straight in the eye, but before she could say anything, Melissa said, "Erin, you're a victim. Jeffries took advantage of you. It's not your fault." Erin and Ali turned at the sound of Melissa's sob and hugged her. "I'm sorry, Erin. I should have known. I should have helped you."


  "No," Erin shook her head. "I didn't want anyone to know. I don't want to tell Daddy."


  "Erin, you shot Jeffries in self-defense—under duress. It's not your fault. You have to talk to the District Attorney. He's my boss," Ali said.


  "I don't want anyone to know," Erin said again. "You don't understand! Please, Auntie Ali, Coach will post the pictures on Facebook. Everyone will see."


  "Honey, why did you switch places with Anna on Friday night?"


  "I didn't want him to do the same thing to her."


  "The only way to keep him from ever doing this again to any other girl is for you to talk. That's how you can protect your friends," Ali said, then turned when she heard the door open.


  "He's married. Nobody will believe me," Erin said frantically before Mark reached them.


  "Honey, he took pictures of his crime." Ali rubbed Erin's arm in support. "We'll have no trouble proving it."


  "So…what's happening?" Mark asked. He looked directly at Erin. "You okay?"


  Erin shook her head then buried her face in Melissa's shoulder.


  



  


  



  



  



  Chapter Forty-Four


  
    

  


  



  Brian was sitting alone in the interrogation room when Ali, Melissa, and Mark entered. They left Erin in the waiting room with Matt. She wasn't ready to face Brian, and nobody wanted to force her. Brian stood when they entered, and Melissa wrapped her arms around him, holding her breath, trying not to sob. She didn't know how he would react when they told him about Erin, and that scared the crap out of her.


  Brian embraced her, gripping her to him as if it was the last time he'd hold her. They took a deep breath together, and Melissa couldn't hold it in any longer. Her exhale became a sob. Brian tightened his grip on her when he heard it.


  "I need you to be strong," he whispered in her ear. "Can you be strong for me?"


  Melissa nodded on another sob then tried to steady her breathing before she said, "Yes, I can, but can you?"


  "I'll be fine. I'm just worried about you."


  "We need to tell you something." She tried to breathe again then pulled back to look at his face. "Brian…" She stopped and looked over at Ali, who was in deep conversation with Mark. Brian withdrew from their hug and eyed Mark warily. "So…what's this meeting about? Johnny was getting ready to take me to jail."


  "Sorry to disappoint you, Brian, but you're not going to jail today," Ali said. "Donald Kaiser is on his way over here. We're going to discuss your options."


  "What options do I have with the District Attorney? I'm ready to confess."


  Johnny walked in and sat down. "Martinez is getting the warrants for Jeffries."


  "What the hell is going on?" Brian asked, glancing from one face to another.


  "Have a seat, Brian. We have another confession to deal with," Johnny said.


  "What the hell?" Brian shook his head and lowered himself into his chair. "What did you do, Mark?"


  "Brian, there's more to the story…" Mark lowered his eyes. "There are some things you need to know."


  "For starters," Ali said. "Erin shot Jeffries under duress. He'd been threatening her for months."


  Brian's back went up, his body stiffening. "What are you telling me? What was he threatening her with?"


  Melissa's pulse kicked up. Damn, how she wished they didn't have to tell him this. He'd been hurt enough by Jeffries and Julie. He didn't deserve this. Erin didn't deserve this.


  Ali said, "Brian, you need to be prepared to—"


  "Just tell me what the hell is going on! Where's Erin?"


  "She's out in the waiting room. Just let us get this out before—" Melissa tried to say, but Brian interrupted her, too.


  "Then tell me," he growled.


  "Jeffries manipulated Erin into…" Ali focused her eyes on Brian's, the struggle to keep her composure clear in her features. "At the end of the last school year, Jeffries coerced Erin into meeting him at school after hours."


  "What are you telling me?"


  "He told her he wanted to take pictures of her in her water polo swimsuit for sponsorship applications." Ali took a deep breath then said, "While taking pictures, he manipulated her into taking the suit off, and he continued to take pictures." Ali's voice cracked, her eyes closing for a moment. "He's been using that to blackmail her over the past few months."


  Brian stood, scraping his chair against the floor so harshly, Melissa cringed. His breathing increased as he paced the room like a caged dog.


  "How did—" He ran his hands through his hair. "How did this happen?" His eyes darted to the ceiling. "I'll kill him. I will fucking kill him."


  "Brian, please," Melissa said.


  "How did I not see this?" He looked at Johnny. "How could this happen on my watch? Is this the son of a bitch we were looking for? Has he been right in front of my fucking nose?"


  His loud voice vibrated off the walls, and the agony in the sound cut Melissa to her core. "Brian," she reached out for him, but he jerked away. "You have to stop and think about Erin. Stop!" she shouted when he wouldn't acknowledge her.


  Johnny held up his hand in a calming gesture. "Jeffries was shot in the leg, in and out. It's only a little more than a flesh wound. He was treated and released. We're already working on a warrant. I expect we'll know if he's our guy soon enough," he said. "Until then, we need you to calm down and listen to what we have to say."


  Brian closed his eyes then opened them and met Melissa's.


  Melissa wanted to cry at his expression. "Brian, sit back down, please. If you're freaking out, imagine how Erin feels."


  Brian deflated. His face dropped, and she wanted nothing more than to wrap her arms around him and protect him from having to hear what she'd heard herself.


  "Brian," Ali said, her voice now clear and business like. "Jeffries had her convinced that you'd never forgive her if you found out. He told her she'd get in trouble and kicked out of school. He also threatened to print the pictures, post them on Facebook…he's been manipulating her from the beginning. He even threatened to hurt Cody, you, and Melissa."


  Brian lifted his chair and smacked it back into place before dropping into it. Melissa looked around at all the pale faces. Brian, Mark, and Johnny looked like they wanted to throw up, and Ali looked like she hadn't slept in a week.


  "Where do we go from here?" Melissa asked. "Can we go home? Can Brian go home now?"


  "No, he has to meet with the DA. He made a false statement, and there are some other things they may want to charge him with," Ali explained.


  Johnny shook his head. "No official statements have been made."


  Ali looked at the video camera, then to the two-way glass.


  "Sweetheart, no statements of any kind have been made." He pointed to the two-way window. "The room is empty, and the camera is off. It's Sunday and the admin offices are closed." He shot her a winning smile, but she frowned at him.


  "You could get yourself fired for that, Detective Bennett."


  "Ain't nobody gettin' fired, Mrs. Bennett. I knew Brian was protecting someone. He couldn't even tell me where Jeffries had been shot." Johnny chucked. "Truth is—he's a lousy liar."


  "Either way, Melissa, Brian needs to meet with the DA. As Erin's father, he can represent her until the DA's office decides what to do."


  "You mean your office, Ali, and please don't tell me there is a possibility Erin could be in trouble for this."


  "Erin isn't in any trouble. She's a victim. It's just a meeting to discuss the incident. The DA's office has to go on record to say we're not pursuing charges against Erin or Brian, but they are against Frank Jeffries."


  "I thought this was over. Brian didn't do anything." Melissa couldn't keep her voice steady. She was too weak and worn out from the day. She wanted to throw herself on the floor and kick and scream like a child.


  Brian rested his face in his hands. Melissa wished she could take all the pain away. She hated seeing him go through this, and hated that he was already blaming himself for everything.


  "Melissa, he'll be okay," Johnny said.


  "Lis, take my car and Erin, and go back to Brian's. She shouldn't be stuck out in the waiting room."


  Melissa wanted to argue. Brian needed her, and she wanted to be here for him. But she knew he'd be more at ease if he didn't have to worry about Erin, too.


  "What about Cody?" she said.


  "Cody and Jamie are both at my house with Sarah. She picked them up already. I'll bring him home later," Mark said.


  "Maybe you should keep him for the night. I don't think anyone is going to get any sleep tonight at Brian's house," Ali said.


  "Yeah, that might be a good idea," Mark agreed.


  Melissa stood up and moved toward the door. Brian reached his hand out and grabbed hers, bringing it to his cheek. He rested his face in her hand for a few seconds then kissed her palm where their promise rings sat on her finger. Melissa bent over and kissed his head and hugged him from behind. "She'll be fine. I'll stay with her," Melissa whispered.


  He cleared his throat. "What about you?"


  "I'll be fine, too."


  


  



  



  



  Chapter Forty-Five


  
    

  


  



  Brian finally walked through his front door at one-thirty in the morning. All he wanted was to drop into bed and sleep for a week. He slowly ascended the stairs and peeked in on Erin, but she wasn't in bed. His heart nearly jumped out of his chest as he moved from room to room, finding both Melissa and Erin in his bed, fast asleep. After breathing a sigh of relief, he watched them for a few minutes. The two most important women in his life. He was nothing without either one.


  The thought of something happening to Erin, that scumbag laying his hands on her—Brian felt his blood boil just imagining it. What the hell was Julie doing with that guy? What endearing qualities could he have had? He's a freaking pedophile. How could she not see? How could he have not seen what Erin was dealing with?


  Brian stripped his shirt off and pulled open his top drawer in search of flannel pajama pants, but stopped when he found a small note and black silk nightgown.


  "Next time," he whispered and brought the black silk to his nose to feel the softness on his face. "Next time for sure, sweetheart, if we all survive the next few days."


  After changing, Brian slipped under the covers and wrapped his arms around Erin and Melissa with Erin in the middle. Melissa stirred and opened her eyes.


  She smiled and reached out to touch his face. "Welcome home."


  "Hi," he said. "How is she?"


  "A wreck, but she'll survive. How are you?"


  "Much better now." He kissed her palm. "Thank you for taking care of her, and yourself."


  "I'm glad you're finally home."


  "Me, too, but we have to get up early and meet with my Sergeant, the attorney, and the DA."


  "They went to arrest Jeffries, but he was gone."


  "What! Gone?"


  "Shh…" He gestured toward Erin and said, "Yes, apparently he was expecting them. He's nowhere to be found."


  "I guess he assumed Erin would tell us everything now."


  Brian nodded. "The DA is all over this. His seventeen-year-old daughter is on Jeffries' swim team," Brian said. "And Jeffries actually had loads of camera equipment with him on Friday night." Brian gritted his teeth. "And video equipment. After the shooting, he told the investigating officers he took videos and pictures during the day's practice and was on his way out for the evening when he was shot."


  "I'm sorry I didn't see this," Melissa said. "I should have forced Erin to say more."


  "Don't do that, Melissa. It's not your job. You already do so much for them."


  "She's my friend and partly my responsibility. I should have done more to gain her trust. Maybe she would have talked to me."


  "If her mother didn't see it, how could you?" Brian glanced down when Erin shifted and cried out in her sleep. Brian made eye contact with Melissa, and they both tried to comfort her.


  When she jerked awake, her eyes met Brian's, and she started crying.


  "Erin, it's okay. You don't have to be afraid of him. He'll never come near you again," Brian said, pushing the hair off her face.


  "I'm so s…sorry," she stuttered.


  "This isn't your fault. It's his, and mine."


  She shook her head. "No-no, Daddy."


  "Erin, we have to get up early. Go back to sleep. We can talk in the morning"


  "Will you stay with me?"


  "Yes, I'll be right here; Melissa, too." He kissed her forehead and stroked her hair until she fell back to sleep.


  Brian hardly slept. He couldn't stop thinking about what Erin had been through. He wanted to know everything that scumbag had done to her. And he couldn't stop thinking about Julie. How could she have been so blind to this asshole? What was going through her head when she hooked up with this jerk? He gently slipped his arm free of Erin and rolled out of bed, trying not to wake them up.


  When he was out of bed, he stared at the closed closet door. "God damn, Julie." He promised himself he would not read those journals. He didn't want to agonize over what she'd written, but now that he knew what kind of man she'd been sleeping with, he needed to know more. Brian approached the near empty walk-in and closed the door behind him before clicking the switch for light.


  He opened the trunk and took the most recent journal from the top, where he'd left it when he cleaned out Julie's nightstand. He took a deep breath before opening it. "Start from the beginning, or the end?" Brian shook his head. "Why dance around? Start from the back. Get right to the meat of it." He flipped to the middle of the book where Julie had stopped writing.


  



  One day I'm going to just leave. One day I'll walk out that door and let Brian see what it's like to be a single parent. How can he not see what he's doing? He acts all smug when the time comes—acts like he's the deserving proud parent. When was the last time he helped with homework or drove Cody to soccer? But come parent-teacher conferences, he's right there to pat himself on the back on a job well done. He's always right there to watch Cody receive his trophies, and Erin her medals, as if he had something to do with it. I'm just so sick of this. So sick and tired of being ignored.


  He's never home, we haven't had sex in months, and I don't think he even notices. He's married to that damn job. Married to his partner—not me! I don't want to be alone. I know what I'm doing isn't the answer. Frank can't fix how I feel—and he's married, too.


  How can I find some companionship in a single marriage? I love Brian, but I've spent most of my time missing him. I shouldn't have to go to sleep alone and wake up alone every day. I need some of his attention, too.


  I know the path I'm walking down has a dead end. Every day I ask myself, 'what the hell am I doing?" God, I feel so bad about it, but I like being looked at like a woman. I like being wanted by someone.


  Infidelity is unforgivable. Brian will never forgive this, and I know that. I've always despised cheating, and now I'm doing it.


  I really do love Brian. His smile used to light my world, but I need to live my own life and stop wasting my time waiting for him to notice me.


  



  Brian closed the book and leaned back against the wall with his eyes closed. God, what did I do? His chest constricted as he sat there and tried to breathe. It was a fight just to get the air in and out of his lungs.


  He needed to read more; he needed to know what he'd put her through. All this time, he'd thought this was about Jeffries, but it was really about him. This was about him neglecting his wife, neglecting the person who had stood by him through everything. He'd neglected his kids, too. Is that why this had happened? How could he be so good at his job—investigating people and crimes—how could he miss this in his own home, with his own family?


  Brian picked up the journal and read the previous entry. It was dated a week before the last entry.


  



  Brian missed dinner again. I'm so mad, I couldn't eat it either. I'm sick to my stomach again, too. I need to go see the doctor, but I don't have time. I feel like a damn maid and chauffeur. Between taking care of the kids and house alone, I don't even have time to take care of myself.


  I wish I could talk to Brian about it, but he's never here. I thought, after Micah was kidnapped, things would get better. I thought Brian would realize his family is more important than his job. He was so worried about Micah, and I thought he really got it, but instead, he's gone more often. It's as if he needed to reinforce his commitment to his job instead of his family. I miss him. I miss having him to talk to and sleep with. Maybe I should commit a serious crime to get his attention. Maybe if he had to arrest me, he'd notice me.


  



  Brian felt sick. He put his head between his legs and sobbed like a child. He'd put Julie through all this, and now he was dooming Melissa to the same fate. Julie had deserved better, and so does Melissa. Erin and Cody need full-time parents, not one full-time resentful mother and one completely absent father.


  He'd spent the last several hours worried about losing his job, in addition to worrying about Erin…but maybe losing his job was a blessing. But what the hell else was he supposed to do? He didn't have choices. Being a cop was all he knew how to do. So…what? He did have choices. He'd always had choices. He'd just ignored them and ignored his family for a career. What did he want? It wasn't a question. He wanted this family more than anything, and he wanted Melissa to be a part of it. He needed to find a balance, because he wouldn't hurt her again. He wouldn't put her through what he'd put Julie through.


  The vows he'd made to Julie were very real to him. He'd meant them with everything he'd had. The good intentions had been there, the desire had been there. He'd wanted a family. He'd wanted the baby Julie was carrying. He'd thought being a good cop—and bringing home an income that supported them—was all he needed to contribute, but no, of course not. Kids need guidance and a father to teach them. He'd never warned Erin about boys—about predators like Jeffries. He'd made her a sitting duck.


  



  


  



  



  



  Chapter Forty-Six


  
    

  


  



  Melissa woke up and looked around the dark room. The only light visible was the sliver under the closed closet door. She carefully got out of bed and tiptoed to the closet. When she opened the door, she found Brian curled up on the carpet, cradling one of Julie's journals.


  "Brian…" she whispered. "I thought you didn't want to read those." Melissa knelt down on the floor next to him and slid the book from his hands. He jerked awake and tightened his grip.


  She smiled down at him. "Come to bed."


  Brian reached out for her, pulling her down on the floor with him. "I'm sorry," he whispered. "I'm sorry I wasn't here tonight for you and Erin." He covered her mouth with his. "I love you. I'm sorry for everything," he said through their kiss.


  "Babe, come back to bed."


  "No, just…come here for a minute."


  "Brian." She cupped his cheek. "Are you okay?" His eyes never opened, and she thought maybe he'd fallen back asleep.


  "I need to hold you for a while. Come here, baby." His arms enveloped her.


  She gave in and rested against him. He kissed her again, deeper than she was expecting considering how out of sorts he seemed. "I love you, Lissa."


  "Let's go back to bed. You have some pretty important meetings tomorrow."


  He nodded, cuddling closer.


  "Come on," she said, sitting up and tugging on him.


  



  ~


  



  When Melissa got out of bed in the morning, she smelled the familiar aroma of coffee wafting up the stairs. She left Erin sleeping and hobbled down into the kitchen. She gently pushed the door open and peeked into the kitchen to find Brian sitting at the table, looking absolutely miserable. When he glanced up at her, she stepped in and went directly to the coffee maker and poured a cup. She took a few sips and walked over to the table to sit with him.


  "Good Morning."


  "Morning," he said in a heavy voice.


  "Did you get any sleep?"


  "Not much."


  "I'm sorry I stole your bed again."


  "Don't be. Thank you for staying with Erin. I'm sure she had a bad night."


  "It wasn't too bad, but she is afraid of facing you."


  "I can relate. I'm a little afraid of facing her, too."


  "I know." Melissa stared at him over his coffee mug, not sure what to say to make things easier for him. "You'll be all right. She will, too."


  "It's hard to sleep knowing that bastard isn't in jail."


  "Were they able to find anything that might lead them to where he is?"


  "I don't know. They're not talking to me about the investigation. Johnny and I were working on a child porn case when I was suspended, but ICE and Homeland Security took over a few weeks ago."


  "Homeland Security? I would have never guessed they investigate…but I guess that makes sense to lump child porn in with sex-trafficking though."


  "Most of the images get sent through the web and over state and international lines, which makes it a federal crime."


  "They'll find him, Brian. He's too arrogant to hide. His arrogance will get him caught quicker than anything."


  "I have to make Erin tell me everything. I need to know what happened." His expression went from inquisitive police detective to distraught father. "Do you think…" He cleared his throat and closed his eyes. "Do you think he raped her?"


  "He didn't. That was one of the first things she said to Mark."


  He finally looked up at her, and she wanted to cry at the pained expression on his face. "Will you help me talk to her? She's more comfortable with you."


  "It must be hard to talk to a dad when you're used to talking to your mom."


  Brian dropped his head, nodding.


  "Although, it's pretty clear she didn't talk to her mother about this either," Melissa said. "Brian…why did you start reading the journals?"


  "I need to know what attracted her to such a person. Why would she want to be with someone so disgusting?"


  "Did you find what you were looking for?"


  His eyes never left his mug when he said, "I found the answers I needed."


  She wanted to reach out to him, but the fear of rejection held her back. Brian was dealing with issues separate from Erin, something Melissa couldn't help him with. Reading those journals had been a mistake. Melissa fervently hoped he read them with an objective mind, but she knew that was asking for the impossible. Brian's guilt over Julie and Erin could quite possibly drive him away from her. She understood, Erin had to come first, but she didn't want to lose Brian or Erin over this.


  She turned when the kitchen door squeaked open. It seemed as if all three took a simultaneous deep breath as they stared at each other.


  "Morning," Brian said, trying to smile.


  "Hi," Erin mumbled.


  "Are you hungry?"


  "No," she said. "I'll just have some juice." She walked to the fridge and poured herself a cup of orange juice.


  "We have a couple of meetings today," Brian said casually. "You need to dress appropriately. I'm sure Melissa can help you pick something out." Melissa gawked at him with wide eyes. Why was he talking about what she needed to wear? Brian shrugged at her expression like he understood what she was thinking.


  "We need to talk before these meetings," Brian said when Erin put the juice back and closed the fridge.


  Erin nodded apprehensively then took the chair across from him. "Daddy…"


  "Erin, do not apologize to me again."


  She lowered her eyes. "Okay."


  "I need you to tell me from the beginning what Jeffries did. I need to know everything he said to you."


  "Okay."


  "I can't walk into these meetings without hearing everything. It's important you don't leave anything out or lie about anything—to me or to anyone else we meet with."


  "I understand," she said quietly.


  "We believe there are other victims."


  Erin looked up quickly.


  "The more information they have, the more they have to go on in the investigation."


  She nodded then took a sip of juice.


  "Do you mind talking to me and Melissa? She doesn't have to be here and you won't hurt her feelings if you want her to leave."


  "No." She looked at Melissa with pleading eyes. "I'd like to talk to Melissa, too."


  "Start from the beginning, what happened first—last year when this whole thing started."


  When Erin began telling her story, Melissa was surprised at the things left out the day before when Erin had talked to Ali. And even more surprised by the openness Erin seemed to have with her dad, and of Erin's bravery. It struck Melissa deep to hear the level of manipulation Jeffries had used on her. The picture became clearer, and understanding set in, making Melissa a little sick to her stomach. Why Erin hadn't told anyone, why Erin had continued to meet with him, why she hadn't come forward sooner. Jeffries had mastered Erin's reactions to everything and played her like a piano.


  Erin inherited many great traits from her father, and the strongest was of protector and savior. Jeffries used these traits against her in a masterful way, knowing she would put herself in jeopardy to save the ones she loved and to protect her friends. Unfortunately, he'd also played on her ambition and natural instinct to lead. That's how he'd managed to get her alone in the first place. Those were the keys of getting her to take off her swimsuit the first time. He'd bathed her in poetic promises only a young mind would believe. A young mind…or a weak mind…and that's where Julie fit into the scenario. Julie had always been weak-minded, even in school. She was the first to succumb to peer-pressure, and always the follower of stronger-willed people.


  "What did he say to convince you to take off your swimsuit?" Brian said.


  "Daddy, I'm—"


  "Do not apologize to me, Erin. This isn't your fault. He manipulated you. These are textbook pedophile moves. He met with you a few times to make you comfortable with him. I'm sure he behaved like the perfect gentleman in the beginning. I bet he did everything to convince you he was your friend, that he understood you. Told you how important you were to him and to the team."


  Erin nodded and wiped away her tears. "I'm stupid to have fallen for it."


  "No, you're not. You're young, and you trust the adults in your life. There is nothing wrong with that. Jeffries is a game-player, he tricked you. It's not your fault. Please, tell me what he told you to convince you to take your swimsuit off."


  "He told me I was the perfect poster child for the team. Told me he would make me captain and how much more he relied on me compared to the other girls. Said he needed me to help him out. Then he said how pretty I was, and since I'd worked so hard, he could take some fun shots. Then he asked me to try some cool poses. He told me to act like a model. At first, we were having fun, then he slipped my strap down and…" she stopped, overcome with sobs.


  Melissa reached out for her hand, glancing at Brian, who was trying to regulate his breathing. His face had grown pale, and he looked as nauseated as Melissa felt.


  After a moment, Brian leaned forward. "Take a deep breath, Erin," he whispered. When she did, he looked at her and tried to make eye contact. "You okay?"


  She nodded and wiped her face with a napkin.


  "Erin, the first time he took pictures of you without your suit, did he touch you in any way?"


  Erin looked up with puffy, red eyes. "He only helped me pose as he took pictures. He didn't really do anything."


  "What do you mean 'not really'?" Brian asked.


  "He…uh…he only touched my knees and held my hair up while he took pictures," she said, trying again to take a deep breath."


  "How many more times did you meet with him?"


  "Two more times until the end of the school year. I didn't want to…but he wouldn't leave me alone until I did."


  "Did he take more pictures?"


  She nodded. "Yes."


  "All with your clothes off?"


  "Some with, some without."


  "Did he continue to harass you?"


  "No, he stopped toward the end of the year."


  "Why did he stop?"


  She shrugged. "Maybe that's when he and mom started…"


  "You think he stopped because he was with your mother?"


  Erin nodded.


  "When did you start meeting him this year?"


  "After your fight with him."


  "Why did you start meeting him again?"


  "He threatened to tell you about the pictures. He said you would hate me for taking my clothes off in front of a man. After that, he threatened to share them on Facebook or leave printed copies in the boy's locker room."


  "Do you understand now how he manipulated you? Do you still believe I would hate you?"


  Her face crumpled again. "I was just so disgusted with myself, and I knew how disappointed you'd be." She grabbed the top of her robe to hold it closed.


  "I'm not disappointed in you, babe. He victimized you. I'm disappointed I didn't make more of an effort to warn you about people like him. It's my job as your father to prepare you for situations like this."


  "I should have known not to take my clothes off. I shouldn't have let him. I should have told mom when I saw her kissing him. I should have told you when I saw mom with him. If I would have told her, she wouldn't have left, and she wouldn't have had the car accident."


  "No!" Melissa and Brian said at the same time. They both reached out to touch her. "Your mother and I were having problems, Erin…problems that had nothing to do with Frank Jeffries or you."


  "I'm sorry, Daddy."


  Brian stood and went to her side, letting her rest her head on his stomach while he hugged her. "What happened to your mom, honey, her death was God's will, not yours. We can't control these things." He knelt down in front of her and lifted her chin, putting them eye-to-eye. "It would sicken your mother to hear you blaming yourself for what happened. You—you and Cody—were her whole world. Please, don't disrespect that by taking the blame for what's happened to you…or to her.


  "Coach Jeffries started texting the photos to me with messages saying things like 'how would this look as your Facebook profile picture?' I didn't know what to do. I didn't want to tell anyone."


  "That's textbook manipulation, honey. That's what these bastards do…but do you realize now that he couldn't have done anything like that because he would have gotten caught."


  When Erin's shoulders started moving up and down with her sobs, Brian held her until her crying subsided. Melissa felt like she was intruding on them. It was stupid to feel that way, but she couldn't help it.


  When Erin had calmed down some, Brian sat next to her. "I need to ask you a few more questions. Do you think you're up for it?"


  "Yeah, I'm okay, Daddy." She tried to smile at him, and that nearly broke Melissa's heart in two. Would she have been so brave at Erin's age? God, what she would have done to still have her dad at sixteen. She felt this fully in Erin's smile. Erin was such a daddy's girl.


  "Erin, what happened when you met with him at the school on Friday night?"


  "When I found out he'd made plans to meet with Anna, I told him I would take her place. I told him I would meet with him if he left her alone."


  "So you took your mom's gun with you? Did you plan to shoot him?"


  "No, I went there to tell him I wasn't doing it anymore. I told him I would tell you everything if he didn't stop what he was doing. I told him he couldn't threaten me anymore, and to leave my family and my friends alone, or I would tell you and the police what he did."


  "What happened after you told him that?"


  Erin covered her face and muttered, "When I refused to get undressed, he tried to rape me…"


  Brian reached out and took her hand. "I'm sorry. I'm sorry I wasn't there to protect you like I should have been."


  "Daddy…" she said, hiding her face. "I didn't know what else to do."


  "Erin, is that when you shot him? When he tried to rape you?"


  "Yes, I managed to get the gun out of my bag while he fought to get his clothes off. When I pulled the gun out, he grabbed my wrist and pulled it down. When he did that, I pulled the trigger."


  Brian lifted the hair off her hairline to examine the small cut they'd noticed during their fort sleepover. "Is this from him hitting you?"


  Erin nodded, rubbing the cut with her finger.


  "We're meeting with an attorney; he's a friend of Uncle Mark and Auntie Ali. I'll tell him everything so you don't have to do it. But, Erin, you will have to talk to the judge and the District Attorney. You will have to say everything you've said to me. Can you do that?"


  Erin shook her head. "I can't, Daddy."


  "I understand you're scared, but I also know how strong and brave you are."


  "I'm not, Daddy. I'm not brave…I'm scared. I let him do these things because I was scared."


  "Erin, bravery—courage—doesn't mean you're not scared. It simply means you confront fear when faced with it. Courage is standing strong against things—against people—who oppress the weak. You've already proven you're courageous by putting yourself in danger to protect your family and your friends."


  Brian took both of her hands in his. "There are many victims, Erin, and I hate the idea of you having to relive this over and over…but speaking out is the right thing to do. We need to speak out for the few victims who don't have a voice."


  Erin nodded. "Will you and Melissa be there?"


  "Absolutely. I won't let them talk to you without me." Brian stood and walked to the coffee pot to refill his mug. Melissa could see his body tremble. She wanted to go to him, but Erin beat her to it when she stood and followed him over to embrace him. When she wrapped her arms around his waist, he turned to hug her.


  Melissa, again, felt like an intruder. She couldn't explain it, but it was as if an invisible wall had erected between her and Brian over the last few hours. The uneasiness of it made her nauseous.


  Brian fought to keep his emotions in check as he hugged Erin, his struggle obvious in his expression. When he opened his eyes and stared at Melissa over Erin's head, the distance between them was there—where it hadn't been before.


  Brian kissed the top of her head. "I love you, Erin. Don't ever forget that."


  "Okay." She cried.


  "Why don't you go get ready," Brian said. "Take a hot bath and relax for a while before we have to do this. You have enough time."


  "That sounds like a good idea." She nodded and lifted to kiss him on the cheek. "I love you, too, Daddy."


  



  


  



  



  



  Chapter Forty-Seven


  
    

  


  



  When they walked out of the judge's chambers, the thought of sitting through another meeting nearly brought Brian to his knees. He had no idea how incredibly draining this would be. He was dead on his feet, and all he'd done all day was sit on his ass and listen to people talk. Erin and Melissa looked almost as bad as he felt. Erin had done an incredible job. She had told her story with emotion, but still with a lot of strength.


  Melissa had sat quietly, providing support and strength to both of them. Having to listen to the story over and over had to have been as difficult on her as it had been on him, but she'd done it, and he loved her all the more for being there.


  "Lis, here are my keys. Take Erin home while I meet with the sergeant."


  "I don't want to leave you." The look she gave him made him want to cry.


  "I'll be fine. You're exhausted and so is Erin." He handed her some money. "Get dinner and pick-up Cody from Mark's. He has to be freaking out right now."


  "Brian…"


  "I appreciate that you want to help me, but you can't protect me from my boss. I want you two home so I don't have to worry about you."


  "Okay," she said and embraced him before turning to leave.


  



  ~


  



  Brian walked into Sergeant Hendricks' office and took a seat across from him. He didn't say anything. He didn't need to talk. He only needed to listen.


  "Hammel, you've had a long day, so I'll keep this short. I'm extending your suspension for another fourteen days, pending the investigation."


  Brian nodded. "I understand. What are we looking at here, after the investigation?"


  "I'm not sure. The fact is, your false statements to Martinez and Bennett hindered this investigation, and because of that, we've lost our suspect."


  Brian nodded again. "I'm sorry for the mess I created, but I had to protect my daughter."


  "You're my best detective, Hammel. I can't believe, after a spotless record for years, you've gone and got yourself in the worst kind of trouble." He leaned back in his chair. "If it weren't for the other bullshit you've done this year, this one wouldn't be so bad."


  Brian didn't respond. What could he say? He'd do it again if he had to. At this point, his spotless record only proved the true neglect he'd put his family through. Whatever. What-the-fuck-ever. He didn't care anymore. His family needed to be his number one priority.


  He'd put everything into this job, and it had been at their expense. Why would he want to continue the vicious cycle? But when he thought about not being a cop, he got nauseous. It was all he had ever wanted to do. Without his badge, he didn't know who he was. Would a change like that affect his relationship with Melissa? He scoffed. He couldn't even make Melissa a priority compared to his kids. He needed to think about Erin and Cody, not his love life.


  "Go home, Hammel," Hendricks said. "Get some rest, we'll be in contact with a date and time for your disciplinary hearing.


  "Thanks," Brian said. He stood and left the office…then left the building, wondering what on earth would happen to him next.


  When he got home, Melissa, Erin, and Cody were curled up on the couch together, watching a movie. Cody jumped up and hugged him. Brian picked him up and held him in a tight hug.


  "Hey, buddy, did you have fun at Jamie's house?"


  "Yeah. Are you back to work, Dad?" he asked.


  Brian caught the hint of disappointment in Cody's voice. Wow, the things he'd ignored all this time. His kids missing him…damn, he was an idiot. "I had some important meetings today, buddy, but I have a couple more weeks off," Brian said, placing Cody back on the couch between Erin and Melissa.


  "Good," Cody said on the tail end of a big yawn.


  "Can you go get your pajamas on? It's late and you have school tomorrow."


  "But the movie is almost over. Can I finish it first?" Cody asked with a whine in his voice.


  "If you promise to hurry and brush your teeth and get ready for bed when it's over."


  "I will," Cody said, already tuning Brian out and focusing back on the movie.


  Brian climbed the stairs. When he entered his room, he sat on the bed and lay back, sinking into the down comforter. He had nothing left to give. Every ounce of energy funneled out of him as soon as his head hit the bed. He'd been through some serious shit in his life, but nothing had ever compared to this. Rock bottom. He sat at the very rock bottom of a deep pit, and he didn't have enough left to pull himself out.


  When the bedroom door opened and closed, he couldn't even muster the strength to open his eyes, but he felt the bed dip when Melissa sat next to him. He reached for her, and the touch of her skin alone made him feel better. He pulled her down next to him, and she rested her head on his chest.


  "Hi," she said. "How did it go?"


  "I have a hearing in two weeks. Then I'll find out if I still have a job."


  "What do you think is going to happen?"


  "I'm so tired right now, I don't care." He turned and rested his eyes on her face before cupping it with his hand. "Thank you for today."


  "Why don't you go to bed? I'll get the kids down."


  "No, I want to do it."


  They both got up and got Erin and Cody in bed without much of a fight. Erin was so tired, she could hardly get up the stairs, and Cody kept his promise to hurry after the movie was over.


  With both kids in bed, Brian couldn't put off the inevitable. He faced Melissa, not sure what to do; he needed some time to work things out. He only wanted a few days to figure out how to proceed and what to do about her. After reading Julie's journals, he couldn't pretend everything had been perfect when it wasn't. He'd let Melissa go before he'd make her hate him again, although he knew the outcome would be the same.


  "Lis…I need to talk to you."


  "I know," she said. "I understand you're struggling with whatever you found in those journals."


  "I need a few days to work some things out. I love you, but I need some time."


  "Why don't you talk to me, Brian? Maybe I can help."


  "This isn't something you can fix, sweetheart." He placed his hands on her upper arms. "I love you more than I can explain, but I need to…I need a few days to work shit out in my head."


  She fought to keep her tears at bay—he could see it in her eyes—but instead of fighting with him, she gave him the warmest smile. A smile that forced him to swallow back his own tears.


  "I'll go home. I knew this was moving too fast," she said.


  "No, it's not about us. I love you, Lis. Nothing has changed. I have a couple of demons to slay before I can…" He cupped her face with his hands. "You are everything to me, and I don't want to screw it up. Do you understand?"


  She nodded and placed her hands over his. "I love you, too."


  "This is not a means to an end. It's a means to a beginning. This…" He kissed her gently. "This is too important to play around with. I don't want to take any chances."


  "I understand. I'm just going to miss you."


  "A couple of days," he promised and kissed her with more force this time. He moved his hands around her and hugged her with everything he had.


  "Please call me when you get home," he whispered into her hair, then inhaled her scent and dedicated it to memory. God, he was going to miss her, too. Being away from her for a few hours was hard…but days away…ugh.


  "Okay, I love you."


  Brian ran his hand up the back of her neck and into her hair and held her head as his mouth sank into hers. "I love you more," he said and released her slowly.


  Melissa turned and walked away. Brian watched her leave, fighting the urge to chase after her and stop her. This goodbye reminded him of another day he'd let her walk away from him, and that memory would never stop haunting him until he worked things out regarding Julie. He had to clear his head and fix things inside of him and face what he'd done.


  



  


  



  



  



  Chapter Forty-Eight


  
    

  


  



  Melissa sighed as she flipped through the new prints. Then she laughed. She couldn't help it. Cody's bright smile brought instant happiness to her heart. The pictures from their last night together—before everything had fallen apart—were priceless. She'd never forget that night, the fort, and their campout on the carpet in front of the TV. God she missed them.


  She hadn't heard a word from Brian in a week, and it killed her not to pick up the phone and call him. She couldn't though. She needed to let him reach out to her. He'd made it clear he needed time without her. Brian had things to work out with his dead wife before he could be with Melissa again. He would call when he was ready, and she was all right with that—at least that's what she told herself over and over as she sat alone in her apartment.


  She'd gotten a lot of work done. Her columns were written through the end of February. She just needed to send them in. She'd gone through all her new photos and printed her favorites. She was staring into Brian's eyes when the phone made her jump.


  She smiled and ran to answer it. "Hello."


  "Melissa, how are you?"


  "Chase—hi! How are you?" She tried to sound surprised and not disappointed.


  "I have time today. If you don't mind, I'd like to come get my stuff."


  "I'll be here. Come by whenever you like," she said.


  "Thanks, I'll see you in a while." He hung up before she could respond.


  Melissa went to her room and started gathering his clothes and other things he'd left behind. She cleaned up a little, too; she'd been cooped up in the house for several days and the place looked trashed. She opened a window for fresh air and rushed to the kitchen to load the dishwasher.


  When the front door swung open, she jumped in surprise and peeked around the corner to see Chase letting himself in.


  Right…he still had a key. How odd that he thought it was okay to use it.


  "Hi," she said brightly, trying not to show her annoyance.


  "Hey, thanks for letting me come by."


  "No problem." He looked good. Melissa hadn't known what to expect, but Chase didn't seem like he was having any trouble getting over her.


  "I packed some stuff." She led him to her bedroom to get the bag she'd packed.


  Chase went into the bathroom and grabbed his shave cream and razor, adding them to the bag before grabbing a couple of other things. Melissa made small talk, trying to avoid an uncomfortable silence.


  When he finished in the bedroom, he walked out into her office space on the other side of her living room.


  Melissa cleared her throat, pulling her engagement ring out of her front pocket. "Chase…I have the ring, too. I'm sure you want it back."


  He sat in her office chair and picked up some mail he'd left behind, not acknowledging what she'd said. Melissa held her breath when he picked up the picture of Brian she'd been looking at when he called.


  "I thought you weren't seeing Brian?"


  "Oh…uh, we're trying to work through some stuff," she said vaguely.


  "Of course."


  "Chase…" she said, not sure how to explain.


  "You are such a liar."


  She crossed her arms over her chest. "I didn't purposely lie."


  "Where is he?" Chase asked. "How is it he let you meet me here alone?"


  "He didn't know you were coming. I haven't spoken to him in a couple of days."


  Chase stood up and walked toward her. "So much for fighting the good fight to keep what belongs to him," he said, his eyes sparkling with fire.


  "Here." She thrust the ring into his hand. The quick mood swing surprised her and pissed her off. It was frankly none of his business. "If you're going to be rude, you can go."


  Chase took the ring and stared at it for a moment. "Just like that, huh?" He looked up at her. "Out with the bathwater."


  Melissa softened at the look on his face. "I thought you understood…it's not right…it doesn't feel right, and I don't want to settle."


  His eyes lit again and he took a step forward. "Oh I understand…I understand that you're a selfish fool."


  "Why does this make me selfish? I want you to be happy, too, and us—you and I—we're not happy together."


  "We were fine until you moved back here. We were fine until you brought him into our lives." He held up the ring. "I have to explain this to people, Melissa. My family, my colleagues." He took another step forward. "I have to explain how I foolishly fell in love with a whore."


  Melissa took a step back. "Excuse me?" She held a finger to her chest. "Not wanting to marry you doesn't make me a whore."


  Chase took another step forward, forcing Melissa to step back again. He lifted the ring, with a sneer on his face. "You have no idea what you've done."


  "You need to leave, Chase. I want you out of my house."


  "No." He held the ring up higher. "Maybe Brian needs to learn a thing or two."


  "Excuse me?" she said. "This doesn't have anything to do with Brian."


  "Oh, you should have heard that smug bastard staking his claim." He waved a hand around. "And he's not even here to protect his property."


  "I am nobody's property. You know better than that."


  "Oh…sure, I know who you are, but does he?"


  "It doesn't matter. I'm not arguing with you. Please leave."


  When the phone rang, she turned away, but he reached out and grabbed her arm. Her heart jumped in reaction to the pinch and the shove as he pulled her back.


  "No. No way," he said.


  Melissa pulled away and slapped him across the face as hard as she could. Just as quickly, Chase smacked her back, but with much more force.


  "Ow—damn it!" she shouted, shoving him away.


  He gripped her arm tighter and threw his hand out to smack her again. His open palm made contact with her cheekbone and Melissa was momentarily senseless from the blow.


  "You want to fight like a man—fine!" He jerked her closer.


  Melissa tried to tug away from him and free her arm. "What the hell has gotten into you?"


  "You selfish bitch!" he growled, and the twisted expression on his face was madness.


  "Let go, Chase! Let me go!"


  "I thought you liked it like this. I thought you liked cavemen, Melissa." He pulled her against his chest and took her mouth forcefully, his large hands fisting around her upper arms, tight enough to make her cry out.


  Melissa's head pounded as she tried to fight him off, but she wasn't strong enough. "No," she grunted and pushed his face away.


  Chase smacked her again and she fell back, losing her balance. She would have hit the ground, but he grabbed her and pulled her upright. Melissa pushed against him, flailing her hands out to push his face away, but that didn't stop him from forcing another kiss on her. His mouth was hard against hers, his teeth biting. Melissa had to fight the nausea, the truth of reality—the truth of Chase's actions made her sick. She would have never believed him violent until now. She bit his tongue and he withdrew.


  "Stop it, Chase. What's wrong with you?"


  "You're what's wrong with me!" He shoved her off her feet.


  She landed hard on her back and slid across the hardwood floor.


  "You think you can humiliate me like that and get away with it?" He kicked her midsection.


  Melissa couldn't breathe from the pain. She writhed on the floor, waiting for the next blow, but instead of hitting her again, he spat at her.


  "Have a nice life, whore."


  With her arms thrown over her face, she didn't see him leave. She couldn't breathe, her chest heaved as she tried to catch her breath and her face throbbed along with her rapid pulse. She tilted her head toward the door and a shooting pain stabbed through her midsection. The front door was standing open and now that the ringing in her ears had mellowed, she heard the phone ringing.


  She reached up to touch her face and felt the wetness of blood on her fingers. How could he do this…how could she have been so wrong about him? She sobbed in pain as she rolled onto her hands and knees in an effort to reach the phone. She was dizzy and unsteady as she grabbed the receiver and tried to focus on her finger pressing the talk button. She brought the phone to her swollen lips and cried out her sister's name.


  



  ~


  



  Melissa opened her eyes to Mark's shouts bouncing in her head like a ping-pong ball. When his face came into focus, she realized it was through only one eye. She lifted her hand to her face and tried to sit up, but he held her down.


  "Stay still, Lis." He rotated her head from side to side, brushing the hair out of her eyes. "Can you hear me? Who did this?"


  "Chase…" She heard a weird beeping before her eyes focused on the cell phone in his hand.


  "No!" she cried, sending a spiking pain through her head. "Don't you dare call Brian."


  He looked at her like she was crazy. "I'm calling the police."


  "No, don't call the cops," she said, wide eyed. "And don't tell Brian."


  "Why don't you want Brian to know?"


  "Because…" She stopped at the pounding footsteps on the stairs. A few seconds later, Ali came into view.


  "Melissa! Oh God, what happened? Who did this to you?"


  "Chase," Mark said. "Beat the crap out of her."


  "What?" Ali knelt down and leaned over Melissa, examining her swollen face. "Melissa. Oh my God!"


  "I'm okay," Melissa said into Ali's hair when Ali embraced her.


  "Why would he do this? What happened?" Ali withdrew to examine her sister. "Did you call the police?"


  "No, she won't let me."


  "Why?" Ali said.


  "I don't want Brian to go after him…just please don't call." Melissa pressed a finger to her bleeding mouth. "I'm fine anyway."


  "You're not fine! Look at you!" Ali shouted. "I can't believe Chase would do this. Melissa, you need to make a report against him."


  "I agree," Mark said. "We don't have to call Brian, but we should call the police."


  Melissa lifted and said, "Help me sit up, please."


  Ali and Mark both helped her sit upright and leaned her against the couch. "Go slow. I'll get you a cool cloth for your face," Mark said.


  Melissa met Ali's eyes, only one of hers was open, the other was swollen and it throbbed like crazy. "Ali please don't…calling the police is the same as calling Brian. He'll hear it on that damned police scanner, and if he doesn't, someone will call him." She winced again and said, "Please, Ali, Mark, I don't want to talk to anyone. I don't want to go through that. I don't want Brian to know about this right now."


  Mark knelt down next to her and held the wet, cool cloth he'd retrieved to her swollen eye. Melissa laid her hand over it, the coolness sent a spike of pain through her, then instant relief.


  "Melissa, Ali is required to report this," Mark said. "She could get into trouble."


  "Damn it!" Ali said, "That son of a bitch!"


  Melissa held her hand out. "I know. I'm sorry."


  "You're sorry?" Ali said. "No, Melissa, that bastard is going to be the sorry one."


  "I don't want to get you into trouble, but Ali…" Her voice broke and her face painfully crinkled as she started to cry. "I can't…I don't want to talk to the police." She brought her other hand up to cover her other eye. "Isn't this humiliating enough without sharing it with everyone Brian and Johnny work with?"


  "Melissa…" Mark said. "You haven't done anything to…"


  "This isn't your fault!" Ali said, her voice hard and unwavering. "You didn't do anything to deserve this, Melissa. You have no reason to feel responsible and you certainly shouldn't feel embarrassed."


  "But I did…I did this," she sobbed. "My God, I almost married him, Ali."


  "No, honey, this isn't your fault. Chase did this. There is no excuse for a man to hit a woman." Ali wrapped her arms around Melissa gingerly and held her for a moment while she cried. "And thank God you didn't marry that animal," Ali whispered.


  "She's right, Melissa. He's not a man, he's a coward," Mark said.


  "Ali withdrew from the hug and brushed the hair from Melissa's bruised face. "Listen, you're coming home with me. I won't report this if you come and stay with me for a few days. Let me look after you until you feel better."


  "Do you promise not to call Brian?" Melissa said.


  "He's going to see for himself, Melissa."


  Melissa shook her head and started to cry again. "No, we're not speaking right now. He's… we're…taking a break while he works things out with Erin and…he has some things to sort through."


  Ali narrowed her eyes. "Oh my God, I can't believe—"


  "No, it's not like that. We're not fighting." Melissa used the washcloth to wipe the tears from her face. "He just needs some time to sort through his anger with Julie. He's struggling with all this stuff Erin is going through. It's not about me…and…it's okay. Really, Ali."


  Ali's eyes soften and she nodded. "I guess I can understand that. I'm feeling a little angry at Julie these days, too." She laid a hand under Melissa's elbow. "Come on, let's get you cleaned up."


  



  ~


  



  When Melissa came out of her room with Ali and a duffle bag of clothes, she stopped and faced Mark. She'd forgotten he was still there. She hugged him and whispered a thank you. "I don't know how you got here so fast, but I'm glad you did."


  "My office is closer, so Ali called me. I headed right over." He ran his hand through his hair. "Lis, I still think you should call Brian."


  "No, Mark." She fought the tears as they stung her eyes. "I want Brian to return to me on his own terms…not because I'm hurt." She tried to smile, but it was weak at best. "He needs to work through his issues and decide what he wants without feeling obligated to protect me."


  Mark chuckled. "He's going to kill me for not telling him."


  "Blame me…I don't mind."


  His expression turned somber. "Are you going to be okay?"


  Melissa eyes watered. "Yes, I'll be fine." She stood aside while Ali hugged and thanked Mark.


  When Ali withdrew from the hug, Mark raised in eyebrow at Melissa. "I'll tell you what—I won't tell Brian if you let me send Shane over to pay Chase a little visit."


  Ali threw her hands up over her ears. "Lalalalalala, I can't hear this."


  Melissa smiled a real smile this time. She felt thankful for having such good friends. "I appreciate you wanting to take care of things for me, but I don't want Shane in any trouble."


  Mark smirked. "Gimme a break. Do you really think he's going to get caught?"


  She lifted an eyebrow and considered that. Shane was the best agent Mark had, and she could trust him, too, as much as she trusted Mark. She finally nodded, walking over to her desk to pick up Chase's mail.


  She wrote his Berkeley address on the top envelope. "Here, he forgot these. Maybe Shane can deliver them for me…oh and…" She looked around her apartment. "Damn, Chase still has a key. Do you think Shane can get that?"


  Mark frowned. "No. I'll rekey the locks. That's safer anyway since he could have made copies."


  Melissa relaxed a little and said, "Thank you."


  Mark grinned and took the mail before turning to Ali. "Don't worry, Al, it's just mail delivery."


  "Ha, strong-arm mail delivery." She rolled her eyes and gripped Melissa's arm to help her out."


  


  



  



  



  Chapter Forty-Nine


  
    

  


  



  Brian sat down in front of Mark's desk and watched as Mark typed out the proposal. He'd made the choice and now felt the excitement only a new adventure could bring. Fire burned in his chest, but not painfully. Brian hadn't felt like this since he was a kid joining the police academy with Mark and Shane, his two best friends. Now he was joining them again. He'd had his doubts, but now that he had done it, he wondered what had taken him so long. Why had it taken Julie's death for him to figure out what Mark had figured out years before?


  He thought Mark had been the biggest fool when he quit the police department for his wife. He quit his job like a good little husband, and it made Brian sick. Little did Brian know that he'd been the fool, not Mark. Mark had given up his job for a family and had become successful in creating a one-of-a-kind program, training security agents for private protection. The in-home security systems and surveillance was a filler, something to bring in income and fill his time in between his yearly academies.


  Brian had never been interested in Mark's business much. He respected Mark's goal, but to Brian, it sounded boring. Protecting people was important, but Brian and Mark had never had the same interest in law enforcement. Brian loved investigating; he loved getting his hands dirty trying to figure things out, looking in the dark places for things people had purposely hidden, listening to the stories and taking them apart to solve the crime.


  The solution had hit Brian while sitting in the closet alone reading Julie's journals. He'd spent a week reading years worth of entries written in Julie's hand. It felt something like self-mutilation—masochism—reading every flaw and every mistake he'd made and not being able to defend himself to her. She'd never told him her struggles, hardly ever complained for fear he'd leave her. It sickened him—her fear of losing him. Her insecurities were boundless and baseless. He'd never threatened her, and he would have never walked out on her for such stupid reasons.


  Julie had never been honest with her feelings about his job. Other than the occasional complaint of him missing dinner, he'd never heard any of the words she'd written in her journals. It pissed him off. How the hell would he know to fix things if he didn't know they were broken? But that was unfair. If he'd ever taken the time to consider what her life was like, if he'd considered how lonely a life with an absent husband was like. Common sense should have told him, common consideration toward a woman who had given him everything he'd ever asked for.


  Brian had been too self-involved, too self-centered and arrogant.


  Now he would change, though it was too late for Julie. For Melissa, for Erin and Cody, he would change and be a better man. Mark had always been the smart one. Brian shook his head in irritation. Fucking Mark, the smartass. He'd always been the jerk to show everyone up. Brian wanted to punch his smug face—then kiss it. He felt free and so sure of his decision, he couldn't be angry, not at his friend who had always been there for him.


  "So, Brian, what about a name?" Mark said, looking up from his computer monitor. "Every business plan needs a title." Mark smiled smugly, and Brian's lips turned up in spite of himself.


  "I don't know. I hadn't thought about that. What about something simple…like Hammel Investigations?"


  



  ~


  



  Melissa looked over at Ali as she held the phone to her ear. "Erin, I'm sorry." She shook her head, squeezing her eyes closed. "I miss you, too, but I have a meeting with my editor today. Maybe I can pick you up on Monday."


  "What about tomorrow? Can you come over?" Erin asked.


  "I'll be working over the weekend, too," Melissa lied. "Let's just plan for Monday, okay? I promise to pick you up from school. We can spend the afternoon together, okay?"


  "I miss you…"


  "I miss you and love you, too, sweetheart." She frowned and said, "Erin, is this only about missing me? Is everything else okay?"


  "Yeah, I guess. Dad's just really up my butt about everything."


  "School is okay? No backlash about Coach Jeffries?"


  "No, not too much. People are keeping their distance from me though." She sighed and said, "Nobody knows exactly what happened…but, you know how rumors are always more interesting than real life."


  "How are things with Matt?" Melissa asked.


  "Fine…he's the only person who knows the real truth." Melissa heard the smile in Erin's voice. "I tried to break up with him. I don't want him to have to deal with my drama, but he won't leave."


  Melissa smiled. "That's a great guy you got there, Erin."


  "I know…now if only he would stop treating me like I'm a ticking time bomb that might go off any second." She snickered. "It's endearing but also a little annoying."


  "Hey, give Cody a big hug and a kiss from me. I really miss him."


  "Do you miss Daddy, too? He's been in such a foul mood since you haven't been around."


  It took everything Melissa had to hold her smile. She nodded. "Yes, of course, Daddy, too. I really need to go, Erin. I'll see you on Monday afternoon." She hung up before Erin could ask her more questions. She didn't have the answers, but she also didn't want to put it all off on Brian, especially since he was obviously having a hard time.


  "Why?" Ali asked. "Just go see her today."


  "I can't let her see me like this." Melissa held her cool hand to her fading bruises. "She'll freak out and tell Brian. Even if she doesn't, I don't want to ask her to lie to him."


  "Fine…it's okay for me, Johnny, and Mark to lie to him, but not Erin."


  "Yes," Melissa said. "Erin and Brian have too many fences to mend. I won't create another problem for them."


  "Brian is going to blow his top when he finds out you didn't tell him about this."


  "Too bad. I can't call him." Melissa shook her head and covered her face. "I don't understand, Ali," she whined. "He said a couple of days. It's been almost two weeks. I miss him."


  "Then call him."


  "No—I can't call him," she said. "He asked for time. I won't interfere with that."


  "I'm sure if he thought it was a possibility, he would have added the clause of 'unless something happens to you,'" Ali said in her best litigator voice.


  "The thing is, Ali, I want Brian to come to me when he's ready. If he comes to me because he knows I'm hurt, I'll always wonder what really brought him back." She ran her hands through her hair to lift it off her face. "He married Julie out of obligation. I want him with me because it's what he wants, no coaxing, no trapping, no strings…and no overwhelming need to mend a broken promise. I want him to choose me because he wants me…because he loves me."


  



  


  



  



  



  Chapter Fifty


  
    

  


  



  Melissa dropped her duffle bag on the floor and looked around her apartment. She hated that feeling of foreboding, hated walking in feeling like she needed to check the closets for the invisible bad guy. She'd never forgive Chase for ruining her comfortable home. When Mark had approached her about renting the entire building, she'd felt relief of the worst kind. He knew, too. He didn't have to say it; she wouldn't refuse now. She'd already started looking for a house when he made the offer.


  She thought she could wait for Brian, but it'd been two weeks, and the message couldn't have been clearer. Melissa wouldn't be hearing from him. He'd moved on and left her behind again. She didn't want to believe it, but his silence was loud and clear.


  Unpack the duffle or pack another, this was her dilemma now. Ali begged her to stay for another few days, but Melissa wanted to move on. She wanted to move on from Chase and Brian. The latter of these two hurt more than she could stomach. She slumped down onto her couch and crossed her arms over her stomach to calm the storm brewing. She wanted to hate Brian, but she couldn't. He had been confused and grieving; she couldn't hold it against him. If anything, he had warned her off from Chase and got her away from him. If she had married Chase, what kind of life would she have been doomed to?


  She shook off the feeling and stood. "Unpack," she said. "Then I'll see how I feel."


  When she heard the bell for the downstairs door, she froze. Panic built in her lower back. Questions rang in her head. Had she locked the door? Had she locked both doors securely? Would Chase have the nerve to come back here after his run-in with Shane? Had he been watching the house, waiting for her?


  Melissa inched to the monitor to see who was at the door, praying it was Mark. She squinted at Brian instead, his eyes focused on hers—or so it seemed as he stared into the security camera. Melissa's pulse quickened as she hit the release to open the lock downstairs.


  She waited for the knock, taking several breaths to calm her still active stomach. Her nerves were already frayed from everything that had happened. She hadn't been prepared to see Brian. She'd already written him off. Her relief overwhelmed her anger enough to make her thankful—thankful, but cautious.


  Her eyes darted to his feet when she opened the door for him. She couldn't master her feelings enough to look into his eyes. Her mouth froze in an attempt to say hello. Her imagination went into overdrive as she thought about how she must have looked, standing there, staring at his feet with her mouth half-open like an idiot.


  "Hi," he said.


  Melissa's eyes jumped up at the sound of his voice. She almost laughed when she noticed his eyes stuck on her shoes, too. "Hi." She finally managed to the same effect.


  Brian looked up quickly then his eyes narrowed in on her face. He rushed toward her with his hands out. Melissa jerked away, and when she didn't think her heart could race any faster, her pulsed jumped so high, it made her ears ring. Sweat broke out on her face as she flinched away from him.


  "What the hell happened?" he asked, taking her face in his hands.


  Melissa had her eyes squeezed shut. She knew not to be afraid of him, but that didn't change her reaction to the sudden movement. Brian wouldn't release her no matter how uncomfortable she seemed.


  "Tell me what happened. Why didn't I know you were hurt?" Brian's hands were so tense and his voice so hard, Melissa sucked in a breath and gripped his forearms. "Open your eyes," he said with a little more calm.


  Melissa slowly exhaled and tried to relax her jerking muscles. She wanted so much to collapse into his chest and cry, but she opened her watery eyes, trying to smooth away the instant frown on her lips.


  "Please, let me go," she whispered.


  Brian's bright green eyes traveled her face. They darted from eye to eye then to the butterfly bandage over her eyebrow then to the ugly yellowing on her cheek.


  "I'm fine," she said as calmly as she could.


  "If you're fine then why are you flinching away from me?" His grip slackened, and he caressed her cheek softly as his eyes turned glassy. "I missed you so much."


  "Brian…"


  Before she had a chance to pull away, he brushed her lips, gently gliding his hands back to cradle her head. Melissa's hands loosened, too, and she touched his chest then sank into his warmth. When Brian pulled away, they both had tears in their eyes. Melissa stared at him, not sure what to do. She hadn't forgotten. One kiss would not make her forget she had been left to wonder for two weeks.


  "Who hurt you?" he asked forcing calm into his heavy voice.


  "You did." She tried to push him away, but he held on, much stronger than her. "Let me go," Melissa said, swallowing.


  Brian carefully and reluctantly released her. She pushed him again before slamming and locking the door behind him.


  "Who hurt you?" he asked again.


  "It doesn't matter," she said. "What are you doing here?"


  "What am I—" Brian exhaled before rubbing his scruffy chin. He walked farther into the room and stared around. Melissa thought he looked purposeful, but then he shook his head, obviously fighting some internal conflict. "I brought you something," he finally said. "I came to talk."


  "It's been a long couple of days, Brian." She tried to keep the hurtful tone out of her voice, but she couldn't hide all her disappointment and anger.


  Brian pulled a blue notebook out of his inside pocket and handed it to her. "It's Julie's last journal. Please read the last two or three entries," he said, his countenance changing from defensive to troubling.


  Melissa took the journal and flipped through it. Memories of her friend flooded her mind. Seeing Julie's handwriting, getting glances of her internal thoughts felt like reading messages from the grave. She closed the notebook and shook her head. There was no way he'd read these words without completely shredding his own heart. "I'm not comfortable reading her private thoughts. She wouldn't like that."


  "Melissa…" he said, his eyes pleading with her. "Please, just the last couple of entries, it's the only way you'll understand."


  She couldn't refuse his haunted expression any longer. Flipping through the journal, she slowly walked to the couch and sat down. As she read, her heart grew heavy with the weight of Julie's life. In addition, she felt the weight of Brian's life, of what his feelings must have been reading this. Melissa crawled into the corner of her couch, brought her knees up, and rested her chin on her fist as she fought the sudden exhaustion. When she finished, she bowed her head, hid her eyes, and closed the book.


  God damn her. God damn Julie for this.


  This certainly explained why Brian had waited so long to talk. This was the end for the two of them. It would take Brian years to overcome this kind of guilt and move on from Julie. She dropped the notebook down on the couch next to her and wanted to scream.


  After a few minutes she looked up. He was staring at the pictures still on her desk, shots of him and the kids from their campout. The top shot of him, a close up, the same picture that had set Chase off.


  "Why did I have to read that?" she asked to his back.


  "I want you to understand. I've done some awful things, Lis." He turned to look at her. "Unforgivable things. I can no longer pretend Julie left me for him. It was my fault…but rightfully, Julie should share some of the blame." He walked around the couch and faced her. "I get it now. She never said a word to me, never once said these things to me. The occasional complaint about missing dinner, but nothing compared to what she wrote about in that journal."


  "Then how could you know?"


  "Here's the thing…when I lost you…married her, I lost a huge part of myself. I knew that going in, but I made a vow, and I had the best intentions of being a great husband and dad…"


  The intense expression on his face held her steady gaze. She couldn't look away.


  "But truthfully, I couldn't give all of myself to her because you have always owned that part of me."


  Melissa closed her eyes, doubtful—yes, doubtful again of their true bond. That pissed her off. She didn't want to doubt him.


  "I was too selfish to understand she'd lost a huge part of herself, too. When we were married, she ceased to be an individual and instead became a wife and mother. She played a role, made herself into what she thought I wanted. She lost herself in our marriage and in our family. Nobody can live like that forever."


  "What does any of this have to do with here and now—with me?"


  "It has to do with our future," Brian said. "I love you too much to let history repeat…to doom you to the same unhappy future."


  "Isn't it my choice? Wasn't it Julie's choice?"


  "Absolutely, you're right. She chose that…but she also chose to leave. She chose to take that part of herself back when she walked out on me. It also explains why she couldn't face the kids and say goodbye…I didn't break up with you when I married Julie because I was a coward. I knew if I had to hear your voice, I would've changed my mind. She couldn't say goodbye to the kids for the same reason. She was afraid she wouldn't be able to walk out if she did."


  "I don't know what you're trying to say," she said, pulling her knees closer in fear of his answer. "What does this have to do with me?"


  "I'm saying, I don't want to just…get by. I want everything. I want fulfillment, not contentment—not just for myself, but for you and for my kids. I'm trying to say that I am choosing to take that lost part of myself back. I'm taking it back today, before it's too late. I'm trying to say…I'm trying to tell you that I quit my job. I resigned and walked away."


  Melissa looked up quickly.


  "I choose you, and I choose a family, not that job."


  He knelt in front of her and took her hands. "I worked out a deal with Mark. I'm starting my own private investigation firm and going into a partnership with him. It'll be a collaboration of his security and surveillance and my investigations."


  "What—Brian…" she whispered. "You love being a cop. I don't want you to give that up for me." She pulled away, but he grabbed her hands back.


  "No!" he barked. "It's not like that. I love you, Lis. I love Erin and Cody. I don't want a job to be so important that I hurt the people I love. This way, I'll be home every night, like a real nine-to-five." Brian opened her hand and kissed their rings. "I don't want to be defined by my job. When I'm dead, I want people to look back and say. 'What a great guy. He loved Melissa and those kids more than anything else in the world.' I want to be judged based on the success of my family, not my career." Brian pulled a small package out of his pocket.


  Melissa gasped when she saw the small jewelry box.


  "Melissa," he said quietly as he opened the small box. "I'm tired of our story. I'm tired of the past and of the dysfunctional history of us. I want to start anew." He fumbled with the box as Melissa sat staring. "Melissa Parker." He looked up at her tearfully. "Will you marry me?"


  "Brian," Melissa said breathlessly and felt the tremble as it traveled her entire body.


  "I love you, Lissa. Please, give me a real shot at this with you." He slipped the new diamond ring on her finger, joining it with the two promise rings. "I'm choosing us. I want you to be mine forever…finally."


  Melissa jumped when the phone rang.


  Brian rolled his eyes as he reached for the phone. "Call her back in ten minutes." He hung up and looked back at Melissa. "This twin thing can get really annoying." He took a deep breath. "What do you say, Lis? I can't promise riches, and it won't always be easy, but I can promise a love that will never die. I will love you every day just as much as I loved you the first time I laid eyes on you."


  Melissa's tears spilled free as she nodded her head vigorously. "Yes."


  His arms surrounded her, his lips caressed hers, and Melissa felt the melding of souls in the kiss, a shared breath for the first of what would be many more times. When he picked her up, she gasped and clung to him, not letting their kiss end. He laid her down on the bed, and Melissa opened her eyes to stare into his.


  He touched her face as his finger traced the fading bruises. "You will tell me who hurt you."


  Melissa nodded and lifted up to roll over, pushing him down onto the mattress. He lay back as she straddled him and landed several kisses on his face, from forehead to chin. She inhaled and marveled at his scent, and at the knowledge that he finally belonged with her. Melissa didn't have to question his loyalty or feelings any longer, and it felt extremely liberating. She gripped the bottom of her shirt and tugged it over her head as Brian's eyes traveled her body.


  When his hands moved up her arms, she smiled until she saw the pained expression on his face. She looked down as his hands caressed the still dark bruises on her upper arms. Melissa unhooked her bra and dropped it. Brian's eyes were diverted now as Melissa took his hands and moved them to her breasts. He smiled a crooked smile and watched as she leaned back, letting him fondle her.


  



  ~


  



  Brian never wanted that smile to leave her lips. If he could, he'd devour every inch of her. He'd swim in her juices and drink in her sensuality. When her hands slid under his shirt and up the planes of his chest, he arched up and tried to grind against her. But his body tensed every time he found a new bruise. The thought of someone hurting her made him want to kill. How could he not have known?


  His body had a mind of its own, and going slow hadn't been something he'd prepared for. It reminded him of the first time they'd made love. He was just a boy with a hard-on, but God, he'd loved her then as much as he loved her now.


  "Melissa," he whispered.


  "Humm ," she moaned.


  "Are you okay?" he asked. "I'm afraid I'll hurt you." He brushed a kiss over the bruise on her shoulder.


  Melissa leaned in and whispered. "I'm perfect."


  Brian lifted up and wrapped his arms around her then laid her on her back carefully. He stripped off the rest of her clothes to examine every inch of her. When he rolled her on her side, he couldn't believe the massive bruising on her back. His hands and lips traveled over her injuries and he laid a curing peck on each bruise along the way. He caressed her gently with a vow to never see her like this again. Never would anyone ever hurt her again.


  His hands encircled her from back to front and he cupped her breast as he rubbed up against her rear end, nuzzling her neck and spooning her hips. Melissa moaned and moved against him, and damn, did he need her against him. He needed to move inside her and watch those golden eyes light in pleasure.


  He lifted and rolled her over. "Melissa," he whispered. "Are you sure you're okay."


  Melissa arched in response to his question. She grasped his hips and rubbed up against him then pulled him down hard on top of her. Brian lifted and slipped his hand down between her legs. Melissa's hands fisted into his skin, her mouth shaping into an 'O' as she settled into his touch.


  "Brian…" she moaned, her hips following the rhythm of his hand. "Oh…if you stop, I'll kill you," she cried, and her eyes squeezed closed, her bottom lip getting caught between her teeth.


  "That's it." He pushed down into her, making her gasp out and jerk toward him. "Oh, God." He gripped the sheets under her. He didn't want to hurt her, but it was difficult to hold back. He couldn't, she wouldn't let him. Her hands tugged him harder every time he slowed. She lifted her hips, grinding against him with such force, he nearly lost his breath.


  He wrapped his hand around her waist and turned her over and on top of him. Melissa laid her hands on his chest and started moving against him. He gently touched every inch of her he could reach. It took all his concentration to wait for her when all he wanted to do was explode inside of her.


  "It's all right, Melissa," he said. "Let go, baby. I love you. Let me have you," he crooned as she writhed on top of him. "Melissa…my sweet Lissa."


  "Brian," she nearly screamed it as her hips bucked against his. She tightened then cried out again as she stretched in pleasure.


  He lifted the hair off her face. "Melissa, open your eyes."


  When their eyes met, her golden flecks of light made him smile. "I love you. Oh God, I love you."


  "I love you, too," she cried.


  He lifted hard and fast when his body released, giving him instant satisfaction as she tightened around him and rocked him senseless.


  Melissa collapsed onto his chest, still clinging to him. She laughed and lifted her head to look into his eyes.


  He smiled and took a deep breath. "Wow."


  



  


  



  



  



  Chapter Fifty-One


  
    

  


  



  Melissa slid off his chest onto the mattress and tried to catch her breath. Her muscles ached, but she never felt better. Never in her life had she been happier than right now. She tucked herself against his body and held on, saying a silent prayer. If this isn't real, strike me down before I figure it out. I never want to live without this man in my life again.


  Brian turned to enfold her in his arms, caressing her carefully. Melissa would have moaned in pleasure if she had the energy.


  "Melissa…" he whispered. "Tell me what happened to you."


  She shook her head, gripping him when he tried to pull away.


  "Melissa." His tone hardened.


  "Not now. Please, not now, Brian. Don't ruin this moment."


  "I need to know, Lis." He stroked her hair. "Who did this to you?"


  If only she could forget about what had happened with Chase. The last couple of weeks had been awful without Brian. She'd needed him even more than she wanted to admit to herself. She'd put on a strong face for her sister and for her friends, but she'd only wanted Brian to be there and take care of her and promise to keep her safe.


  "Brian…may I come home with you?" she asked, her mouth pulling into a frown. "I don't want to stay here anymore."


  His head popped up. "Oh, you're definitely coming home with me, but we're talking about this first. Why didn't you call me—hell, why didn't someone call me?"


  "I didn't want you to know…I didn't want anyone to know about it."


  "Tell me what the fuck happened—and please don't tell me you've been dealing with this on your own." He sat up. "What do you mean you didn't want anyone to know about it? Know about what exactly?"


  "When you never called, I…I didn't know why, and I didn't want you here out of obligation."


  "Melissa." He placed his hands over his face then lifted them toward her. "This isn't about us. This is about you being hurt. God damn it, after everything we've been through with Erin, how could you keep this from me?"


  "It's not the same. Ali was here for me. I wasn't dealing with this alone."


  "Dealing with what?" he shouted. "You haven't told me what happened yet."


  Melissa flinched and crossed her arms over her chest, ducking her chin. What could she say…there was no way to make him understand.


  He reached out and pulled her against his chest. "I'm sorry." He pressed his lips to her temple. "I'm sorry for shouting at you, but it scares me to know that someone hurt you and I wasn't here for you," he said. "I will never let anyone hurt you again, but I need you to tell me what happened."


  "Chase came to get his things. While he was here, he freaked out and—"


  Brian's body tensed up and he pulled back to look at her. "Collins?"


  She nodded.


  "That son of a bitch!" He jerked up, and Melissa could feel tension and anger vibrating through him. "What exactly did he do to you, Lis?"


  "He hit me…"


  "No shit! He obviously hit you several times. He obviously threw you to the ground, and damn it, I don't think I want to know why your entire left side has bruises." Brian gripped her chin and lifted her head to see her eyes. "What exactly happened?"


  "He found the picture of you on my desk. It flipped a switch. He freaked out. One minute, he was fine. The next, he was smacking me, calling me names, and screaming at me." Melissa tried to look away; the intensity of Brian's stare scared her.


  "My picture…What the hell?" He stood and walked into her office space. When he came back, he held up the photo. "This set him off?" He pointed to his chest. "Me?"


  "He called me a liar and went on and on about how you weren't here to protect your property."


  "What?" Brian sneered. "My property?" He paced the room, still naked and that made Melissa want to smile.


  "He referred to the phone conversation you had with him. He said you made it clear I belonged to you."


  "Oh my God…he did this to you because of what I said? He thought he would beat you to get back at me?" Brian sat on the bed, scrubbing his hands through his hair. "I'm going to kill that sorry bastard." He stood back up and reached for his clothes.


  Melissa jumped up, her heart beating painfully in her chest. "No. No you're not!"


  Brian pulled on his boxer briefs and grabbed his jeans.


  "Brian!" Melissa nearly screamed it when he ignored her protests.


  His head shot up and his angry glare met her eyes.


  "You're not doing anything. I'm not watching cops take you away again." Her voice wavered and she said, "Please stop."


  Brian dropped his jeans and approached her. His hands framed her face. "I'm sorry, babe. I'm sorry he hurt you."


  "It's not your fault," she whispered. "You warned me about him."


  He pulled her to his chest. "I pegged that son of a bitch from day one." He lifted her face again, his eyes darting around, examining the bruises, then he ran a finger around her bruised cheek. "Have you seen a doctor?"


  She nodded. "Yes, Ali insisted since I lost consciousness."


  "Fucking hell!" Brian growled through gritted teeth. "I can't believe nobody called me!"


  "I made them promise. Mark, Ali, Shane, and Johnny promised not to tell you, but they're all pissed about it. Mark sent Shane after him, but I don't know what happened."


  "Shane?" Brian asked. "Good. I hope he beat that mother-fucker's ass. When did this happen?"


  "Last Sunday."


  "Holy hell, Melissa!" he said. "It's Saturday, and you still look this bad."


  "But I'm okay."


  "That son of a bitch could have seriously hurt you."


  "Can we get back into bed?" Melissa asked, grabbing his hand. "I don't want to spend another second thinking about him."


  She walked over and tucked herself back under the comforter and curled into his chest when he lay down next to her. When his breathing settled, she lifted her hand to look at the diamond ring Brian had slipped on her finger. She felt a little flutter in her stomach and said the name silently in her head. Melissa Hammel…finally, Melissa Hammel. She smiled, wanting to scream it from the rooftop.


  "Do you like the ring?" Brian asked.


  "I love it! More importantly, I love what it stands for." She turned her hand, examining the setting. "Wait…this isn't new. Where did you get this?"


  "It's Ma's ring. She gave it to me when I told her I was coming over here to propose to you."


  "No kidding." She lifted her head to look at him. "So they're okay with us being together?"


  "Yeah, excited even."


  "Why didn't you give Julie this ring?"


  "Yesterday, when Ma gave me the ring, she said she'd always thought it would go to you, but when I married Julie, it didn't seem right to give it to her." He shrugged. "She was set on us getting married one day. She felt like the ring already belonged to you, and giving it to Julie seemed unfair to both of you."


  Melissa's breath caught in her throat. She expected his parents to be disappointed, maybe even angry at them for being together. It truly touched her to hear they still cared about her and wanted to welcome her into their family.


  "So when do you want to get married? They may have an opening at the Justice of the Peace tomorrow." Brian gave her a sly grin.


  Melissa laughed. "We should give it a little longer than a day. Maybe give my mother some time to get used to the idea." Melissa shook her head and frowned. "She's going to have a freaking fit when I tell her."


  "Your mother will be happy if you're happy," he said. "Besides she didn't like Bennett at first either, and now she thinks he walks on water."


  "Johnny threw himself in front of a speeding car for my sister. Of course Mother loves him."


  "I'll do that, too, if it makes things easier."


  "Don't you dare do anything like that," she said at the little glint in his eye.


  "The kids are thrilled with the idea."


  Melissa widened her eyes. "You told them?"


  "I told them I wanted to marry you. I think they feel like they need a buffer between them and me. I've been in their faces so much lately; they're getting tired of it—and me."


  "You have to be in their faces to be a productive parent. Otherwise, how would you know what's going on in their lives? Look at Erin. How did she keep that secret for so long?"


  "That's exactly my point. I don't ever want to be that clueless again where they're concerned…or where you're concerned."


  Melissa gave him a questioning look. Brian didn't say anything, but he brushed the yellowing bruise on her cheek, and she understood his point.


  "Let's pack some of your things and go surprise the kids."


  "After I call Ali," Melissa said, reaching for the phone.


  



  ~


  



  Brian sat across from Mark's desk and glared at him. Mark didn't seem too concerned, which only pissed Brian off more. He didn't understand why in hell Bennett and Mark would keep Melissa's attack from him. He would never leave them in the dark if one of their ladies had been attacked. Going into a new business venture with Mark had changed everything for him, but he wouldn't continue with the plan if he couldn't trust him.


  "Stop brooding, Bri," Mark said.


  "What the hell? I don't get it."


  "You had a lot going on. I didn't want to distract you from the business at hand. Quitting your job and starting a business is a huge thing for you, and Melissa was okay. We had her covered."


  "I'm the one to judge what's a priority in my life, not you!" Brian shouted.


  "She didn't want you to know," Mark said. "Would you rather I go against her wishes?"


  "Yes, damn it!"


  "Shane and Randy had her place covered twenty-four-seven. I didn't head over there because of Ali's call. Shane sent me when Collins entered the building."


  "You had Shane watching her place?"


  "Yes, you asked me to keep an eye on her. I knew what was going on with you and why you weren't talking to her. I did what you asked. She would have blown a gasket if I'd told her we were monitoring her."


  "That doesn't mean you shouldn't have told me after the fact."


  "Bullshit. I took care of it. Shane took care of Collins."


  "How?"


  "Let's just say he'll be eating through a straw for a few months." Mark smiled an exaggerated toothy grin. "He can't even tell the police who did it because we can then turn him in for the attack…especially since her camera's got him entering and leaving the building," Mark said. "But he doesn't have a witness that says Shane beat the hell out of him."


  All of that didn't change the fact that Brian wanted to beat the hell out of Mark. "You still should have told me."


  "Oh, get over it. We have work to do." Mark shuffled the paperwork on his desk then said, "I have a contract here to rent the entire building from Melissa, including the upstairs loft. It'll be great office space for your team and mine."


  Brian scoffed. "I don't have a team."


  "Not yet," Mark said. "Is Melissa ready to move out?"


  "No, she's pretty disappointed about moving."


  "Then why did she agree to do it?"


  "Collins ruined it for her. She's scared to be there alone."


  "Melissa—scared? Never thought I'd hear that."


  "Makes me want to hurt the bastard. I don't like seeing her jumpy and paranoid. I want her to be alert, but not scared." Brian frowned at him.


  "Well…" Mark snickered. "At least you know Collins isn't a threat now. I get it though. Sarah still looks over her shoulder. It's sickening to see any woman fearful, I hate it, but all I can do is reassure her everyday she's okay and the kids are okay."


  "It's better though, isn't it? I mean, she's not like she was before."


  "Yes, it's much better, but I still see little hints of it. Don't get me wrong. With everything she's been through, she's entitled to feel a little jumpy." Mark stuck the contract in a folder and handed it to Brian. "Give me a call when Melissa's ready to move, and I'll get the renovations going on the office space."


  "I'll get her moved out this weekend. Then we'll start looking for a house. She needs an office and a studio for work, and my house isn't big enough. Let's plan for Tuesday. I'm ready to get this show on the road. I'm tired of sitting around on my ass not working."


  "Sounds like a plan."


  Brian reached for the door handle. "I'm out. I'm meeting Bennett for lunch."


  "Oh, his turn. Should I call to warn him?" Mark asked with a crooked smile.


  "No, he needs a good ass-chewing, too. If it were his wife…" Brian said over his shoulder as he left the office.


  


  



  



  



  Chapter Fifty-Two


  
    

  


  



  Brian slid into the booth across from Johnny, not bothering to greet him. "So…you're leaving me to partner with Martinez?" Johnny drawled after a moment of silence.


  "Don't make small talk with me. What the hell were you thinking not making a report against Collins?"


  "The victim didn't want to. Should I have dragged her to the station by her hair and forced her? She seemed to have been through enough. I didn't want to make the ordeal any more difficult for her."


  "You could have convinced her. What good is that country boy accent if you can't get what you want out of a woman?"


  Johnny chuckled. "As if Melissa is easy. Nice try; that woman is scary…I don't know how you do it."


  "Do what, pussy?"


  Johnny laughed again, "You two act more like sparring partners than lovers."


  "You're jealous." Brian smiled finally.


  "Nah, I have my own Ali-Cat."


  "Yeah, and what have you done to that lady? She used to be gentle and calm. She never even raised her voice before. Now she's threatening to cut my balls off."


  Johnny grinned. "Hot, huh?"


  "There's something wrong with you, Bennett." Brian shook his head in disgust. "To the point—you should have told me something."


  "We had her. There was no need, and she didn't want you to know. It's none of my business but…" Johnny looked at Brian over his coffee mug. "The woman has a right to protect herself from you."


  "From me?" Brian asked incredulously. "What are you talking about?"


  "She's been hurt—hurt by you—and now physically hurt by Collins." Johnny leaned forward. "You've been a cop long enough to know how this goes. I wanted to let her keep what little bit of dignity she was clinging to."


  Brian growled at him. "She's done nothing to be ashamed of."


  "I understand that, but she doesn't. She's textbook abuse vic. I didn't want to make things worse by going against her wishes and blabbin' to you."


  Brian couldn't argue. Melissa had been changed by the attack, and that bothered him more than anything. "What's up with Jeffries?"


  "Nothing. We're tailing his family, but there's been no contact. He's long gone," Johnny drawled, leaning back in the booth.


  "So…tell me."


  "I can't give you any information. You're not my partner. You're not even a cop anymore."


  Johnny's face changed when he said it, and Brian didn't miss the subtle difference. "Look, Bennett, I get you're pissed, but I can't keep this up. You have kids now. You know how important it is to be around for them." Brian lowered his eyes to the table. "I can't screw this up anymore. I only get one chance to raise these kids. I let Julie down. I won't let Melissa down or my kids again."


  "You can juggle if you're careful. It doesn't have to be either, or, Bri."


  "No, you can juggle. I can't. It's a proven fact that I can't. Look what happened to my daughter—on my watch!" Brian shook his head, trying not to get emotional. Giving up his job was hard enough. He didn't need people second guessing the decision. "I won't do to Melissa what I did to Julie. I owe her…I owe her everything, a family and a full-time husband."


  "Can you be happy if you're not on the job?"


  "I'll be happy as a clam," Brian said. "I can't wait to be my own boss. Get the sergeant off my back—make my own rules."


  "Yeah…well, I hope you don't regret it."


  "Give me something on Jeffries. What did they find in the search?"


  "Loads and loads of pictures. All ages. Disgusting," Johnny sneered. "He had quite a racket going on at the Community Center…pictures of kids as young as six."


  "Oh my God." Brian snarled. "Nasty son of a bitch." The idea of anyone looking at his daughter's pictures made Brian sick. He felt fire in his stomach and wanted to hurl at the idea, but he had to ask, regardless of the answer he had to ask.


  "Where did my daughter's pictures go?"


  "Bri—"


  "Just spit it out, Bennett! You're going to tell me eventually. Get it over with so I can sleep at night."


  "There's one buyer. The FBI got him yesterday. He liked the older girls. They believe he's the only buyer for Erin's photos."


  "So he's been arrested?"


  "Yeah, but Bri, they're not totally sure…they're assuming. It seems Jeffries liked to post the older girls' photos on stock photo porn sites…"


  "Fuck!" Brian laid his head back and shook it. "Please don't let my daughter's pictures be on the internet."


  "Yeah, and you know how that goes. The internet is forever."


  Brian's stomach rolled. He looked at Johnny and said, "And Erin's…"


  "They haven't found any of Erin's online, but I thought I should warn you." Johnny said, "Most of the direct buyers have been picked up. Jeffries kept some serious records. I promise you, he wasn't as loyal to Ackerman as Ackerman was to him. He kept shit on all his buyers." Johnny's face wrinkled in disgust. "Anyway, the ICE is all over this. I think it hits pretty close to home since he got to your daughter and the DA's daughter. They're all sittin' 'round wondering what they would do if it were their kids."


  "Kaiser's kid, too, huh?"


  Johnny shook his head. "Yep."


  "They have to get this guy, Bennett."


  "And they will." Johnny shook his head. "Give them time—and God help him if I catch him first. I'll make him a cripple."


  "I'm counting on it." Brian finished his coffee and said, "Keep me informed."


  Johnny nodded, reaching across the table to shake Brian's hand. "See you later, Bri."


  



  ~


  



  "I can't believe you're moving in with us," Erin said as she wrapped up another glass from the cabinet.


  "It does seem a bit fast, doesn't it?"


  "No! I think it's cool, but aren't you going to miss your apartment?"


  Melissa looked around, her eyes lingering on the spot where Chase had knocked her to the floor. She took a deep breath and shook her head. "No, not really. I would rather be with you guys than be here alone."


  "Melissa, are you okay?"


  "I'm fine. Why?"


  "Maybe we should wait until Daddy can help us."


  "No, honey, I'm fine." Melissa smiled at her, trying to push away the dark thoughts.


  "Do you want to talk about it?"


  "No." Melissa looked at her and asked, "Do you want to talk about it?"


  "Uh…" Erin's eyes touched the same spot on the floor where Melissa had been staring. "Honestly, I'm worried you only agreed to live with us because you're no longer comfortable here."


  Heat drained from Melissa when she met Erin's eyes.


  "My dad loves you. I don't want him to get hurt."


  Melissa chuckled and reached out to hug Erin. "I love you! You're a good daughter." She led Erin to the couch and sat down with her. "Erin, I've loved your dad my entire life." She smiled, remembering him as a child, his unwavering loyalty and heartfelt empathy for everyone—everything. He had been one-of-a-kind. "Nobody has ever meant more to me…and I tried to stop. I tried like crazy to forget about him. He wanted Julie, and I would have never interfered with them. I also believed he and I would never be together again, but now it's happened, and I wouldn't walk away from this for anything in the world." She had to swallow down her tears. "I thought you understood that."


  "But before, you weren't comfortable staying in my mom's house and now you're suddenly okay with it."


  "You don't miss a thing, do you?" Melissa smiled, pride seeping in at how quick—and honest—Erin was being with her. "It's true. I'm not totally comfortable living in your mom's house, but, Erin, that has a lot to do with you and Cody."


  Erin's eyes drifted to the floor. "I think it's a good thing."


  "I love your dad—and you and Cody—enough to get over my apprehensions, but I also love you all enough to wait if we need to. I don't want you or Cody to think I'm trying to replace your mom. This is a lot to take in after only a few months."


  "Cody and I are both happy you're going to be a part of our family…and I believe my mom would like it, too."


  Melissa laughed, but she couldn't put any humor in it. "I think your mom would hate it."


  "No, she loved you, too. She used to talk about you when Dad wasn't around. She really missed you." Erin laced her fingers together and said, "I also think she'd be proud of Daddy, and she would want him to be happy."


  Melissa fought to hold in her tears. "I miss her. I hate that I wasted years being angry with her. The truth is—I feel a little guilty about your dad. I've been trying to tell myself he was mine first, but…" She shrugged. "That doesn't really matter does it?"


  "Don't feel guilty. Feel happy. I finally have another girl in the house. Do you know what it's like shopping for bras with your father?" Erin rolled her eyes. "Melissa, we've had enough bad things. Between losing mom and all this stuff with Coach and Chase…" Erin teared up. "We deserve some good times without guilt."


  Melissa hugged her again. "Thank you, sweetheart. I'll stop feeling guilty and try to enjoy every minute of this. I really do love your daddy, and I'm really excited about getting married."


  Erin smiled wide. "And having a baby?"


  "And, one day, having a baby. Oh God, I can't wait to have a baby."


  "What's going on in here?" Brian asked as he entered the room. Melissa and Erin both looked up with smiles and tears. "Hey…what the hell?" he asked, lifting his hands in question.


  "Hi," Melissa said. "Nothing is going on. We're just talking. What are you doing here?"


  "I can see nothing is going on, including packing. I came to help." He waved at the boxes, "Heavy lifting. Except you're supposed to be packing, not talking."


  "We are packing. Here, big guy," Melissa said, pointing to a stack of boxes. "Take these. They're ready."


  



  


  



  



  



  Chapter Fifty-Three


  
    

  


  



  Brian backed his truck into his driveway and parked. Where the hell was he going to put all this stuff? He got out and stared at the load, scratching under his baseball cap.


  "You look a little perplexed," Ali said from behind him.


  He jerked around. "Hey, Al. I hope you brought help."


  She chuckled. "I brought Jamie, and Johnny is right behind me with the truck…and me, of course." She reached into the truck for a box.


  "Stop!" Brian shouted. "You're pregnant. You don't get to carry boxes. Maybe you should go help the girls pack."


  "I'm fine, and I'm here to unpack after you men bring the stuff in."


  "Gimme that." Brian took the box from her and followed her into the house.


  When he came back outside, he nearly walked directly into Matt Wilson. "What are you doing here?"


  "I came to talk," Matt said.


  "Yeah, would you like to talk about how you helped my daughter keep secrets, which eventually led her to shoot her teacher? Is that what you want to talk about?" Brian pointed to Matt's chest. "Or how about, when you found her running from the crime scene, and you still didn't tell us anything."


  "Sir, I know you—"


  "I trusted you, Wilson. That's what I did," Brian said.


  "And so did Erin, sir." Matt put his shoulders back. "I'm sorry if I let you down, but Erin is my first priority. She's where my alliance stands. Shouldn't it be that way?" He bowed his head for a second before meeting Brian's eyes again. "She needed my support during whatever she was going through, and it's her trust I want most. I'm sorry if you can't respect that."


  Brian placed his hands on his hips, staring at Matt, pissed off. Yes, he was pissed, but not at Matty's tone, or at what he'd said, but at how this kid had figured this shit out before Brian had. If Brian had shown a little bit of this dedication to his own wife—to his own family—Erin wouldn't have been in the position with Jeffries in the first place.


  Matt dropped his head and turned to walk away.


  "Wait." God damn it. This freaking kid—how had he become a man before Brian's eyes? Brian smiled, remembering the eleven-year-old who had first come into the station, wanting to join the police explorers program. Too freaking young, they had to turn him away, then again at thirteen, when he came back with a cracking voice and an eager spirit. This fucking kid had already become twice the man Brian was, and here Brian was, being an ass to him. How the hell could he not let Matty be in Erin's life? Brian would be one lucky son of a bitch if his own son turned out half as good as Matty Wilson, and it was about damn time he showed this man the same amount of respect he'd shown Brian.


  "Matty…Matt" Brian rubbed a hand to his chest, not sure how to say what he needed to say. "I'm sorry. You're absolutely right."


  "I'm sorry?" Matt asked, confusion lining his face.


  "You're absolutely right. Your alliance…your dedication should be with your girl, not with her dad…not with anyone or anything else. The person you love should always be your priority. I'm sorry I didn't respect that. Thank you for being there for Erin when I wasn't."


  "Uh…thank you, sir."


  "It's Brian. Stop calling me sir. It makes me feel old." Brian held his hand out to shake Matt's. "You're welcome to date my daughter, provided you continue treating her respectfully."


  Matt grinned, and Brian saw a little hint of the kid he remembered. "Thank you, sir—Brian." He waved to the boxes. "Can I help with the moving?"


  "Yes, but not here. Will you head over to Melissa's and help the girls? I'm a little uncomfortable with them being alone. I'd feel better if they had someone with them."


  Matt nodded, and the serious look on his face almost made Brian laugh.


  "I'll head over there now."


  "Thanks," Brian said, turning as Johnny pulled up in his pickup.


  Ali turned the corner, smiling like the Cheshire cat. "That was well done, Brian."


  "Huh? Oh." He looked back at Matt, who was pulling away from the curb. "That punk likes to remind me of what an ass I can be." He smiled. "He really is a good guy."


  Ali nodded and turned to go back inside the house.


  Brian approached Johnny. "Perfect timing. We're almost done."


  Johnny snapped his fingers. "Aw, shucks."


  "Don't worry." Brian laughed and pointed to the truck. "I saved some of the work for you."


  "Dad!" Cody shouted from behind Brian. He ran up to them, pointing to the house. "There's something wrong with Auntie Ali. She's sick or something. Brian and Johnny both turned and rushed into the house.


  Ali was leaning over the sink throwing up.


  "Ali, what—"


  "Melissa!" She screamed, and Brian's blood chilled.


  "There's someth—oh God!" Ali screamed again, wrapping her hands around her neck. "Where is she?"


  "She's at her apartment with Erin."


  The hair on the back of Brian's neck stood up at the expression on Ali's face.


  "No—" she said, pulling at the neck of her shirt with her eyes closed tightly. "I feel like…oh God—There's something—something's wrong with her!" She looked around frantically and screamed, "Melissa!" She grabbed her phone and started dialing, but her hands shook so much, the phone slipped and hit the ground.


  "Whoa, Ali." Johnny grabbed her arms, trying to get her to sit down. "What's going on, sweetheart?"


  Ali met Brian's eyes, and the stark fear in her expression took Brian's breath away.


  "There's something—she's hurt—oh God." She gasped again and pounded her chest with her palm then she reached for Brian, clutching his arm. "Something's wrong with her!"


  



  ~


  



  Melissa taped the last box and marked it. "Why don't you start in my room? There's a set of luggage under my bed. Start with the dresser. I need to run down to the warehouse. I have some stuff stored down there that Brian can take when he gets back. When I'm done, we can work in the office."


  "Okay, and Daddy can't accuse us of not working when he gets back," Erin said, rolling her eyes.


  Melissa trotted down the stairs with the keys to the backdoor of the warehouse. She walked to the back of the building and stood in front of the steel door. Staring at it, she broke out into a sweat. God, Lis, go in already. It's daylight, and there's no boogieman in there—just spiders. She chuckled and jiggled the key into the lock.


  "Hey!"


  She jumped and turned quickly. "Matt! Oh my God, you scared the crap out of me."


  "Sorry." He grinned, and Melissa wondered why he looked so happy. "Brian sent me over to help."


  Brian…wow, she must have missed something. "Really? Okay…I guess he's over his anger with you."


  Matt nodded. "We had a good talk."


  "That's great…really great." She smiled and pointed up to the apartment. "Erin is upstairs. You can go help her. I'm going to get some boxes ready for Brian when he gets here."


  Matt frowned at her. "Maybe I should help you with these boxes first."


  Melissa nodded, relieved she didn't have to go into the warehouse alone. "Okay." She jiggled the key, but couldn't get the rusty padlock to open."


  "Let me try," Matt said. He popped the shackle up and down until it had some play, then he turned the key and yanked on the base until it sprang open.


  "Ah, thanks!" Melissa said.


  Matt removed the padlock and swung the hasp open before pushing through the door.


  The warehouse had a row of windows near the ceiling, atop cinderblocks and steel framing, with a few tall windows halfway down to the floor. With the windows painted over, the space was completely black, except for the light coming through one window which was obviously broken. She held her breath against the smell of dust and stale air as she entered.


  "Looks like you have a broken window." Matt said, "Where's the light switch?"


  "When did that happen?" She stared at the jagged glass across the vast expanse and hoped there were no birds trapped inside. "I'll get the light. There's a string over…" She walked farther into the room and around the door Matt was holding open. She reached for the string to switch the light, but before she found it, the room went dark. Then she heard a scuffle, a grunt, and a thud.


  "Matt?"


  She tried to focus her eyes in the darkness as hurried footsteps approached. She reached her hands out, swinging at whatever was approaching, but when her hands made purchase, a fist slammed into her face.


  The blow knocked her back and pain exploded in her face. She tried to scream, but a hand clamped over her mouth. An arm wrapped around her chest, clutching her arms to her sides. Her first thought went to Matt. She prayed he wasn't critically injured. Then she thought of Erin, upstairs alone. How long before Brian returned?


  Melissa tried to take a breath, but with the hand over her mouth and the arm squeezing her chest, she couldn't get enough air.


  "Shut up, or I'll break your neck." The whispered threat confirmed it wasn't Chase. She wasn't sure whether to be more afraid or relieved.


  "Where's the little bitch?" He breathed through gritted teeth. "That little tramp who shot me."


  Oh God…oh my God. Melissa tasted the bile burning her throat. Don't panic—don't panic, Melissa. Be calm and breathe. She tried to inhale when he adjusted his grip, but the pressure was too tight around her chest.


  He squeezed her again. "Tell me where she is!"


  Melissa grunted, trying to breathe. "Not…here," she sputtered when he loosened his hand from her mouth to her throat.


  "Liar! She's here. I recognized her voice and that sweet little laugh." He towed her across the floor, lifting her feet off the concrete as he went. Melissa felt the twist around her neck and tried to move with him instead of against him, afraid he really would break her neck if tested.


  "She left with her dad. They're gone," she said on a breath as her chest heaved for more air.


  "Shut up!" He pushed her to the ground with such force; she skidded on the pavement and slammed her head and shoulder against the cinderblock wall. The blow made her head spin.


  "Call for her. She'll come down if you call for her."


  When she didn't immediately respond, Jeffries came at her with a fist. Her eyes were adjusting to the darkness enough to see him coming. She tried to roll away, but he moved too fast. He straddled her with one hand on her neck, and another in her hair. He lifted her head and slammed it back down against the concrete floor.


  "Call her now!"


  "No!" Melissa cried.


  When he slapped her, she punched at both his legs with clenched fist. She wanted to hit the gunshot wound she knew he had. He cried out and jerked back, and that gave Melissa the opportunity to kick out. She nailed him in the crotch with the heel of her foot. Jeffries jolted sideways, wailing in pain.


  She scurried away and scrambled to get to her feet. Before she reached the door, he jumped her from behind and sent her to the floor. When his weight landed on top of her, the air was knocked from her lungs. She fought with everything she had, trying to keep her screams silent, afraid Erin would hear and come looking for her.


  "Call for her or I'll go get her myself." He had her face pushed against the floor and she could feel little concrete pebbles imbedded in her cheek from the pressure.


  "I have nothing left to lose and no reason not to kill you," he said, and Melissa didn't miss the desperate undertones to his statement. "I'd just as soon strangle you than look at you." He lifted her head by the hair and slammed her face into the floor again. "Do it now!"


  Stars erupted and her vision blurred as the pain spiked through her temples. "No," she said as her chest heaved, fighting for air against his weight on top of her.


  "Melissa," Erin called from outside, and Melissa began fighting again. Oh God, please keep her outside. Melissa bucked up and down to force him off, but he was too strong.


  Erin's feet scuffled on the pavement outside the door. Melissa wanted to cry out a warning, but before she got the words out, Erin was at the door. Jeffries gripped Melissa's mouth and nose so tight, it cut off her airflow.


  "Melissa?" Erin called again. "Auntie Ali keeps calling your cell, should I answer it?"


  Melissa and Jeffries were hidden in the shadows, but when Erin pushed open the door, sunlight shone directly on Matt's crumpled body. Erin rushed forward and let the door close behind her.


  "Oh God, Matty!" When the door smacked closed, Erin screamed for Melissa. Within seconds, the weight lifted off her, and she screamed out, but not fast enough.


  Jeffries grabbed Erin by the hair and shoved her hard against the cinderblock wall. Erin shrieked just as his hands looped around her neck. She shoved him off, but he punched her in the face so hard, she toppled over onto the concrete.


  Melissa scrambled up and dove at him, knocking him to the ground, too. She pounced on top of him and punched with everything she had, but it wasn't enough. With one well-aimed swing to her face, he sent her sideways next to an unconscious Erin. Melissa cried out from the pain in her head. She couldn't see anything between her blurred vision and the darkness. She felt blood gushing from her nose into her swollen mouth. She rolled to her side, coughing and spitting to keep the blood from choking her. When Jeffries came toward them, she rolled over again and leaned over Erin in a protective stance.


  Jeffries sent another blow across her face. She fell sideways. Her head bounced hard off the concrete and light flashed brightly into her eyes before they closed.


  



  ~


  



  Brian pushed the door in time to see Melissa hit the ground. He ran inside, tugging the light cord as Johnny pulled a gun on Jeffries. Ali went right for the girls, both unconscious on the floor next to each other. Brian had to force his lungs to take in air when he got a better look at them. Melissa was covered in dirt and blood, definitely the most hurt of the three of them.


  Looking at his girls—both knocked unconscious, and Melissa bleeding profusely—took his breath away.


  "Brian!" Ali screamed. "Oh God, Melissa." Ali pulled her sweater off and used it to brush the dirt and blood off her sister's face.


  Brian knelt down, first checking Melissa's pulse, then Erin's. Both were still breathing. Melissa was so bloody and bruised, he was afraid to touch her, but even more afraid not to. He lifted her head and shifted it, while Ali held the sweater to her nose to stop the bleeding. He checked her airway then felt around her nose. He brushed Ali's hands away and checked for a break. He had to review the first aid steps one-by-one in his head to keep his cool. He couldn't lose it, not when his girl was lying in a pool of blood. "It's not broken. Here, Ali, hold tightly here, but keep her leaning forward, we don't want the blood to block her airway. If you hold here, it'll stop in a minute."


  Brian leaned over Erin next, checking her pulse again. At his touch, she tried to shake her head. "Erin, honey," Brian said.


  She shot up, but Brian leaned her back down. "No, stay down."


  Her eyes welled up, and she lifted her hand and tried to touch the back of her head. "Melissa," she cried out, looking around frantically.


  "She's right here," Brian said, holding her down. "Don't panic, babe. It's okay." Brian glanced over at Jeffries. Johnny had him on the ground and cuffed. Blood ran from his nose, too. He looked almost as bad as Melissa.


  Brian scrambled back over to Melissa, lifting and resting her head in his lap. The bleeding had subsided, but she was still out of it. He took her face in his hands and swallowed back the lump in his throat. "Lissa…Melissa, can you hear me?" His voice cracked. "Please open your eyes."


  Ali leaned over them, crying, and Brian grabbed her arm. "Ali, can you check on Matty? I have Melissa. Will you see if Matt's okay?" Ali looked horrified at first then shifted quickly and rushed to Matt's side. Johnny approached, too, and knelt next to Matt. He checked his pulse and at the same time, he leaned over to check his breathing.


  "He's breathing." Johnny examined him carefully. They all noticed the small puddle of blood at the base of his skull at the same time. "Don't touch him, Ali. I've already called it in. Fire and paramedics are on the way."


  



  


  



  



  



  Chapter Fifty-Four


  
    

  


  



  Melissa woke up in the dark. When she reached out, she found warmth. She inched her aching body closer until she got the skin-on-skin contact she'd been searching for. Once her face touched his bare chest, she felt at home.


  When Brian's hand came up and caressed her, she tried not to openly flinch, but she couldn't hold back the infinitesimal jerk as his finger brushed her sore cheek. "Sorry, baby." He lifted his hand from her face and tilted to look at her. "How are you feeling?"


  Instead of answering, she looked around. "What happened?" The movement sent a sharp pain through her chest, and she remembered Jeffries' body weight on top of her. She lifted and brought her hand to her throat and gasped. "Where's Erin?"


  "She's fine, sweetheart. She's in her bed and in much better shape than you."


  "Matt?" she said, turning to see him.


  "Matt is fine, too. He's pissed as hell, but his injuries weren't serious…a concussion." Brian tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. "You certainly got the worst of it."


  "What happened?" she asked again, feeling her face and rubbing her hand gently across the bruises there.


  "Jeffries hid out in your warehouse," Brian said. "He broke in through a window."


  "When?"


  "We're not sure." He shifted her slowly and leaned over, propping his head on his elbow. "How do you feel?"


  "Groggy…achy." She winced and touched her nose. "And sore. I guess it can't be too bad since I'm home with you and not in the hospital."


  "You also have a concussion, but I promised the doctor I'd keep a good eye on you if he let you come home. You didn't want to stay there. Don't you remember?"


  "No, I don't remember much of anything," she said, finally able to see his face in the dark.


  "I'm sorry," he said in a heavy voice. "I shouldn't have left you unprotected."


  "Unprotected? What are you talking about? You couldn't have predicted this."


  "I should have known. Jeffries is unstable. I should have expected something."


  "Stop it." She reached up to touch his face.


  Brian wrapped his hands around her and pulled her into his chest. "If something would have happened to you…"


  Melissa rested her cheek to his chest again, letting the feel of his beating heart relax her.


  "Your sister freaked out. It's the only reason we got there so fast.


  She started screaming and grabbing her chest and throat. She couldn't breathe and kept shouting your name."


  When he shuddered, Melissa squeezed him, relieved they were all okay. "I guess this twin thing comes in handy sometimes."


  "Yeah, no kiddin'." Brian kissed the top of her head.


  "So…Jeffries was arrested?"


  "Oh yeah. Johnny got him" he said. "He's going away for a long time. ICE got more evidence off his computer than I care to think about. He's been producing child porn for years…selling to pedophiles all over the internet." He sighed and said, "Johnny and I were working on the case before Julie's death, but when ICE picked it up, we were pulled off."


  "How on earth did he get away with it for so long?"


  Brian chuckled humorlessly. "He had a lot of people in this community fooled. A master-fucking-manipulator. Most of his biggest supporters were also parents of his victims, including Julie. I think that was part of his game. Gain fans and then abuse their kids. People were so sure of him; they never worried about their kids in his care. And, well…we've seen firsthand how he manipulated the kids."


  "I'm sorry, Brian."


  "No, baby, I'm sorry. I should have had Mark put a man on you…you and Erin." Brian took her hand and kissed her palm. "It's over though. We can rest easy now."


  Melissa stared into his eyes and into her future, smiling.


  "We've gone full circle," he said. "And I can't wait to share the rest of this life with you."


  


  



  



  



  Chapter Fifty-Five


  
    

  


  



  Ten months later…


  



  "Wake up." Ali whispered, leaning in toward Melissa's ear. "It's your wedding day, sweetheart. Get up." Melissa's eyes blinked open and she looked into her sister's smiling face. "In eight hours, you'll be Mrs. Brian Hammel. Are you ready?" Ali was kneeling on the floor next to Melissa's bed with a coffee mug in her hand.


  Melissa smiled and slowly sat up then reached for the coffee. "I'm more than ready."


  "I have something for you?" Ali sat on the bed and lifted a white paper bag in the air in front of Melissa.


  Melissa squinted at the bag. "You brought me something from the drug store?"


  "Yes, ma'am, I did." Ali opened the bag and pulled out a pregnancy test. "I'm not pregnant, yet I'm experiencing a lot of morning sickness."


  Melissa laughed. "Welcome to my life." She reached for the test and said, "This is some tradition we have going…" Her eyes locked on Ali's. "You really think I'm pregnant?"


  "I believe you are, and there's only one way to find out." Ali grabbed Melissa's hand and pulled her into the bathroom. "It's simple. All you have to do is follow the directions on the box." She handed her the test and turned out of the bathroom.


  Melissa followed the directions, then stared at the stick as she stepped out of the bathroom. "How long does it take?"


  Ali took the stick and held it up to the light. "It shouldn't be long— Oh my God, Melissa, look!" Ali grabbed her sister and hugged her so fiercely Melissa had to fight for air. "Oh my God!" Ali pulled back and had tears in her eyes, as did Melissa.


  "What's the racket about?" Brian asked as he stepped into the room. "What's wrong?"


  Ali handed the stick back to Melissa and said, "Bye." Then she rushed to hug Brian before leaving the room.


  "What was that about?" Brian asked.


  Melissa covered her face as uncontrollable tears rushed down her cheeks.


  "Hey…" Brian went to Melissa and put his arms around her. "It's our wedding day. Why on earth are you crying? Why are you so upset?"


  Melissa held out the stick, burying her face in his neck.


  "What is this?" He took the stick and looked at it.


  Brian's breathing pitched and his arm tightened around her. "Lis, what does this mean, sweetheart?" he whispered. "Is this good news or bad?"


  "That depends on how you look at it," she mumbled.


  "Are we having a baby?"


  She nodded into his chest. "Yes."


  "Oh my God, Lissa." He withdrew from the embrace and looked into her tear-streaked face. "We're having a baby?"


  She nodded again and smiled.


  "Are you happy?" he asked at the look on her face.


  "Yes…aren't you?"


  "I'm thrilled, sweetheart. Only one thing could make this more perfect."


  She looked at him, confused. "What else could you want?"


  "He kissed her lips then traveled down to kiss her bare mid-drift where her cami was too short. He knelt down in front of her and cupped her hips with his hands. He then turned his head to rest his cheek on her stomach.


  "Two," he whispered.


  "Two?" she asked, running her fingers through his hair.


  "Two beautiful little girls would make this perfect…" He grinned against her stomach and said, "Twins."


  



  
    Want more of the Embrace Series?
  


  
    Dangerous Embrace, Embrace Series 1


  


  
    [image: DangerousEmbrace_350]

  


  
    Sometimes Love is Worth the Risk.
  


  
    

  


  
    Sarah Jennings wants nothing more than a quiet life—alone! Raised by an eccentric mother, their life on the road only taught her how to run away from hard times. When she finds herself in an abusive relationship, this lesson serves her well. Eight years later, she's settled, happy and less fearful than she's ever been in her life, until one brutal act of violence changes everything. Injured and afraid, Sarah wants to run again, but Mark Summors refuses to let her go.
  


  
    Mark's passionate about his job. He devotes his life to protecting people, only this time he's protecting his future. At least, Sarah Jennings will be his future once he convinces her she loves him.

  


  
    When Sarah agrees to let Mark help, she doesn't anticipate just how important of a role he'll play in her future or how the violence in her past will come back to threaten them both.
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    A new love, a missing child, a family found.
  


  
    

  


  
    A second divorce and a new baby wasn't the vision Alison Hayes had for her future. Now a single mother with two young boys, she wants to focus on her kids and what's left of her stagnant career. When Detective Johnny Rhay Bennett breezes into town with his country-boy accent, she wants to run. She doesn't need another man in her life, or another reason to make people talk. But when her worst nightmare becomes a reality, Johnny is the only person who can pull Ali out of her despair, forcing her to stay strong and not give up hope of finding her missing child.
  


  
    Who falls in love after a one-night stand? Johnny Rhay doesn't believe it's possible until it happens to him. With Nashville in his rear-view mirror, he's determined to convince Alison she loves him too, even if it means moving to the West Coast. Ali's not easy, and she's living on just this side of bitter after her divorce, but Johnny doesn't care. He's up for the challenge. At least, he believes he's up for it until baby Micah is stolen right out from under his nose. Now Johnny has to keep it together and get that sweet little boy home safe before his dreams of having a family vanish too.
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