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Praise
 
“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, author of Finding Claire Fletcher and Aberration
 
“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 Sugar’s Dance and Sugar’s Song
 
“Precious Embrace is a romantic, edgy rollercoaster from beginning to end. I didn’t want to put the story down. Ali is naive but likable. Johnny...oh Johnny...who doesn’t love a country boy? (I married one!) Precious Embrace is a wonderful Romantic Suspense with plenty of swizzle that’s a must read!” 
~Tobi Helton, Forget the Housework, I’m Reading...
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Dedication
 
No love on earth equals the love of a mother. Thank you, Elizabeth, Kaitlin, and Trevor for allowing me to know that love.
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Chapter One
 
Ali Hayes knew the phrase tall drink of water was cliché, and she never really understood it. But when she opened her front door and came face-to-face with Johnny Rhay Bennett, clad in tight jeans and an even tighter black t-shirt, there was no other way to describe him. 
It had been two months since they’d spent the night together and she honestly never thought she’d see him again. It took her several seconds to find her voice and when she did, she had little control over what came out. “Wow. You were the last person I expected to find at my door. What are you doing here?”
“Well it’s good to see you too.” He leaned in close. “I probably should have called first, but I didn’t get your phone number the last time…,” His lips quirked into a little grin and Ali had to wet her lips because her mouth had gone dry.
She took a step back, hoping to regain her senses. Flashes of their previous brief encounters flashed in her head and she had to fight to keep from covering her face in embarrassment. The baby in her arms squirmed and started whining, unceremoniously bringing her back to the present. She shifted and rocked the baby. “Um…sorry, I’m just surprised to see you here. Are you in town to visit Sarah and Mark? They’re in Arizona on vacation. I hope you didn’t make the trip for nothing.”
“I guess they didn’t tell you the latest.” He looked from her to the open door. 
“Sorry, come in.” She held the door open further and took a step back. Once she let him inside, she realized she shouldn’t have. Her house looked like a stampede of kindergartners had barged through. “Sorry about the mess. I haven’t had a moment of peace in three days.” 
Johnny looked around and said, “You alone? Did Jamie go with Mark and Sarah?”
“Yeah, he went with his dad.” Micah kicked out and started crying. Ali wanted to cry too. She bounced him, which only made him more irritable. “So what’s the latest?” she asked Johnny.
“Oh, ah…well, I’ve moved out here permanently.”
She drew back. “I’m sorry, what?” 
His smile faltered a little and he said, “You’re looking at Santa Rosa’s newest detective.”
“Why would you move…why California? I thought you loved Nashville.”
“No…well, it’s alright I guess, but I was never in love with the place.” He looked down at Micah when Micah kicked out again. “What’s the matter, little guy?” Johnny reached out and rubbed Micah’s little bald head. His eyebrows drew together. “Ali, he’s hot.”
“I know. I gave him some baby Tylenol…he’s so cranky.”  
Johnny held out his hands. “Let me have him…don’t you have any help?” He looked down into her eyes, irritation clear on his face. Ali hesitated, but Johnny motioned again. She gave in and handed the baby over. Johnny cradled Micah to his chest and murmured to him in a quiet, steady voice.
“I don’t need help. I’m perfectly capable of handling Micah on my own.”
Johnny cooed, “Hey, little man, what’s going on here, huh?” He smiled at Ali. “You’re lucky, babies love me.”
Micah stared at Johnny and the whining stopped. She crossed her arms over her chest. “I didn’t realize you were such an expert with babies.” 
“My cousin Jerry has a house full. I’ve spent a lot of time with them.” Johnny glanced back at her, his eyes traveling from her feet to her face. “Why don’t you go take a nap? I’ll look after him for a little while.”
“Ah, no, I’m sure you didn’t come here to babysit.” She tilted her head. “So you really left Nashville?”
“Yeah, I needed a change and figured California was as good a place as any.” He looked down at Micah and a soft smile lit his face. “I can’t believe how different he looks. The last time I saw him he looked like a little blob of flesh.” Ali chuckled and said, “He was only a couple weeks old then. He’s four months now.”
“He’s a cute little thing, isn’t he?” Their eyes met and the soft expression on his face nearly stopped her heart. She wished like hell he didn’t have that effect on her, but damn he was hard to resist. “I missed seeing him at Mark and Sarah’s wedding, but I guess I can honestly say, I’m glad you didn’t bring him…we might not have had as much fun.” 
She thought of Hawaii and his smile. Mark and Sarah’s cliff top wedding had been on Valentine’s Day, two months before, but she hadn’t forgotten one second of the night she’d spent with Johnny. What had she been thinking? It was the beaches, the sun—the incredibly romantic wedding. She rubbed a hand over her face. Watching her ex-husband marry the girl of his dreams that night had been difficult for her. Not because she was jealous, but because her own love life had become such a disaster. She had a brand new baby and was in the middle of her second divorce. God…where had things gone wrong?
When Johnny approached her at their reception, he’d caught her in a moment of self-pity and pathetic-ness. Seeing him at the wedding, coming face to face with such a beautiful person in such a beautiful place felt like a hit of adrenalin to her heart. And the way he was with her…so attentive, considerate and…sweet. After spending the night with him, she’d convinced herself she’d fallen for him because of her crappy self-esteem and neediness. But seeing him now, two months later, she realized it wasn’t about her, but about him. He was exactly the same each time she’d seen him. This is what made him so irresistible. There were no pretenses. He was exactly what he portrayed, and he always seemed to speak with sincerity, so unlike many men who were full of awful pick-up lines and charm. Johnny was just a straight talking good guy…and he wanted her. She could see that in his eyes now. 
“I wasn’t expecting…,” Her eyes drifted to the floor. Her night with Johnny had been her first one-night-stand and she didn’t know what the rules were for encounters like theirs. She still thought about him—about their night together every day. “I wasn’t expecting to ever see you again.”
“I imagine you weren’t.” He sounded amused. 
“What are you trying to say?” She dropped her hands on her hips. “It’s not like I’d planned that. I’ve never—“
“Relax, Ali, I know you’re not some little harlot.” He held a hand out before lifting one finger to his lips in a hushing motion and whispered, “But I was under the impression you enjoyed yourself. I know I did.”
  Oh, yes, she had certainly enjoyed herself. She looked down at her now sleeping baby. 
“I can hardly help myself. You’re not that easy to forget.” His soft sweet drawl dripped like honey from his lips, and she fought the eye roll, but at the same time, she was glad Micah slept between them so she couldn’t rip his clothes off. “That doesn’t make me a bad guy you know. Besides, me and Micah are old buddies. I can’t exactly hang out with him without charming his lovely mother.” 
Ali turned from him and walked into the living room, needing a little space. She pulled the cord on her drapes to let in some light—and to keep her hands busy. “That’s funny, especially since you’ve only seen Micah a couple of times and that was in December when he was a newborn.”
Johnny glanced at her with a playful grin. “Now that doesn’t mean we didn’t bond over that bottle I fed him. Please”—he held a hand to his chest, feigning heartache—“please don’t belittle our friendship.” 
She grinned at the memory of how gentle and cool he had been with Micah then. Babies usually made people nervous, but even now, Johnny looked like a pro holding her baby. It was heartwarming to see someone else show affection for her son. She brushed a hand at him and said, “Oh very cute…I apologize.” She gestured to the baby in his arms. “Clearly you’re already thick as thieves. I’m sure Micah is thrilled you came all this way to see him again.”
He rolled his head to the side, biting the inside of his mouth, looking her up and down with a sideways grin. “In all seriousness…I went to the wedding hoping to see you again.”
The expression was so cowboyish and so freaking cute. It was definitely time for a subject change. Holy hell, and he’d moved to California. What was she going to do now? “And now you live here…how did that happen?”
“I needed a change.” He shrugged and looked down at Micah again. “Brian Hammel suggested it, said the department had an opening.”
Ali lowered her eyes, fighting the curse words she wanted to fling at Brian. “I didn’t realize you were friends with Brian.”
“I worked with him on the Lewis case. That’s why I flew out here in December.”
She nodded. “Right, sorry, I knew that.”
“Brian recommended me to his sergeant. After a couple of phone interviews, he made me an offer. When I told Sarah, she offered her little house up for rent.”
“That’s a big step…you sure that’s what you want.”
“Well…” His voice grew pensive. “It’s already done.”
Of course he moved out here. Because that’s just the complication she needed in her life right now. “Johnny, I’m not exactly in the position to start…something.” She moved her hands around, fighting the nerves now plaguing her. 
He watched her with a stare that, brick by brick, knocked down her wall, even as she fought to keep it in place. “Why? You’re not dead, just divorcing.” 
“You mean divorcing again?” She laughed but it lacked humor. Her shoulders slumped. “Starting another relationship before my last one has ended isn’t a mistake I’m willing to make twice.”
“Oh come on, you can have dinner with me, sunshine, and you look like you need a break.” He frowned down at her. As if she weren’t pathetic enough, he had to remind her. “Is there a law that says we can’t be friends?”
Ali had made a point to become an ice-sculpture after she threw her husband out. She wanted to concentrate on her sons, and her career, and stay away from men. In a couple of months she’d start her new job in the District Attorney’s office and she didn’t need another distraction. Mark and Sarah’s wedding had been beautiful, the open bar—meeting Johnny again…his warmth had melted her icy façade. 
Being friends with him while memories of their night together swam in her head was impossible. If she weren’t totally and completely attracted to him, things could be different, but she needed to stick with her cold-hearted divorcé plan to get through the next few months and get on with her life. 
He thumbed her chin, forcing her to glance up at him. “Don’t over think this. It’s just dinner.” 
Ali’s eyes dropped to Micah. She gently rested the back of her hand on his forehead. “Thank you…it’s hard when they can’t tell you how they feel.” 
“Yeah, I know. We just needed to give the Tylenol a chance to kick in,” Johnny said. “He seems fine now.” 
“He didn’t sleep well last night, poor baby. He’s exhausted.”
“You look exhausted too. Go ahead and lay down for a while. I’ll hang out with Micah.”
“Actually, I would love a shower. Just ten minutes. Would you mind?”
“No, I wouldn’t mind joining you at all, but one of us has to stay here with Micah.” He grinned again. “Just kiddin’, go ahead.”






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Two
 
Ali climbed the stairs, leaving Johnny in charge of the sleeping baby. “You’re a lucky boy to have her for your Mama.” He leaned in, kissed his little head, inhaling that sweet baby scent.
When Johnny heard the water turn on upstairs, he searched around for a place to safely lay the baby down. “Couch? No—he might roll off. Ah… the floor? Yeah,” he muttered. 
He knelt on the floor and laid out a blanket with his right hand, holding Micah to his chest with his left, and then he gently laid Micah in the middle of the soft blue blanket, covering him with another one just as soft. 
Micah stirred a little so Johnny placed his large hand over Micah’s chest to replace the heat that had been lost when he pulled Micah away from his body. When Micah settled, he lifted it slowly and stood up. 
“She shouldn’t have to take care of this baby alone.” He shook his head and said, “Where’s your daddy, little guy? Why isn’t he helping?” 
Johnny looked around the room at Ali’s house, relieved to be amongst her things. After imagining her place for months, he realized he was pretty on target. Everything stood out, but looked in place at the same time. Her large crimson couch faced the focal point of the room, the huge, gray, stone fireplace. On each side of the couch sat swivel armchairs covered in bright colorful geometrical shapes of different sizes. 
In the middle of the setting sat a large, round, oak coffee table, littered with empty baby bottles and toys. He quietly picked up the toys one at a time and laid them in the blue and green toy bin hiding in the corner of the room. 
He folded the baby blankets lying across the couch and set them in a neat pile. After folding the blankets, he grabbed the empty baby bottles, carrying them through the foyer, the dining room, and into the kitchen. The huge house was cave like, the darkness casting a heavy fog on the bright colors, making everything feel stressed, or depressed. Void of something, it was sad…and made him sad. It just wasn’t Ali. She was all sunshine and light, her light is what drew him to her. 
When he entered the dining room, he went to the sliding glass door to open the blinds. Pots of flowers in every color from deep purple to white bordered the large back patio. A pair of birch trees shaded most of the backyard and the beautiful lawn. The brightness helped push away the tension locked inside the house. 
He opened the door to let in some fresh air before turning back to the room. A long counter with several barstools divided the kitchen from the dining room. This room wasn’t in better shape than the living room. Ali must have been going stir crazy trapped in this house with an unhappy baby. 
Johnny returned to the living room and neatly replaced the throw pillows on her couch. “That’s better,” he whispered to himself. When the water turned off, he sat down and picked up the remote control. 
An hour later, the ball game had ended, Micah still slept peacefully, and Ali hadn’t come downstairs. Johnny wandered over to the stairs, turning first to glance at Micah one more time before going up. 
He poked his head in each room until he found Ali, sleeping in the middle of her bed, wrapped in a bath robe with a towel on her head. 
Good, she’s sleeping. Johnny took in the room. Other than the messy bed this seemed to be the cleanest room in the house. Ali’s bright white robe stood out amongst the layers and piles of different shades of deep purple sheets and pillows. At her feet lay a crumpled fluffy comforter. He couldn’t believe how exhausted she looked. He hated seeing her like that. She shouldn’t be having to deal with a new baby on her own. Johnny watched her for a few minutes, wanting to crawl in with her, but he went back down stairs and left her sleeping. 
“I guess if I can’t take her out, we can eat in.” He Googled pizza on his phone and found the closest, highest rated pizza joint in the neighborhood. “Nujo’s Pizza…this must be the place,” he muttered.
Forty-five minutes later, when the doorbell rang, Johnny rushed to the door before the deliveryman rang it again. He paid for the pizza and carried it to the kitchen. When he came back out to the living room, Micah lay wide-awake staring up at him with a toothless grin.
“Hey, little guy.” He picked him up and rested his palm on Micah’s forehead. “Good news, buddy, the fever’s gone.” 
He bounced him a couple of times, getting another smile out of him before carrying him into the kitchen. “I guess you can’t eat pizza…let me see, you were born in December so that would make you about four months old…hum.” 
He opened the fridge. “Well lookie here, little guy, your mama has your dinner ready.” Johnny pulled a bottle from the line of pre-made bottles in the fridge. Now, how to heat it? Microwave…no, let’s see, Ali must have some sort of gadget for this, right? 
“Aha!” Johnny said triumphantly, making the baby jerk in his arms. He stuck the bottle in the warmer, checked to make sure it was plugged in and pressed the button. He held his hand near the machine and smiled at the radiating warmth.  “We got it goin’ on now, Micah,” he said. Micah smiled back and Johnny got a little pang in his chest. “You’re a sweet lil’ thing. Why are you giving your mama trouble?” Micah’s grin grew from the attention. “I guess you both needed a nap, huh.”
Johnny found a beer in the fridge and five minutes later, he and Micah kicked back on the couch, watching TV while Micah sucked on his bottle. Johnny couldn’t get over how much Micah had grown in the last few months. He’d watch his nieces and nephews grow up, but seeing them every day made it difficult to see the changes. Micah’s features had taken shape since he’d seen him in December. He was really starting to look like Ali with the little personality in his smile and everything. It was hard not to fall in love with the little guy. He missed seeing Micah in February at Sarah and Mark’s wedding…not that he minded having Ali all to himself. If only he could’ve gotten her to stay for a few more days. He’d craved more time with her. Hell, he’d just plain craved her. 
When Micah finished the bottle, Johnny went back to the kitchen and latched Micah into his reclining highchair and started loading the dishwasher. 
“What are you doing?” 
Johnny jumped, splashing water down the front of his shirt. “Good lord, woman, make some noise or something. You scared the daylights out of me.” 
She crossed her arms over her chest. “Why are you doing my dishes—and cleaning my house?” 
“I’m keepin’ busy while you rest. Micah and I are hanging out.” He looked over at Micah for some back up. “Huh, Micah?” Micah stared back with an open mouth. 
“He’s happy.” Ali walked over to the highchair. “What did you do to him?” 
“Bourbon—works every time.” When her mouth dropped open he grinned. “Just kiddin’.”  
She relaxed and said, “Thank you for watching him. I didn’t mean to fall asleep.”
“We had a good time. I ordered a pizza. Are you hungry?” 
“Is that what I smell?” She inhaled deeply, closing her eyes.
He nodded at the box. “Yes ma’am.”
Ali lifted the lid of the pizza box and inhaled again. “Oh yeah, that smells good.” She glanced over at him. “You haven’t eaten any.”
 “Waiting for you.” She was rockin’ that robe and, man, did he want to peel it off her. His gaze landed on the cleavage peeking out. “I figured since we couldn’t go out, we could eat in.” 
She clutched the collar, pulling the robe tighter. “I’ll go get dressed.” 
“Don’t get dressed on my account,” he said as she scurried away. 
He took Micah from the highchair and carried him back into the living room to wait for her. When she came down fully dressed, Johnny tried not to show his disappointment. 
“You’re not eating?” she said approaching the couch. 
“Waiting for you.” He tipped the beer one more time before reaching to set it down. 
“Stay put. I’ll make your plate. You can put Micah in his swing while we eat.” She motioned to the baby swing then turned toward the kitchen. 
Johnny stared at the swing as they approached it. It can’t be that hard to figure out.
He sat Micah in the seat and adjusted the straps before buckling him in. “Now what?” he said, pushing on the seat to make it move back and forth. “That’s not right…,” he glanced up and found the power button, “All righty.” He clapped his hands and smiled wide at Micah. “You like that, little guy?” Johnny grinned at Micah’s droopy eyes and whispered, “Nighty night.”
Ali came back a few minutes later with two paper plates full of pizza slices and a diet Coke tucked under her arm. She handed him a plate and sat down on the other end of the couch.
“You don’t drink beer?” He nodded to her soda.
“No, not really. That’s been in the fridge since before Christmas. I don’t know…does beer get old?” 
He pulled the bottle from his mouth and shrugged. “It’s good enough I guess. Why do you have beer in your house if you don’t drink?” 
“It’s Carl’s beer. I never got around to throwing it out.” She waved a slice of pizza at him and took a bite. “Thanks for dinner.”
“I’m surprised he didn’t come back for this.” Johnny held the bottle up to look at the label. “It’s expensive Hefeweizen.”   
“He didn’t come back for anything.” She stared at her plate and he thought maybe she was avoiding his eyes. 
“Why? Did you threaten his life or something?” 
“Nope,” she shook her head, “haven’t heard from him since he left, but I can prove he’s alive because he accepted the divorce papers when they were served.”
“Well…what about Micah?” Johnny sat up a little straighter. “He hasn’t come to visit his son?”
Ali shook her head. “Carl never showed much interest in Micah. Not even when I was pregnant.”
“What do you mean—never showed interest?”
She waved her slice of pizza at him. “He doesn’t care, never wanted a child.”
 
 
Johnny’s eyes leveled her with an intensity she wasn’t expecting.
“Don’t—we’re fine.” She met his glare with just as much intensity. She wanted him to believe her, they would be fine, she’d make sure of it. She didn’t need Carl, she didn’t need any man and she would prove it. “When Carl and I got married we agreed to no children. He loved Jamie and they got along great, but he didn’t want a baby, thought he was too old. Micah is a birth control baby.”
“So? Things happen, that doesn’t mean you abandon your kids.”
She looked away from him, wishing that were true. “Apparently some men wouldn’t agree with you. Our marriage was pretty much over the moment I told him I was pregnant.”
“What a bastard,” Johnny said. “How does he live with himself?”
Ali raised her eyebrows. “Huh… and that’s not even the worst of it.”
He set his plate on the table and linked his hands around his beer, his shoulders tensing. “What else did he do?” 
Ali blinked heavily, not sure if he was seriously asking or if he was pretending not to know. “Sarah and Mark didn’t tell you?” 
Johnny leaned forward. “Tell me what?”
Ali rolled her eyes and leaned over to set her plate down too. “You know how Sarah was almost raped by Rupert Maylyn last year, right?”
“What does that have to do with Carl?”
“When I was in labor with Micah, Carl cornered Sarah in the hospital waiting room and hit on her…aggressively hit on her… if you know what I mean.” She cleared her throat. “He knew about Maylyn’s attack…and how vulnerable she was. He cornered her anyway.”
He smacked his beer down on the coffee table. “Did Mark beat his ass?”
She didn’t even try to hide the grin. “Sarah gave him a bloody nose and two black eyes. When Carl came into my room he had cleaned up the blood.” She gestured to her face, fighting the nervous energy. “But he couldn’t hide the dark circles under his eyes or the swelling. He told me he walked into the sliding glass door on the hospital balcony.” 
Johnny stared at her, his eyes stony.
She tried to act nonchalant under his scrutiny. “I thought Mark hit him and I knew he had to have done something terrible to provoke Mark like that.” She closed her eyes for a second, so much for nonchalant. When she opened her eyes, they met Johnny’s. “I finally got him to admit what he’d done. I told him to leave and I haven’t seen or talked to him since.”
Johnny stood up and circled the room. She thought he might be searching for an escape route out of her insane life. 
He looked down at Micah for a long time then turned to Ali, his breathing a little labored. “What kind of man would walk away from such a sweet little boy…and you?” 
Ali shrugged. “I don’t seem to have a very good effect on men. I either hurt them…or make them crazy.”
He glared at her, the intensity coming back. “No way in hell you’ve found a way to blame yourself for what he did.” 
“It doesn’t matter. I didn’t give him a choice. I made him walk out.”
“You didn’t give him a choice when it came to you, but not Micah. He could still have a relationship with his son.”
Ali pressed her lips together; she didn’t have an answer for that. Johnny was right, Carl could’ve had a relationship with Micah but he hadn’t made any attempt to see his son in four months. Maybe it was better this way, Carl wasn’t cut out to be a dad.
“I guess it’s good riddance then?” Johnny sat back down next to her as if he was trying to shrug it off too. 
Ali nodded and picked up her plate to eat more pizza. She needed to occupy herself so she could push away the awful memories. She didn’t want to have a mental breakdown today and certainly not with Johnny watching. “Thanks again for helping today.” 
“Anytime…I can’t believe you’re doing this on your own.”
“Honestly, we’ve been okay. I’ve done this before you know. Micah’s an angel compared to Jamie when he was a baby.”
Johnny scoffed. “Yeah, but when Jamie was a baby, you had Mark to help. Now you’re alone.” 
“I’m fine, Johnny. The last couple of days have been difficult because Micah’s been sick, but most of the time, Micah is a really easy baby to care for. I don’t mind doing this on my own, and I definitely don’t need Carl here.”
 


 
Johnny wanted more than anything to take away the pain he’d seen in Ali’s eyes. He backed off though, not wanting to push her if she wasn’t ready. Her strength amazed him. She’d sat there and told him everything about Carl without so much as shedding one tear. 
When they finished eating, Ali found a movie on HBO for them to watch while Johnny played with Micah on his lap. He’d half expected her to send him home after dinner, but she seemed to need the company as much as he did. 
They talked through most of the movie and he even got her to laugh a few times. When Micah got fussy she made him another bottle and curled into the corner of the couch with him cradled against her. 
When the movie ended, Johnny turned to find them both sound asleep. He stood up and pulled Micah out of Ali’s grip. Her lids popped up and she focused her glazed eyes on him. 
“I got him, sunshine, don’t worry.”
She released her grip and let Johnny take the baby from her. 
Johnny carried Micah up to the nursery and laid him in the crib as easy as he could to not wake him. When Micah’s breathing steadied, Johnny reached over for the baby monitor. He turned the base on and carried the remote with him and went back downstairs. 
Ali was curled in a ball, fast asleep. He wanted more than anything to lay with her and hold her. He clicked off the TV and one of the lamps then knelt on the floor next to her. A strand of blond hair lay across her cheek and tucked under her chin. With a need to touch her, he brushed the hair off her face with gentle fingers, lingering on her cheek for a moment. She jerked awake with a start and he cupped her face to calm her. 
“Hi…” 
“Where’s Micah?” Her eyes darted around the room before focusing on his face. 
Johnny handed her the baby monitor remote. “He’s asleep in his crib.” 
“You put him to bed?” She held the monitor to her ear. “You have done this before, haven’t you?” 
“Yeah.” He gave her a crooked smile. “Now…can I help you to bed before I take off? Unless you want me to stay and help with Micah. I could crash on the couch.”
“No, ah…I can get myself to bed. Thanks.” She sat up, steadied herself and followed him to the entry hall. “I really do appreciate the help today.” 
Johnny turned back to her when they approached the front door. “Do you think I could come back and visit Micah sometime?” He leaned in close and got a whiff of her freshly shampooed hair. She was rumpled from dozing on the couch and it was the sexist thing he’d ever seen. 
“Yeah…but,” she held her hand out, “hold on.” Then she leaned over the entry table and scribbled something on a pad of paper before ripping it off and handing it to him. “My phone number, so you can call first next time.” 
Johnny smiled and took the phone number and pen from her, brushing his fingers over hers. He jotted down his number and handed the pen back. “And you can call me whenever you need a babysitter…or a dinner date.” He gave her one last grin and lumbered out the door. 
Johnny drove home slowly, wishing he had convinced her to let him stay. His new place was amazing, but so quiet it drove him crazy. He parked his truck in the circular drive and went inside the house, sidestepping the boxes. He’d been in town for a few days, but he hadn’t done much of anything. He wasn’t due to start working at the Santa Rosa Police Department for a few weeks and he had no idea what to do with himself until then. 
Besides Ali, the only people he knew in town were Mark and Sarah, who were on vacation. He’d gotten familiar with Brian Hammel and his wife Julie, but not familiar enough to drop by and make himself at home. The only thing that made him more familiar with Ali was having her naked and stretched out underneath him in Hawaii. He plopped down on the huge sectional sofa, playing that night over again in his head. She’d haunted him. He couldn’t stop thinking about her and more importantly, he didn’t want to stop thinking about her. 
Sarah, his childhood sweetheart, had offered to rent him her house when he told her about moving out here. He and Sarah had reconnected last year when he’d received a call from Brian Hammel about a cold case murder involving Sarah’s step-dad. 
Ali’s ex-husband, Mark Summors, and Sarah were married in Maui on Valentine’s day and Johnny had never seen a woman happier than Sarah was now. She was very pregnant with Mark’s baby and now a step-mother to Jamie—who also happened to be Ali’s son.
The memory of Sarah and Mark’s wedding brought a smile to his face. He didn’t expect to see Ali at the wedding. He’d hoped, and that hope was what made him accept the invitation. He hadn’t stopped thinking about her since they’d first met in December and he’d wanted her the moment he’d laid eyes on her. 
He’d moved from Nashville to Santa Rosa just to be close to her. There were other great reasons to move here. The weather, the pretty girls, he was ready for a change…but Ali was the deciding factor. 
It all came back to Ali. He didn’t give a damn that she was going through a divorce with Micah’s father, her second husband. In his eyes, Ali was single and available. Now that she had told him the details, and he’d seen the hurt in her haunted expression, the whole thing pissed him off. 
It didn’t change how he felt though; he wanted all that golden blond hair and those golden brown eyes. Stunning—it was the only word to describe her. Everything about her attracted him…her brains, her sense of humor, her delicate soft skin, and perfect soft little body. He wanted every part of her.






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Three
 
At three am, Micah’s crying shrilled through the baby monitor. Ali rolled over and moaned, sliding off the bed. She pulled her robe on as she padded to his room. 
“Hey, sweetpea, it’s okay, Mommy’s here.” She picked him up and cradled him until his crying stopped, and then changed his diaper before carrying him out of the room. 
On her way down the hall, she stopped in front of Jamie’s room. It was dark and cold. The outline of his empty bed glowed in the moonlight shining through the crack in his race car curtains. She hated not having Jamie home, but she couldn’t say no when Mark asked if they could take Jamie on vacation with them. Having been kept away from his dad during the Maylyn threat, Jamie missed Mark severely. She also wanted to give the three of them family time together. Jamie needed some solid ground with his dad, especially with Sarah being pregnant. All of these changes were too much for one little boy. His dad was in the middle of building a new family, and she, his mom, was in the middle of dividing their family with her divorce from Carl.
When Micah let out an impatient wail she patted his back. “I know, baby, I miss Jamie too.” With a heavy heart, she left Jamie’s room and carried Micah downstairs. 
Ali pulled the bottle out of the fridge and the remaining beer in the back caught her eye. Carl’s beer…no, Johnny’s beer. Ugh…who’d of thought…moved to California permanently. 
Carl had left for good and Johnny came to stay. She looked down at Micah, this is not a complication we need right now.
He wiggled in her arms, ready to eat. “I’m tired. You’re wearing me out, baby. After this bottle do you think you can sleep at least until nine a.m.?” She placed the bottle in the warmer and paced the kitchen, rocking him in her arms. 
He stared at her with his fist in his mouth. 
“I love you even when you don’t let me sleep.” 
Micah kicked out, his body stiffening, and he whined again. The light on the bottle warmer clicked off. “Just in time,” she muttered and tested the milk temperature before putting it in Micah’s eager mouth. She walked back upstairs to the nursery and curled up with Micah in the rocker. 
The celestial nightlight dimly lit the room, reflecting a crescent moon and stars on the ceiling. Her troubles seemed to melt away when she sat in the peaceful space with her baby. She was so hopeful when she and her sister Melissa had decorated the nursery and picked out the furniture. Even when Carl wouldn’t step foot in the room, Ali still held out hope. She was sure when Micah was born, Carl wouldn’t be able to resist him. She still didn’t understand how anyone could resist such a beautiful baby, much less their own flesh and blood. But it didn’t matter, Micah’s room still represented hope to her. 
Being a single mother was never in her master plan for life. Ever. But from the moment she found out she was pregnant, everything in her life had changed and she wouldn’t take the old life back for anything. Micah was perfect and no matter what, she’d raise a wonderful, smart, and caring son all by herself if she had too. 
Micah would never have a dad to coach little league, or teach him how to ride a bike, but neither had Ali. She’d lost her father at eight. Granted she’d already learned how to ride a bike, but she still missed having her dad there for so many other important things in her life. Would Mother be such a judgmental and angry person if they hadn’t lost daddy? Her parents were so in love, she remembered their favorite song…and the two of them dancing around the living room whenever it played on the radio. God how she’d wanted that too. True love with her best friend. Ali rolled her eyes and shifted Micah in her arms. Oh yeah, she’d had that, she’d married her best friend and broken his heart. 
But still, her marriage to Mark was another thing in her life she couldn’t regret. She had Jamie, and in reality, Mark was still her best friend. Even when he hated her for marrying Carl, Mark always came through for her. Seeing him happy…watching him marry his perfect match, well, that was a great day. Mark and Sarah deserved happiness more than any two people she’d ever known.
Ali tipped the empty bottle up and set it on the small table next to the rocker. Lifting Micah as she stood, she leaned closer and kissed him. God how she loved him, it still amazed her how blessed she was with such a miracle. She never thought she could love someone like she loved Jamie, but that was one of the best things about motherhood, giving and receiving complete unconditional love. Funny how love drifted in and out of her life so easily in some cases, yet stood steadfast in others. Carl was gone forever, but here she was, holding the most precious gift he could have ever given her. She smiled. A fair trade indeed. 
 


 
As Ali stepped out of the shower the phone rang and she ran for it, stubbing her toe on the dresser when she reached it. “Ouch—Hello!” 
“Did I catch you at a bad time?” Johnny drawled.
“Oh-oh-oh—no.” She sucked air through her teeth and tried to walk off the pain. “I stubbed my toe running for the phone.” 
“Sorry ‘bout that.”
She heard the smile in his voice and chuckled. “I was going to call you today.”
“Do you need help with Micah again? I hope he’s not still feeling under the weather.”
“No, he’s fine. Maybe he just needed a break from me.” She rolled her eyes and snickered. “I thought I’d stop by and bring you a thank you, slash, house-warming present for helping me the other day.”
“Really-aw, well that’s nice,” Johnny said. “I guess Micah let you sleep last night. You sound rested.”
“He only woke me up once, but Jamie called early and woke me with the phone. I’m glad though, I miss him and it was a nice way to wake up. Anyway, do you need anything for your place? Anything for the kitchen, or bathroom?”
“Well…I’m only missing one thing and you can’t bring me that.”
“What? I’ll get it, no big deal.”
Johnny laughed. “I need a bed. Sarah let me rent the place furnished, but she took the bedroom set.”
“Oh—you’re right, I can’t bring you a bed.” Ali pulled her clothes out of her closet and laid them on the bed. “Hey, why did you call me?” 
“I wanted to ask if you and Micah would have another meal with me.”
“A meal?”
“Yeah…well, I didn’t want to limit myself. Breakfast, lunch, or dinner—even a snack or coffee at Starbucks.”
“You’re funny,” Ali said. “How about I’ll bring the meal to you as my thank you.”
“Hum…I don’t know. That kinda goes against my original plan for a meal. You see, in my plan, I provided the meal. How about…I’ll let you provide the meal this time if you promise to have another one with me, and let me provide it?”
“You have some problem with a woman paying?”
“No—no, darlin’, relax. I’m just trying to get a second date.” 
“This isn’t a date.” But what would she call it? “It’s a…thank you lunch.”
“If you feel better believing that, then okay.”
She heard the smile again. Her cheeks heated and she put her hand to her face as if he could see it. 
“Are you still there?” he asked. 
“Yeah, what do you want to eat?”
“Surprise me. You’re bringing Micah with you, right?”
“Are you using me to get close to my son?” 
“Ha, yeah.” He cursed quietly and said, “You’re on to me, sweetheart.”
She threw her head back and laughed. “Aha! I knew it all along.” 
In his sweetest drawl, the one that melted her knees and her resolve to stay away from him, he said, “I’ll see you when you get here.”
“-kay, see you in a while.” She dropped to the bed and fell back. What the hell are you doing, Al?






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Four 
 
When Ali pulled into the driveway, a Rolling Stones’ song streamed out from the open front door. She grinned at him when he stepped out of the house. 
“Hey, beautiful.” He reached for the car seat, but she waved him off. 
“The food is in the passenger seat.” She nodded to the other side of the shiny black Lexus. Johnny jogged over and pulled out a box full of small white Chinese food containers.
“Good choice,” he crooned. “Smells delicious.”
Ali entered the house, but stopped inside the front door. “My goodness, have you unpacked anything yet?” 
Boxes lined the living room wall at least halfway up. Most of them still taped closed, a few open but still full. 
“I’ve been working on the kitchen. I haven’t touched this room yet. Follow me.” He turned down the music and carried the food into the kitchen.
Ali glanced at the folded blankets on the end of the large sectional sofa. “I guess this is your bed for now?” 
“Yeah, and it’s not bad.” 
Ali set the car seat on the high counter, placing Micah at their height. “Ah…much better,” she said looking around the clean kitchen.
When Johnny put the box of Chinese food down, Ali started searching for plates as he unhooked Micah from the car seat.
“Hey, little guy.” Johnny propped him in his arms. “Would you like something to drink, Ali?” he said, leaning over the fridge, still holding Micah. “I have beer, coke, diet coke, orange juice?”
Ali chuckled. “Do you drink diet Coke?”
“No.” He pursed his lips together and shook his head. 
She took the soda when he handed it over. “Then why did you buy it?”
“You drink it and I was hoping you might be over to visit soon.” The little boy grin on his face was telling and irresistible. “How about you, Micah…a little whiskey with your formula? I bet you’re pissed at your Mama for not breastfeeding. I would be—“
“Ah—Johnny!” How did he… “How do you know I don’t breastfeed?”
Johnny grinned wider and looked at her breasts before meeting her eyes. “I would have”—he cleared his throat—“figured it out two months ago.” 
Ali winced and ducked her head. “We don’t need to share that information with Micah.” 
Johnny went straight faced, fighting against his smile. “Right, sorry.” 
She had gotten a little bit of everything from her favorite Chinese restaurant, not sure what he liked. When his plate was piled high with everything from fried rice to Mongolian beef, she set it down on the table and filled her own plate. 
She reached her arms out for Micah. “Here, let me take him while you eat.”
“What? You don’t trust me?” he asked turning away from her outstretched hands.
“You don’t have to hold him, go ahead and eat.”
“No, we’re hangin’ out. I can eat with one hand.” 
She backed off and shrugged. “Okay, fine.” 
Johnny sat Micah on his left knee, bouncing lightly while Micah looked around with wide eyes. While he ate, he kept his attention equally between her and Micah as if Micah were another adult in the room. Most men avoided her baby, avoided him like the plague. 
Micah stared at Johnny with such awe. He had an open-mouth grin with a small little stream of drool falling from the corner. Ali shook her head and leaned over to wipe the drool from Johnny’s hand then from Micah’s chin.
“What?” Johnny said.
“He’s drooling all over you.” 
He waved her off. “Ah, it’s just a little drool.” He shifted and stared down at Micah. “You know, he is a good little guy, perfectly happy, no complaints, no whining.”
Ali laughed a little too loud, letting the sarcasm come though. “No, you’ve just seen him when he’s happy. I think he likes you. I’ve never seen him watch anyone like he watches you. It must be because you talk to him.”
Johnny looked down again. “What do you think, Micah? You like listening to me talk?” 
Micah smiled at the attention.
“He must like the sound of your voice, maybe it’s the accent.” 
“Well, I’m glad someone likes it. I’ve gotten some seriously strange looks since I got here.”
“Really, I would have thought the girls like it.”
“Oh, they do. It’s their boyfriends who give me the dirty looks.” 
“Ha, ha, ha, very funny.” 
“Don’t worry, there’s only one California girl I’m interested in.” He lifted one eyebrow as if in proposition. 
Ali looked away and took another bite. She wanted to dodge that bullet. Her being at his house, eating food, too closely resembled a date. Bad enough she couldn’t explain what possessed her to suggest lunch in the first place. Another bad choice…her life was full of bad choices. 
“Does my attention bother you?”
“No, it’s your intentions that scare me. I already told you, this isn’t a good time to get involved.” 
“I know you think that, but how do you feel?”
She shrugged. Another thing she didn’t want to explore. Her feelings for him were better off buried where she couldn’t find them. Their night together was bittersweet, the bitter painful, oh, but the sweet…oh so perfect. The memory left her with a constant dull ache she couldn’t quite shake. “I don’t know. It goes against my better judgment, but I am here.” 
When she said this Johnny looked down at the baby and gave him an extra bounce. “She might like me, Micah.”
“Didn’t you have a girl in Nashville?” 
“I was seeing a gal down there for a long time, but we broke up about a year ago.”
“How long were you together—if you don’t mind me asking?”
“A few years,” his eyes lifted to the ceiling. “About four I guess.”
“That’s a long time. What happened? You didn’t want to marry her?”
“I did want to marry her. She’s a student at Vanderbilt and wasn’t ready to get married.”
“Is that why you broke up with her?”
“First of all, I didn’t say I broke up with her, and second, no, that isn’t why I broke up with her.” 
“Ah—but you did break up with her.”
Johnny took another couple of bites of his food and they both got quiet. Ali didn’t want to push him, but she sure wanted to know.
“I don’t mind if you ask,” he finally said. 
“It’s none of my business, I understand that.” 
“She got pregnant—“
“You broke up with her because she got pregnant?”Ali’s back straightened and she leaned forward. 
“No, now”—he waved a fork at her—“you didn’t let me finish. I broke up with her for having an abortion.” His face grew stony; all the amusement he wore before was gone. “She didn’t care what I wanted, she just did what she thought was right for her.”
Ali let her fork fall to her plate, the flash of anger from a moment before, now remorse and sorrow. “Oh God, Johnny… I’m sorry.” She didn’t have the words she needed. The position of a man—a father—is never considered in those circumstances. It’s a fine line…too fine sometimes.
“She said she wasn’t ready…wanted to finish school first. I asked her to take some time to consider the alternative. I wanted to marry her, have a family, but she went right out and did it.”
“You always hear about women’s rights when people talk about abortion, but they never consider the father’s rights.” 
“She crushed me.” He shook his head, grief clear in his eyes. “I was ready to start a family, excited even. We’re grownups, you know. Not like we were teenagers trying to be parents, but she only cared about herself.”
“That’s funny,” Ali said, her heart sinking at the irony. 
 “Funny ain’t the word I’d use.”
“Oh—no, I meant funny ironic.” She frowned. “Sorry, I didn’t mean—”
“Why ironic?”
“When I got pregnant with Micah, Carl insisted I have an abortion.”
 
 
Johnny’s blood turned cold. He looked down at Micah and Micah’s interested face made him smile. “Pretend you didn’t hear that, little man,” he said making Ali laugh. 
Micah grinned too and Ali said, “I can’t believe how happy he is with you.”
“I can’t believe what an ass Carl is. How could he not want to be a part of this little guy’s life.”
She shrugged. “Honestly, I’m not even sure why we got married.” She bobbed her head from side to side, her eyes darting to the ceiling. “Well…actually I do. My mother pressured us. We both finally agreed to shut her up.”
“That is a pretty dumb reason to get married.”
“I know, story of my life.” Ali rolled her eyes. “My mother went on and on about how I cheated on Mark and the only right thing to do was to marry the man who I destroyed my marriage with. You know—to save face. She put such a heavy guilt trip on Carl, told him it was his fault, insisted Carl marry me since he caused my divorce.” Ali pushed the food around on her plate looking like she’d lost her appetite.
“How did you end up married to two completely different men?” Johnny asked.
“The truth is…I was pressured into marrying Mark too.”
Johnny narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean?” 
“I wasn’t ready, but Mark somehow convinced me.” A faint smile crossed her face. “And my mother loved him. They ganged up on me.”
“You must have loved Mark though, you were married for a long time.”
“Yes, of course I did, and I’m not comparing him to Carl. Mark and I were best friends before we became a couple. I felt closer to him than my own sister…but I never felt…” Ali had a dreamy expression on her face. She pressed her hand to her chest with splayed fingers, but then her face relaxed and she blew out a long breath, frowning. “Forget it…” 
He tried to picture her with Mark but couldn’t. They didn’t fit. Mark seemed made for Sarah. “You mean you didn’t have with Mark what he has with Sarah now.” Johnny thought he understood.
“Exactly. I loved him but not that ‘I’d die without you’ type of love.” She frowned again, her lids drooping. “I didn’t realize what was missing until I was with another man.”
“…fell in love with another man?”
“No, I mean, slept with another man. Mark was my first. When I slept with Carl everything hit home for me. Not because Carl is this spectacular lover, but…I realized that if I were truly in love with Mark, I wouldn’t have been able to sleep with another man. No matter how hard he tried to seduce me.”
“And the way Mark and Sarah fit together…seems you were right.”
“Yes, but Mark was still very hurt.” Ali closed her eyes and chuckled. “Sorry…it’s not funny, but I think about how hurt Mark was when we broke up, and compare it to how relieved Carl was when I threw him out of the house. I have to either laugh at it or cry about it.”
“Apparently you didn’t have that one-of-a-kind of love with Carl either.”
“No, clearly I didn’t.” She looked down. “I shouldn’t have let my mother get involved in my personal life. I shouldn’t have married Carl. What was I thinking getting involved—much less married so soon after my divorce?”
“Is that why you don’t want to see me?” he asked.
Ali nodded. “I need to get my life in order, Johnny…focus on my kids. Get my career back on track. When I got pregnant, I left the firm in San Francisco not knowing I wouldn’t have Carl here to financially support me. Fortunately the DA offered me a job in his office.”
“Bullshit, Ali. You can date and work.”
“I need to focus on my priorities, not my sex life.”
“And what about finding your great love?” Johnny looked away, hoping she wouldn’t see the hurt in his eyes.
“Ha—no. I’m two marriages and two kids past finding that now.”
“Don’t be stupid.”
She drew back. “Excuse me?” 
“You’re only thirty-three years old. Life is just getting started.” Their eyes met this time and he couldn’t hide his annoyance. “You shouldn’t waste your time feeling sorry for yourself.” 
Johnny cradled Micah who was getting fussy, and thought it might’ve been because he was projecting his feelings onto the baby. Ali reached out, but Johnny shook her off. “I got him. Does he need a bottle?” She nodded and got up to prepare it for him.
“I’m not being stupid,” Ali said. “I’m being smarter.”
“And what happens when this person comes around and you miss him because you’re ‘being smarter’?” 
“There is nothing—and no one to miss. I pretended there was this fairytale life out there. That was my excuse to end my marriage to Mark, a real marriage with real problems, in a real life.”
“That’s crap.” 
“Well, Mr. Smarty-Pants, what about your little girlfriend in Nashville? Did she fit into a fairytale?”
“She wasn’t the person I thought she was. I was blinded to her shallow selfishness. I could have gotten past selfish, but she betrayed me and all because she didn’t want to go to school pregnant.”
“Well…I can understand waiting to have a baby. I wanted to wait until I had my law degree before I had Jamie.”
“At thirty? And a semester from finishing her Master’s degree? No. We could have done it.” Johnny took the bottle Ali held out to him and cradled Micah, gently coaxing the bottle into his mouth. “She went behind my back to abort our baby, and then didn’t understand why it pissed me off.” He tried to keep his voice level, but it was damn hard. He scoffed and muttered, “As if second chances are a dime a dozen.”
“Sometimes they are.” 
“And sometimes they aren’t,” Johnny said. “Sometimes we never get a second chance.”
“Did you come here to get away from her?”
“No. I came here to start over. I got the call from Brian Hammel…his call changed everything for me.”
Ali drew her eyebrows together. “Why?”
“I was bitter and hateful and mean. I’d planned to live alone for the rest of my life.” 
“So how did Brian change that?”
“When Brian told me Sarah’s story, surviving what she’d been through. He lowered his head and said, “If Sarah can get past all that, I can get over what Lisa did to me.”
“Oh…so you’re in love with Sarah.”
“No. It’s more of a brotherly thing now. But, man, her history…and then being attacked…almost raped. She was pregnant and so in love with Mark and still fighting—after all that.”
Ali nodded. “It is an incredible story and it also proves second chances do come sometimes.”
“Nobody controls nature. Sarah is a perfect example of that. She was told she couldn’t get pregnant after having a horrific miscarriage. Now she’s having a baby. Lisa treated the gift of having a child with complete nonchalance. It’s done and can’t be undone. What if she can’t get pregnant again? What if that gift is taken from me? What if I don’t get another chance to have kids—she never considered me in the equation.”
“And Lisa is your ex?” 
Johnny nodded and went back to his story. “If Sarah didn’t give up after everything she’d been through—why should I? Before Brian called, I was doing what you’re doing now, sitting around wallowing in self-pity because life hadn’t turned out how I wanted.” He dropped his head back on his shoulders and took a deep breath. Everything about this conversation pissed him off. He had no intentions of telling her any of this, but he pushed through anyway. “When I went to the wedding…they were so happy.” He shrugged. “I realized I could have what they have too.” His voice softened. “Then I met you again.”
“I’m taking responsibility for my actions, not wallowing in self-pity,” she said.
“How? By telling me you don’t want me?” He couldn’t keep the heat from his voice no matter how hard he tried. “Do you have any feelings for me at all?” 
“This isn’t about you or about my feelings for you…I just can’t right now.”
“So your form of taking responsibility is turning me away to punish yourself?” 






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Five
 
Ali lowered her eyes. She didn’t want him to see the truth when he looked at her. Gosh and what would people say if she started seeing Johnny before finalizing her divorce? Regardless of her feelings, she needed to control herself, and not jump into another situation like she did with Carl. She shook her head at that. “It’s not punishment, just cautiousness. I’m doing what I think is best for my family.” She cleared her throat. “Can I ask you a question?”
He nodded dropping his head down to look at Micah. 
“Did you know you were moving out here when we were together in Maui?”
“I had lunch with Brian and Julie in Hawaii after you left. I mentioned to him that I was thinking of leaving Nashville. He suggested Santa Rosa.” He lifted his eyes to meet hers. “My turn.”
Her heart did a little skip and she nodded in agreement.
“How did you feel when you got on that plane in Hawaii to go home?” 
Ali propped her elbow on the table and rested her head in her hand. She remembered distinctly how she felt when she boarded her plane. The reminder made her stomach flip-flop. She’d never felt like that in her life. She’d only stayed in Hawaii for a couple of days. Johnny had begged her to stay for a few more, but at two months old, she couldn’t bear leaving Micah for that long. Johnny had another week before going home, but he insisted on taking her to the airport. Said he didn’t want her to go alone. 
They’d stayed up all night, even watched the Maui sunrise together. The night reminded her of being a teenager, fighting sleep to stay on the phone with a boy…talking about everything, yet talking about nothing important. Simply being together was enough for them in the moment. It was such a great night. She’d never forget how she felt being there with him. “Why would you ask me that?”
“I answered your question, you answer mine.”
“Honestly.” Her voice lowered and her eyes focused on her plate. “Crazy…exhilarated, and scared, and free, and sad, and special, and miserable, and…loved…all at the same time.” Ali frowned and wanted to cry. She shook it off and stood to clear their plates, almost knocking her chair to the ground in her rush to get up. Their night together had been a wonderful break from her regular everyday troubles and her regular everyday life…but it wasn’t real life, and she couldn’t pretend differently. She was a wreck of a woman, with a new baby and a pending divorce.  
“Ali,” he said as she stepped to the sink. “How about when you got home—when you got back to Santa Rosa?”
“Why do you want to know this? It doesn’t change anything.” she said, slamming the plates into the sink. 
“Did you feel lost…lonely? Like you had just walked away from something you would never feel again?” 
Ali looked up to find him standing right next to her. “How—”
“How did I know?” he asked before she could get her sentence out. 
Ali stared at him not sure what to say. “How do you?” 
“Because I felt exactly the same way. Watching you fly away killed me.” He leaned his hip on the kitchen counter, cradling the sleeping baby in his left arm. “When I got home to Nashville, I felt sick with it.”
Ali forced herself to focus with him standing so close. He’d trapped her with his mesmerizing blue eyes and thick lashes. His gaze pulled her in, held her there, and wouldn’t let go. 
“A week after I got home from Hawaii, I got a call from Brian’s boss and knew what I wanted, where I wanted to be, and who I wanted to be with.”
Johnny reached his hand up and cupped her neck, pulling her closer, staring at her, his breath a whisper on her mouth…and she couldn’t pull away. He kissed her so gently and so tenderly, little electric pulses erupted throughout her body and she worried Johnny might feel it vibrating within her. Thankfully Micah made a space between them, because she didn’t think she could’ve kept her hands off him without a barrier. 
As if on cue, Micah stirred in Johnny’s arms. Ali pulled away and the heated expression in Johnny’s eyes must have matched her own. To busy her hands, she reached for Micah. 
“No, please don’t,” Johnny whispered, resting Micah’s head on his shoulder. He swayed around the kitchen with Micah and hummed while he bounced him. 
 A lump formed in her throat. He was the sweetest thing. She could have watched them all day if she hadn’t felt the regret of Micah’s father. How could one wholly unrelated man be so tender and caring with her baby when that baby’s own father ignored him? Unable to hold in her tears she quietly went to find the bathroom. 
Ali waited for the moment to pass, her hand pressed to her mouth, urging the heat from his kiss to go away. Several minutes later, when she went back to the kitchen, Johnny’s eyes were still focused on Micah. She wasn’t sure he even noticed her absence. 
He’ll be a great father one day. With the realization, she rubbed at the pain in her heart. He wasn’t here for her…she loved that he felt so attached to Micah, but she wouldn’t be with someone only because they loved her son. She rolled her eyes, reminding herself she didn’t want someone at all.
“Are you pursuing me because you want a replacement child?”
 “What?” he said, his smile changing to a look of disgust.
She walked around the bar and leaned against the counter, facing him. “Why are you here? I don’t understand.” 
“You’re clueless.” 
She lifted her brow. “Did you call me clueless?” 
Johnny walked toward her with both hands draped around Micah. “Yes, woman, I did.” He leaned in close. “You don’t realize the power you have.” He came closer, pinning her hips with his and leaning in, so close she inhaled and held her breath. 
His lips brushed down her jaw line, setting her on fire and forcing her held breath out in a gushing exhale. She braced her hands on the counter, gripping it tightly—holding on to something to keep her hands off him. 
He nibbled his way down along the line of her neck. “Maybe it’s this sweet cream skin.” He tucked his nose behind her ear making goose bumps erupt on her skin. “Or maybe it’s these silky strands of gardenia scented hair.” He rested a gentle kiss on her cheekbone. “Or maybe it’s these luscious, full, mouth-watering lips.” He took her mouth hard, leaning in even further, squeezing Micah between their bodies.
He pulled away slowly. “Just maybe,” he whispered to her lips, pulling away slightly to meet her eyes. “Just maybe it’s what I see every time I look into your beautiful golden brown eyes.” 
Johnny’s sea-blue eyes were intense, mesmerizing…and locked on hers, holding her there until she could regain her senses. She ducked out from between him and the counter and paced away, fighting for fresh air. She rubbed a hand over her chest to ease her racing heart. No way would she survive in a relationship with him, hell he oozed sensuality…that kiss alone was nearly enough to melt her into a puddle on the floor. When she could hold a coherent thought together, she turned and said, “It’s time for us to go.”
“No, don’t leave.” 
Ali nodded. “I think it’s best.”
“I promise I’ll keep my hands to myself.” She looked at his hands. “And my lips,” he said with a lopsided grin.
“You have to stop, please…” She dropped back into her chair. “I don’t need any more grief in my life right now.”
“How am I causing you grief?” he said. “I’m actually pretty easy to get along with.”
“Not you, everyone else. I’m already considered a slut in this town. I don’t need to add fuel to the fire.” 
His eye grew dark. “Who said that?”
“Nobody to my face, but everyone behind my back…it doesn’t matter.”
“I think you’re feeling a little self-conscious?”
“I’m feeling more than a little self-conscious.” She conceded with a half-hearted smile.
“Three guys in thirty-three years make you a slut?”
Ali widened her eyes. “How do you know that?”
“I can do math. Good lord, woman. You said Mark was your first. Carl had to be your second. I find it unlikely you cheated more than once.” 
Ali felt a little heat in her cheeks. He had easily summed up her life’s experience in so few words. 
He ran a finger across her cheek bone. “I am quite happy to be one of the three.”
She leaned away, ignoring the tingling left behind by his touch. “I guess I’ve thrown mystery out the window.”
“True, you do suck at mysterious.” He chuckled, making Micah jump. “Oh, sorry, little guy.” He kissed the top of Micah’s fuzzy head. 
 


 
Ali helped Johnny unpack the living room. After the sun set, they ate leftover Chinese food together on the couch and continued to talk about the house, their jobs, and her kids. She thought just maybe they could be friends. They’d had a nice evening and she stayed until she was yawning out her sentences. 
She let Johnny carry Micah and the car seat out to the car for her and he waited for her to strap him into the backseat. She tightened the belts and turned to find him standing too close. She tried to dodge him, but his hands circled her upper arms. 
Ali froze, wishing she didn’t want him so badly. His hands inched up, his fingers threading through her hair and cradling her head, before bringing her mouth to his. Ali’s protests faded away as his tongue slipped between her lips. She should’ve pushed him away, but she gripped the front of his shirt, holding him close. 
“I can’t help myself.” His words came out in pants and he pinned her to the car, arching against her, oh how she wanted him even closer. 
“Damn it all to hell, Ali.” He moved his hands to her face and cupped her chin
“Johnny…” She sounded tearful, something she absolutely didn’t want him to hear.
He withdrew from the kiss and propped his forehead against hers. “Do you really want to know when I decided to move to Santa Rosa?”
She didn’t respond, scared to death of his answer. 
“It was while still inside you, watching the Maui sunrise.” He rested his lips on her temple before pulling away to see her eyes. “And I don’t regret the decision.”
Ali released his shirt and wrapped her hands around his neck fighting not to cry. Shaking her head, she slid her hands down to push on his chest. “I’m sorry.”
She dropped into the driver’s seat and closed the door before he could object. 






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Six
 
Two full days, that’s long enough… right? Not pushy, but still showing interest. Johnny turned into her neighborhood and his pulse kicked up a bit. He felt like a kid, nervous, with stupid butterflies in his stomach. He snickered, knowing that even though she kept pushing him away, she wanted him just as much as he wanted her. 
The house came into view, and so did she, tossing a garbage bag into the back of a pick-up truck. He parked and walked up, surprising her. “Hey, sunshine.”
She jerked her head up to look at him. “Johnny, hi, what are you doing here?”
“Why do you always ask me that?” 
“What? —oh, sorry,” she said. “How are you?”
“Spring cleaning?” He peeked into the back of the truck. “What is all this stuff?” 
“Carl’s.” Her eyes darted back to the garbage bag in her hand as she threw it into the back of the truck. “He signed the divorce papers.” She turned away and stepped back toward the house.
“Hey!” 
She stopped at the front door and glanced at him over her shoulder. 
“Are you okay?”
She nodded and continued back into the house. 
He followed her in and when she grabbed another garbage bag, he picked one up too. “Where’s Micah?”
“He’s with Mother. I have to drop this stuff off in Napa.”
“I’ll tag along.”
She shook her head and carried the bag outside. “No, I’m fine on my own.”
“You shouldn’t do this by yourself.” He couldn’t believe the straight look on her face. No emotion, no tears, and no sign of sadness or relief. It wasn’t real, Ali was a passionate woman. He’d experienced her passion first hand. Seeing that dead look in her eyes and her hard expression chilled him, and he wouldn’t just leave and let her deal on her own. “Ali, stop.” He grabbed her arm and spun her around to look at him.
“What?” 
“Sweetheart, what are you doing?” 
“I told you, I have to drop this stuff off…Johnny, I don’t have time to—” 
“Stop and take a breath.” He released his grip and rubbed her arms with his palms. “Do you think running on autopilot is gonna make this easier?”
“I’m just trying to get it over with. If you’re waiting for me to fall apart, you’re wasting your time.”
Johnny leaned in and kissed her with more force and heat than he had intended, but he needed to get her blood running again. 
“What are you doing?” She broke free from him. “I don’t have time for this.” 
The swell of her lips and the new color on her cheeks was the sexiest damn thing he’d ever seen. Yep, she was still alive. “I wanted to make sure your heart was still beating and you still have air in your lungs.” He’d stirred her alright, tension and anxiety flared from her like fire. “I’m coming with you.”
She glared at him. “This isn’t a pleasure trip. I’ll have to see Carl and you being there—”
He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “I am coming with you.” His tone was gentler this time, not wanting it to sound like a demand.
When she nodded, he leaned in and kissed her again. She pulled away, her eyebrows drawn together, and a frown tugging at her lips. “The drive will give us time to talk about this.”
“Talking is overrated,” he said with a playful grin. 
Johnny went back inside to finish loading. When he picked up a box it chattered like broken glass. “Um…something might be broken in this box.” He lifted the lid and found several broken framed photos. 
“Don’t worry about it. Some things didn’t survive my packing.”
Johnny grinned, yep, there’s the Ali he was looking for.  
 
After placing the last couple of boxes in the truck, he tied down the load while Ali went inside to change her clothes. Ten minutes later, she stepped out of the house looking dangerously hot in a flowing bronze and beige summer dress and a pair of sexy sandals. 
“Nice…” he said looking her up and down. Ali gave him a quick smile and tugged on a light sweater to cover her shoulders. When she pulled the keys out of her purse, Johnny reached out and took them from her, and laid his hand on her elbow to lead her to the passenger seat. 
“I can drive,” Ali said. 
“No, I’ll drive—you navigate.” 
She stared at him for a long moment then nodded and let him lead her to the truck. 
When Johnny pulled out of the neighborhood, she directed him to the freeway before sucker punching him with ‘the talk’.
“I meant what I said before, Johnny. I’m not capable of any kind of a relationship with you…I like you…”
“But?” 
“But I need to concentrate on my kids and going back to work. I thought I explained all this at your house the other day.”
“Maybe I’m not willing to walk away so easily?”
“You don’t have a choice.”
“How can you say that after…” he glanced over at her, “after spending that night in Maui together? I know you felt everything I felt.”
“It was the wedding—seeing Mark and Sarah so happy. It made me feel lonely.” Her tone changed to breezy and she said, “This isn’t about you. It’s about me…and my kids.” 
He closed his eyes for a second and tried not to take that personal. “You know…” He exhaled, fighting for objectivity. “You don’t have to be lonely, Ali.”
“If you knew me better you wouldn’t be interested in pursuing this anyway.”
“Do you think I’ll judge you for cheating on Mark?”
She rolled her eyes. “You should, I would.”
Johnny reached over and grabbed her hand. “I don’t like the way you talk about yourself. We all make mistakes. You were in a loveless marriage—one that started when you were too young.”
She pulled her hand out of his grip. “That doesn’t make any of it okay.”
“How about…if I don’t care about all that stuff.” He waved his hand as if to brush it away.
“You need to take the next exit.”
“So…” He looked around, scanning the streets. “This is Napa?”
“Carl is staying with his parents.” She pointed. “Turn left at the next driveway.”
“I thought these were roads.”’
“They are…private roads. It’s here,” she pointed again, “nice trying to change the subject, but it doesn’t change the fact that you and I are not getting involved.”
Johnny followed her directions and traveled slowly down the gravel road, trying to think of a good counterargument, but the fact was he wouldn’t give up that easy. 
The gravel turned into concrete and the trees parted as a very large and very old house came into view. 
“Carl’s family has owned this land for generations…his parents are both in their nineties and need twenty-four hour nursing.”
“Does he help take care of them?”
“Ha! No.” She pulled out her cell phone. “I’m here…no, I’m not coming in.”
Her voice was icy. “Coward,” she said as she closed her phone. 
Johnny’s sixth sense told him to keep his mouth shut. Although, he had to fight back a smile, he liked that Carl would see him and know that Ali wasn’t alone. He pulled up to where Ali pointed and put the truck in park.
“Please wait here.” Her eyes were pleading, but they weren’t convincing enough. 
“Oh no—not on your life.” He winked and slid out of the truck to help her unload. 
“We’re leaving everything in the driveway.” 
Before they had the first two boxes out of the truck, a servant was outside grabbing things and carrying them inside the house. Johnny caught a side patio door opening out of the corner of his eye. A well-dressed forty something man walked out and stood on the patio, Johnny stopped unloading, stood tall, and stared back at him. He could’ve had the asshole in a headlock in five good strides, and damn he wanted to do it too. 
Ali laid a hand on his arm and said, “Don’t even think about it.” 
He glanced at her, his neck heating in irritation. The son of a bitch wasn’t even picking up his own shit. 
Ali walked over toward Carl, her hand up to Johnny, instructing him to stay put. She stopped a few feet short of Carl and said, “What? Are you afraid to get dirty carrying your own stuff?” 
“Why should I get dirty when you brought your own laborer to do the work?” 
Johnny snickered at that. He’d rather be a laborer over an asshole like him any day, fucker.
“Whatever—what you do with it is your business,” Ali said.
Carl shook his head and nodded toward Johnny. “Didn’t take you long to replace me, Alison.” 
Johnny smiled wide as he set down another box.
“Yeah…well, you’re not that hard to replace, Carl.” She turned to walk away, but Carl reached out and snatched her arm and pulled her closer. 
“Don’t you think it’s a little early to start sleeping with someone else?”
Johnny dropped the box in his hands. “Hands off!” He stepped forward, but at the same time, Ali swung her hand out and popped Carl’s elbow and wrenched her arm free. “Who I sleep with is no longer any of your business.”
She held her hand up signaling Johnny to stay away, but he didn’t care. He approached, his eyes glued to Carl as he led Ali back to the truck. The hair on the back of his neck stood at attention as he stared at Carl. This guy was bad news, no doubt about it. He knew a bad guy when he saw one and Carl was definitely living on the wrong side of life. The look in his eyes alone should’ve been enough to arrest him. “How about I have a talk with him,” Johnny offered, glancing back at Ali. 
Ali closed her eyes on an exhale. “Please just get me out of here.” 
Johnny placed his hand on the small of her back and led her to the passenger door before opening it for her. When he closed the door, he flashed Carl a wide knowing smile before climbing into the driver’s seat and driving off.
 
 
Ali took several deep breaths to hold back her tears. She didn’t want to cry in front of Johnny. He would assume she was upset over Carl and not over the fact that she’d failed miserably. All she felt for Carl now was contempt. He had made a complete fool out of her and she’d have to live with that every time she looked into the faces of her family and friends. Not to mention how much her heart broke every time she looked at her baby. 
Carl had no intention of ever being a father to Micah. He would pay her big in child support every month—he never even fought over that—but he also didn’t ask for one minute of visitation. 
Ali’s phone chimed from her purse. She pulled it out and read the text message from her sister, Melissa. 
“whats wrong? call me!”
She sighed and texted her sister back. “nothing, fine, but busy”
“Your boyfriend?” Johnny joked.
“Ha. No, my sister.” She looked up and caught a glimpse of the ‘Welcome to Yountville’ sign. “Oh…Johnny, you’re going the wrong way. Sorry, I wasn’t paying attention.”
“Yeah, well, I thought we’d take a drive. I’ve never seen the Napa Valley and the sunshine will do you some good.”
“I’m not good company. You might do better to explore with someone else.”
“You’re the only person I want to explore with. Besides, you need some lunch. It looks like you haven’t eaten since the Chinese food.”
She couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten, and she didn’t have the strength to argue so she stared out of the window and watched the rows and rows of grapevines as they flowed over and then back down the green hills along the valley. The wide open scenery and miles of green, highlighted with the yellow Mustard Flowers and Golden Poppies, were a tell-tale sign that spring had bloomed in the valley. 
The vineyard they were passing must have been an older one. The twisted, pointy vines were thick, but just starting their spring budbreak and all fighting for their place in the sun. She tilted her head, letting the sun warm her face too. 
Her phone rang, startling her out of her thoughts. “Melissa…” she breathed, grabbing the phone from her purse. “Hello?”
“Why don’t you just tell me what’s wrong?”
“I’m fine,” Ali huffed. “Why are you calling?” 
“Where are you?” 
“I had to drop Carl’s stuff off at his parents’—“
“Ali, stop being nice to him. Make him pick up his own crap.”
“Lis, I have to go. I’m driving…I don’t want to get pulled over.”
“Fine, call me when you get home. I love you.”
“Love you too.” She closed her phone and dropped it back in her purse then crossed her arms over her chest fighting not to tear up. Johnny didn’t question her and she was grateful. The silence was exactly what she needed and wanted. 
When they started passing houses Ali finally spoke up. “We’re in St Helena.” 
“So the sign said.” Johnny smiled. “Is there a place for lunch you can recommend or would you rather pick something up and go have a picnic somewhere.”
“You don’t seem like the picnic type of person.”
“I’m full of surprises, stick around a while, maybe you’ll like what you find.”
She frowned and looked away. “I’m sure there’s a café up here on Main Street.”
When the traffic slowed, Ali took in the quaint little downtown area, and the people crowding the sidewalks, all creeping along, peering into the shop windows. Before she realized it, he was parking. 
“It might be more fun to get out and walk instead of driving around until we find something.” 
Ali felt so numb she didn’t think she could move, much less eat.
“I know you don’t feel like doing this, but you can’t put your life on hold because of Carl.” 
Ali closed her eyes. 
“Take a deep breath and get out of the truck.” She turned to look at him. He smiled and hopped out before walking around the truck and opening her door. She slid down, her hand locking with his as he helped her step away from the truck. 
 “You haven’t taken a deep breath yet.”
 Ali inhaled and closed her eyes for a moment, and then tried to smile at him. 
“Better?” he asked.
“Yeah…I think so.” 
“Then let’s do this.” He grabbed her hand and pulled her along until they were on the sidewalk immersed with the window shoppers. 
 
 
Without asking what she wanted, Johnny led her to a little sidewalk café with shaded patio seating. She didn’t care. She wanted to stop thinking, stop worrying, stop regretting, and stop feeling. She was so tired and completely drained emotionally.
When they were seated on the patio, Ali raised her eyes to look around. There were only two other tables taken out of ten. The sun was obstructed by the large umbrella over their table and the Jasmine growing up the side of the building was in full bloom and smelled incredible. “Good choice.” 
Johnny stared at her, making her self-conscious. Did she look as pathetic as she felt? She lowered her eyes again.
“What do you like? I can order for you,” he said.
“I’m not hungry.”
“You are eating something. It looks like you’ve lost at least fifteen to twenty pounds since Christmas.”
“I’d just given birth to Micah. I was still carrying baby fat.”
“Wrong answer. You’re too damn skinny. You have to stay healthy and strong for those boys.” He gave her a hard look. “You can either pick something or I’ll pick for you.”
“You know—bossy”—her head shot up and she narrowed her eyes— “You’re lucky I don’t have the energy to fight back right now.”
“If you eat something you will have the energy. Until then, I get to be the boss of you.” His hard expression softened and he leaned toward her. “You don’t get to wither away on my watch. When I see the sunshine back in your eyes, I’ll lay off.”
Heat pulsed through her, sending a rush of blood to her cheeks. She may be pathetic, but she didn’t need his pity. “I don’t need you to take care of me. I’m not some heartbroken fool who’s mourning the loss off her husband.” 
“Really,” he said in a disbelieving voice.
“That’s right—as a matter a fact, I want to celebrate.” She glanced up when the waitress handed her a menu. “We’d like to start with a bottle of champagne.”
The waitress looked surprised, but smiled. “Okay, I have a Chandon Brut, it’s a local Yountville sparkling wine.”
“That’s perfect,” Ali said.
“I’ll be right out with that.” 
When she walked away, Johnny said, “Champagne…really?”
She cocked an eyebrow at him. “You have a problem with that?” 
“Oh no. No problem at all. I fondly remember the last time we drank champagne together.” 
Ali’s memory flashed to naked bodies and tangled sheets, forcing her to look away from his satisfied face. 
“I guess you remember too.”
“Hard to forget,” she said. “That was a nice evening but don’t think St. Helena will have the same effect on me…we’re not in Hawaii.”
“Go ahead and keep pretending all those outside forces are to blame for us, but you know damn well they have nothing to do with this. We had some serious strong attractions the first time we met—long before Hawaii, sweetheart.”
“I told you it’s not happening, Johnny. Flash your sexy grin and drawl out your country boy accent all day long, it won’t change my mind.”
“So…you think I’m sexy.” 
Ali rolled her eyes. “That is not what I said.”
“First cute, now sexy. It’s okay, I think you’re pretty hot too, sweetheart. It’s all that feisty energy and those soft curves.”
Her heart bumped into overdrive remembering his hands on her. The strong grip and the ownership he took of her soul that night…then she remembered how she had looked that morning in the mirror. A pale zombie of death. Her mouth automatically went into a frown and the memories of Hawaii faded. She was alone…for the first time in her life she was truly alone.
The last four months had been hard. Living alone in the house she’d shared with Carl. She remembered decorating the nursery and preparing for their baby. The hope overflowing, she’d actually thought they were a real family. She’d ignored the fact that Carl never showed any interest, never cared about her pregnancy. 
Guilt spread through her. She’d done that to Mark. Left him alone in a house she’d convinced him to buy for her. God he must have been miserable there. The thought made her sick to her stomach. He didn’t deserve it, he had been her best friend for years and she destroyed that…and almost destroyed him. She felt it fully now, she’d been so selfish and self-absorbed…and she was living out her karma. 
“Stop thinking about it.” 
Ali looked up quickly. “What?”
“Whatever you were thinking about—stop.”
The waitress walked up with a bottle of champagne and two glasses. “Here you are.” 
Ali looked at the bottle and felt sick again. 
“Are you ready to order lunch?” the perky blonde said as she pulled out her notepad. 
“Yes—Ali?” Johnny looked over at her, but she shook her head and lowered her eyes. “She’ll have today’s soup and a turkey sandwich on wheat with fries on the side. I’ll have the brickoven meat pizza and a Pale Ale on draft.”
“Okay, I’ll be right out with your beer.”
“Thanks,” Johnny said as she walked away. “I warned you. I hope you like corn chowder and turkey sandwiches.”
“And fries,” she sneered.
“You need some meat on your skinny bones.” He reached over and poured champagne into her glass.
“Why did you let me order that? Just looking at it makes me want to throw up.”
“You wanted to celebrate…what changed your mind?”
“My life,” she whispered.
“Yeah—your life is so bad. Two beautiful boys, a great house, family, more friends than you know what to do with.”
“Other than the two beautiful boys, you’re way off base. More like—empty house, a mother who reminds me every day that I’ve ruined my life, friends who hate me since I left Mark.” She squinted her eyes and tilted her head. “Or didn’t you know…he got all the friends in the divorce.”
Johnny chuckled. “You have me. I’m a pretty good friend to have when the chips are down.”
“You’re bossy—and you’re just trying to get laid.”
He frowned “…or maybe I actually care about you.” 
She looked away. “I’m sorry. I’m not trying to be nasty. I told you I wouldn’t be good company today.”
“Well…you can make it up to me later when I’m gettin’ laid.” 
She chuckled. “I deserved that…thank you for being here. I really appreciate it. Facing him today was harder than I thought it would be…and then he didn’t…” The smile dropped from her face and her eyes began to water. She forced herself to push away the tears. “He didn’t even ask about Micah.”
“He doesn’t deserve such a great kid…or you.” 
Ali agreed with him, but wondered if she deserved such a great kid. After all, she’d brought him into this world without a decent father. 
“Hey, I thought we were celebrating.” He nodded to her glass then poured himself one. “To the wine country and lunch.” He tipped his glass to hers and smiled. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seven
 
On the drive home, Ali felt much better—slightly buzzed from the champagne, but better. Maybe the ritual of getting rid of Carl’s things had given her closure. Maybe the pseudo celebratory champagne had purged her of the bad feelings and now she had a little hope that life would find some normalcy. 
 Johnny glanced over at her and grinned. “Thanks for showing me the sites and taking a drive with me.”
She laughed. “Next time I’ll try to be a better tour guide.”
He pulled into her driveway and got out, walking over and opening her door for her. 
“Want to come in for a while?” She shouldn’t have asked, but she wasn’t ready to be alone again. She had, for a few hours, escaped the inadequacies plaguing her life and she didn’t want to return to those feelings again. It was as if spending time with Johnny had put her sorry life on hold and given her a chance to just be Ali again. 
Just Ali. 
Not Carl or Mark’s ex-wife, not Jamie and Micah’s mom, but a woman having a nice afternoon with a friend. 
Johnny nodded and followed her to the door. She stopped and let him unlock it with her keys. When the door opened, the alarm system beeped until she typed in her code. He closed the door behind them and scowled at the keypad. “What is it with you Californian’s and your alarm systems?”
“You have met Mark, haven’t you?” she said with a hint of sarcasm. “He owns a security company. Most of his business is installing and monitoring alarm systems.” 
“I thought he trained and contracted Security Agents.”
“He does that too.” She put her keys and purse down on the table next to the door. “Do you want a drink?”
“Absolutely.” He grinned. “Did you pack the beer?” 
“No,” she said walking toward the kitchen.
“Oh…so you were planning on inviting me back.”
“You read a lot into beer,” she said over her shoulder as she reached into the fridge for the beer. When she straightened, he was standing next to her, close…too close.
He took the beer and thanked her. At the same time, he took a step closer. Ali closed the fridge and took a step back until she was against the counter. “You’re…w-welcome,” she stuttered as Johnny leaned in to kiss her. 
He cupped her neck, pulling her closer. When their lips met, Ali lost her sense of reason. How did he have the power to do that to her? His touch, the gentleness was too inviting, and too difficult to resist. His hard, warm body against hers, his hands on her face, it all made her ache for more. Ali wanted him to possess her like no other man had ever done. She wanted to be a part of him and meld with him, but damn she shouldn’t let it happen. 
God, Ali, stop it. A glass or two of champagne and a brush up against his hard body and she had completely abandoned her plans. No kissing, no Johnny, no men, she chanted these words as she slowly pulled away. “Johnny…” 
“I can help if you let me…” He leaned to kiss her again.
Ali pushed on his chest, hard this time. “I don’t need your help—or pity.” She spun in his arms, but he held her close, keeping his hands on her waist and their bodies touching. 
“Pity—woman, what are you talking about?” His breath brushed the back of her neck, giving her goosebumps. 
“Help me,” she said making quotation marks with her fingers. “Like I need some pity lay. Go to hell, Johnny!” She shrugged away from him. 
“That’s some pretty foul language coming from such a classy lady.” 
 Ali tried to focus on her breathing and not on the sensation his hands left on her body. “You should go.” 
“Do you think I’m here because I pity you?—Good lord, you have no idea.” Johnny paced away from her, his breathing hitched too. 
She turned enough to get a glimpse of his face, it was red and his mouth turned into a frown. 
 “I haven’t had a moment free of you in two months. Every thought I’ve had has included you.” After a long moment of silence he said, “It’s clear you haven’t given me so much as a second thought.” He turned and walked passed her, out of the kitchen and toward the front door. 
“You’re wrong,” she muttered. “That’s not true.” Her voice grew louder. 
His footsteps stopped in the hall. 
She waited, stuck between wanting him to keep going and wanting him to come back. “I didn’t know—” She stopped at the sound of her own weak voice. “I didn’t realize you felt that way.”
The loud, hard, fast clicking of his boot heels on the wood floor made her heart skip a beat. Johnny rushed at her, backing her into the fridge, his fingers gripping her long blonde hair.
With gritted teeth he said, “I swear to God you drive me crazy.” 
Bad choices may rule her life…but at that moment, she didn’t care. She was equally crazy about him and the feel of him against her. 
He devoured her mouth, and at the same time mumbled, “Let me show you how much I want you.” He slid his hands down and tugged at her sweater until her shoulders were bare. “I’ve waited…and wanted.” Teeth grazed her bare skin and he fisted her dress as if to keep from touching her. 
When the rush of air escaped her lungs, he lowered his body, pressing her harder. She felt him fully as he rubbed up against her. 
“I haven’t…I haven’t stopped thinking about you either. I swear, Johnny. I’m so sorry. I don’t want to hurt you.”
The sound of her voice seemed to bring him to his senses. He rested his forehead against hers. “You hurt me when you pretend this doesn’t matter—and damn it, I fucking know it matters to you just as much—”
“Shut up and take me upstairs.” 
He grinned, grabbing her hand and pulling her toward the stairs. The time it took to get to the bedroom gave her brain a chance to contemplate what she’d done. 
She’d tried like hell to forget him after coming home from Hawaii, but never could. Their night together had only given her more to regret over the last two months. She didn’t regret being with him, just the opposite and that confused her more. Now he was here and he wanted her. 
Johnny pulled her into the bedroom then turned and faced her. Their eyes met, but they didn’t move for several seconds. This was her chance to back out if she wanted. He was, just then, giving her a moment to consider the situation, but she didn’t want to stop. 
When the moment was over, he drew her closer, taking without permission, possessing her, just like she wanted. His hands were torturous, their movements controlled chaos, driving her over the edge. The gentle way he slid her dress straps off her shoulders and the easy caress of his lips on her skin.
Ali tugged on his shirt, not nearly as in command of her breathing as he was his. She didn’t have the patience to wait, she made the decision and she wanted him now. 
Johnny kissed his way across her collarbone to the other bare shoulder while his hands searched for a zipper. The dress loosened as he slid the zipper down. She wiggled her way free and let the dress drop to the floor at her feet. 
His hands became more frantic as they traveled her bare skin. Ali wanted that too; the heat of his chest under her hands. She gripped the hem of his shirt and lifted as he ducked his head free.
Her gaze wouldn’t break from the view in front of her. His broad chest was chiseled and hard, warm, smooth and oh so inviting. She touched him, her eyes following the motion of her hands as if she’d never seen anything like it. 
When his fingers pinched the hard nubs of her nipples, the trance was broken and she gasped at the sensation. His hands, his fingers moving over her breast sent Ali into a spiral of longing, making her dizzy with it. 
She arched toward him as he leaned over and took her nipple in his mouth, the hot wetness pulled a moan from her throat and when his teeth grazed her, she whimpered like a child. His hands cupped her breast and held them as he continued to suckle her. Ali’s knees began to shake. She couldn’t take much more while standing up. 
As if he could hear her thoughts, he lifted her off her feet and let her wrap her legs around his waist. He carried her to the bed and sat down, his mouth taking hers, her hands gripping his hair. 
“God you feel so good…you taste so good.” Johnny rolled her over onto the mattress and kicked off his jeans. 
Ali reached out for him, seeking the heat and wanting to explore every inch. When he came over her, her hands made contact before traveling down his chest and around to his lower back. 
He brushed kisses down to the hollow between her breasts then trailed down her stomach, to her navel. His fingers linked around her delicate panties and he carefully slid them down over her hips and passed her toes. She shivered with anticipation and for the life of her, didn’t know where he found the patience to move so slowly. 
“Ali, sweet Alison…I can’t wait to taste you.” 
The sound of his voice alone nearly broke her. He kissed her knee then the inside of her thigh as his hand traveled between her legs. With the first gentle brush of his finger, she lifted off the bed, ready to let go at the slightest touch. 
He nipped his way up until his tongue found her sweet spot. She would surely explode if he kept that up. “J… Johnny.” She fought for control, but he kept pushing and pushing until she couldn’t hold back. A cry broke through her lips, she went taut, her core coiling like a tight spring, and she broke apart with the force of the orgasm. 
Johnny traveled back up to her stomach, kissing her navel again and nipping her breast, heating her blood, and bringing her right back to the beginning. 
She grabbed his hips and lifted herself to him, her nails gripping him, holding on. “Oh God John… I…” She opened her eyes and stared into his so intently she got lost in their depth. 
He entered her, slowly at first, teasing her. 
“Please John…please” 
He pushed harder and deeper and Ali nearly lost it again. She’d almost forgotten what it felt like to lose herself in another person, so sweetly, so fully. Being with him in Hawaii had always felt like a dream, but this was no dream. He was here, real, and hard, and tender, and still staring at her with such intensity she wanted to weep. 
She cried out again, then tensed and arched against him, her lower lip getting caught between her teeth as she fought for closure. 
Her body tightened again and pure satisfaction swept her. A moment later it was his breath on her cheek as he cried her name. 
He gently lowered himself next to her and slid his hand up her sweaty body to cup her face, holding her, cheek to cheek until he lifted to look into her eyes. 
 
Panic rose in his chest as he lay there with her. He couldn’t reconcile the feelings welling up inside him. He’d never been in love like this before and the realization scared him senseless. This could only lead him to heartbreak. Ali wasn’t ready for this or for him and he didn’t want just another one-night-stand. 
Listening to their synchronized heartbeats, he felt for the first time in his life like he knew someone better then he knew himself. He had memorized every inch of her, every freckle, every curve, and every one of her smiles. Which only made his feelings more powerful.
“How do you feel?” he finally asked. 
“I imagine my feelings are pretty similar to yours. How do you feel?”
“You don’t want to know how I feel…and I don’t think our feelings are that similar.” He chuckled, knowing she wouldn’t get the joke. It was much too early to tell her he loved her, even if it was true. “But I didn’t plan this when I came over here today, regardless of what I said at lunch.” His voice lowered and he felt like a child in trouble. “I hope you’re not upset with me.”
This time she chuckled. “I am far from upset.” Her voice went serious. “Is that why you won’t tell me how you’re feeling…is it regret?”
“No—oh hell no.” He placed his hand under her chin and lifted her face to his. “Absolutely not, I told you I haven’t stopped thinking about you since the last time we were together.” He gave her a tender kiss. “I didn’t—and still don’t want to pressure you. I just sorta lost my head, once I started touching you I couldn’t stop.” 
She lowered her eyes and nodded, but didn’t say anything. 
“What does that mean?”
“I didn’t feel pressured. You gave me an out, but I didn’t want it.” Johnny pulled her closer and she tucked her head under his chin. “But you are kind of screwing up my plan, you know.”
“Your plan?”
“Yes, my ‘concentrate on my kids and career only’ plan.”
“Sorry ‘bout that,” he said not bothering to sound sincere. “Maybe you need another plan that includes me.” He withdrew from the embrace, wanting to face her. “Ali, I’m not looking for a…” Shit. He rubbed his face and met her eyes again, not sure how to say what he needed to say without insulting her. “I don’t want this to be another one-night thing.”
“Johnny, I don’t either, but you need to understand my position here.”
He nodded, because regardless of what she said, he had pressured her. The least he could do was slow down a little and give her some space to get used to the idea. “I will try to understand.”
“I can’t jump in with both feet.”
“I know, sweetheart. I won’t pressure you. We’ll go slow…but just…stop acting like you don’t care. I don’t like that.”
“I care very much,” she whispered, running her fingers through his hair. “I’m sorry if I made you feel insignificant.” 
They grew silent and he thought about what she’d said, realizing that he’d had a much longer time to get used to the idea of them together than she had. He knew the minute he’d decided to move that he’d be with her, but she’d been bombarded with his reappearance only a few days ago. 
She sighed and the satiated expression on her face made him hard again. “I’m thirsty,” she whispered. 
“And I left my beer downstairs.” 
Ali laughed and the sweet sound made him smile. She rolled away so he could get up. He tugged the sheet and wrapped himself up, leaving her uncovered and naked.
“Sheet thief,” she said looking him up and down.
Johnny grabbed the robe draped over the chair and threw it to her.
 


 
In the kitchen, he picked up his unopened beer to replace it with a cold one. “What would you like?” he asked as he leaned into the fridge. 
“After all that champagne, I think I should stick with water.” He grabbed a bottle of water and closed the fridge. When he turned, Ali was leaning against the counter watching him with a wide smile.
“What are you grinning about?”
“You’re mighty handsome in my purple sheets.” She giggled and her smile made him want to take her right there in the kitchen. 
He threw the corner of the sheet over his shoulder. “Just call it a toga party, sweetheart.” He handed her the water then wrapped his free hand around her waist and pulled her to him. “You’re mama isn’t going to come in here and catch me in your sheet is she?”
“No, she’s keeping Micah overnight.”
“Oh, too bad.”
“Do you want my mother to find you naked in my kitchen?”
“No, silly, too bad about Micah.”
“Oh yeah…it’s really going to suck being able to sleep through the night.” 
“What gave you the impression I’m gonna let you sleep?” He took her mouth and slid his tongue between her lips. She moaned as the water bottle slipped from her hand. “Ow,” Johnny said with a clenched jaw, lifting his foot and shaking it. 
“Oops sorry.” Ali snickered as he leaned over and retrieved the bottle for her.
“It’s all right,” he said handing her the bottle. “Let’s go back to bed.” Snatching up her hand, he tugged her back toward the bedroom. 
“Wait,” she said at the foot of the stairs. She walked over and held down the ‘stay’ mode of the alarm system until it beeped.
When they were back in her bedroom, Johnny stripped her of the robe and they wrapped up in the sheet together. The closeness and the touch of her bare skin had his blood heating again. 
 “Thank you for being here,” she said into the silence.
“There is no place I’d rather be.” He tried to focus on her face in the dark. “You’re not going to kick me out tonight, are you?”
“Not on your life. Unless you would rather we stay at your place.”
“I don’t own a bed yet, remember.”
“Right—why did Sarah take the bed? Mark has a huge bed.”
Johnny frowned, the reminder of Mark and Ali in bed together irritating him. “She had an antique bedroom set that belonged to her grandmother. She’s using it for their guest bedroom—and I don’t want to think about you in Mark’s huge bed, thank you very much.”
“Then don’t. I’ve never slept in that bed. He bought a new one after I moved out.”
“How about—I don’t want to think about you in any bed with Mark,” he growled.
“Okay, subject change. What are you doing tomorrow? Want to go shopping for a new bed?”
“If I get a bed…” He gave her a sly smile. “Will you occasionally sleep in it with me?”
Ali laughed. “Yeah—I’m sure you’d love to have my screaming baby keeping you up all night.”
“He can sleep over anytime he wants.” Johnny traced her lips with the tip of his finger. “I love being with you and Micah…and Jamie too.” 
“You don’t have to say that, you already got me in bed.”
Johnny cleared his throat, trying to keep his tone light, but feeling her comment more than he wanted to admit. “That wasn’t a line, Ali.”
She stiffened next to him and rubbed her hand up and down his chest. “I’m sorry…that wasn’t meant the way it sounded.”
“Do you believe that’s the only reason I’m here?”
“I don’t know. You could be with any woman you wanted…why would you be here with me.”
“Why would I be with any other woman when I can have you? I remember the first time I laid eyes on you.”
“I remember too,” she whispered.
“You have no reason to trust me.” He kissed her lightly. “But soon you’ll realize that I’m never going to let you down.”
“What about trusting me? With my history what makes you so sure of me?”
“I wish you would stop being so down on yourself.”
Her eyes darkened and that pissed him off. “You’re a good person and a terrific mother.” He pinched her nose, hoping to get a smile, but she just stared at him as if he had told her a dirty joke. “Repeat that,” he said. “I want to hear you say that out loud.”
“What?” 
“Repeat after me ‘I’m a good person and a terrific mother’.” 
Ali shook her head and lowered her eyes from his. 
“Yes…say it. ‘I’m a good person and a terrific mother’.” Johnny couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Her eyes watered. He had made her cry with a compliment. “Are you crying?”
“No…stop,” she said, her voice wavering.
“You stop—say it now!” His voice was elevated and he was squeezing her. “You made some mistakes—don’t let those mistakes define who you are.” 
Tears spilled over her lids. It was the first time he’d seen her cry. After everything she’d been through over the past few months and everything she had faced that day with Carl, she had held back the tears and stood strong. It killed him that this single act of admitting she was a good person would break her. “Say it, sweetheart.” 
“I can’t say that and you don’t know me well enough to say it either.”
“You’re wrong! I know you as well as I know myself.” Johnny tangled his hand in her long hair and gave it a tug, pulling her head back so he could see her face fully. “Say it, Ali.” He gritted his teeth, all the tenderness gone from his voice. “Say it now!” 
Ali squeezed her eyes shut and sobbed out, “I’m a good person and a terrific mother.” Johnny covered her mouth with his, devouring her as her chest heaved with her sobs.
“It’s true…damn it…Ali.” Johnny grated out as she settled into his kiss. 
She tried to shake her head and disagree, but he held her in place with his hand still tangled in her hair. His other hand moving down her body and slipping between her legs, massaging her until she moved with him and toward him. “Damn you,” Johnny said through gritted teeth again, pressing against her. “You’re driving me crazy.”
“—Johnny,” she cried out, arching off the bed, seeking more of his touch. 
“That’s right…sweet, goddamn, beautiful person and a mother to be envied. Every single person in your life is blessed to have you…I don’t think I’ll ever get enough of you.” 
He kissed her again as she squirmed under him, pushing against him. When she tensed and shuddered, he slipped inside her. She clenched his shoulders, her nails piercing his skin, as her body lifted higher, meeting his and taking more of him. 






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eight
 
Johnny woke up to the sound of a blaring alarm that made him jump out of his skin. He looked around to Ali, who sat up too, with stark fear on her face. 
“Is that the fire alarm?” Johnny shouted.
“The burglar alarm.”  
“Oh shit!” He vaulted out of bed and grabbed his jeans, his eyes scanning the room, from the window, to closet, to closed door. “Do you have a gun?” 
Ali scrambled out of bed, not bothering to throw any clothes on. She rushed into her closet and came out a moment later carrying a snubnose .38 revolver. 
“Is it loaded?”
“Yes, full round.”
“What’s the code for the alarm?”
“Zero four zero eight,” she said loud in his ear.
“Keep that, close the door and lock it behind me.” He turned and walked out of the bedroom, but she grabbed his arm and pulled him back. 
“No! You take the gun.” 
He shook his head and reached for the door handle. “Lock this, okay.”
Ali thrust the gun into his hand, pushed him out and closed the door before he could hand it back. Johnny cursed under his breath and tried the knob. 
“Ali?” She didn’t answer. “Damn it to hell, woman.” He turned and went from room to room, checking one at a time, keeping an eye on her bedroom door. He didn’t like leaving her unprotected. 
When he got to the bottom of the stairs, he stopped and held the gun pointed and steady. The front door was ajar. 
His eyes darted from the front door, to the living room entry, to the dining room. There were no signs of movement. He stepped to the alarm pad and punched in the code. The blaring, high pitch screech stopped and he held still, listening for noise. When the phone rang, he shifted and pointed the gun toward the living room. 
 
 Ali dove across the bed to reach the phone. “Seth,” she shouted it just as the alarm went silent.
“Password?” Seth said through the line.
“Seth, I think someone is in the house.” Now she was trying to whisper.
“Safe password, Ali!” 
“Monopoly,” she said.
“Are you okay?” 
“I don’t know. I was sleeping when the alarm sounded.”
“Where are you?”
“Locked in my bedroom”
“I’ve called the police. They’ll be there in a few minutes. Do you have a weapon?” 
“I’m not alone. Johnny Bennett is here with me, he’s downstairs with my gun, checking out the house.”
“Hold the line, I have to let the cops know someone is with you—don’t hang up.”
Ali waited for a few seconds and she could hear the police sirens as they approached the house.
“Ali?”
“Yes,”
“You still okay?” Seth said coming back on the line.
“Yeah, fine.”
“Okay, don’t hang up until I tell you, hold the line,” Seth said. 
The flashing lights from the police cruisers glared into her bedroom window, blinking red and blue like a strobe against her half open curtains. She quickly pulled on some jeans and a t-shirt while she waited for Seth.
“The cops are outside talking to Bennett. You should stay locked in your room until they check out the house or until he comes to get you. Where are the kids? Are they locked in the room with you?”
“No, Jamie went with Mark and Sarah, Micah is at my mother’s.” When a knock sounded at the door, she stiffened and whispered, “Someone’s knocking on the door.”
“Don’t move until they identify themselves. It’s Officer Reed or Bailey.”
“Ali…” Johnny called through the door crack. “Are you okay in there?”
“It’s Johnny,” she said into the phone, moving toward the door.
She cracked it open to find Johnny leaning against the doorframe, stress lines digging into his young face. 
“Call me when you’re ready to reset the alarm,” Seth said.
“I will, thanks, Seth.” She hung up and pulled the door all the way open. “Was someone in the house?”
He nodded. “Yeah.”
“I’m glad you were here,” she said, her voice broken from the relief. 
His glare softened before he took her hand and pulled her closer. Johnny cradled her head to his chest and took a deep breath. “Me too.”
“Here,” he handed her the gun, “Put this back, but keep it accessible.” Ali took the gun and carried it back to her closet then followed Johnny down the stairs. 
Police officers were examining the front and back doors. Ali went to the kitchen and grabbed another bottle of water and drank almost the entire thing. 
When she went into the living room, Johnny and the two officers were talking. Right…he’s a cop too. She’d forgotten until she heard that tone…that cold static cop’s voice she’d heard so many times from other men. 
God, Ali, you just had sex with a cop. She plopped down onto the sofa and sipped her water. What was she doing with him? As much as she liked him, she hated his profession. Being married to Mark when he was on the force was always so stressful. The nonstop worrying, the late nights, she could never justify it in her mind. The job didn’t seem worth it. 
“How you doing, sunshine?” Johnny said, stroking her hair from behind the couch.
She looked up at him and tried to smile. “I’m fine. What’s going on?” She turned and at the same time, Shane entered the front door. “Shane—what are you doing here?” She stood and rounded the couch. 
Shane pulled her into a bear hug. “I came to check on you,” he said. “Where’s the baby, is he all right?”
“He’s with Mother,” she stuttered, fighting to hide her surprise. 
He pulled out of the hug, his eyes traveling her face and neck. He grinned and nodded. “Hum…nice.” 
Ali frowned not sure what he meant, but said, “You didn’t have to come over. I’m fine.”
 “I’m going to change the locks. Were there any broken windows?” he asked, looking at Johnny.
“No. And I can change the locks,” Johnny said not able to hide the irritation in his voice. 
“Um…Johnny, this is Shane. He’s an old friend…from school.”
Johnny nodded and said, “Yeah, and Mark’s number one security agent. We’ve met.”
“I got the locks covered,” Shane said, holding his hand out to shake Johnny’s. “Already got what I need in the truck. No worries.”
When the phone rang Ali snatched it up. “Hello.”
“Ali? You okay?” Mark asked.
“I’m fine. Oh hell, did Seth call you too?”
“Of course he did. I’m sending Shane over to change the locks.”
“Yeah, he’s already here. Mark it’s the middle of the night, they didn’t have to bother you on your vacation.”
“Ah, yeah they did. Don’t be stupid. I’d kill Seth if he didn’t call me. I can have Shane stay until Brian can figure out who’s trying to break into your house.”
“Mark! No! I don’t need Shane to stay with me.”
“It’s no big deal. He’s not working a job right now and he’s worried about you too.” 
“Mark—damn it! I’m not alone.” She rubbed her forehead trying to push away the headache coming on. The line went quiet and they sat in silence for a full minute before he said anything.
“You’re not alone now or you weren’t alone when someone tried to break into your house?”
“—both,” she said frustrated. 
“Oh, okay…” His voice went cold. “Please tell me you’re not there with Carl.” 
“Uh—no!” She rolled her eyes. “Johnny Bennett is here.”
“Did you say Johnny Bennett?”
“Yes,” she whispered.
“So…Johnny huh—wait.” He chuckled and she heard the smile in his voice when he asked, “Did you two get together at the wedding?”
Ali had to wait for her smile to fade before she answered. “Yes.”
Mark laughed. “Sarah said she thought…why would I ever doubt my wife?” He chuckled again and said, “Okay, well, I guess he’s capable of watching out for you—try not to give him too much trouble.”
“I guess you approve,” she said, not able to hold back her smile this time. She was relieved he didn’t sound hurt.
“He’s a good guy, Ali. I wholeheartedly approve. How’s Micah, I bet that alarm scared the crap out of him.”
“He’s not here. Mother took him for the night.” As she said this, she heard another familiar voice. She turned to see Brian Hammel talking in a circle with Shane and the uniformed officers. “Oh my God…how did Brian find out, did you call him too?”
“Is Brian there—let me talk to him.” 
She held the phone out to Brian. “Here, it’s for you.”
“Are you okay?” He asked hugging her before taking the phone. 
“Yes, I’m fine, you didn’t have come.”
He looked her over, turning to see both sides of her face. A crease formed between his brows. “Of course I did—come on, Ali. Did you think I wouldn’t check on you after hearing your address over the scanner?”
“Thanks, but I’m fine.” 
After handing Brian the phone, she looked around for Johnny. He was watching the conversation between Shane and Officer Reed. They were all examining the lock from the front door.
“What’s going on?” she asked.
“Ali, when was the last time you changed the locks?” Shane asked.
“Mark changed them after Christmas when Carl moved out.” 
“Is that the same time you changed your passwords and security codes?” he asked.
The expression on his face made her pulse kick up a notch. “Yes, we changed the locks and the codes the same day. Why?”
“Beside you and Carl, who had a key to your house before the locks were changed?” Shane asked.
“My mother and Mark…that’s all. Why?”
“Are you sure?” Johnny asked.
“Positive—why?”
“When was the last time you talked to your ex-husband?” Officer Reed asked as Brian walked up behind her.
“What’s the story?” Brian asked.
“Yeah—what is the story?” Ali said, crossing her arms over her chest. “I’d like to know too.”  
Officer Reed held up the deadbolt. “Someone tried to open the door with a key before breaking the lock.” 
“What the hell—” Brian snatched the lock and examined it. 
“According to Seth, someone entered a code into the system to disarm, but it was the wrong code.” Shane frowned. “An old code, Bri.”
What?…Who would have an old code and try to use it? Okay, now she was officially freaked out. 
“An old code?” Brian’s eyes shifted to the ajar front door then back to Shane. 
“A few minutes later someone disarmed the system with the correct code,” Shane said.
“That was me,” Johnny said. 
Brian looked at Johnny’s shirtless body, his eyes dropping to Johnny’s bare feet. He glanced at Ali, then back to Johnny. “You were here?”
“Yeah…we were sound asleep when the alarm sounded.”
Ali’s face lit on fire when all their eyes focused on her and Johnny. So much for privacy.
Brian directed his next question to Ali. “Who came down the stairs first?”
“Ali locked herself in the bedroom and I came down alone with her gun. I disarmed the system with the code she gave me. After shutting it down, I searched the downstairs. Nobody was in the house, but the front door was ajar.”
Brian pursed his lips and looked at the broken lock again before meeting Ali’s eyes. “When was the last time you talked to Carl?”
“Today. We dropped his stuff off at his parent’s house.”
“The two of you together?”
“Yes,” Ali said, her voice dropping to a whisper.
“And before that…when was the last time?” 
“Two weeks before Christmas, the same day I told him to leave.” It was hard not feeling embarrassed, airing her dirty laundry in front of everyone—not to mention this wasn’t how she wanted people to find out about her and Johnny. Then again, she never wanted people to find out about her and Johnny. 
“Is someone changing the locks?” Brian said looking from Shane to Johnny.
Shane nodded. “Yeah, I already have the stuff to do it.” 
“Shane, will everything be secure with a new knob and lock? Any structural damage to the door?”
“Nope, it’s sound.”
“Ali, write down Carl’s address. I want to talk to him.” Brian handed her his notepad and a pen. “I also want you to call Seth and change your passwords and codes again and have him reset your system.”
She nodded and jotted down Carl’s parents address then handed the notepad back to him. “You don’t really think Carl tried to break in?”
“Does he have a reason, is there something here he wants?”
“No, I had to deliver his stuff to him. He wouldn’t even make the trip to pick it up. He didn’t care at all.”
“An old key…an old alarm code…seems like they were hoping you didn’t change anything after Carl left.”
“We didn’t argue over any possessions. Why would he try to sneak-in in the middle of the night? He hasn’t even wanted to see Micah.” 
“Maybe he didn’t, but that doesn’t mean he didn’t give the code and key to someone else to do it for him.”
“But why?” she asked again. “There is no longer anything here for him.”
“I don’t know.” He shrugged. “I could be way off here, but it won’t hurt for me to have a conversation with him,” Brian said. “Keep the alarm set, Al, even when you’re home in the middle of the day.”
Ali nodded. “Thanks.”
“Call me for anything—even if it’s an insignificant noise.” He held her gaze. “Promise me, Al.”
She held up her palm. “I will…promise.”
“Bennett, walk me out,” Brian said motioning for Johnny to follow him.
Ali waited until they were outside to sneak into the bathroom. Once she got a look at herself in the mirror she gasped. “Oh hell!” She rubbed at the small bite size bruises along her chin, jaw and neck. “No wonder they were looking at me funny,” she whispered, rolling her eyes. “Hell…I’m a marked woman.” 






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Nine
 
When Johnny and Brian were outside, Brian stopped at his car and tugged on the handle, then turned. “What are you playing at, Bennett?”
“I’m not playing at anything. What are you talking about?”
“She’s got a lot going on and she doesn’t need any more heartache right now.”
Johnny squared his shoulders. “Fuck you, I care about her.” 
“You better, because that lady in there is like a sister to me. If you fuck with her—you fuck with me—you got that?”
“Yeah, I got it, but you’re mistakin’ my intentions here, Brian.”
“Prove it. Don’t let anything happen to her before I figure out what the hell is going on with her bastard ex-husband.”
“Ain’t nothing gonna happen to her. I promise you that.” And he meant it too. If he had to park his ass on her porch, he’d make sure nobody hurt her. 
Brian nodded and climbed into the car. “I’m going to hold you to that.”
“Then you better keep me updated. I want to know what you find out from Carl.”
“We’ll see, Bennett.” Brian pulled the door closed and drove away from the curb, leaving Johnny standing in the street. 
Johnny came back inside to find Shane working on the locks and Ali curled on the couch staring at the cold fireplace. He went to her and sat down. “Why don’t you go back to bed, I’ll stay up until he’s finished.”
“No, this isn’t your responsibility. I’ll stay up until I know the house is secure.”
Ouch. The dismissal stung. “Are you pissed at me?”
Ali rubbed her face with her hands and shook her head. “No, I’m mad at myself. You shouldn’t be here,” she whispered. “These guys already consider me the slut of the neighborhood, now I’ve proved them right.” 
“That’s ridiculous.” He stared her down, but she didn’t look at him. “What did I say about you being so down on yourself?” He reached out and cupped her neck with his hand and forced her to look at him. “Stop doing that.” 
“Johnny—look at my face.” 
He turned her head from side to side and lifted her chin, then grinned. “Sorry.”
“It’s not funny.”
He shrugged. “Now they know.”
“Don’t you understand? They think I’m a tramp, especially—“ 
“No! No one thinks you’re a tramp because you’re with me. Stop saying that—stop doing that.”
She shook him off. “You stop! You don’t know, Johnny. Just because you don’t think like that doesn’t mean they don’t.”
“You’re an asshole.” 
She drew back, her shoulders lifting in indignation. 
“Oh stop acting so insulted. I’m callin’ it as I see it. These guys showed up tonight to check on you and your kids because they care about you, and you treat them like shallow jerks.” He grabbed her face again and turned her to look at him. “Do you know Brian Hammel just put me on notice?” 
Her eyes grew wide. She started to speak, but he interrupted. 
“—because he doesn’t want you to get hurt again.” 
Johnny released her and stood up to pace the room. The more he thought about it, the more he knew he’d be the one getting hurt in this relationship. 
Why did Mark call? Why did all these guys show up to ‘take care of her’? Johnny wanted to take care of her, damn it! All these ‘friends’—the same friends she insisted didn’t respect her. Fuck Mark, fuck Shane, and fuck Brian Hammel—and fuck her too if she didn’t want him.
“Johnny,” she said before he had the chance to storm out of the room. “I need to be careful…” She sounded remorseful, but resigned. 
“You know…” He huffed out a breath and shook his head trying to clear away the anger. “Brian assumed I’m playing you, but I have a funny feeling I’ll be the one gettin’ hurt here.”
She looked at him and her expression softened. 
“I guess when you have all these other guys around to take care of you then I’m deemed completely unnecessary, and you can dismiss me—and who exactly is Seth?”
She fought a smile, but he didn’t get the joke. 
“Seth is Mark’s dispatcher at the monitoring center for Summors Security.” 
“Why is Mark calling? Why does he think you need to be rescued?”
“Because that’s what Mark does, he rescues people.” She rolled her eyes. “How do you think he met Sarah?”
“I am here, Ali,” he said pointing at his chest. “You don’t need him.”
“Johnny, I didn’t ask him to call.”
“No, but I’d bet a hundred dollars you didn’t tell him I was here either.”
She crossed her arms over her chest. “Do you have a hundred dollars?” 
“Yes!” he said irritated.
“Prove it, show me.”
“Damn, woman, my wallet is upstairs in your room. Stop changing the subject.”
Ali turned on her heels and stormed up the stairs. Johnny followed five feet behind her. “Don’t walk away. Where are you going?”
Johnny rushed into the bedroom as she snatched up his wallet off the floor next to her bed. She opened it and took out a hundred dollar bill, ignoring her buzzing cell phone on her nightstand.
“What are you doing?”
“Taking my money, jerk!”
“What?”
“You bet me, and you lost. I certainly did tell Mark you were here.” She stormed at him. “It seems Brian Hammel isn’t the only person here making wrong assumptions.” She waved the bill in front of his face before stuffing it into her pocket. “Now if you’re so sure you can’t trust me then get the hell out of my house.” She pushed on his chest. “Go!”
“I didn’t say I don’t trust you. Where on earth did you get that idea?”
“Why else would you assume I would hurt you? And asking me about Seth?”
Johnny shook his head and turned away. Being honest with her would complicate things too soon and too fast. 
“Admit it, you insist you don’t care about my past, but you do.” 
“You’re wrong.” He ran his hands through his hair then thrust his finger in the direction of her cell phone. “Will you get that already?”
“It’s Melissa…ignore it.”
“Ali—I’m done with the locks,” Shane called up from the bottom of the stairs. 
Ali stalked passed Johnny and went downstairs. 
 
They said goodbye to Shane then Johnny walked around the entire house again, checking all the locks and windows while Ali reset the alarm with Seth on the phone. When he came back into her room, Ali was still on her phone. He watched from behind as she nodded and shook her head repeatedly, without talking. She had her back to him, but it was obvious by her body language that she was upset. 
“No, Melissa, I’m fine…” she finally said, her voice nasally. “No, I’m not crying.” After a long pause and more head shaking, she said goodbye.
Ali turned, surprise on her face when she realized he was in the room. She quickly wiped her face and crossed her arms. “The new code is 2830, let yourself out.” 
He stared at her, silently begging her not to send him away. His heart ached at the drawn expression on her face, he didn’t want to leave. He only wanted to hold her and fall asleep wrapped around her like they’d done earlier. “I don’t want to leave.”
“I don’t need your protection so if that’s why you’re staying, don’t bother.”
“When I said you would hurt me, it wasn’t because I thought you would sleep around or anything like that.”
She bowed her head, shaking it, obviously not believing him. 
“I don’t care about your past, Ali, but I do care about you. I care enough to know that if you push me away, it’s gonna hurt like hell.” He stuffed his hands in his pockets, his eyes darting to the floor. 
“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “Hurting you isn’t…I care about you too. Do you understand that?”  
When she approached, he lifted his eyes and she gave him a tired smile. 
He pulled her into his arms. “I don’t want to fight with you, sweetheart,” he whispered. “Can we go back to bed?”
She nodded jerkily, another tear slipping from under her closed lids. Her heart and mind were battling, he knew that. She cared about him, but she didn’t want to get involved with anyone. He got it, but he couldn’t agree with her reasoning and that’s why he wouldn’t give up. 
They crawled back into bed and curled up with each other. 
“This was my only night to sleep without Micah waking me up.” Her voice hinted at a whine and it almost made him chuckle. 
“Go ahead and sleep, sunshine. I won’t let anything else wake you up.” He instantly felt her body relax and heard her breathing steady. After she’d gone to sleep, he kissed her temple and said, “I love you.”






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Ten
 
The doorbell woke Johnny. Ali didn’t stir at the sound. It’d only been a couple of hours since they went back to bed and she had been completely exhausted. He carefully slid off the bed and pulled his jeans then jerked on his shirt while padding down the stairs. 
He hurried, hoping to beat the second ring of the bell, but he was too late. It chimed again just as he entered Ali’s new code into the alarm system. 
Johnny yanked on the door to find an older woman standing on the porch, holding her keys and looking none too pleased. Next to her sat Micah still strapped into his car seat.
“Hey, little guy,” Johnny beamed at Micah, unable to hold back when he’d laid eyes on the baby. Then he looked back at the woman. “Well…lookie here, you must be Ali’s mama.” Johnny drawled before holding his hand out for hers. 
She ignored his extended hand and said, “And you are?”
“I’m Johnny Rhay Bennett a friend of Ali’s.” Johnny dropped his hand, then leaned in and unhooked the car seat to pick up Micah. 
“What are you doing?”
“Oh don’t worry, ma’am, Micah and I are old friends…hey there,” he cooed to the baby, then looked back at Ali’s mother. “Ali is still sleeping, we had a bit of a rough night and she didn’t get much sleep.” 
She looked Johnny up and down as he stepped aside to let her in.
Johnny didn’t think she looked much like Ali at all. She had a short round little body, where Ali was lean with roundness in all the right places. There were some similar facial features, but that was it. Unlike Ali’s long blonde hair, her mother had short, dark curls that hung to her shoulders. 
When Johnny closed the door behind her, Ali’s footsteps pounded down the stairs. “Mornin’, sunshine, look who I found on your front porch.”
“Great,” Ali said frowning, her eyes darting between her mother and Johnny. She reached over for Micah and when she had him in her arms she kissed his pink little face all over, making him smile. “Hi, sweetpea, did you miss mommy?”
“Alison, what are you doing?” her mother asked.
“I was sleeping until you woke me up.” 
Johnny crossed his arms, fighting the smile that wanted to spread across his face. He had a feeling the showdown between Ali and her mother would be an interesting one. 
“How was he last night? How many times did he wake up?” Ali asked.
“He was fine, woke up twice, but went right to sleep after his bottle.” Susan placed a hand on her hip and said, “Why didn’t my key work, it was fine the other day.”
“We had to change the locks last night, someone tried to break-in a little after midnight.”
“That’s ridiculous—really in this neighborhood, you must be mistaken.”
Ali looked up from Micah, her smile slipping from her face. “I’m fine by the way, mother…thanks for asking.”
That was his cue. He needed coffee before watching anymore of the sparring match. “Excuse me ladies, but I think Micah and I will go make coffee.” He took Micah from Ali and left the room. 
“The coffee is in the—”
“I’ll find it,” he said brushing a hand at her. 
 
 
“Alison what are you doing? Have you not learned anything after—“
“Mother, don’t, okay. I haven’t slept and I really don’t want to hear this right now.”
“Don’t talk to me like that. I’m only trying to keep you from being the first topic of gossip in this town again.”
Ali sighed heavily and tried not to roll her eyes. “Johnny is a friend.”
“Is he the reason you broke up with Carl? Did you cheat on Carl with this man?” 
“No, Mother! Carl cheated on me—and probably several times.”
“Of course he didn’t…Ali, why are you trying to destroy any chance you have of getting your husband back?” Susan sighed and rubbed her forehead. “You need to fix your marriage.”
“There is no marriage. Carl is out of my life for good, thank goodness.”
“So you’re rebounding—that’s what this is.” She waved a hand toward the kitchen. “It’s a bit of a step down, don’t you think?”
“You don’t know anything about him. Johnny is a good man.”
“No—I bet you don’t know anything about him.” Susan walked from the entry hall to the living room. “Really, Alison, he sounds like some kind of country hick.”
“Don’t be a snob, mother. Johnny is a detective from Nashville. He just took a job with the Santa Rosa Police Department. I met him through Sarah, they’re old friends.”
“Oh and it just gets better. A police officer, really?”
“Come on, Mother, give me a break here. I don’t want to fight with you right now.” 
“Well what am I suppose to say when I walk in to find you’re sleeping with some hillbilly?”
Ali dropped both her hands to her hips and her voice went icy. “How about goodbye.”
Johnny walked in behind her. “Coffee’s on.” 
Ali dropped her head and shook it, then said, “Johnny, I think I forgot to introduce you. This is my mother, Susan Parker. Say goodbye, she was just leaving.”
“It’s been a pleasure, Mrs. Parker, please come back when you have more time to visit,” he drawled sweetly.
“Alison, we haven’t finished our conversation.”
“Yes, we have,” she shouted. “You’re rude and I refuse to listen to another word. When you learn civility then come back and talk to me.”
“Fine!” Susan’s eyes seemed to glow from the anger. She glared from one to the other then stormed out of the house.
When the door slammed behind her, Ali collapsed on the couch, and dropped her face to her hands.
“What was that about?” Johnny asked. 
Ali fisted her hands in her hair and shook her head. 
Johnny tugged on the sleeve of her robe, “Come here.” He gripped her arms and pulled her off the couch and into his arms. “Stop this okay. Go lie down and get some more sleep. I’ll sit with Micah.”
“I hate her…I really hate her.” 
Johnny leaned back to look at her face. “Sweetheart, don’t say that. She’s your mother even when she’s not very nice to you.”
Ali crinkled her nose. “I know, but she’s so mean. Why does she do that to me?”
“It’s easy to see why you’re so down on yourself when you have her disapproving voice in your head.”
“Oh hell—” Ali dropped her head back down on his chest. “You didn’t hear what she said, did you?” 
“Does it matter?”
Her head popped back up. “Yes! You weren’t listening, were you?”
“My entrance was strategic.”
Ali closed her eyes. “I’m so sorry.”
“I’ve been called much worse.” He chuckled. “Hillbilly is almost a compliment.”
“I’m embarrassed…that wasn’t okay.”
“You didn’t do anything wrong. I don’t blame you for what she said. Although, it was really cool to hear you stick up for me.” Johnny gripped the nape of her neck and tilted her head back up, pulling her mouth to his. When their lips met, it reminded Ali of the words she thought she heard just before drifting off to sleep. He pulled away slightly and said, “Go back to bed and I’ll bring breakfast up for you.” 
“I can’t sleep now. It’s still early, let’s go out to breakfast and go shopping for your bed.”
Johnny’s smile broadened. “I can’t wait to have you and Micah over for the night. How about…you stay the first night I have a real bed.” 
“I will if you get the bed before Mark and Sarah get back with Jamie. You have two weeks.”
He did a fist pump. “Done!” 






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
After showering, they stopped by Johnny’s place so he could change into clean clothes. When they arrived, Ali couldn’t believe how much progress he’d made. “How did you have time to unpack when you’ve been at my house so much?” 
“I don’t have that much stuff.”
“This is a great little house. I see why Sarah loved it here.” 
“She did a great job cleaning the place up. She showed me the pictures of how it looked before and you can’t even tell it’s the same house.”
While Johnny changed clothes, Ali looked around at his personal things. He didn’t have much though. The book shelf had a few fiction novels, but mostly non-fiction and police manuals. There were some old snapshots and family photos. The two largest were family portraits of two different families, yet Johnny sat in both portraits.  
“You ready?” 
Ali turned toward him and nearly lost her breath when she looked at him. The pristine white chambray shirt made his tan, and scruffy chin look like a fashion statement. Her mouth watered as she examined him, from cowboy boots, to the perfect fitting Levis, to his sparking blue eyes, oh hell, she was in trouble. 
“Goodnight…” she whispered and said, “Nice shirt.”
“Are you ready for breakfast?” he asked.
She nodded. “Yeah, let’s go.”
 
 
Ali let him drive, trying not to giggle when he drove in circles, not sure where to go. He’d muttered to himself, making last minute turns, obviously forgetting that she’d lived in Santa Rosa her entire life and could easily give him directions. 
“I wouldn’t have thought you were a fan of Crepes,” she said as they pulled into the driveway and parked. Crepes & More was a small restaurant in an old Victorian house near downtown.
Johnny gave her a crooked smile. “I told you I was full of surprises.” 
He got out, removed Micah’s car seat from the rear and led her inside. “And they serve lots of things besides crepes.”
“Hey, Johnny Rhay,” the waitress said when they entered. 
He gave her a little wave. “Mornin’, Carrie.”
“Aw look at that sweet thing,” she said peeking into Micah’s car seat.
“This is my friend, Micah, and this is his mother, Ali.” 
“Hey,” Carrie said. “Have a seat and I’ll start you off with some coffee?”
When Carrie walked away, Ali looked at him with a raised eyebrow. “I wouldn’t have guessed you’d been here before, considering the roundabout way you drove here…but It’s nice to see you’re making friends.”
“Yeah, I don’t have much food at my place yet.” 
“Well…I guess we better go grocery shopping too,” she said and wished like hell it didn’t bother her that Johnny was on a first name basis with the waitress. He pointed to a booth and she slid in as he scooted in across from her.
He smiled at her. “Now who’s gettin’ jealous?”
Ali lifted her hands, palms up and said, “Just concerned with your eating habits. It can’t be good to eat all your meals in a restaurant.”
“Oh, well, thanks for your concern,” he mocked, then looked at Micah and smiled. “I think she’s full of it, little man. What do you think?”
“I do care about your eating habits,” she glanced up from the menu at his disbelieving face, “and I wish the waitress was a cow.” 
Johnny laughed and reached over to unhook Micah from the car seat. “Come here, bubby,” Johnny said bouncing Micah in the air. Micah’s smile widened as he moved up and down in the space above Johnny’s head. “Oh, you like that…did you see his smile, Mama?” 
“I told you he likes you.” 
Johnny put Micah down on the table with his legs hanging over the edge and held him with one hand and tickled his ribs with the other. Micah let out a loud gurgling laugh and scrunched his shoulders. 
Johnny looked at Ali’s wide eyes. “Did you hear that?” 
She slapped her hand to her mouth. “Oh my God, he’s never laughed.” Her sweet little Micah had just laughed for the first time. Her eyes filled with tears as she listened for another laugh. “Try to do it again.” 
Johnny reached in and tickled him again. Micah wiggled and gargled out another laugh. It was contagious, she and Johnny giggled too, which made Micah stop abruptly. 
Johnny turned Micah around so Ali could see his face. 
“Watch—wait,” Johnny fought the wide smile. “Watch this…Micah, laugh for Mama,” he said still trying to hold in his giggles. Johnny tickled him again and Micah’s sweet little face scrunched up and his shoulders moved up and down when he laughed.
They were still laughing when the waitress walked up to the table to deliver their coffee. 
“Sorry, it’s our first laugh,” Ali said, wiping at the moisture in her eyes. 
“Aw…what proud parents,” she said glancing between them then down at Micah. “I’ll be right back to get your orders.”
Johnny’s smile widened, but Ali’s dropped from her face. The unintended reminder that she was Micah’s only parent hit her like a splash of cold water. 
“Sorry,” Johnny said his smile slipping.
She shook her head and tried to smile. The mood had been ruined and even Micah looked irritated now. 
“I didn’t mean to make her assume…”
Ali waved him off. “It was an honest mistake. It’s obvious how much you care about Micah. There isn’t anything wrong with that.” 
“I’m sorry,” Johnny said again. 
“Stop, I should apologize to you. “
Johnny propped Micah in his left hand, facing the table then reached his other hand out for her. When she took it, he gave her a soft smile. “Is it so bad for someone to mistake me for Micah’s father?” 
“I’m not—I didn’t—No.” She shook her head, again fighting tears. “I’m glad we were together the first time Micah laughed.” 
“Me too.” He exhaled heavily then smiled again. “I wasn’t expecting that when I tickled him.” 
The thought of Johnny as a father reminded her of the photos at his place. Her mother was right about one thing, she didn’t know that much about him. She tilted her head, watching him with Micah and not at all confident she should ask, but facing life as a single mother had made her curious about mixed families. “Why were you raised by your aunt and uncle?”
He lifted his eyes from Micah to her. “You don’t already know?”
“No, how would I know?”
“I just thought you would have found out through Mark and Sarah.”
“Sarah is pretty respectful of other people’s privacy. I don’t think she would ever gossip about you, nor would Mark.”
“I guess that’s true,” he said. “My parents were killed when I was a kid, my younger brother too.” He turned to stare out the window. Ali sat quietly for a moment until Micah let out another gurgle, making Johnny laugh in spite of the conversation. 
“I’m sorry, Johnny,” she said when the laughing stopped.
“When they died I went to live with my daddy’s brother, my uncle Dale.”
“How old were you?”
“Eight, old enough to remember them.” He shrugged. “But young enough to forget a lot. My Aunt and Uncle both passed a couple of years ago. It’s just me and my cousin Jerry now…and his wife and kids.” 
She tried to hold in her emotions, she couldn’t imagine losing both parents at that age. Johnny looked up in time to see her wipe her eyes.
“Don’t, sweetheart.” He squeezed her hand. “I had a fine life with my aunt and uncle. Don’t feel sorry for me.”
“I can’t imagine going through that, losing both parents. That’s my biggest fear now that I’m a parent. I worry something will happen to me…leaving my children motherless.”
“You have to make provisions.”
“Jamie has Mark and Sarah, she’s going to be a great mother and she loves Jamie…but Micah”—she pursed her lips and shook her head—“Carl would be his rightful guardian—and that scares the hell out of me.”
“Then do something about it. Don’t put it off.”
“You’re right, but it feels like putting it down on paper would make it more real—or more likely.”
“Maybe you should ask Carl to give up his parental rights. Who would you leave him with, your mother?”
“No.” She looked down and focused on her cup of coffee. “I thought of asking Mark and Sarah to be his guardians so he could stay with Jamie, but I also have my sister.”
“You shouldn’t wait. Things happen and you don’t always get a second chance,” he said pointedly.
Ali remembered the conversation they’d had about second chances and it made more sense to her now. “May I ask…”
“House fire,” he said before she finished. “I was spending the night with a friend up the street.” He glanced down at their linked hands. “I heard the sirens, but didn’t pay any attention until my friend’s mother came to get me.”
“I lost my father at eight,” she said.
“You were eight?”
“Yeah.” She tried to hide the hurt with a smile. “I had my sister…we helped each other get through it.” Her phone chimed in her purse and that brought out a real smile. 
“You gonna answer that?” he asked when she didn’t reach for her phone.
She shook her head and closed her eyes for a second. “It’s Melissa.”
“You’re sister has a weird sense of timing.”
“A perfect sense of timing. She always knows when something is wrong…even when it isn’t.”
 


 
It took over an hour for Ali and Johnny to agree on a suitable bedroom set for his new house. She was a typical woman, debating everything before making a decision. He wouldn’t complain though, he’d sleep in a cot so long as she was next to him in it. 
Johnny handed over his credit card to the sales clerk and said, “I’d like the bed delivered as soon as possible.” He looked over at Ali. “When is Jamie due back?” 
She laughed at him. “May first.” 
“Next Saturday okay, that’s the—” the sales clerk glanced at the delivery calendar. “April twenty-fifth.” She handed him the charge slip to sign. “Sometime between one pm and four pm.”
“You can’t do it sooner?”
“That’s the soonest available, sorry.” 
“That’ll work fine.” He gave Ali a sly smile. “Do you carry any portable cribs?” 
The clerk looked a little annoyed at the question. “No, sorry, sir.” 
Johnny nodded a thank you and led Ali out of the store. He pushed the heavy glass exit door open for her and said, “That gives us six days to break the new bed in.”  
“Portable crib?” she mocked.
He grinned. “Trying to be prepared.”
 Ali stopped the stroller next to her black Lexus and pulled the keys out of her purse, handing them to Johnny. When tires squealed behind him, he turned to see a flash of silver coming toward them. Blood rushed to his head, but it only took a split second for him to react. He pushed the stroller between Ali’s car and the one parked to the left her of her car. Then he shoved her on the other side, trying to get them both out of the path of the speeding car. He couldn’t get out of the way fast enough and braced for impact as the massive blow struck his left side. 
He squeezed his eyes closed as the car sent him flying forward several feet and skidding across the pavement. The air was knocked from his lungs when he hit the ground, but before he had time to register the pain, Ali’s scream sliced through him. He sat up, gasping for air and wiping blood off his face. His gaze raked the pavement for her broken body, but when she screamed for the baby he panicked.
“Micah! No—don’t take my baby! No!” 
This last scream made Johnny’s blood curdle in his veins. 
He staggered to his feet, his eyes locking on Ali. The silver car had her trapped between her car and the one to the right, adjacent to the stroller. She scrambled over the hood of her car trying to get to the stroller. Before she reached Micah, a woman picked him up and held him to her chest, slipping into the back seat of the silver car. Ali screamed again, stumbling over the stroller to reach for the door handle. 
When the car sped away from Ali, it came at Johnny again. He jumped on the hood, holding on with both hands, facing the driver. He let go with his right hand to reach for his gun, but once he let go, he was airborne again. 






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twelve
 
Johnny opened his eyes to a dark unfamiliar room. Without a doubt, his head had been split in two. It was the only explanation for the unmerciful headache he had. He twitched every limb to make sure he wasn’t actually dead. It appeared, not only was he alive, but everything still worked. His eyes traveled the room. To his right, a red light flashed on a monitor. 
He inched forward and sat up, letting his eyes adjust to the darkness. When upright, he looked around for his phone, Ali’s scream reverberating in his head. He shifted, placing his feet on the floor, slow and easy, he stood while the aching in his head traveled down his entire body. Before he gained his balance, the door opened and the room filled with light. He dropped back down on the bed.
“Ah, come on.” He held his arm up to cover his eyes from the light.
“Sir—Mr. Bennett, you shouldn’t be up.” 
“I have to leave.” His voice croaked when he talked, but he didn’t care. 
“Lay back down please.”
“No, I’m fine. I need to get to Ali.” He looked down at his bare feet and gripped the hospital gown. “Where are my clothes?”
“You can’t leave in this condition. You have to wait for the effects of the sedatives to wear off.”
“Sedatives, what? No. I’m fine. I need to leave.” He looked around for a clock. “What time is it?”
“It’s ten-thirty.”
“Please get my clothes.”
“You can’t drive—“
“Fine. I’ll take a cab.” He tried to squeeze passed her, but she blocked his path to the door. “Get out of my way and give me my damn clothes!” 
“Mr. Bennett?” Johnny looked up to a towering figure in the doorway. When the doctor stepped forward, Johnny recognized the lab coat. “I’m Doctor Caplin.” 
“I need to leave.”
“You have a concussion and—“
“Whatever. I’ll live. Just let me out of here.”
“Detective Hammel instructed us to call him when you woke up.” Dr. Caplin came closer, facing Johnny. “I’ll have your release papers brought to you.”
“Where is Alison Hayes? Has she been admitted?”
“No. Paramedics treated Mrs. Hayes at home. Sit tight, we’ll bring you some scrubs, your clothes were cut off you by the paramedics.”
Johnny sat back on the bed and waited. When the phone rang he lifted it off the receiver. “Yeah?”
“Bennett?” Brian asked.
“Yeah, Brian, what’s going on?”
“I’m sending someone over to pick you up and drive you to Sarah and Mark’s house. Sarah insists you stay until you’ve recovered from your injuries.”
“No. I’m fine.”
“Whatever—you have to work it out with them.”
“Where’s Ali? Where’s Micah?” He swallowed back the bile rising in his throat. “Are they okay?”
“I’ll give you an update later. I don’t have time now.” 
“No! Tell me if they’re okay.” He stood up when the nurse came in with a folded pair of faded green hospital scrubs.
“Ali’s sleeping, her injuries are minor, but they had to sedate her. We don’t know about Micah yet. I gotta go. I’ll call you at Mark’s to give you an update.”
“Wait, Bri—” Brian hung up before Johnny got another word out. 
Johnny dressed, wincing as he lifted the pants passed the road rash up his leg and hip. The other leg was black and purple and he wondered how he’d avoided any broken bones. He pulled on the scrub top and held his breath at the pain in his ribs and shoulder. The more he rushed, the more everything hurt and the more injuries he found. He thought about that car coming at them and prayed he got the worst of it. 
After dressing, the nurse brought his paperwork and instructions for aftercare, then handed him his belongings in a bag.
 


 
The patrol car parked in front of Ali’s house. Johnny inched out and hobbled over to the front door, and at the same time, a suit came out. Johnny tried to scoot passed him, but the man stuck his hand out and stopped him.
“You can’t go in there.”
“The hell I can’t,” Johnny said pushing the guy out of his way. “I’m a cop—” Before Johnny could finish his sentence, the guy had him on the ground face first and cuffed. 
With a knee in Johnny’s back, he said, “You got ID?” 
“You’re lucky I’m hurt, mother fucker!” 
Shoes appeared in Johnny’s line of sight then Brian said, “Simms, what are you doing to my detective?” 
“Detective—he didn’t identify himself.” 
“Let me up. I need to see Ali.” The front door opened again and Johnny heard Mark’s voice.
“What the hell, Simms!”Mark grabbed Simm’s shoulder. “Get off him.”  
“Whoa, Mark,” Brian said. “Misunderstanding. Simms is unlocking him now.” 
“He failed to identify himself,” Simms repeated.
“Yeah, it takes a real tough guy to attack an injured man and cuff him for lack of identification,” Mark growled.
“Let me up!” Johnny shouted again.
“All right,” Simms barked and leaned in to unlock the cuffs. Johnny tried to jump up, but the pain kept him on his knees. Mark leaned down and helped him off the ground.
“You all right?” Mark asked.
Johnny nodded, brushing the hair off his face. “Where’s Ali?” 
“She’s still out cold. Come on, I’ll help you get up the stairs.”
“I thought you were in Arizona,” Johnny said. 
“We came right home when Brian called.”
“Anything on Micah yet?” Johnny hobbled up the stairs slowly with Mark’s help.
“No, but they’re hopeful. They put out an Amber Alert and they’re showing the video on the news trying to get a lead on the suspects.”
He stopped and looked at Mark. “Video?”
“The store had several security cameras mounted in their parking lot. As soon as I got the call, I had Shane pull all the video. He got it to Brian within an hour.”
“Shane?” 
“Yeah. The cameras were installed by Summors Security.” Mark reached out for Johnny when he swayed on the stairs. “You look like shit, man.”
“I’ll be all right.” 
When they entered Ali’s bedroom, the only light came from the door Mark had just opened. The illumination outlined Ali, curled up on the bed in the fetal position. Johnny slowly moved to the bed and lay down next to her. 
She didn’t move, except for the up and down motion of her chest with the slow and methodic breathing. He couldn’t see her face in the darkness, but he didn’t care. Being close to her and knowing she was okay put him at ease. He touched her face and closed his eyes. When the bedroom door closed, he opened his eyes to complete darkness. Carefully, he curled up and spooned her, wrapping his arms around her completely and holding her against the length of him. 
Johnny pressed his lips to the soft skin on the back of her neck and waited for his chest to stop heaving, then whispered, “I’m so sorry.” 
He didn’t deserve her, and didn’t deserve to be here with her now. How hard was it to keep one small baby safe and keep one small lady from being hurt and losing a child? He lifted her hand to his cheek and stayed that way until he fell asleep.
 


 
Ali shifted and tried to roll over, but something held her down. Her eyelids were so heavy she couldn’t lift them either. She stopped struggling and waited for her mind to clear so she could concentrate. She felt someone breathing next to her, but she wasn’t sure who. She inhaled deeply and it hurt, the stabbing pain forced her to hold her breath until she could slowly exhale. Why does it hurt to breath? She couldn’t remember anything except the bad dream that kept playing in her head over and over while she slept. When she remembered the details of the dream, she inhaled sharply again then cried out in pain. 
She forced her eyes to open when she felt the body next to her move. The dark room kept her from seeing anything, and as she fought to focus her eyes in the darkness, a voice in the back of her mind asked—
Where is Micah? 
Why isn’t he crying?
What time is it?
Shouldn’t it be time for him to eat?
Where is Micah?—Where is Micah?—Where is Micah?
As her mind continued to ask this question, so did her lips. Before she realized it she was shouting. “Where is Micah?”
“Shh, Ali…sweetheart.” 
His voice, the rhythmic drawl helped her relax a little. She reached out to touch him as she tried to focus her eyes.
“Are you okay?” he whispered.
“Yes,” she said with a smile. It was him—the owner of that sweet musical drawl. He lay next to her, which meant everything was fine. Then her eyes fell on the bandage above his eye. 
She sat straight up and screamed, “Where is Micah?” Oh God, it wasn’t a dream. Someone took her baby. 
He reached for her. “Ali, stop screaming, sweet.” 
“Where is my baby?” she sobbed and swayed back down on the bed. “Where is my baby?” Her chest heaved and she had to cry out from the pain. “Oh god! Where is Micah?” 
“They’re looking—they won’t stop until they find him.” He promised. They both turned when the door opened and light filtered into the room. 
“You guys okay?” Mark asked.
“Mark?” Ali asked, closing her arms around her chest from the pain.
“Yeah.” 
“Where’s Micah?” she sobbed.
“I don’t know, Al, but everyone in the state is looking for him.”
“Where’s Jamie?”
“I left him home with Sarah, don’t worry about him, he’s fine. I didn’t want to bring him here with all these cops traipsing in and out. I think it’ll only scare him.”
“I want to get up.” She sat up too fast, making herself dizzy. She was clammy, nauseous and her throat burned from the dryness. How long had she been sleeping? 
 “I’ll help, but you have to go slow,” Johnny said. 
She took several slow, deep breaths then tried again. Micah. She had to find him. Her baby, her little sweet Micah.
Mark walked around the bed. “Close your eyes,” he said before clicking the light on. Ali squeezed her eyes shut as her lids glowed red. Mark took her arm to help her off the bed as Johnny held her steady from behind. When her eyes focused and she was steady on her feet, Mark walked around the bed to help Johnny. 
“I got it,” Johnny said trying to get up.
Mark held his hand out and said, “Shut up and let me help.” 
Johnny nodded then grabbed Mark’s hand and slowly stood up. When he was up, Ali gasped. “Oh my god, Johnny!” She went to him, examining him from head to toe, her gaze resting on the area above his knee. Oh God, oh God. He was still bleeding. “Why aren’t you in the hospital?” 
“I busted out.”
“Look at you. I had no idea you…” Her voice broke as she spoke, was Micah hurt too? She couldn’t remember. Why would someone do this?  
“I’m fine, stop,” he said. “Come on, let’s go down and find out what’s going on.” He took her hand, but she pulled away. 
“No. Mark—will you help him down? I don’t want him to fall. God you’re bleeding through your clothes, Johnny.”
“It looks worse than it is.”
“Wait here, I’ll get him down and come back for you,” Mark said.
“No, I don’t need help. I’m fine.” Her voice wavered as she looked Johnny up and down again. “Just help him.” She turned toward the stairs before they could argue.






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirteen
 
When Johnny got downstairs, he grumbled his thanks and hobbled into the living room where Ali stood looking around.
The room—hell, the house was full of people. On the TV was a freeze-frame picture of a woman getting in a silver car, holding Micah in her arms. 
They both stared at the screen and at the face of the woman who took Micah. Johnny’s throat tightened and he felt sick with anger. He’d kill her if he got his hands on her, woman or not, he’d kill her. 
Ali’s sharp inhale cooled his blood instantly. He looked over at her pale face. She was holding her breath. 
“Do you recognize her, Ali?” Brian asked. 
She shook her head, making a flood of tears drop from her eyes.
“What about you, Bennett?” 
Johnny shook his head and reached for Ali’s hand. “Breathe, sweetheart.” 
Air gushed out of her lungs on a sob. Before her knees failed, Johnny had his arms around her and with Mark’s help, they sat her down on the end of the couch. 
“I tried to stop her,” she wailed. 
“I know, sweetheart. I know you did,” Johnny whispered. “Take a deep breath.” 
“Ali, this is Agent Peters and Agent Simms. They’re FBI. Members of the CARD team. They need to ask you some questions. I know this is hard, but it’s important.” Brian kept his tone even and professional as he spoke, even though Johnny knew they’d been friends most of their lives.
Johnny lowered himself onto the floor in front of her. He didn’t want to be too far away from her. 
“What is CARD?” She asked with a thick voice, her hands fighting to swipe away her rapidly falling tears.
“It stands for Child Abduction Rapid Deployment. They’re handling the investigation. I’m only here as a liaison between them and the PD. The CARD team is our best bet for finding Micah. There are four members. Agent Mayer and Agent Newman are working the call center we have set up, but Peters is our major point person, he’s leading the investigation.”
“Okay, so how can they find Micah from here?”
“Their local field office is in San Francisco. They’re here to monitor your phones, visitors, investigate family and friends. It’s not uncommon for them to set up a call center in a residence. I know it seems intrusive, but it’s the best and the easiest way to handle the investigation.”
“I’ll do whatever. I just want my baby back.” Her chin quivered a little when she said it.
“Thank you, Ali. They’ll make this as easy as possible. Also…your mother asked me to act as the family spokesperson to the press. Is that okay with you?”
She nodded. “Yes, of course. Thank you. Where is my mother?”
“She’s setting up a volunteer search center with my parents, Mark’s parents…Julie is also there helping.” Brian leaned forward slightly and said, “Are you prepared to talk to Agent Peters?” He looked over at Johnny. “Bennett, they need to talk to you too.” 
Johnny stared at Ali. Her fragility frightening him. So little and so scared. No way. He couldn’t leave her alone. 
“She’ll be fine without you for half an hour.” When Johnny didn’t move, Brian clasped his hands together and eyed them both. “Listen, guys, you were too distraught to give much of a statement yesterday. This is important to the investigation.” 
Johnny bowed his head in defeat, it didn’t matter. He couldn’t give any information they couldn’t get from that video. 
“Bennett, I’ll be here for Ali, Mark too. You can leave her alone for a few minutes,” Brian said.
Johnny finally agreed. He eased up from the floor and leaned in to kiss Ali’s forehead. “I’ll be in the next room.” 
Mark got to his feet. “Do you need help getting in there?” He reached a hand out to Johnny.
“No, I’m fine.” Johnny shook him off and pointed to Ali. “Stay here with her.” 
“Bennett, go with Simms. He’ll take your statement in the dining room.” Brian scowled at Agent Simms. “—Simms, do not attack my detective again.” 
Johnny followed Simms out of the living room and into the dining room where they had a call center set up. Computer equipment and phones covered one end of the twelve-person table. He looked around then asked, “What time is it?” 
“Nine-thirty,” Simms said pulling out a chair for Johnny. 
“In the morning?” 
“It’s nine-thirty at night—pm.”
“Nine-thirty, but I left the hospital at eleven.” Johnny said.
“Yeah, last night,” Simms said. “You’ve been here for almost twenty-four hours.”
Johnny rubbed at his chest. “How on Earth did I sleep that long?”
“You and Mrs. Hayes were both sedated—strong drugs.” He whistled. “You were both distraught after the accident. The paramedics had to sedate you to treat you.”
“That means Micah’s been missing for…” 
“Thirty-three hours,” Simms confirmed. 
Johnny melted into his chair, after twenty-four hours the odds of getting a child back safely dropped considerably. Stranger abducted children were usually killed within the first 3 hours after being taken…he’d spent those critical hours sleeping in a hospital bed. 
“We have some good leads. We’re hopeful—very hopeful,” Simms said at the expression on Johnny’s face. “Don’t freak out. We can’t run an investigation around hysterical parents.”
 


 
Johnny finished giving his statement and returned to the living room. Ali had her knees curled to her chest on the couch, clutching a small, blue baby blanket. Mark watched her from a chair in the corner, his face drawn, and stubble shooting out on his chin. He looked like he hadn’t slept in days. Johnny nodded to him. Mark nodded back, but in Ali’s direction.
Johnny slid sideways onto the couch next to her and stared at her blank pale face. “Ali, sweetheart.”  
She turned her eyes to him. 
“Do you need anything?” He reached over and cupped her face. 
Ali placed her hand over his and closed her eyes. 
The tears flowing from under her lids broke his heart. She leaned sideways, resting her head in his lap, and sobbed. 
“They’re going to find him, sunshine.” He leaned down and whispered, “God wouldn’t let someone hurt such a sweet boy.”
“Ali,” Brian said, startling them both. 
Ali jerked her head up from Johnny’s lap and looked over the back of the couch at him.
“We have a couple more questions.”
Mark held his hand out to Brian. “She needs a break…give her a break, guys.”
“This can’t wait.” Brian grabbed a chair and pulled it to the couch, sitting across from them. Agent Peters did the same thing. 
“Mrs. Hayes, is it possible Mr. Hayes would try to take the baby?” 
The hair on the back of Johnny’s neck prickled. Heaven help that bastard if he took Micah. 
“No, he didn’t want anything to do with Micah. Did someone try to call him? Does he know?”
“We sent the Sheriff from Napa County over to talk to him, but they can’t find him. The housekeeper said he went to stay in Sacramento so he could be closer to ‘headquarters,’” Peters said, using his fingers to make quotation marks. “He works for the State of California right?”
“Yes, he’s an engineer with the Department of Transportation. Their head office is in Sac, he travels there all the time,” Ali said.
“Where does he stay when he travels there?” Agent Peters asked.
“He doesn’t usually stay overnight, but he has several friends that live out there.”
Agent Peters scribbled a note on the small pad he’d pulled from his breast pocket. “Do you have their information?” 
She nodded and pulled away from Johnny to get up. 
Mark stood and walked toward her. “Don’t get up. I’ll get it.”
She pointed to the hall. “My address book is on my desk, in the office. Thanks, Mark.” 
Ali leaned back against Johnny and he was glad to be of some use, even if it was only to offer her comfort. She inclined her head toward him and said, “Carl wouldn’t go to all this trouble when he didn’t even ask for visitation.” 
“Ali…I know you don’t want to believe he would do something like this.” Brain exhaled slowly, as if he were fighting for patience. “We have to check him out. If you weren’t in this video getting slammed by that car, we’d check you out too. Most child abductions are by someone close to the family.” 
They all turned toward the raised voices coming from just outside the front door.  
Brian ran his hands through his hair. “There are reporters outside. Simms is trying to keep them away from the house, but that doesn’t keep them from trying to get comments from us.”
The expression on Brian’s face told Johnny how worried he was. He wasn’t impatient, but anxious, obviously not as hopeful as he pretended to be. 
When a woman’s voice rang out and the front door slammed open, Agent Peters stood. “That’s not reporters.” Ali and Brian looked at each other. “Is that Melissa?” she asked, standing and walking toward the entry hall. A woman rushed into the room with Simms behind her, trying to hold her back. 
Johnny couldn’t believe his eyes. He had no idea that Ali’s sister was a twin.
“God, Mark, call off your goons,” Melissa said, approaching Ali with outstretched arms. 
“Those aren’t my goons, they’re Brian’s.”
“Figures.” She glared at Brian as she threw her arms around Ali’s neck. 
“Simms!” Brian thrust his hand out toward the hugging women. “Look at her, does she not look like close family?” 
“She failed to identify herself,” Simms mumbled as he left the room.
“Why didn’t you call me,” Melissa sobbed, her grip on Ali turning her knuckles white. “I knew something was wrong—then Mom called. I was in Seattle and had to fight with the airline to change my flight home. I’m sorry it took me so long to get here.”
 Ali sobbed onto her sister’s shoulder for several minutes. When her crying slowed she slid back down on the couch next to Johnny. 
Melissa looked around the room, her glare resting on Brian. “Why haven’t you found him yet?”
“It’s good to see you too, Melissa,” Brian said, tension frowning his face. “Give it a rest today, Lis, you’re freaking out your sister.” 
She lowered herself down next to Ali, keeping her stone-cold glare on Brian.
“We were questioning Ali, try to keep your snide comments to yourself until we’re done,” Brian said. 
Melissa started to snap back but Ali stopped her. “—please don’t fight. Really—I need you two to get along right now, okay.” 
“Mrs. Hayes, if you don’t mind. Will you copy those addresses for us?”
Ali nodded. “Of course.”
As much as they looked alike, Ali and Melissa were total opposites. Ali’s graceful and soft way clashed completely with Melissa’s harsh and outspoken demeanor. Even the way Ali talked and the sound of her voice made him warm inside. Melissa’s brash attitude reminded him more of Brian than anyone. 
When Ali finished copying the addresses, she put the book aside and reached over for Johnny again. Melissa’s eyes followed the progress of Ali’s hand then they trailed up until she focused on Johnny’s face. 
Her eyes narrowed. “Um…who are you?” 
He didn’t answer right away, not sure what to say.
“Lis, this is Johnny, he’s a friend,” Ali said bringing their joined hands to her lap. “He was with me when Micah was taken.”
Melissa raised an eyebrow and looked at him again. “And you couldn’t stop them?” 
Johnny rested his head back and covered his face with his free hand. He had asked himself the same question over and over. Why couldn’t he stop them? What was wrong with him?
Ali gasped. “Melissa!” She turned and grabbed Johnny’s wrist to pull his hand away from his face. “I’m sorry, Johnny, I’m sorry. S-she’s just—”
Johnny tried to wave her off. “It’s okay.”
“As a matter a fact, Lis,” Brian said. “We were setting up the parking lot surveillance…you can see for yourself what happened.” He waved the DVD remote at her. 
Johnny crept off the couch, hoping to get out of the room without much notice. He closed the bathroom door, closing out Ali’s shouts to her sister. He rested his hands on the sink basin and bowed his head, trying with every ounce of self-preservation to fight the nausea. 
A knock sounded on the door. “Johnny?” 
“It’s open,” he said.
The door opened and a second later the latch clicked closed, and a hand slid up and down his back. 
“I’m sorry, she’s rude,” Ali said through her tears. “I told her to leave.” Johnny nodded, but didn’t move or speak. 
After a long silence she said, “Are you okay?” 
He nodded again. 
“Please say something, I need to hear your voice.” 
“Stop worrying about me.” 
“Of course I’m worried about you. You’re a mess.” Ali sounded as miserable as he felt. The tone of her voice nasally…so different than he was used to. “I’m sorry.” 
Johnny lifted up from the sink and looked at her tear streaked face. He waved imperiously. “Come here, sweetheart.” Ali leaned into him, her warmth bringing him instant relief. “Stop apologizing to me. She’s right, I should have done more to stop them.”
“No!” She shook her head vigorously in his chest. “Don’t you dare blame yourself for this. That doesn’t help—self-blame will not bring Micah home. You saved my life, and Micah’s. You pushed us out of the way and got the full force of that car.” Ali’s chest heaved, her crying turned into a sob. “It’s a miracle you weren’t killed.”
“Shh, stop crying. We need to focus on bringing Micah home.” He paused to kiss her head. “He’s going to be alright—he has to be.”
 Ali lifted her head to look at him. Her eyes were black with grief, no golden brown, no light, or spark left in them. All he saw was hurt and pain and sorrow.  
“You love him too,” Ali whispered. “You’re hurting too, don’t try to hide it.”
“Watching that car come at us…” Johnny closed his eyes and exhaled. “I thought I’d lose you both.”
“I know.” Her chin quivered and she said, “I watched you get hit by that car twice…I can’t even…” she shook her head breaking free of the embrace and turning her back on him. She exhaled heavily and sat on the closed toilet seat. “Johnny…I know this isn’t what you signed up for. I realize this situation might be a little more than you’re interested in committing too.” She closed her eyes for a moment before opening them and locking her gaze on his. “If you want to leave, nobody would fault you. I’ll understand…everyone will understand.”
He squared his shoulders, not sure what pissed him off more, her believing he didn’t want to be here, or her so easily giving him the out. Why would she even think that? There wasn’t another place on the planet he wanted to be but here with her, fighting to get Micah home safely. “Is this about your sister? Are you looking for an out…of this relationship?”
She shook her head. “No, but I don’t want you to feel trapped in my insane life. If you’re going to leave, do it now because the longer you stay, the more it’s going to hurt.”
He knelt in front of her, gripping her hands in his. “I’m not going anywhere. You said it yourself, I love Micah too. I will be here for you and with you through this, I promise. I will be here when they bring him home and I am not looking for the escape door out of this relationship.” He reached up and wiped the tears off her cheeks and said, “Please tell me you believe that. Tell me right now that you believe me when I say I’ll walk to the end of the world for you and your little boys.”
Her eyes filled with tears again and she smiled. “I believe you.”
“I won’t let you down, sweetheart.” He stood pulling her to her feet. “Let’s do this, they’re waiting for us.”
 


 
When they entered the living room holding hands Ali stared down at her sister, shocked she had the gall to stay after Ali had screamed at her to leave. “I thought you were leaving.”
“I’m sorry I said that. I’m worried about Micah too.” 
Ali helped Johnny ease down onto the couch. “Really? You’re sorry?”
“Yes.” Melissa looked directly at Johnny. “I’m very sorry for what I said to you.”
Johnny waved her off then turned to Brian “We want to watch the surveillance, Brian, and then we want to hear where the investigation is going.” 
“You got it,” Brian said hitting play on the remote. “Prepare yourselves, it’s not pretty.”
Ali’s eyes focused on her baby, she couldn’t help it. The thought of it being the last time she’d ever see him had crept in and she couldn’t shake it now. When the speeding car came at them, she covered her mouth with her hand, and fought the urge to brace for impact. 
In the video, Johnny positioned himself between her and the speeding car, pushing the stroller with his left hand and Ali with his right. The time it took for the car to reach them had been little more than a heartbeat. The stroller rolled between the parked cars, but Ali had been shoved to the other side of her car and slammed into the car on the right of hers. She was blocked in and couldn’t get around. She watched herself get up and look at the stroller then at Johnny lying on the ground ten feet away. 
Johnny had been hit full force above the knees and it sent him flying through the air. Ali gasped and Johnny’s grip on her hand tightened. She knew he was thrown after being hit, but watching it now showed how close he came to being killed. If he’d landed on another car, hit his head too hard, if he’d landed any other way, things could have ended completely different.
When the video showed the woman get out of the car Ali said, “I thought she was getting out to help. When I realized what she was doing I started screaming.” She felt so helpless. Now and in the video, watching her son get taken and not being quick enough or strong enough to stop it. 
In the video, when the woman slipped into the backseat of the silver car with Micah, Johnny staggered to his feet. The car went screeching toward him again and instead of diving out of the way, he jumped on the hood. Ali gasped again and looked away, she’d seen this part clearly in the parking lot and she didn’t want to see it again.
“What were you doing—there?” Melissa asked pointing to the screen.
“Reaching for his gun,” Mark said glancing at Melissa then Johnny.
Ali turned to him. “You didn’t have your gun.” 
“Habit,” Brian and Mark said in sequence as Johnny mouthed the same thing. 
“Did you know you didn’t have the gun when you jumped on the hood?” Ali asked.
“I didn’t think about it. I was just trying to get to Micah,” he said lowering his eyes.






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fourteen
 
In the stillness of the room, Ali’s heartbeat pounded in her ears. Melissa’s quiet sobbing was the only other sound. Everyone else stayed silent until Brian reached out for Melissa’s hand. “Lis, they’re okay.” 
Melissa jerked away from him and turned toward Ali. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m sorry, Johnny. You saved my sister’s life, that car should have killed you both.”  
“We’re fine,” Johnny whispered. “We only want to find Micah.” 
Melissa’s apology did nothing to relieve the tension in the room. Brian leaned forward and bowed his head, resting his elbows on his knees. He looked exhausted with disheveled hair and wrinkled clothes. Ali had never seen him this on edge. It was obvious he hadn’t gotten any rest since everything had happened. 
“Is it possible someone took Micah for a ransom?” Ali asked.
“We would’ve received demands from a kidnapper by now if that were the case,” Brian said.
She covered her mouth with her trembling hand. “Who else would do this?”
Brian looked up and glanced between Johnny and Ali. “We don’t want to speculate.” 
“Bullshit, Brian, you always have a suspect. Tell me what you think—besides Carl?” 
Mark cleared his throat, eyeing Brian and shaking his head slightly.
 “Shut-up, Mark, I want to know,” Ali said pointing a finger at him.
“It won’t help to tell you any of these theories until we have something concrete,” Mark said.
“Stop—Mark! Don’t try to spare me.”
“We need to hear everything,” Johnny said. “Don’t keep anything from her. We—she needs to be fully informed.”
“We don’t intend to keep you in the dark,” Agent Peters said. “We’ll share whatever we can as long as it doesn’t hinder our investigation.”
Brian set the remote aside and cleared his throat before sitting back up. He waited a few heartbeats then said, “There’s been some noise about baby brokers in Northern California lately.” 
Ali brought her hand to her mouth. “B-baby brokers?”
“Do you understand what that means?” Brian said resting his eyes on her. 
Her chin quivered under her hand. “You believe someone might have stolen my baby to sell him on the black market in an illegal adoption?” 
Brian nodded and the room grew quiet again. 
Ali closed her eyes for a moment trying to focus, her stomach in knots. Her beautiful baby, being sold to the highest bidder. Please no…not her Micah. “I thought they targeted newborn babies?”
“When people get desperate for a child, they aren’t likely to squabble over a baby who’s four months old.”
She leaned forward. “What about the Amber Alert? The video was pretty clear. Didn’t you get the plate numbers and the make of the car?”
Brian shook his head. “We’ve recovered the car. They found it abandoned outside of town. It was reported stolen the morning of the kidnapping.”
Ali’s insides writhed as if she were burning from the inside out. The hole in her gut grew wider and she had to cross her arms over her stomach to keep from being swallowed whole by the deepening pit. She lowered her head unable to look into Brian’s worried eyes any longer. 
“This can’t be happening,” she whispered and felt herself slowly shutting down one function at a time. First her physical body, then her brain, then her heart—she knew her heart had stopped because broken hearts didn’t beat.
“Ali, there is a bright side—”
“Really, Brian—a bright side,” Melissa mocked. “Enlighten us, please.”
“Yes, Melissa,” Brian said in a tone that sounded so pained, it hurt Ali to hear. 
“Melissa…please stop,” Ali said, glancing between the two.
“If Micah was taken for this purpose—stolen by a baby broker, they won’t harm him. They’ll take good care of him until we find him.” 
Melissa’s glare on Brian softened ever so slightly, but Ali was the only person in the room who noticed the change. 
“If these baby brokers are already being investigated then we have a head start,” Johnny said.
“Yes, a good head start,” Brian confirmed. “The FBI is working closely with the San Francisco Police Department. That’s where they think the home-base is for these baby brokers.” 
“So…what?” Johnny asked. “What have they found in The City? What exactly are they investigating?”
“There are a couple of shady lawyers they’re looking into. Nothing solid yet. We’re not absolutely sure, but we’re checking out everything.” Brian focused on Ali again. “Ali, sometimes these abductions are just chance opportunities…but more often they’re targeted. I need you to study the woman in the video, maybe you’ve seen her before. Anywhere you might take Micah regularly. The pediatrician’s office, babysitters, any Mommy and Me groups,” Brian said. “She could be a friend of a friend, maybe a friend’s housekeeper, a barista at the nearby Starbucks—if anything comes to you, let us know immediately. Has anything strange happened over the last few weeks to make you question people or your surroundings.”
“Ha—yeah,” Johnny said. “The break in on Saturday night.” 
“Yeah, that’s the only strange thing that’s happened.”
“Maybe they were trying to get to Micah and didn’t know he wasn’t here,” Johnny sat up a little straighter and said, “Were you able to make contact with Carl at all before the abduction?”
Brian shook his head. “No luck.”
“It’s not Carl,” Ali said. “Questioning him is a complete waste of time.”
“We have to be thorough, Mrs. Hayes. Mr. Hayes is a suspect until he has been eliminated as one.”
Ali shook her head but didn’t respond. The room grew silent until Mark said, “We’ve contacted the National Center for Exploited and Missing Children. Your mom and my parents are working with them at the volunteer center. They’re making calls and printing flyers—whatever’s necessary to help.” 
“We have a good head start, Ali,” Brian said. The quietness of his voice, defeated and drained. It wasn’t like Brian, and that scared her. She’d known him too long not to recognize when he was hiding something. 
“Mrs. Hayes, the media may be annoying but they’re our best asset at this point.” Agent Peters held up a newspaper to emphasize his point. “The more they show Micah’s photo and the hotline number, the better our chances are of finding him. We may need you to talk to them in person soon. Brian’s been an excellent spokesperson, but nothing can replace the words of a mother.”
Someone was trying to sell her baby. She lay down, resting her head in Johnny’s lap again and closing her eyes and let the darkness cloud her. Unable to hold herself up any longer. She went over every detail of the last few months she’d spent with her baby, remembering his first laugh from the day before. How could she function when her child was missing? She didn’t know what to do, or how to act. She wished she could disappear with him, get all these people out of her face and pretend time had stopped at the very moment of Micah’s first little giggle. If she could freeze time there in that moment, she’d never have to know what it was like to have a missing child, she’d never have to worry if he was hungry or scared…dead or alive. Go back in time and cook breakfast instead of suggesting they go out. If only she’d went back to bed like Johnny had suggested. If she’d done anything but leave the house, her Micah would be home and safe. 
They were all watching her, but she didn’t care. When Johnny’s warm hand touched her cheek it reminded her that she was still alive even if she felt dead inside. 
 


 
Brian slowly stood up and left the room. Johnny had the distinct impression it was to hide from Melissa. He looked up at Mark so drained it took every ounce of strength he had to speak. “She hasn’t eaten anything since yesterday’s breakfast.” 
“I’ll get her something. Sarah’s been cooking all day and sending food over here.”
“Do you think you can eat, Ali?” Melissa said.
Ali didn’t look up or even acknowledge Melissa. 
“She’ll eat—I’ll make her eat. She has to keep her strength up for her boys,” Mark stood and glanced at Ali’s tear streaked face before walking out of the room. 
Melissa followed Mark, and Johnny was thankful to have a few minutes alone with Ali. He rested his head on hers lightly and tried to remember the prayer he used to say with his mama as a child. When he couldn’t remember the words, he decided to pray to her instead, she’d hear him. He’d been doing it since she had died. It was the only way he could communicate with his family since they were killed and he had to believe they could hear him—especially now when he needed them so badly. 
When Ali stiffened underneath him, he whispered, “Keep breathing, sweetheart.” 
She inhaled sharply then heaved out a sob. He started humming a tune in her ear to calm her and after a few minutes, she stopped trembling and relaxed on his lap again. 
Johnny couldn’t tell how long they sat like that. Before he realized, Melissa and Mark were coming into the room with sandwiches and soup. When Johnny smelled the food he had to swallow hard. The thought of eating made him want to throw up, but if he didn’t eat then Ali wouldn’t either. He leaned up and shook her gently on the shoulder. She wasn’t sleeping; tears were still streaming from her closed lids. “Ali, sit up and eat, darlin’.” 
She still didn’t move. 
“Please eat something. You have to keep up your strength,” he said again, but Ali lay motionless with her eyes closed.
“Ali, stop this. Sit up and eat,” Mark said.
Her eye’s popped open and glared at Mark. “Fuck you. Get out of my house.” 
Mark smiled a teasing smile. “Get up and make me.” Johnny understood that Mark wanted to rouse her into fighting so she’d snap out of this funk, but Ali couldn’t have the strength to fight any more than Johnny. Otherwise he’d get up and knock the hell out of Mark for talking to her like that. 
After a long pause, Mark tried again. “Ali, if you eat and clean yourself up a little, I’ll have Sarah bring Jamie over here—but not until you pull yourself together.” 
Ali groaned, wiped her face, and opened her eyes. When her eyes met Mark’s she started to cry again. It must have hit a nerve with him because he eased up. 
He knelt in front of her. “You need to eat, Al, and clean yourself up. Jamie can’t see you like this.” 
Johnny helped her sit up. When she was steady, Mark handed her a bowl of soup and said, “Eat that first. If you can keep that in your stomach then I’ll give you a sandwich.”
“I hate you,” she said. 
Mark smiled at her. “I know, honey, but you’re still eating.” 
Johnny looked at Melissa. “Y’all are just one big happy family.”
Melissa and Mark both chuckled and Ali almost choked on her soup.
“What—you haven’t gotten the ‘Fuck you, get out of my house’ from Ali yet?” Mark grinned. “It’s a staple when she’s mad.”
Johnny thought about that and remembered their argument in her kitchen that had ended with them in bed together. He smiled and nodded. “Yeah, I guess I have.”
“Here,” Mark said handing Johnny a bowl of soup. “Ditto for you. If you eat I’ll have Sarah bring you some clean clothes and whatever else you need from your house. Jamie can’t see you covered in blood,” Mark said. “You don’t mind if Sarah lets herself in, do you?”
“Hell no, I don’t care.” Johnny sipped the soup. “It’s her house.”
“You’re living in Mark’s wife’s house, but dating his ex-wife?” Melissa asked, her eyebrows lifting in confusion. 
This time Johnny choked on the soup. “That ain’t even the best part,” he drawled. “His wife is my ex-girlfriend.” 
“Wow—what is that called?” Melissa’s mouth quirked into a grin. “A love square instead of a triangle?”  
“We were in the eighth grade. It was some great love affair,” Johnny said. “What about you and Brian. There must be some serious history for you to like him so much?” 
“We dated in high school. The same time Ali and Mark dated.”
“And now you hate him?” Johnny asked.
Melissa’s eyebrows rose, but this time in challenge. “When I went off to college, instead of waiting for me, he married my worst enemy. So yeah, I hate him.” 
“Well…that’s not exactly true. Melissa and Julie were best friends until Julie and Brian got married. They made mine and Ali’s wedding pretty interesting. We weren’t sure who was going to rip whose throat out first.”Mark said, “Melissa was the maid of honor and Brian a groomsman.”
“But they behaved themselves,” Ali said coming to life. They all turned to look at her and the soup was gone. “Can I have my sandwich now?”
“Sure.” Mark handed her the sandwich and said, “I’ll go call Sarah.” 
Johnny finished his soup and took a couple of bites of his sandwich, fighting the self-consciousness he felt as Melissa stared at him. 
“Johnny, where is the accent from?” she finally asked.
“Nashville. I moved out here a little over a week ago.”
She shot a glance at Ali. “Wow, you move fast. How did you two meet?” 
“I came out here in December to work with Brian on an investigation. I’ve since been offered a job with the Santa Rosa PD,” Johnny explained.
Ali turned her eyes on him and he couldn’t help but compare the sisters. As similar as they were, their differences were glaring. Ali’s expression was softer than Melissa’s and her body fuller, curvier. “Damn, you two look alike.”
“Yeah, we get that a lot.” Melissa grinned then looked sharply at Ali and said, “I can’t believe you’re dating a cop.”
Ali rolled her eyes. “Just stop, Melissa.”
Melissa ignored her and looked back at Johnny. “You moved out here for a job?”
Johnny nodded and said, “Well…there were a lot of reasons to be here instead of Nashville. Being offered the job made the move a lot easier.” 
“So…you moved out here for Ali?”
“Don’t ask him that, Melissa,” Ali said. “It’s none of your business.” 
“If you’re sleeping with him then I have every right to ask him questions,” Melissa said.
“—my sex life is also none of your business,” Ali snapped.
“It’s okay,” Johnny said. Melissa was clearly just as protective of Ali as Brian. 
“No—it’s not.” Ali glared at Melissa. “Don’t say another word to her.” 
Johnny held his hands up. “Okay…it’s okay.”
“God, Ali, you act like it’s a criminal offense to want to know about your boyfriend.”
“No, but it is offensive to ask someone you just met personal questions.” 
Ali and Melissa glared at each other. To Johnny it looked like a twin standoff. After a full minute, Melissa closed her eyes and said, “I’m sorry.” She opened her eyes and met Johnny’s. “I’m not trying to be offensive. I’m just concerned for my sister.”
He stared at her, his eyes unblinking. Of course he understood her concern. He was the new person in Ali’s life. He expected to go through all the family drills. “I promise you, I won’t hurt your sister.” 
Melissa nodded and looked back to Ali, standing. “I’m going over to check on Mom. She’s working herself to death at that volunteer center.” She leaned over and kissed Ali’s cheek. “I love you, sis.”
Ali gave her a half smile and wrapped her arms around Melissa’s neck. “Thank you for being here. I love you too.”
Melissa left as Mark walked into the room. Ali jerked her head toward him. “Is she bringing Jamie now? I’ll go jump in the shower.”
“Can you wait until morning?” Mark grimaced. “I didn’t realize it was after midnight.”
Ali turned toward the clock. “Wow, it’s that late?”
“If you go to bed now and get some sleep, I’ll have Sarah bring him first thing in the morning.”
“Excuse me—don’t handle me, Mark. I am not haggling over time with my son.” 
“Our son. And if you looked at yourself in the mirror, you’d agree with me.” 
Ali turned toward Johnny. “Do I look that bad?” 
“No, you’re beautiful,” Johnny said fighting back his smile. 
“Ali, do you really want me to get Jamie out of bed?”
“Fine. I’ll wait until morning, but I can’t go to bed like nothing’s happened. Not while Micah is God knows where.” 
“You should try,” Johnny said. 
“The doctor gave you a prescription for pain killers. I’m sure they’ll help you get to sleep,” Mark said.
“No, I’m staying up until we get some news.” 
“What if it’s another day, Ali…or a week?” Mark said and Johnny met his eyes, wishing he hadn’t said it. 
Ali stared at Mark for several seconds, her eyes focused and her brows drawn. “No.” She shook her head, blinking rapidly. “Mark. They have to find him tonight.”
“Ali, sweetheart…that’s all the more reason for you to sleep now. You’ll need to be rested when he gets home,” Johnny said.
“We’ll wake you up,” Mark said. “I promise to keep you informed.”
Ali narrowed her eyes. “I want to talk to the press.”
Mark’s eyebrow shot up. “You what?”
She stood and walked around the couch toward the foyer. “Peters said it was the most important thing I can do to help,” she said over her shoulder.
“Ali, wait!” Mark rushed after her and Johnny crept off the couch to follow, but they were too late. Ali had the door opened and was stepping out onto the lawn. The press approached Ali apprehensively until she started talking. Once they heard her voice, they swarmed around her.
“I’ll get Peters and Brian. See if you can get her back inside,” Mark said, turning to run back into the house.
Johnny squeezed his way through the crowd and placed his hands on Ali’s shoulders. She was fighting tears, pleading for the kidnappers to bring Micah home. The tone in her voice crushed Johnny. Her heartbreak clear in every word she said.
“I just want my baby back. I don’t care what the reason was; I don’t care who you are or how much it will cost me. I just want my son home safely.” She looked directly into the closest camera. “My family…and my life are incomplete without Micah. He belongs here with us.” With that, she broke down, her hands covering her face.
Ali’s crumpled face sparked a barrage of flashes as the reporters all fought to permanently record her despair. The light momentarily blinded Johnny. He ducked his head and wrapped his arms around Ali, holding her as she trembled against his chest. 
“Sir, what’s your name?” Johnny heard someone shout through the bright lights. “What is your relationship to Mrs. Hayes?”
Brian’s voice boomed out over the crowd and a hand landed on Johnny’s shoulder. “That’s enough. Mrs. Hayes has had a long day. If you have questions, please direct them to me.” He leaned toward Johnny and said, “Take her inside.”
Johnny walked Ali back inside the house, sitting her down on the couch. She fell back against the cushions, scrubbing her face clean of tears. 
“Ali, you shouldn’t have done that,” Mark said. “If you want to talk to the press, we’ll set up an interview.”
“To hell with that, Mark. I want those bastards to know what they’ve done. I want them to know I’m looking for them.”
“I understand…but, Ali, we need to be a little more strategic about it.”
“Has the surveillance video been shown to the press? Do they know everything? Is that woman’s face being shown to the public?”
Mark nodded, glancing over Ali’s shoulder as Brian stepped back inside the house. “Yes, they’ve seen clips of the video, and a freeze frame of the women is being circulated.”
“But,” Brian said. “They didn’t question your relationship to Johnny until now.”
“So? He saved our lives. They should know that.”
Brian pressed his lips together before he said, “They do know that, but they didn’t have any details about him or his relationship to you until now.”
Johnny bowed his head, knowing exactly why they didn’t want Ali going off half cocked and talking to the press. “Putting me in the spotlight takes the focus off Micah.”
Brian nodded. “It may, it may not, but we were avoiding those questions. Now it’s just a matter of time before they figure out exactly who you are.”
Johnny didn’t think it was possible, but Ali’s face paled further. She cleared her throat and said, “You think if we give them details about my divorce and my relationship with Johnny, they won’t take this seriously. They’ll consider this a domestic dispute and believe Micah is just a victim of a dysfunctional family.”
“No…” Agent Peters finally joined the conversation. “No, that’s not it. We just didn’t want to give them something else to talk about besides Micah and the photo of the kidnappers we’ve released.”
“Al, it’s not a big deal, but you need to understand, the details we’re discussing with you about the case haven’t all been shared with the press,” Brian said.
Ali closed her eyes and shook her head. “Of course…I should know that. For goodness sake, I’m an attorney. I’m so sorry—I don’t even remember what I said out there.”
Johnny squeezed her hand. “You didn’t say anything pertaining to the investigation.”
“Ali, it’s late. Go get some rest and you can start fresh in the morning,” Brian said. “You’ll think clearer with some real sleep.”
She lowered her eyes and nodded. Johnny had to wonder what on earth was going through her head. The expression on her face was so disheartening. “Come on, let’s go, sweetheart. You need some rest before you see Jamie in the morning.”
 


 
Ali insisted on tending to Johnny’s injuries. She helped him remove the hospital scrubs and made him get into the shower so she could clean the dried blood off his skin. She cleaned his cuts and he washed her hair. Her back and right side were bruised badly. Johnny kissed the bruises knowing he caused them when he pushed her into that parked car. 
After the shower, Ali placed clean bandages on his cuts and it was clear she was struggling not to cry. She was fighting with the bandage, her hand shaking so badly she couldn’t hold it steady.
Johnny reached down and grabbed her hand. “I can do this on my own. Lie down and get some rest.” 
She looked up at him and tears dropped from her eyes, pure defeat outlined on her face. “Is this my fault?” 
“What? No…” He slid down next to her on the bed. “Why would you ask that?” 
“I complained about him waking me up. I complained about his crying, what kind of mother does that?”
“A human mother, Ali. You were tired. Being a single mother is exhausting…sweetheart, you’re not being punished for complaining. This was totally out of your control.”
“I would give anything to hear him cry right now. Anything to have him wake me up in the middle of the night.” 
“I know…me too.” 
She crawled into bed and pulled the blankets up to her chin before curling into his arms. 
“Try to sleep.” He planted a gentle kiss on her forehead. “You’ll feel better if you get some rest.” 
He held her against him until she relaxed, glad he had her all to himself again. 






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifteen
 
Micah’s cries echoed through the house, but Ali couldn’t find him. She searched every room, looked under furniture, checked every closet, and called his name over and over to sooth his terrified crying. “Micah, it’s okay, I’m coming. Mommy’s here, sweetpea.” His cries got louder as she searched, which made her more panicked. “Micah?” She went from room to room, opening one door after another. “Micah?” Every time his name left her mouth, panic rose higher, confirming her worst fear—as if saying the name was a sub-conscious reminder. “Micah!” she finally screamed. 

“Ali, Ali.” A warm hand rested on her cheek when she jerked awake.
She brushed at the hand and tried to get up. “I need to check on Micah.”
“Micah isn’t here, sweetheart.” He said it so sweetly and quietly Ali couldn’t help but compare the sound of his voice with the sound of a tune from an old music box. She stared at him and her heart fluttered for a split second. 
“Are you awake?” he whispered.
Ali blinked at him and tried to focus her thoughts. “Where is my baby?” 
“Go back to sleep, sweet. They’ll come get us when they have news.” He rested his fingers on her cheekbone. “You only slept for two hours.” 
“I don’t know if I can do this.” 
“Do what, sweetheart?”
“Be the mother of a lost boy,” she whispered. “I’m too weak…” She fought to keep control, but now that she had said it out loud, she knew it was true. 
“Don’t underestimate yourself. You’ll survive this, and Micah will be home…have a little faith.” 
“Faith!” The word came out broken on a sob. “Have faith in a world—in a God that would do this?” She cleared her throat and tried to stop crying. “If something happens to him…” 
Johnny wrapped his arms around her. “Have faith in yourself and in our ability to get through this. I’ll be here for you, I promise, and if it comes down to it, I’ll be strong enough for both of us.”
“Maybe we shouldn’t be together. Maybe this is a sign.”
Johnny’s arms stiffened around her. “Don’t make deals with the devil, Ali. You’ll lose every time.”
“What do you mean?” she asked.
“Don’t think you can trade me in for Micah. It doesn’t work like that. You can have both and so can I.”
“I feel guilty for being with you when Micah is in danger—like the universe is telling me I don’t deserve this.” She tried to gesture with her hands, but he held her too close.
“I’ve been waiting my whole life to feel like this with someone. I won’t let you take it away.” He leaned back, his gaze focusing on her. Even in the dark she could see the circles under his eyes and the confusion in his expression. “I thought you weren’t looking for an escape from us.”
“I don’t understand why this is happening. Why? Why my son?”
“Sweetheart, you can ask a hundred times and never get an answer. Fact is if I can’t blame myself then you can’t either. Self-blame won’t bring him home, isn’t that what you said to me?” 
Ali nodded, more tears dropped from her lids. He brushed the tears off her face and turned her, spooning her with his hips. 
The warmth of his body helped calm her nerves. When he started to hum a lullaby, she closed her eyes and went back to sleep. 
 


 
Jamie came into view as they descended the stairs. He was staring into the dining room. It was full of people and his wide, eight year-old eyes reflected the simultaneous awe and fear. When he heard their footsteps, he ran for Ali, almost knocking her sideways.
Ali picked him up and held him for a long time as tears streamed silently down her face. She carried him into the living room and sat down on the couch with him on her lap. Johnny followed, grabbing a handful of tissues out of the box on the coffee table and handing them to her before she let go of Jamie. 
When Jamie pulled back, he had tears in his eyes too. Watching them forced a lump to rise in Johnny’s throat. Ali wiped her face then smiled at Jamie. “Hi, baby.” 
Jamie’s chest was heaving from his sobs and he couldn’t talk. Ali wiped his face, and tried to sooth him. When Johnny didn’t think he could watch any longer and keep his composure, he stood up and slowly left the room. He walked into the dining room, and looked around at the agents. 
“Anyone smoke?” He asked. 
Simms handed him a cigarette and a lighter. 
He nodded thanks and slipped out the back door. When he turned out onto the patio, he found Mark and Sarah looking back at him. 
“Oh—sorry. I’ll give y’all some privacy.”
“Johnny,” Sarah said before he could leave. “Wait, I want to talk to you.”
“I’ll meet you inside,” Mark said to Sarah before retreating into the house. Johnny lit the cigarette and started pacing the patio not sure he was ready to talk to Sarah, the rawness of his conversation with Ali still grated on him and he knew Sarah would find a way to make him talk. She had that way about her. You could never just avoid a question or change the subject without her pushing for what she wanted.
“I brought you some clothes.” 
Johnny cleared his throat. “Thanks.”
“Are you okay?” 
He nodded then turned to pace in the other direction. 
“You’re a bad liar,” she said. 
He looked over his shoulder and gave her a crooked smile. 
“How are you feeling? Mark said you were pretty banged up by that car.”
He swiveled on his bare heel and faced her. “I’m fine. Just some scrapes is all.”
“Talk to me. I know this isn’t easy for you.”
“What can I say? Micah is gone because I couldn’t stop them.”
“That’s not the way I hear it.” She sighed and shook her head, her eyes darting to the ground. “What is it with you men always blaming yourselves when people get hurt?” Her voice shook a little. 
He examined her more closely. “Are you okay?” 
“No, I’m a wreck…and a coward.” She wiped her face and tried to smile. 
Johnny approached her. “What are you talking about?” 
“I’m out here hiding from Ali. I don’t know what to say to her.” 
Johnny tossed his cigarette aside and hugged her, unable to ignore the tears dropping from her eyes. 
“I don’t know what to say to her either,” Johnny whispered. “She’s a mess and I keep trying to comfort her but now she…” He stopped at the wavering weakness in his voice. “She is trying to say this happened because of her… because of us.” 
“That’s absurd,” Sarah said. “Almost as absurd as you blaming yourself, right?” 
He withdrew from the hug and looked down at her protruding stomach. “How’s the belly?” 
She rested her hand on her baby bump. “Fine.” 
Johnny went back to pacing, wishing he still had the cigarette. 
“I didn’t know you smoked,” Sarah said.
“I don’t. Quit a couple of years ago, but sometimes I just need a smoke.” 
When the patio door slid open, Johnny turned to see Mark stepping outside. 
“Sorry, Mark. I’m sure you want to spend some time with your wife—didn’t mean to monopolize.”
“No biggie, I can wait my turn,” Mark said as Johnny started toward the door. 
“Hey, Johnny Rhay, I left your clothes in a duffle bag at the bottom of the stairs.”
He nodded then slipped into the house. 
Johnny grabbed the duffle and hobbled upstairs to change his clothes. When he got up there, he heard talking coming from one of the bedrooms. He peeked in and found Ali sitting on Jamie’s bed while Jamie sat on the floor playing and rattling on about the Grand Canyon. Ali wore the most defeated gaze, but whenever Jamie looked up at her, the expression changed to pure interest. Johnny had to wonder how much of what Jamie said actually got through to her. 
 


 
Ali watched through the bedroom window as Sarah drove away with Jamie in the backseat. Both her sons were being cared for by other women…at least she hoped Micah was being cared for. She felt like a failure…as a mother, as a woman. She couldn’t protect her son when he most needed protection. Her stomach flipped at the thought of Micah being hurt. What kind of person would hurt such a sweet boy? 
Everyone loved Micah. She couldn’t go anywhere without receiving compliments and people mooning over him. The doctor’s office, grocery store, even when she stopped for the Chinese food to take to Johnny’s… “Chinese food.”
“You want Chinese Food?” Johnny asked stepping into the room as Ali turned. 
“Holy hell, Johnny.” She held her hand out to him. “The Chinese Food—I need to see the surveillance video again.”
“Do you remember something?” 
“I think so.” She rushed passed him, her heart in her throat. That woman—was it the same person? All that long, dark, curly hair—damn it, why hadn’t she made the connection earlier. She ran into the dining room and stopped suddenly as everyone stared at her with confused expressions. She stuck her palm to her forehead, trying to control the headrush she had from the jolt of adrenaline. 
“Mark, I need to watch the surveillance video again. Can you queue it up for me.”
He narrowed his eyes at her. “Are you okay?” 
“Yes, but”—she waved her hand around frantically—“I think I’ve seen that women before.”
Every chair in the dining room scooted across the hardwood floor and within seconds, five men were staring down at her. “Mrs. Hayes, are you sure?”
“No! I’m not sure. I need to watch the video.”
Mark rushed back to the table and sat in front of his laptop, punching keys, his brow furrowed. “It’s here, Ali.” He stood and waved a hand to his chair.
She walked over, followed by her entourage and sat, staring at the laptop until Mark stabbed a button and the footage started. She and Johnny walking to the car, Johnny quickly pushing Micah’s stroller and her out of the way at the same time, and in different directions. It all happened so fast…then the woman’s face. It was a flash, but that’s not what got Ali’s attention. It was the over abundance of dark curly hair that stood out.
“Mark, can you zoom in on her face?”
“Yeah, let me…” He turned the laptop toward him and punched a few keys, his eyes narrowing then widening. “How’s that?” He turned the laptop back around, and Ali’s pulse accelerated to a manic pace.
“Oh my God.” She rubbed at her chest, her breath coming in spurts. “Oh God, Brian. I have seen her before.”
“Where? What’s her name? Tell me everything you know about her,” Brian said.
Ali looked up from the laptop into five sets of eyes, all staring at her. “I don’t know her…but we chatted in the Chinese restaurant when I went to pick up lunch. She glanced at Johnny. “The day I came to your house. She complimented Micah, smiled and cooed at him.” Her voice wavered. “I didn’t…people are always smiling at him, telling me how cute he is, I didn’t know…”
“Ali, it’s not your fault. You couldn’t have known,” Johnny said resting his hands on her shoulders. “They’re going to need details.”
“You said lunch, what time exactly? Do you remember? They might have their own surveillance camera. Maybe we can get a better shot of her,” Agent Peters asked.
“It was last Wednesday.” She bolted out of her chair. “The receipt might still be in my purse.”
“Your purse is in the bedroom. I’ll get it.” Johnny raced from the room and was back within a minute, breathing heavily. He handed Ali the purse and she reached into her wallet, flipping through several crumpled receipts.
“Here!” She pulled it out and straightened it. “The Dynasty.” 
Agent Peter’s took the receipt and jotted down the details. “Let’s get over there.”
“We should take Mark, he’s the surveillance expert,” Brian said.
Mark smiled and said, “The Dynasty is in the Eastside Plaza, we contract with them. I’ve got cameras in the parking lot. Even if the restaurant doesn’t get a shot, I bet I’ve already got one.”
“Ali, do you know if she bought food while she was there?” Agent Peters asked.
“Yeah…well, she came in after me and ordered while I was waiting for our food. Even asked me about the menu and what was good. I didn’t wait around to see if she paid, I left before she did.”
“If she paid by credit card…” Johnny said.
“Let’s hope she did,” Brian said, smiling wide. “Let’s go.”
 


 
Ali took a steadying deep breath and dropped back down into a chair, glancing up at Johnny. Before she could say a word, the dining room door swung open and her mother walked into the room. Ali stood, surprised to see how incredibly tired she looked. Her mother walked over and wrapped her arms around Ali’s waist, squeezing tight and taking a shuddering breath. “He’s got to be okay, Ali.”
Ali nodded, unable to respond through her tears. After a moment, Ali pulled back to looked at her mother’s face. It was tear streaked and puffy. Dark rings circled her eyes and worry lines creased her forehead. Ali brushed the hair off her face and said, “I know. I can’t imagine anyone hurting him either.”
“Are you okay? I woke up this morning to your face on the front page of my newspaper. When I turned the news on, they were showing your statement.”
Ali rolled her eyes. “Are they calling that blubbering mess a statement?” She fought back a chuckle then her smile faded. “I was a mess, but I’m okay, Mom.”
“I needed to see with my own eyes.” She glanced down at her feet and took a deep breath, then looked back at Ali. “I saw the surveillance video…I saw what he did.” A tear rolled down her cheek. “I’m sorry, Ali. I’m so glad he was with you. Anything could’ve happened.”
Ali fought her own tears and pushed for a steady voice. “Mother, I am okay. I promise. Johnny is taking good care of me…he really is a great guy, you know.”
She brushed the tears from her face, nodding at the same time. “I think I owe him an apology.”
Ali scanned the room to see Johnny had left. “Maybe give him a day or two. He’s having a little trouble with Micah’s disappearance too…and he’s not too comfortable with the role of hero.”
“Okay…do you need me here? I’ll stay…”
“No, I’m fine. I have Johnny and Mark…Brian too.” Ali tilted her head and said, “Thank you for asking Brian to be the family spokesperson. I know that must have been hard for you.”
Susan pursed her lips and bobbed her head before she said, “Mr. and Mrs. Hammel suggested it. And…it’s about time I gave the boy a chance to make up for what he did to your sister.” She smiled and Ali felt a surge of pride for her mother.
“Mom, you’re getting soft in your old age.”
“I know…but that’s a good thing, right?”
Ali nodded and hugged her again. “It is a good thing. I’m hoping Melissa, Brian and Julie can finally come together and get over everything that happened in the past.”
Susan’s eyes grew wide. “Oh, yes, Julie and Melissa were talking a mile a minute last night at the Volunteer Center. They looked like they were getting along great.”
“Good. I’m so glad. Maybe something good can come from this.” Her smile dropped down into a frown and she fought to take a breath. When her mother’s eyes narrowed she whispered, “I really am fine. I just miss him so much.”
“Me too…”






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Sixteen
 
When her mother was gone, Ali walked into the living room to find Johnny sitting in the quiet room, alone. She stepped up behind him and laid her hands on his shoulders. He leaned his head back to see her, “How you holding up, sweetheart?”
“I’m still breathing,” she said.
He stood and walked around the couch and took her hand. “Come on, you need to eat something.”
Ali followed him into the dining room, which was empty, save agent Newman, manning the phones. She stared at the equipment, uneasiness settling in. What if they’d tried to take Micah when she was alone? How desperate was this woman? Was this really a black market situation or was she looking for a child to have as her own? The thought of that scared Ali more than the idea of him being illegally adopted. What if they left the state—or the country?
Even so, if he was stolen for black market adoption, they had likely taken him out of state already. Oh God. She plopped down in a chair and rested her head in her hands. 
She didn’t know how long she sat like that, but she nearly jumped out of her skin when Johnny placed his hand under her elbow, encouraging her to rise from the chair. “Sweet, you promised me you would eat something. Let’s go sit down and see what’s happening on the news while we eat this spaghetti.” 
She lifted her head, nodding and slowly stood, her body heavy.
When she took a seat on the sofa, Johnny handed her a plate of spaghetti. The scent drifted to Ali’s nose and it made her a little light headed. She swallowed back sick and took the fork Johnny offered. 
“Eat,” he said, glaring at her as he sat down, flipping the TV on with the remote. “Brian said it was Channel Two News, right?”
“Yes,” she said, taking a small bite of food when he looked over at her. She methodically chewed and swallowed. 
When the booming voice of the newscaster bellowed from the TV, she glanced up in time to get a look at herself, red faced and crying. It looked worse than she’d thought. She was a mess, a complete wreck. She shook her head and said, “What the hell was I thinking when I went out there?”
“I think that’s the issue, you weren’t thinking.”
The Ali on TV looked sick, and withdrawn. Probably not the angle Brian and the FBI were going for. 
Johnny leaned in and put his plate down to focus harder on the TV. Ali took that as a sign that she could stop eating too. She quietly laid her fork on her plate but left it in her lap. 
The ticker on the bottom of the screen scrolled the phone number for people to call in with tips on Micah’s disappearance, also a brief description of him and what he was wearing. Every so often Micah’s picture would flash up, and replace the picture of her in tears. 
Ali remembered the bright lights and not being able to see faces through all the flashes. She spoke directly into the camera, hoping some humanity lay beyond the lights. Did it? Was the dark haired woman watching this, and regretting what she’d done? Ali stared intently as her eyes moved from her own face to Johnny’s face, wondering what other people saw when they watched this. 
What would the public think about her, about Carl, about them not standing out there together? She felt more insecure about herself than she ever had. Never did she think someone would question her devotion to her children, but now…would people question her involvement? Question her ability to protect and care for her kids? What would she think if she were a neutral party, watching this as a bystander…with her boys safely tucked into their beds? She made herself nauseous at the thought and she had to put her plate down to place a hand over her stomach. 
She looked over at Johnny and he looked just as sick as she felt. He watched with intent eyes as the Ali on TV pleaded with anyone listening to bring her baby home.
“I want my baby back. I don’t care what the reason was; I don’t care who you are or how much it will cost me. I just want my son home safely.” She looked directly into the camera. “My family…and my life are incomplete without Micah. He belongs here with us.”
Once she’d got the words out, she couldn’t hold herself together any longer. Her face broke and flashes erupted around her and Johnny. For a split second, Johnny’s face flashed into the most painful expression she’d ever seen. Then he tucked her into his chest, holding her close. He held love in his eyes. Did the public see that? Did she want them too? 
She should’ve shouted her feelings for him from the rooftop, be proud to have such a person in her life and such a wonderful person that cares for her children. She felt Johnny squeeze her hand so she looked up. 
“You’re very strong, you know.” He gave her a slight smile. 
 


 
Ali didn’t realize she’d fallen asleep until she heard the crying. She gasped and jerked up, almost falling off Johnny’s lap.
“Ali, it’s okay,” he stroked her face and tried to relax her, but she heard the crying. Her body trembled as her eyes darted around the room. She stood and took a few steps. It was plain as day, Micah was upset and she could hear him, but where was he? 
Johnny took her arm, but she pulled away. “Micah is crying. I can hear”— she shook her head—“he’s upset,” she said looking at Johnny and clutching at the tightening in her chest. 
“You were having a dream, sweetheart.” 
“He’s crying for me.” Her voice broke this time, bringing Johnny closer. “No”—she held her hand out to him—“I can feel him.” Her voice caught in her throat and she tried to take a deep breath. “I need some air.” 
She rushed through the living room then the dining room and kitchen and out to the backyard. It was a clear night with no clouds, and a warm breeze. 
Micah was out there.
She could feel him. She closed her eyes and let the warm breeze brush her face. The tension in her chest slowly loosened as she inhaled the night air, concentrating on her son. She knew he’d calmed, she knew it in her soul. That’s right, baby, everything will be okay.
When Johnny came up behind her, Ali turned into him. “I think he’s okay.” She took a shuddering breath and said, “I feel like he’s upset, but safe.”
Johnny squeezed gently and kissed her forehead. “I know, sweetheart.” He placed a finger under her chin and said, “Let’s go inside and go to bed. You need some rest in-case he comes home tomorrow.” 
“No, I want to wait for Agent Peters and Brian. I want to know what they found out today.”
“I’m sure they’re not coming back here until they’re completely finished investigating the restaurant.” 
“Oh…yeah, I guess that makes sense. Do you think they’ll wake us if they find anything?”
“I’m sure if it’s important, they’ll let us know.” 
 


 
Johnny woke wrapped around Ali’s naked body, in the same position he went to sleep in. It took every ounce of strength he had not to caress her awake and make love to her. 
God he wanted her all the time.
He had never been so enchanted by another person in his life and that scared the shit out of him, but at the same time, it forced a smile on his face. Ali was everything he needed and everything he wanted, and Johnny wanted to be her everything as well. This, he realized had been the problem. She didn’t seem to need him, even though she insisted—everyone insisted she did. 
Johnny’s body reacted to the feel of her, but he forced himself to focus on self-control. He could wait to have her again, wait for Micah to be home safe and wait for life to return to normal. He silently prayed that would come today. 
His worry for Micah had morphed into a sickening all-consuming grip on his soul, and until that baby was home, things would never be right for him or Ali. His worry for Ali had been just as consuming. He feared she would reach her breaking point. Ali was strong but she could only take so much. 
As he lay there, he felt one with her, as if their souls were as intertwined as their bodies and their hearts were beating in synchronization. What a fool Carl had been for letting her slip away. 
Regardless, Ali was his now, he nuzzled closer. Too fucking late, fool, should’ve treated her right. 
She started to stir, making Johnny curse under his breath, he’d hoped she would sleep for at least another hour.
“What?” She moaned.
“Nothing, sweet, go back to sleep…do you want me to hum you a lullaby?” 
“You’re sweet,” she whispered with a smile. “I have to go check on Micah.”
“They’ll get us if they have any news,” he said ignoring her protest.
“I should be doing more.”
“Your job is to stay healthy and take care of yourself until he comes home.”
“I want to know what happened after they went to The Dynasty yesterday. And you need to make a doctor’s appointment to get your injuries checked out.”
“I’m not leaving your side.” He insisted. “Don’t even think about sending me away. I won’t go.” 
Ali tried to push away to get up, but he held her in place. “Don’t—stay in bed with me. You need a few more hours of sleep.”
“Nope, I need to go check on the status.” She pecked him on the cheek, “Come shower with me, then we can go down together.”






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seventeen
 
Ali headed downstairs, more awake than she had been since Micah was taken. And now, with a clearer head, her lack of action embarrassed her. Her child was missing, how could she sit around and feel sorry for herself? She should be out knocking on doors, asking for help
She swung open the door to the dining room and met Agent Peters’ eyes. “I want to make another statement to the press—plea to the kidnappers for his return and offer a reward.” 
“Ah…” Agent Peters glanced down at the paper in his hand then back up at her. “There’s already a reward being offered.” 
Chairs scooting against the wood floor rang out in the room and Ali looked around at the confused faces of Brian and Mark. Papers shuffled about the room faster than Ali could blink. Agent Peters’ face dropped as he motioned to a chair. “Mrs. Hayes, please sit down, I have something I need to share with you.”
“Um…bad idea. That’s a bad idea, Bill,” Mark said shaking his head. “It won’t help the situation.”
“Tell me what.” She glared at Mark then met Brian’s eyes. “Has something happened? Do you have more information about Micah?”
“No, Ali,” Brian said. “I’m sorry. We don’t have anything helpful about Micah. Most of the tips we’ve received have been pranks.”
“Did you find something out at the restaurant yesterday?” she asked.
“We’re still working on that too…Mrs. Hayes, I have something to show you concerning your husband,” Agent Peters said.
“Ex,” she corrected. “Carl is my ex-husband.”
“Have a seat,” he said, motioning to a chair again.
Ali sat, with Johnny next to her. Butterflies attacked her stomach in record numbers and a sense of dread overcame her. What didn’t Mark want her to know?
Agent Peters handed her a newspaper. The front page cover bared a picture of Carl with the headline “DISTRAUGHT FATHER INSISTS NEW BOYFRIEND TO BLAME FOR BABY MICAH’S DISAPPEARANCE”.
“What the fuck?” Johnny said through gritted teeth.
Ali’s hands started shaking. She fought to hold the paper steady so she could read on. 
Mr. Carl Hayes, Alison Hayes’ estranged husband believes the man who appeared with Alison Hayes during her tearful plea is responsible for the kidnapping of Micah Hayes. “He’s a single young guy, of course he wants to get rid of the baby. Wants my wife without the baggage”. 
Carl using the word baggage made her sick. He was obviously projecting his own feelings onto Johnny and the press had bought it.
Hayes was also quoted as saying he wasn’t even given a courtesy call when his child went missing, and it wasn’t until this morning that he was informed.
Ali couldn’t read another word. She dropped the paper on the table, completely speechless. How could Carl even open his mouth to criticize Johnny when he didn’t want anything to do with Micah?
“Ali…” Mark said, placing a hand on her shoulder. 
Johnny snatched the paper up and held it, reading again the words that were so unfair and so incredibly hurtful to the recovery of her son. If people thought this was a domestic dispute, they wouldn’t take the search seriously. They’d consider Micah a baby born of poor circumstance…shake their heads and turn away from what was clearly a problem at home and not the completely random violent crime it had been.
“Ali…” Mark said again. “You okay?”
“What can I say?” She closed her eyes, wishing she hadn’t gotten up and come downstairs at all. How could Carl do this to her after everything he’d already put her through? Did he hate her? What had she done to deserve this from him? She’d gotten pregnant—by accident—and refused to have an abortion. Having a child didn’t make her a bad wife, much less a bad person.
“Mrs. Hayes, we have cleared Detective Bennett and we’ve informed the press.”
“But the damage is done!” she spat, slapping at the offending newspaper. “How will they ever take this seriously now?”
“I’m sorry,” Johnny said. “Maybe I shouldn’t be here. I don’t want to distract from Micah.”
“No!” Ali cried, no longer able to fight her tears. “This isn’t your fault, it’s Carl’s. How could he play the distraught father when he hasn’t even called to check on his son in four months?”
“That’s not the point. If they focus on me and you, they’re not focusing on Micah.”
“Stop it,” Brian said. “Stop with the pity party. Of all the things we need to be concerned about, it’s not the public’s opinion of your relationship. At this point, as long as they’re talking about the two of you, they’re also talking about Micah.”
“Still, we shouldn’t exploit it,” Mark said. “And we need to shut him up before he does more damage.”
“True,” Brian agreed. “But what’s done is done. We’ll try to keep the two of you out of sight until we can’t avoid it.”
“Mrs. Hayes, I assure you, they are taking this seriously.” Agent Peters said. “I’ve never received a response like this before and I’m sure it has to do with the randomness of the crime.” 
“Yeah,” Brian said. “Just peek at the news breaks. They give updates every half hour. People are scared shitless their kid’s going to be next.”
Ali rubbed at the pain in her chest. “It’s awful. It’s a sickening fear that’s…” 
Johnny reached for her hand and she looked up for the first time to see the intense sense of grief in his eyes. She shook her head and repeated, “This isn’t your fault.”
“Listen, guys, let’s focus on the positive.” Brian waved a hand at her. “Ali, you said you wanted to make a statement.”
She nodded. “I feel like we should be doing more. Shouldn’t we make fliers—show his picture.” 
“That’s all being done at the Volunteer Center, and his picture is going up with every newsbreak,” Brian said. “And a reward is already being offered.”
“Who offered the reward?”
“Your mother. She put up a hundred grand.” Brian flipped through the papers in front of him and pulled out the flier. The volunteer center is working with the Klaas Foundation and the Center for Missing and Exploited Children.”
Ali dropped her hands to the table, staring at the flier with Micah’s picture, feeling like the air had been knocked from her lungs. Where had she been while all of this was happening? “Why is time moving in slow motion?” She put a hand over her mouth and shook her head. “Nevermind.” It didn’t matter. What mattered was that it’d been days and her son wasn’t home yet. “We’ve got nothing”—she took a deep breath—“even with such a high reward.” 
“We have some things, they just haven’t led to Micah yet,” Brian said.
Ali nodded, not sure what else to say. 
“There are at least a hundred people volunteering every day, strategizing…all looking for Micah,” Mark said.
Her eyes dropped to her lap. “I’m sorry for not helping.”
“Don’t start beating yourself up again,” Johnny said, squeezing her hand. 
He was right, she needed to stop dwelling and start doing. She looked back up at Agent Peters. “I’ll add another fifty grand to the reward. If they won’t bring him back, I’ll buy him back. I’ll appeal to their business side since they’re selling babies.”
Mark laughed. “What an awesome idea.” But his smile faded and he said, “Can you do that, Ali? It’s a lot of money.”
“I’ll take out what little equity I have in this house.”
“Mrs. Hayes.” Peters placed a legal pad in front of Ali. “Let’s get started on your statement. It’s the most important thing we can do at this point.”  
“Please call me Ali, after everything you’ve done for me, I can at least let you use my first name.”
He smiled and nodded. “And you may call me Bill.”
Ali picked up a pen and focused on the one thing she had some control over, trying not to think about how she’d get that kind of money. She could scrape it up, but she’d have nothing left to live on. What was there to consider? She’d do anything to bring her baby home, even if it meant living with her mother. 
Ten minutes later, Mark slid a plate of lasagna and garlic bread in front of her then leaned in to whisper in her ear. “We’ll put up the money. Don’t take out your equity.” 
“No.” She shook her head violently. “Forget it. I can’t let you do that.” 
“Well…tell Sarah, she’s already calling her accountant.”
“I won’t accept it.”
“You can’t refuse.” He lifted his eyebrows. “This is for Micah.”
“Mark.” Ali dropped her head onto her hand, hiding her face.
“Just let Sarah do this, it won’t hurt anyone or anything and it’ll make her feel useful.”
The sincerity in his voice was hard to deny. “…I don’t know what to say.”
“Don’t say anything. Eat and work on your statement.”
She nodded her head with a teary smile. “Thank you.” 
Peters took over the task of writing as she ate. It was easier to think while dictating her statement than trying to write it herself. Bill and Brian helped her with some of the wording and made sure she didn’t say too much. She had to find a way to win people over after the ridiculous statements Carl had made. They also wouldn’t let her mention Johnny at all, insisting we shouldn’t feed into the hype and focus solely on Micah.
She ate as she talked and with every bite, she felt better. She glanced over at Johnny to see he was cleaning his plate too. 
The color returned to his face as he ate. He never left her side…how long had it been since someone had cared about her like that. 
The more she thought about it, the more considerate the gesture seemed. Before Jamie was born, Mark had been attentive and thoughtful, always concerned with her needs. Of course once they became parents things changed. Most of the changes were on her end, she couldn’t deny that. 
Carl on the other hand, he was always only concerned with himself. She put in one hundred and ten percent for him and he took complete advantage. He was all consuming, self-centered and needy. She couldn’t remember the last time he had done anything for her without an ulterior motive. 
She looked around the table at Johnny, Mark, and then Brian. She was loved, Micah and Jamie were loved. She needed to remember that and stop feeling sorry for herself. These men sitting here with her now were all blessings. Carl was the mistake in her life, not them. 
 


 
As Johnny ate, he went over every second he and Ali had spent together since they’d met. Nothing stood out. Things had been pretty easy going until they’d spent the night together here in this house. 
That blaring alarm waking him up, all those people in the house when he only wanted Ali to himself. Shane came to change the locks, hell, even Brian showed up. What are the chances Ali would have a break-in, and then get hit by a car the next day? He thought about the impact from the car and breathed a sigh of relief. Thankful he’d pushed her almost completely clear of it. 
“Johnny?” Ali said putting her hand on his knee. He peeked around at her, hoping she didn’t notice his distraction. “Are you finished?” She gestured to his plate.
“Yeah, sorry.” He sat back in his chair when she stood and took both their empty plates into the kitchen. “Brian, can I have a word with you?” Johnny said when Ali was out of earshot. 
Brian nodded, following Johnny out of the room. He closed the door behind them and said, “You didn’t hear one word of her statement, did you?”
“What leads do you have? What about the break in, has there been any progress, any connections?” Johnny said, ignoring the question. 
Brian poked a finger at Johnny’s chest. “We have some leads we’re working on but—”
“Tell me, I want to help.” 
“No.” Brian shook his head. “Hell no, Bennett, you’re way too personally involved.”
Johnny pushed Brian’s hand away. “Those fuckers almost killed me and Ali. You have to let me in on this.”
“You concentrate on getting your shit together. You said you cared about her. iIf that’s true then just be here for her and let the FBI handle the investigation.” 
“Brian—“
“No, Bennett! Listen, the only thing holding her together is you holding her hand through this—so that’s your job now. All you have to do is sit down, be quiet, and hold her hand.”
Johnny dropped his head, trying to bite his tongue. “Yeah…well, I suck at being quiet.”
“Do you think you can step in and do a better job than the rest of us?”
“Fuck off, Brian.” He lifted his eyes. “I want the updates so I know there’s progress.”
“You get the updates when she gets the updates.”
“You haven’t given her any updates, damn it!”
“Did it occur to you that we have a good reason for not telling her anything yet?”  
“The only reason would be if you thought Micah—“ Johnny staggered backward, his stomach dropping to the floor. “Oh, God…you think he’s dead.” 
“Yeah, Bennett, you’re ready to help. C’mon, you’re a wreck, man.” Brian waved a hand at him. “Relax, we don’t think Micah is dead.”
Johnny closed his eyes, trying to get the image out of his head. “Then what? Tell me something, Brian.”
“All I’ll tell you now is that we think the kidnapper is closer than he appears.” 
Johnny straightened his back, “Who?” 
“Forget it. You’re not getting anything else out of me.” 
They both turned at the pounding on the front door. A few minutes later Simms rounded the corner followed by another man. 
“You are fucking kidding me,” Johnny said as Ali and Mark stepped out of the dining room at the same time. 






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eighteen
 
Carl approached Ali with outstretched arms. “Honey, I just got the news.” 
Johnny stepped sideways, cutting in front of Carl. “No you don’t.” 
Carl looked Johnny up and down, and Johnny wanted to punch that snooty expression right off his face. 
“Do you mind if I hug my wife.”
 Blood rushed to Johnny’s head, his heart pounding so hard it made his ears ring. He fought to keep a growl from his voice. “She is no longer your wife.”
“What do you want, Carl?” Mark asked stepping to Johnny’s side.
“What do I…” Carl stammered and Johnny swore his chin quivered. “My son has been stolen. What do you think I want?” Carl’s gaze steadied on Mark. “And I’ll remind you, Mark, this is my house.”
”This is my house, not yours,” Ali said squeezing between Johnny and Mark. Johnny reached for her, but he wasn’t quick enough to stop Carl from enclosing her into a hug. She stiffened and braced her hands against him, clearly not wanting any part of his hug. 
Johnny lunged at him, wrapping his hand around Carl’s throat, ready to watch the life drain from his smug face. He slammed him against the wall, and with every ounce of strength he had, he would end the son of a bitch. When Brian and Mark tried to pull him off, he couldn’t keep his footing and lost his balance, letting go of Carl. 
Deep breaths, deep breaths. Focus. He inhaled and tried to count as Carl sputtered and gasped, grabbing his throat. 
 “I want him arrested for assault,” Carl said pointing to Johnny, one hand massaging his throat. 
Mark took a step toward Carl, forcing him to flinch and step back against the front door. “Shut-up, bastard,” he said, brushing a dismissive hand at him. “Nobody is getting arrested.”  
“Why are you here, Carl?” Ali was fighting tears, Johnny could see it in her face. 
“Arrest him or I’ll step out those doors and tell the press about how Detective Hammel isn’t doing his job,” Carl threatened. “Tell them how I was assaulted in my own home after coming here to find out about my son.”
“Oh my God!” Johnny rushed at him again, but Mark held him back. “You’re not a father. You’re a fucking sperm donor,” Johnny growled.
“Well, when you’re rotting in jail it won’t matter to you either way.” Carl’s eyes squinted and he said, “You’ll be out of my house and off my wife.”
Ali pulled back her hand and slapped him so hard his head popped back on his shoulders. 
When he straightened, Johnny smirked at the angry red hand print left on his cheek.
“I’m not your wife,” she said, fisting then shaking her hand.
“Regardless,” Carl said. “That punk is going to jail.”
“Gee, Carl”—Brian smiled—“would you like me to arrest Ali too?” 
“Don’t be stupid,” Carl said. “Of course not.” He turned and walked toward the bathroom with his hand on his cheek.
“Let’s go, Bennett,” Brian said.
“No, Brian—” Mark stood between them. “You can’t arrest him.” 
“I’m not going to arrest him. I’m removing him from the situation and leaving you to smooth things over with Carl and Ali.” He looked at Johnny, leaning toward him, getting in his face. “If you can’t calm him down, then we have a problem.”
“Take Johnny to my house for a while and let me see if I can get rid of Carl,” Mark said.
“I’m not leaving Ali,” Johnny broke in. 
“Would you rather go to jail?” Brian said through gritted teeth. “God damn it, Bennett, this is a distraction we don’t need. This is about finding Micah, not about Carl.” 
“Take him outside and give me some time with Ali and Carl.” Mark looked over his shoulder at Ali who was standing outside the bathroom door, knocking. “I’ll try to smooth things over.”
“Mark, make it quick,” Brian said, and slapped a hand on Johnny’s back. “Let’s go.”
Johnny turned to face Mark. “Please…please don’t leave her alone with that pig.”
Mark nodded. “No problem. I have an idea, just get the hell out of my way and get some fresh air.”
 


 
 Brian and Johnny stepped out onto the back patio and closed the door behind them. “Have a seat, Bennett, relax for a minute and get your shit together.” 
“I guess if I get fired before I even start work—I’ll head back to Nashville.”
“Nobody’s going to fire you. Everyone at the station hates that bastard after what he did to Sarah. You’ll be a hero down there,” Brian said. 
“I’m not about to get involved in some drama shit with that man.” Johnny looked away from Brian’s critical gaze. He felt bad enough about Micah and Ali, he didn’t need Carl coming around pretending to be the worried daddy and trying to remind him who Ali’s husband was. “I made the big gesture; I moved over three thousand miles to be with her.”
“First of all, you’re not getting arrested—unless you pull another stunt like that. Second, nobody is falling for that jerk’s act, especially Ali. She hates him more than anyone.” Brian plopped down into the patio chair across from Johnny. “It takes a lot to make a leap like that, maybe you should stop feeling sorry for yourself and follow through.”
Johnny didn’t respond, instead he let the conversation die by changing the subject. “So what’s up with you and Melissa?” 
“She hates me.” Brian shrugged, but by the look on his face, it wasn’t the careless gesture it should have been. “We were together for years, but then she went off to college and I married her best friend.”
Johnny chuckled, and he thought he had problems. “Melissa said you married her worst enemy.” 
“They were best friends until Jules and I got married. Now Melissa hates us both. It’s a shame; Julie really misses her…”
“And you?”
Brian shrugged again and said, “If I could go back and change the past—I wouldn’t.”
“You couldn’t wait for her to finish college?”
“She’s the one who left. Ali didn’t leave Mark. She married him, got her degree then went to law school all without leaving the area.”
Johnny smirked. “Look how that turned out.” 
“At least they don’t hate each other.” Brian gave him a crooked smile and said, “Hopefully when we get Micah home, Melissa and Julie will make nice and be friends again.”
Johnny leaned his head back and closed his eyes. The word if hanging from his thoughts. If they got Micah home. It was hard to be positive with such a small boy. Micah changed every day, grew bigger and more expressive by the minute. If they didn’t find him soon, all the photos would be obsolete and they won’t have an image to show the public.
 “We will find Micah.” The hardness in Brian’s voice made Johnny open his eyes and look over at him. “I’m not walking away from this until he’s found…so drop the defeated attitude.” When Johnny didn’t speak, Brian said, “Just keep Ali sane and leave searching for the baby up to me, everything will be okay, Bennett.”
 


 
Ali knocked on the bathroom door. “Carl, let me in.” 
Carl opened the door and looked down at her. 
“What are you doing here?” She asked blocking the door so he couldn’t get passed her. He gave her a pathetic look and she wanted to slap him again. 
“It hurts me that you think I don’t care.” 
Her eyes narrowed. “Who do you think you’re fooling? You haven’t even called to ask about Micah—not once in four mouths.” She shook her head. “What do you plan to gain from this?”
“Why would you say that?”  
“Just go, Carl! Leave!” When his face dropped, she felt bad for being so nasty. She closed her eyes for a moment then said, “If you want news on Micah, someone will call with updates.” 
“Ali, honey, why are you so angry with me.” He leaned closer. “Our son is in danger…I want to be here for you.” 
“You want to be here for me?” Ali said pushing his chest. “I needed you months ago. I needed you while I was carrying our son! I’ve needed help with him all these months.”
“Alison.” He reached out and rubbed her arm.
She slapped his hand away. “I told you not to touch me. You lost that right when you hit on another woman while I was in labor with your son.”
He rolled his eyes and exhaled heavily. “Please stop.”
“No, Carl, you stop. I don’t want you here and I certainly don’t want you touching me.”
He reached again, but she pulled away. “Just go—please leave.”
Carl grabbed her arm, tightening his grip as she moved away from him. “Let’s talk.”
She jerked out of his grip, leaned toward him and got nose to nose with him. “Why? You never listen to me. Even now, I’m asking you to leave and you’re ignoring me!”
“That’s because you’re acting like an irrational child, Alison.”
“My baby is missing—in danger! How exactly would you expect me to act?”
“Well—first I’d expect you to be a little more discreet about your boyfriend.”
“How dare you judge me after what you did, you hypocrite!” She smacked at him again. 
He reached out and grabbed both her arms this time, pulling her closer. “Stop it, Ali.”
“Don’t touch me!” The words came out in a guttural scream, and the sound of her own frustration fueled her anger. 
Everything she’d been through over the last several months bubbled up inside her and once she started swinging at him, she couldn’t stop. Her open palms landed hard on his face, hitting continuously harder and faster, scratching him and boxing his ears. Fire rose in her like she’d never felt before and as she landed every hit, she felt more empowered. 
She wanted him out of her house and out of her life. Every nerve in her body sparked and hatred flowed through her veins so strongly she thought she would explode from it. How dare he come here now and claim to care about her son, her sweet baby Micah who was God knows where. She’d kill him for hurting her baby and for hurting the one man who loved her baby and wanted to be there for him. How could he claim to care about them now, now when Micah was out there alone. 
He lifted his hands to protect his face, but that didn’t stop her. She didn’t stop until arms wrapped around her midsection and lifted her off the ground. She kicked her legs out and nailed Carl several times before Mark could get her out of the bathroom. 
“Let me go, I’m going to kill him. I’m fucking going to kill him,” she screamed.
“What did I do wrong?” Carl shouted. “This isn’t my fault.” 
“Fuck you! Get out of my house!” Ali screamed back. “Go crawl in a hole somewhere and die you son of a bitch!” 
When she was done screaming, she started sobbing and collapsed into Mark’s arms. 
Mark carried her into the backyard and placed her on her feet, then embraced her and let her cry for several minutes. “Ali, honey,” he said when she calmed down. “What has gotten into you?”
She pushed away and wiped her face clean. She had to fight from hiccupping out another sob. “My child has been stolen, what do you think has gotten into me? And don’t you defend him.” She nearly jumped out of her skin when hands rested on her upper arms and wrapped around her. She turned and fell into Johnny’s chest, his warmth exactly what she needed.
“It’s okay, sweetheart,” Johnny whispered.
 “Ali, this isn’t helping the situation,” Mark said.
“The only situation I care about improving is the one concerning my missing son.” Ali fought to hold in the whine, but it was there and she was too emotionally drained to contain it. She withdrew from Johnny’s embrace and faced Mark. “I just want my baby back…”
“What the hell happened?” Brian asked. 
“Ali nearly killed Carl.” When Mark smirked, Ali couldn’t help but smile a little too. “It was fabulous, but it’s not going to keep Johnny from being arrested.” He smiled again and said, “I have an idea, but you both”—he pointed between Ali and Johnny—“need to keep your cool.”
“Let’s get on with it so we can get back to the business at hand,” Brian said, throwing his hands in the air.
“Tell Carl you’ll let him come by here every day for one-on-one news on Micah if he promises not to press charges against Johnny.”
She dropped her head and nodded. “…but we’ll have to deal with him being here.”
“But you’ll also have Johnny here.”
She threw her hands out in front of her. “And they’ll be brawling every ten minutes.”
“Only if Carl gets out of line.” Mark snickered again. “And I think you’ve scared him off for now.”
Brian perked up and stared at Mark for a few seconds. “That’s actually a great idea.” He glanced between Johnny and Mark then focused on Ali. “Do you think he’ll do it?
She shrugged dropping her hands. Carl didn’t care about Micah, which made it highly unlikely he even cared about getting updates. “Why is Carl here? He’s never…” She glanced at Mark and wondered what he was after here. This can’t be just about keeping Johnny here. “What are you up to?”  
“I’m trying to keep you happy and sane, and keep Johnny from losing it too.” He pointed to his chest. “I am not the bad guy here, Al.”
“No, but Carl is…why would you want him here? You hate him as much as I do.”
 “If Carl’s checking in daily, we can keep an eye on him. It’ll keep him from screwing up our investigation and freely talking to the press whenever he wants,” Brian said.
“Exactly,” Mark said.
Ali wrapped her arms around her shoulders and hugged herself. She didn’t care about Mark’s motives, she needed Johnny. He was the only person who truly understood how she felt, and she needed that connection with someone. The agony of not knowing what happened to Micah was more than she could bear alone…losing Johnny too…she covered her face with her hands to hide her forming tears. If—when Micah came home, she wanted Johnny to be there, not Carl. 
“What’s it gonna be, Al?” Mark asked, interrupting her thoughts. 
“I want Johnny here…but Carl needs to stay away from us.”






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Nineteen
 
They agreed Ali should approach Carl alone. She prepared herself and pushed back her emotions long enough to fake a sincere conversation with him. Regardless of his motives, he was at least pretending to care about Micah and she would exploit that if she had to. 
She entered the house and walked into the living room where Carl was being questioned by Agent Peters. Ali was a little surprised at the tone used by the FBI Agent, as gentle and careful as he’d been with her, he was the exact opposite with Carl, harsh and short. Asking questions that didn’t seem relevant for the father of a missing child, it was confirmation that Bill had actually listened to her when she explained her relationship with Carl and Carl’s non-existent relationship with Micah. She was torn between pity for Carl and pleasure, because he deserved the bad judgment. He had abandoned his child and now his child had been stolen. Any respectable—any caring father would have been here days ago.
She skirted back into the dining room and waited for them to finish. A few minutes later, when Agent Peters rounded the corner from the living room, he was red faced and looked a little angry. 
He nodded at her and said, “We’re finished.”
She whispered a quiet thank you and went back to find Carl.
She wanted to laugh when she compared Carl’s pale face to Agent Peters’ red face, but she didn’t know for sure if he was pale with worry or pale with fear. 
He looked up at her when she sat across from him. He leaned forward and started to talk, but she held up her hand to silence him. “Why are you here, Carl?”
His lids drooped and he said, “I’m worried about you. I thought you might need me. I didn’t want you to have to deal with this alone.”
“As you can see, I’m not alone.”
“Yes, but Alison we are the parents. We should be dealing with this together. I want to be involved too.”
She leaned forward. “Why? You’ve never cared before.”
“And I regret that.” He scrubbed his face with his hands. “I should have been here to protect you, I know that now.”
“Well I don’t need you. If that’s all you’re worried about, then you can leave.”
“I want to be here, be involved. Let me stay, I’ll sleep in the guest room,” he said. “You don’t need him here, you need your husband.”
“No! Don’t you—don’t you dare.” Heat flushed her face and she fought to hold back her anger, trying not to forget she had a purpose for talking to him. “You are no longer my husband—and you can absolutely not sleep here.” She closed her eyes for a moment to regain her composure. Why was she surprised by anything that ever came out of his mouth? “Okay, Carl…you want to be here. I get that.” She stuffed her tongue in her cheek trying to find the words she needed. “You can’t sleep here, I’m sorry, but that’s not okay with me…but I’ll let you come by every day to check on the status. I have one condition.”
His face perked up and he scooted forward, reaching for her hands, but she jerked away before he could touch her. “No. Two conditions.”
“Anything, Alison. I don’t want to make this harder on you.”
“You can come over daily, check on the status, check on things here.” She nearly cringed when she said it. “But first, you can’t touch me. Ever.” She waited for him to respond to that.
His eyes drifted to the floor and he nodded in agreement.
“Second, you can’t have Johnny arrested. You can be here only if he can stay.” He started to speak but she stopped him again. “I mean it! No more threats, no talking to the press about Johnny, Brian or Mark. None of it or I’ll have Agent Peters toss you out on your ass. You got it?”
Carl stared at her for a few moments and she could almost hear the gears shifting in his brain as he considered what she’d said. He finally smiled, it wasn’t a kind smile, more of a smirk. “Let me get this straight.” He leaned a little more forward. “You’ll let me ‘stop by’ every day to check on things provided I don’t speak to the press about anything…is that right?”
The calculating glare on his face made Ali a little sick to her stomach. “Yes, Carl, I don’t think that’s too much to ask.”-
“Well—the fact is, Alison, I seem to be holding the cards here.”
“Excuse me?”
“It’s as important to you that your boyfriend stay out of jail.”
“What exactly are you saying, Carl?”
“I’m saying, you’ll let me stay here, in the guest room and I’ll not press charges against that puck”—he pointed toward the dining room—“I’m also saying, if you don’t let me stay here, I’ll say whatever the hell I want to the press. Does this make our situation more clear?” Ali’s stomach turned. How had she ever loved such a conniving person? “Agent Peters will have you arrested for obstruction if you speak to the press.” 
He smiled again and his eyes sparkled with satisfaction. “Ah, but then Johnny will get arrested too. Which is more important to you? Keeping me away, or keeping him here?” He lifted his hands out, palms up. “It’s your decision, Honey.”
What could she say, her son had been stolen and now his father was blackmailing her…and she had to give in if she wanted to keep Johnny here. “I hate you,” she whispered.
“I’m just trying to do the right thing for our son, Alison.”
“Fuck off and die, Carl.” She stood and walked away from him.
“Is that a yes, Honey?” 
Ew, God, his sickly sweet tone pushed her anger to its peak. “You can stay, but keep the hell away from me or I might just kill you.”
 


 
Johnny crept into the entry hall with Brian and waited for Ali to finish with Carl. He sat on the bottom step and tried to listen, but he couldn’t hear with all the other activity going on throughout the house. Brian walked passed him and stood in the doorway to the living room for a moment, then he walked back over and leaned against the wall near the steps. 
A few minutes later, Ali walked out of the living room and faced them. She nodded and said, “He agreed.” Her face was red hot and set into such a deep frown, Johnny was afraid to say anything. 
Brian looked at his watch and said, “Thanks, Ali, I know you don’t want him here, but it’s better if we can keep an eye on him.”
She closed her eyes, exhaled heavily and said, “Just keep him away from me or I may be the one getting arrested.”
Johnny stood and moved aside for her to climb the stairs. She didn’t even look at him as she passed. Okay, so she was pissed at him and he couldn’t blame her. It was stupid to go after Carl like he did.
He walked into the bedroom behind her and approached as she parted the curtain to look out at the reporters lining the street. He wrapped his arms around her but she stiffened at his touch. Damn. Her, not wanting him was enough to turn his blood cold. 
She bowed her head and said, “What were you thinking?”
“What was I thinking? The son of a bitch accused me of planning Micah’s kidnapping.” He withdrew and paced away from her. “I’m sorry but he had it coming.” 
“What’s going to happen if you can’t control yourself around him? I need you here. If you provoke him, he’ll screw everything up…he’ll talk to the press out of spite alone.” 
“I know…but it’s hard to watch him play husband and father. I can only take so much.”
She turned to face him, obviously fighting tears. He hated seeing that look on her face. “You promised me…you promised to be here for me.” 
“You’re right,” he whispered, coming back to her and wrapping his arms around her again, this time she gave into him. “I’m a bastard and I don’t deserve you.”
“He’s the bastard.” She pushed back and looked into his eyes. “And yes, you do. Don’t say things like that.”
His eyes dropped and he said, “I’m sorry, sweetheart.” 
She tilted her head and narrowed her eyes at him. “You really don’t get it do you?”
The bottom fell out of his stomach. “What are you talking about?” The look on her face was teasing and now he felt like the butt of a joke he didn’t understand.
“I love you, you fucking idiot.”
Two things happened at once. His chest nearly exploded with the most intense sense of need…and he felt a little insulted at being called an idiot, but he knew which emotion he wanted to address first. 
His feelings for her were sure, solid, and causing lack of sleep since the first time he’d met her. That’s why he’d hopped in his pickup and drove three thousand miles to be with her, but he didn’t think…didn’t know…and didn’t understand why she would fall for such a redneck fool like him. 
“Do you think…” Her voice grew thick with tears. “I could ever—ever choose Carl after you have shown me what this feels like?” She squeezed his hands to emphasize her point.
He cupped her face, wanting to kiss her, but she stopped him and said, “Repeat after me…I know Ali loves me and I am good enough for her.” 
“Very funny,” he whispered and couldn’t keep the grin from popping up on his lips. 
“Not funny, true.” She kissed him lightly. “Say it,” she said, pulling out of the kiss. 
Johnny shook his head. 
“Say it,” she gave him a gentle slap on the cheek.
“You’re pushing your luck, woman.”
“Say it!”
“I love you…” he drawled.
“I know Ali loves me…and I am good enough for her,” Ali repeated for him, and then she slapped him a little harder.
“Good lord, woman—you’re driving me crazy.” He kissed her again with more passion this time, pulling her off her feet and into his arms. “I love you so much—I could eat you alive right now.”
He felt her relax in his arms, but he wasn’t sure if it was from the relief of him returning her feelings or from pure and simple exhaustion. 
“Then say it,” she whispered, a hint of pleading now coming through in her voice. 
“I know Ali loves me and I am good enough for her.” 
“Thank you,” she said laying her head on his shoulder and closing her eyes.
She loved him. “I know Ali loves me and I am good enough for her,” he whispered again, ready to stop doubting. 
He’d let her down today, bad, and that was unacceptable. It was just too hard to take it easy when her ex-husband was under the same roof—ha! He had to laugh. Both her ex-husbands were under the same roof. Fuck!
 


 
An hour later, Johnny tried to convince her to go downstairs with him to eat. She couldn’t find an appetite to save her own life. How could she eat when she wasn’t sure if her baby was being fed? God she missed him, and Jamie too. She wanted both her boys home. 
“Don’t hide from Carl, this is your house. If you stay up here and hide then you’re letting him get the best of you,” Johnny said.
He was right, but that didn’t make it easier. Carl wouldn’t hesitate to send Johnny to jail if he were given another chance. What if he couldn’t contain his anger when faced with Carl’s mocking condescension? She shook her head, Carl’s words still grating on her. “I hate him. I’ve never hated anyone like I hate him right now.”
“What did he say to you? The look on your face when you came out of that living room was murderous.”
“It doesn’t matter, but please, just don’t provoke him again. He has no problem sending you to jail.”
When they got downstairs and walked through the dining room, Carl and Mark were sitting across from each other. It looked like a stand-off. 
“What’s going on?” she asked Mark not looking at Carl.
“Carl watched the DVD of the kidnapping.” 
Ali turned to Carl and realized how pale he was, almost green. The room grew quiet then Carl looked up at Ali. He reached for her hand, but she jerked away quickly. Johnny’s hand tightened on her shoulder.
“I’m sorry,” Carl muttered. “Were you hurt?” 
“I’m fine.”
Carl looked at Johnny. “I’m sorry,” he said again. “I didn’t realize…thank you.” He lowered his eyes. “She might have been killed if you weren’t there. Thank you.” 
“It’s not your place to thank me,” Johnny said. “I protect what’s mine.”
A chill drifted over the four of them and Mark’s eyes flickered to Carl, but Carl’s only response was a slight nod. 
Johnny turned her and led her into the kitchen. When they were away from Mark and Carl, Ali took a deep relieving breath. 
“You okay?” Johnny asked.
“Yeah, fine.” She nodded meeting his eyes. “I’ve never seen him like that. I hope he finally realizes how serious this is.”
“I imagine he’s never seen you like this either.” He chuckled. “You’re scary when you’re mad.”
“I’m not usually so…physical. I guess I’m a little over emotional these days.” She gave him an apologetic smile. 
He chuckled and tugged the fridge open. “It’s great foreplay, Ali-cat. I kinda like it.” He took out a covered dish and examined it. “What would you like to eat?” 
“I would rather not…”
He gave her a sideways stare and pulled out a different casserole dish. “I’ll pick,” he said replacing the first dish and closing the fridge. 
While he prepared plates of food, she walked over and stared down at Micah’s highchair. 
This house…her life felt so empty without her little boy here. In a million years, she couldn’t picture herself moving on without him. She hugged herself and closed her eyes and tried to remember life before Micah, but she couldn’t. She didn’t want to live in a world without him. Her heart ached painfully in her chest. Her baby, her sweet little boy…how could someone hurt him? 
Ali’s stomach lurched and she felt a prickling in the center of her back, her thoughts centering directly to her sister. 
“Melissa?” As soon as Melissa’s name left her lips, a sense of dread seeped through her. 
She turned quickly and rushed into the living room, leaving Johnny behind. “Melissa!” she shouted and rounded the corner to the living room where she found Brian standing with his wife Julie and Melissa. Both women had their hands over their faces and heaving shoulders from their hysterical crying. Brian looked like the walking dead with his straight, pale face. He watched them cry, concern and confusion etched on his face, like he wasn’t sure who to comfort first. 
When Ali laid eyes on them, her heart fell into her stomach. She crossed the room to her sister. “What’s happened?” She asked wide-eyed. “Oh my god, Brian—what happened?” She felt on the verge of hysterics herself. Melissa would never breakdown in front of Brian unless something awful had happened. “Lis, what’s going on?”
“Ali, come sit down,” Brian said in a measured voice. 
“No—no, tell me what’s happening.”
Footsteps sounded in the hall and Mark rounded the corner into the living room looking frantic. “Ali!”
“What the hell is going on?” she said, a little bit of her control slipping. “Brian—Mark, what?”
Brain reached for her arm. “Ali, they’ve found something.” He swallowed hard and more stress lines broke out on his forehead. “They’re not positive and we have no reason to assume—“
“Assume what—has Micah been found?” 
Johnny placed a supporting arm around her. “Tell us what the hell is going on.” 
“A body has been found, Ali,” Brian said. When Ali didn’t respond he emphasized, “An infant’s body.”
…an infant’s body
 
 These were the last words Ali remembered hearing when she woke from the darkness. She tried to focus, but various voices rang around her, most of them hushed, but all carried that underlying hint of stress.
“You should have waited, Brian,” Mark said. “Should’ve—“
“Wait for what? I had to tell her. We can’t let her hear shit like this on the news and not warn her first. And what if we’re wrong? What if it is Micah?” 
“It’s not Micah, it can’t be Micah.” Melissa’s weeping voice came from a distance.
“Denial isn’t going to help matters,” Brian said. 
The arms around Ali tightened. “Ali, sweetheart, can you hear me?” Johnny’s tone made Ali want to wince. This was not the sweet, musical voice she loved, it was hurt, scared. 
“Alison?” Carl said. 
A snarl ripped from Johnny’s chest. “Back off, Hayes.” 
“We should call an ambulance,” Julie said. “Brian, she’s not coming around, she might have hit her head.”
“Bennett caught her before she hit the floor, she couldn’t have hit her head.”
A hand cupped her face. “Sunshine, can you open your eyes?” 
She tried to turn toward his voice but her body felt so heavy she wasn’t sure if her efforts were working. 
“She’s moving. Back up and give her some room.” Mark’s commanding voice overshadowed the others.
Soft, warm lips touch her face near her ear. “Ali, sweet, can you open your eyes?” Johnny whispered after kissing her cheek. 
Ali shifted, turning into his chest to hide her face. Reality drifting into her consciousness…a reality she didn’t what to face. She wanted to hide in Johnny’s chest until the world around her disappeared, until everyone around her forgot she existed and forgot she was the mother of a lost boy—of a dead boy.






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty
 
Ali squirmed and tried lifting her hand, but it dropped back to her lap with a thud. Seconds later an animal-like, gut-wrenching, snarling scream broke from her lips.
The room filled with sympathetic gasps then a ringing of voices called her name. Johnny felt the scream straight to his gut, like a sucker punch he never saw coming. When everyone started talking at once, he stood and carried her up the stairs to her bedroom. She didn’t need an audience for this. She needed some peace and a moment to breathe. 
She trembled violently as he carried her up the stairs, and the more she trembled, the more frightened he became. What if he lost them both? Ali and Micah. 
When her hands gripped his shirt, he felt a hint of relief. She was coming around slowly. “Ali, sweet, it’s okay. I’m here and your sister’s here. Can you open your eyes?”
He gently lowered himself onto her bed and leaned his face against hers. “Alison, please open your eyes. Let me see you.” When she took a deep shuddering breath, so did he. He looked up into Melissa’s red rimmed eyes, not sure what to do next. 
When Ali inhaled again he said, “That’s good. Take another deep breath.” 
“Should we take her to the hospital?”  
“With all those reporters out there trying to get a story, I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Johnny said as he stroked her hair and rocked her. “She’s hardy eaten anything. I made her a plate last night, but she only took a couple of bites.” 
“Have you eaten? You look almost as bad as she does.”
“I’ll eat when she eats,” he whispered. 
“Did you hear that, Ali? He won’t eat until you do. You better come out of this and eat before he starves,” Melissa said. 
Ali jerked when Melissa said her name. 
Johnny squeezed her softly. “Ali, can you open your eyes now?” He propped her up a little better and gently brushed her face with his hand. “Some of her color is coming back.—Sweetheart, please open your eyes.” 
She blinked rapidly, as if trying to focus. 
“Hey…there you are. Welcome back, baby,” Johnny said when she made eye contact. “How are you feeling?” 
Melissa stepped up, placing a wet cloth over Ali’s forehead. “Hey, Sissy.” 
“What happened,” Ali croaked out. 
Johnny’s eyes squinted. “You passed out. Do you remember anything?” 
She shook her head trying to focus on Melissa again. 
Melissa ran a hand through Ali’s hair and gave her a tight smile. “You scared the hell out of everyone. I’m going to run downstairs and tell them you’re awake so they’ll stop pacing holes in your floor.” 
Ali turned back to Johnny. 
“Hey,” he said sweetly.
“Are you okay?” Ali asked. 
Johnny shook his head and gripped her to his chest. “No, I’m not okay.” He tried to catch his breath. “You scared the daylights out of me.” It was all he could do not to sob. 
“Hey,” she slurred. “I’m okay.” She lifted her hand and rested it on his bowed head. “Johnny,” she said in a surprisingly clear voice. 
He pulled back to look at her, trying to see her through his tears 
“Is my Micah dead?” 
He frowned and said, “I don’t know, sweetheart.”
 
 
When her sobs slowed, Johnny said, “I’ll let you up but go slow, you might be dizzy, okay?” 
“I’m sorry I scared you,” she said leaning up into a sitting position.  
“Don’t apologize, but take care of yourself. Eat, please.” 
“The thought of eating turns my stomach.”
“Believe it or not, it turns my stomach too, but we still have to stay strong. I promise to try…if you promise to try.” He reached out for her when she tried to stand. “Just go slow, your body needs another minute to recover.”
Ali inched off the bed slowly, her mind settling on the baby’s body they’d found. 
“You okay now?” he asked looking up at her.
“Weak, like I’ve been beaten up. You didn’t knock me around while I was out of it did you?” She tried to smile, but she just couldn’t follow through. “I’m sorry. Thank you for taking care of me. I’ll hold it together so I can be here for you too.” She pulled his worried face to her stomach as he wrapped his arms around her waist. 
She stroked his hair with trembling hands and took several deep breaths. “Do you think…” She tried to put some conviction behind what she wanted to ask. “Would I feel it if Micah were dead? Would I know…would I feel it in my soul?” 
Johnny shook his head and shrugged. “I didn’t feel anything when my parents died. Once they told me, I felt empty and kind of…shocked, but I didn’t sense it beforehand.” Johnny pulled his head back and looked up into her eyes. 
Ali cupped his wet face in her hands. “I love you.”
He cleared his throat and whispered a harsh, “I love you too.”
“I want to go talk to Brian and Agent Peters.” 
When she swayed, he gripped her tighter. “Are you dizzy?” 
She nodded and brought her hand to her forehead and leaned over trying to get her bearings. “I’ll help you get down there, just go slow,” he said. 
When they entered the dining room everyone looked up at her with pity on their faces. 
“Hi,” she said looking from person to person. 
Almost all of them said, “Hi,” in sequence with each other. 
Johnny helped her sit down in one of the high backed chairs then sat next to her. 
She waited until Agent Peters was off the phone before voicing her questions. When he hung up, Ali said, “Do you have any news yet? Anything on the body that was found?”
“No, we’ve sent over a picture, we’re waiting for the coroner to confirm or deny.”
“Do you think it may be Micah?”
“I can’t speculate, Ali. I would love to be able to tell you for sure that it’s not him, but we can’t be sure and I won’t give you false hope.”
“Brian?” Ali said in a tearful voice. “Can you speculate? Do you know anything…an educated guess? Anything?” 
The cloudiness in Brian’s eyes made her stomach turn flips. He was scared too, he couldn’t hide it as well as he thought. “Some of my guys got a look at the boy and they don’t think it’s Micah—but, before you get your hopes up, none of them have seen Micah in the flesh so they can’t be positive.”
“The coroner will compare Micah’s weight and height and any birth marks with the information you gave us and the information from his pediatrician,” Peters said. “We’ll know for sure in a few hours. If there’s any question someone will have to go identify the body.”
Ali fought the despair that was slowly enveloping her. She stood and walked to the window, wrapping her arms around her shoulders and wishing with everything she had to hold Micah within her embrace again. When Carl approached, she stared at him, lacking the energy she needed to step away from him. “Honey, it’s not him. Let’s just focus on—“ 
Johnny moved to block Ali. “Back off, Hayes!” 
“I’m just trying to…talk to her. She’s upset. I can’t watch and not comfort her.” 
“I’ll comfort her—you don’t touch her.”
“Alison, I didn’t mean for any of this…” He shook his head and Ali thought he might actually shed a tear. “I’m sorry you’re hurting. Hurting you was never my intention.” 
Ali looked up at him, holding on to the indifference—no, the hatred she needed to feel for him. “But, Carl, I’m not the only person you’ve hurt.” 
Carl nodded jerkily and turned, walking out the sliding glass door and at the same time, Ali turned and looked back up at Johnny. “What the hell was that?”
Johnny shrugged and squeezed her shoulders, then lifted his hand and brushed it against her cheek. “Why don’t you go splash some cold water on your face and lay down.” He glanced over at Melissa and Julie for back up. “You’ve had a rough day and I don’t want you to overdo it.” 
Melissa cupped her hand around Ali’s elbow. “We’ll go up with you, Al. You should get some rest, you need to recoup after what happened today. They’ll come get us if they hear anything else.”
“But…” her chin quivered involuntarily. A deep seeded weepiness pushing her to surrender even when she just wanted to know what was happening to her son. “I want to be here when they find out about…”
“We’ll let you know right away,” Brian said. “Babe, let Jules and Lis take you upstairs to get some rest or you’re going to force us to take you to the ER. You look like you’re about ready to collapse again.”
Ali nodded, defeated and too drained to argue. 
 


 
Johnny stayed behind, he wanted to keep an eye on Carl. Why was he apologizing for Ali being hurt? He couldn’t be referring to the divorce. Why apologize here…and now? 
Johnny, Mark, and Brian stared as Carl paced the patio. Then Mark narrowed his eyes and stepped out. Brian and Johnny both strolled over to the open window to listen to the conversation, with their eyes locked on each other’s.
“What’s your game, Carl?” Mark asked. 
From what he could see through the window, Carl looked as if he was trying to pull off confused, but Johnny wasn’t buying it. 
“What are you playing at—why are you here?”Mark ticked the questions off, pointing at Carl. “Why are you acting concerned all of the sudden? You haven’t been around in months and now you come here worried about Micah.”
“I’m worried about her!” Carl snarled. “Contrary to popular belief I do love her.”
“Really?” Mark’s voice rose. “Is that why you tried touching another woman while Ali was in labor with your child?”
“You don’t know shit about me, Mark, so don’t act like you do,” Carl said dropping down into a patio chair. “I didn’t want to be a father. I’m forty-six years old. I didn’t want to start over with a baby. I love Jamie. Having him here was great, he was self-sufficient and a good kid…but I never wanted a baby.”
“Then why did you marry her?”
“I love her—believe it or not! I told her from the beginning I didn’t want kids. I never lied about that. Ask her why she got pregnant regardless of my feelings—she assumed I would change my mind when she told me about the baby.”
“That doesn’t excuse what you did,” Mark said. 
“What I did—I never wanted to hurt her. If I didn’t do something drastic to make her hate me, it would never be over. She kept trying to make it work, kept coming back for me. She was scared to death of another failed marriage. She’d be married to me for the rest of her life and be completely miserable just to save face.”
“What?” Mark sneered. “Are you telling me you planned that, you purposely used Sarah to get out of your marriage? You mother fucker!”
Brian pulled the door open and stepped outside and Johnny knew it was to break up the impending fight. 
“I’m sorry,” Carl said bowing his head. 
“Don’t even try to play the martyr here. What did you think that would do to Sarah? Did it ever occur to you that she had already been through enough? You son of a bitch!”
“Whoa, what’s going on?” Brian asked moving between them as Mark started pacing. 
“I wasn’t thinking about Sarah. I needed an out, Ali was having a baby. I told you—I got desperate and freaked out. It wasn’t planned, I just did it without thinking.”
“You’re the most selfish bastard I’ve ever met in my fucking life, you fucking scumbag,” Mark shouted. “And you did this to Ali, hurt her—the woman you just insisted you love!”
“If I didn’t do something unforgivable, she never would’ve ended it. Seemed better than staying in a bad—resentful marriage.” He scrubbed his face with his hands. “I thought it would be better for her too.” 
“Oh—well how fucking kind of you to save her. How fucking nice of you to end your marriage that way, especially when you could’ve just left.”
“Have you done something else drastic?” Brian asked Carl. “Have you done something to Micah?”
“I never wanted the boy hurt.” He stood and walked passed Brian and Mark. Stepping back inside the house through the open door.
Johnny leaned against the kitchen counter, arms crossed over his chest. When Carl passed him, he said, “You had better not be involved with Micah’s kidnapping.” Carl ignored him and kept walking. 
Mark stormed through the door a few seconds later. “I need to see my wife. I’ll be back later.”
Johnny stepped outside where Brian paced the backyard. “What doin’?” 
Brian shook his head and kept pacing. 
“So, I figure Carl got some creeps to kidnap Micah to get him out of the way,” Johnny blurted out. 
Brian stopped pacing and looked at Johnny intensely. 
“He either wanted to get Micah out of the way…or he wanted to get out of paying child support, maybe he even stands to profit from the sale of his own son…something like that. He did something, Brian.”
Brian nodded and went back to pacing. “Why would he want to get Micah out of the way—besides money?” Brian said it as if he were talking to himself. 
“You heard him! He’s still in love with Ali, but he doesn’t want kids. Maybe he thought if Micah were gone he could get her back.” Johnny stepped in Brian’s path, wanting his undivided attention. “The only way Carl would know for sure that Micah is out of the picture would be if he made sure of it himself.” 
“He emphasized he didn’t want ‘the boy hurt’ so either he assumes Micah is out of the way for good or he changed his mind about the baby,” Brian said. 
“Did you get anything from the Chinese place?” Johnny asked.
“They have a camera mounted above the cash register, but the picture was worse than what we got from the original parking lot surveillance. Mark has Shane working to enhance the video from the Eastside Plaza’s surveillance. We got her getting into a car, the footage is better than what we got the first time so we’ll have a better shot of her, but we’re also trying to get a license plate number from the car.”
“Anything else you haven’t shared?”
Brian bowed his head. “Fuck, man, I’m not keeping you in the dark on purpose. You get that, right?”
“Yeah, I get it,” Johnny said. “I don’t like it, but I get it.”
“Shane finished up with the original footage. We got an enhancement of the driver in the silver car who plowed into you. Peters just released it to the press. Hopefully we can get some leads off it.”
“That’s good news. Two faces are better than one.”
“Exactly,” Brian said smiling. “People want him found, Bennett. I know being cooped up in this house means you don’t get a lot of insight into what’s going on, but trust me when I tell you, the public support for this is strong.”
“Micah deserves nothing less.”
“Once we start circulating the pics from the surveillance, these fuckers won’t be able to hide.” Brian rubbed his hands together and said, “And once we got ‘em then we can find out how Hayes is connected to this thing.”








 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-One
 
Johnny thanked Melissa and Julie for their help then said his goodbyes. Once they were gone, he went up to check on Ali. He found her lying on the floor in Micah’s bedroom clutching the small blue fuzzy blanket again. 
He tiptoed in and eased himself down on the floor next to her. “How are you holding up, sweetheart?”
“I’m not,” she whispered.
“Do you want me to leave you alone?”
She sat silent for a moment then said, “You don’t have to stay.”
How could he make her understand how much he didn’t want to be away from her? All he wanted was to hold her, feel her warmth against him and keep her safe within his arms. “Can I lay with you?” He reached out and stroked her hair down her back. 
“Don’t feel obligated to be here. I’ll understand if you want to get out of this house and away from me.” 
Johnny lay down behind her and wrapped his arms around her, trying to close the distance growing between them. “I don’t ever want to be away from you, please don’t talk like that.” 
 
Lying on the floor with her, and with each passing hour, Johnny felt that space between them grow larger and the air around them grow colder. He’d been hopeful before, but as the minutes passed, he became more and more despondent and so did Ali.
As if sensing the distance too, Ali turned to him and cried into his chest, clutching the blanket like a lifeline. Johnny smelled the sweet scent of Micah on the blanket and it nearly stole his breath. His stomach tightened and it took all his focus not to throw it across the room. 
He wasn’t sure how long they’d been there, but when he heard her stomach growl, he realized they hadn’t eaten anything. “Sweetheart, let’s go get you some food.” 
She didn’t respond and he had to look down at her face to see if she was awake. Her eyes were open, but they were staring unblinking at nothing. 
“Alison,” he said again, but she didn’t blink. “Look at me, babe.” He saw no signs of life, as if she couldn’t hear him. 
Johnny gave up and wrapped his arms back around her, pulling her closer and resting his cheek on her hair. He watched as the room grew dark and wondered if they were missing anything by not being downstairs. He wanted to hear everything that was happening in the investigation, but he didn’t want to leave Ali alone. Then again, he didn’t think he had the strength or energy to contribute anything, which would only put him in the way of the people that were able to help. 
The longer he lay there, the more he thought about his life and how everything had unraveled for him over the years. By anyone else’s standards, he should have been in prison or dead, but somehow he’d managed to pull himself out of the pattern of the people around him. His hometown, the small, but hard neighborhood in West Nashville had a way of producing troublemakers and Johnny had been one of the worst. 
One day he just woke up. Woke up and decided he didn’t want to be the bad guy, he wanted to be the good guy, and wanted to make his dead parents proud. So he joined the Marines to the shock of his aunt and uncle. He’d served his tour then went home to go to college and join the Police Academy. When he returned, most of his friends were already in jail and by the time he started full time with Nashville Metro he felt like a complete outsider. He moved downtown to start over and tried to be the best cop possible. 
When he met and started seeing Lisa, he thought he had a future, but then she’d betrayed him. After that he’d almost completely given up on life. By this time, the few friends he had left from his childhood had treated him like he had the plague. He trudged through and threw himself into the job, focusing on being the good detective and giving up on any personal life…then he received that call from Brian Hammel.
He looked down at Ali then around the room. The darkness was turning to light again. Ali’s eyes were still open and staring blankly. 
“Where are you, sweetheart?” He put his hand under her chin and lifted her head up. When he saw the darkness in her eyes it scared the life out of him. It was as if she’d checked out completely. 
“Please talk to me,” he begged. “I need to hear your voice.” She didn’t stir and if her chest hadn’t been moving up and down from her breathing, he’d of thought she was dead. Her pale skin, dry lips, and frozen, unfeeling—unfocused eyes, shook his soul. 
“Don’t do this—do not do this, Alison. Micah needs you to stay strong. You need to remember to breathe in and out. You need to eat and you need to snap out of this funk.” 
She just stared at him. 
Johnny leaned in and kissed her, his hands tangling in her long hair and tugging it gently until he got a response out of her. 
When she gave in to his kiss, he deepened it and moved over her, sucking, nipping and tracing her lips with his tongue. She was lifting to him now, seeking his mouth and moving toward him. Johnny felt her skin grow warm and come to life under him. He took a chance and opened his eyes to look at her face, tears spilled from her closed lids. Johnny moved to her cheeks and kissed them away. 
“I would do anything to ease this,” he whispered. “Anything. Tell me what to do.”
Ali shook her head and pushed him away, then put her hands over her face, turning from him and bringing her knees to her chest. 
“Don’t, Ali. Please—don’t turn away from me.” 
When she didn’t respond, he scooped up her limp, lifeless body and carried her to her bed. When he laid her down, she pushed at him again. 
“Stop pushing me away.” 
Ali turned, ignoring him and going back to her blank stare. Johnny tried to look at her face, but she pushed him away again, closing her eyes this time. He placed his hand on her hip and tugged her, again she just pushed at his hands. 
“No!” He grabbed her wrists and turned her, holding her against the bed. “No—no! You don’t get to shut me out. No!” he shouted in her face. “I love him too, Ali.” 
Ali’s eyes finally met his, her lips turning into a deep frown. “Don’t act like you know how this feels…you don’t know.” Her voice was cold, and uncaring.
Johnny gritted his teeth. “Don’t act like you know what I’ve been through in my life—don’t act like you’re the only person here in pain.”
Ali closed her eyes tight and whispered, “I hate you.” 
“No,” Johnny gritted his teeth. “Don’t say that.” He squeezed his eyes closed and turned his face away from her. “That won’t work. I’m not leaving.”
“I hate you,” she said again. 
Johnny shook his head wanting to put his hands over his ears to block her out. “Telling me you hate me will not chase me away. I would rather you feel hatred than be numb.”
“Just kill me.” Her voice was so cold, Johnny had to whip around to see her face. Her eyes were open and emotionless. 
Slowly, her eyebrows drew together and the word please brushed out from between her lips. 
The look cut Johnny through. He framed her face with his hands. “Baby, you’ll live through this.”
“I don’t want to live through losing my son.”
“We. Are. Not. Losing Micah.” 
Ali closed her eyes. “Just leave, please.”
“No. I will not let you harm yourself.” A bead of sweat trickled down the back of his neck. The anxiety coursing through his system reminded him of facing down an armed suspect in a standoff. Fear, anger, and something akin to grief was pushing him to lose his grip. 
He had to focus. 
Swiping his forehead against his upper arm, he cleaned off the layer of sweat forming. He needed to clear his head for a minute and focus on fighting for Micah and Ali.   
“…ask the doctor to come back…sedate me.” Her voice wavered, and tears slid out from beneath her closed lids. “I don’t want this gnawing—eating me from the inside out pain. Take it away.”
Johnny thumbed the tears off her face and leaned in, resting next to her, cheek to cheek. If he felt so completely empty, how had she felt? She was right. He didn’t understand what it was like. He had never imagined anything being harder than losing his parents, but now, he wasn’t so sure. 
“You need to take the edge off. Is that what you need, baby?” He lifted up to see her face. “Just something to help with the pain?”
She nodded and more tears dropped down her face and into her hair. “Please.” 
Johnny took her hands and stretched them out over the bed. He kissed her with so much heat it sucked the breath out of him. 
When his hips nudged against hers, she turned her face from his. But she couldn’t deter him. He continued to kiss his way down her jaw line.
“Johnny, don’t…”
“Shh, trust me, sunshine. I’ll take the edge off.” 
When his teeth found her nipple protruding from beneath her thin shirt, she cried out. “Johnny, I can’t, I… don’t…” 
He lifted his mouth to hers in an attempt to shut her up. Her skin warmed against his and her cheeks pinked, a sign he was golden. He rubbed against her again and felt the slight prod back. 
“Trust me, sweet, I’ve got you. Leave it to me.” His shaking hands couldn’t grasp the buttons on her shirt so he grabbed the collar and tugged them loose until her shirt was completely undone. 
His need for her intensified, she was the cure to save him from a long suffering disease. The urgency drove him to a troubling point, but he wouldn’t turn back. He yanked the button of her pants and tugged them from her body, while his mouth, lips, teeth and tongue continued to travel her skin. 
Johnny fumbled with his own clothes for a minute, before stopping and taking a deep breath. Relax, just calm down and relax. His hands shook and his heart beat painfully in his chest. Once he got his clothes off, he stared at Ali’s pale body, the remaining bruises standing out boldly. He reached out for her, his hand jittering as it rested on her cheek. Her eyes opened and the emptiness of her gaze was startling. 
He had to bring her back, make her feel something before he lost her. He missed the golden glow of her skin and the shine of her eyes. It was as if she were fading before him and he was powerless to stop it. 
He moved over her, sliding his hand between her thighs. She grew wet slowly, and eventually lifted to his touch. He was pushing her for too much too soon, but he needed to make her feel something other than despair. 
He flipped her onto her stomach and gripped her waist, lifting her to him. Her bare back rested against his naked chest. He held her for a moment, his lips resting on her shoulder, enjoying the taste of her, and the scent he’d missed so much. 
She shuddered and inclined further back, snuggling into his arms. Johnny held her tight with his hands on her breasts and moved into her, gently at first, then harder and faster until she cried out and pushed against him. 
“I’ve got you, sweet Alison. Oh God…” He needed her more than he had realized. The last few days of loneliness and fear slipped away as his tension faded. 
Johnny pushed her back down on the bed and pulled her hips again, lifting her rear in the air. He wouldn’t slow down until her tension gave too. Her body curved and she dropped her head, crying out as she climaxed. He fought not to come with her. She needed more. He kept pushing until she clutched the sheets. He threaded his hand in her long mane of blond hair and pulled her head as she arched her back. She grew tighter and he couldn’t hold back any longer. 
Johnny collapsed on the bed and drew her into his arms. It took him several minutes to catch his breath and he could feel her quick breaths brush his chest. Damn it, he shouldn’t have pushed her. He deserved for her to throw him out. 
He ached for her like nothing he’d ever felt before. How had he gotten through his life until now without her? What would he do if he lost her…and Micah? He stroked his hand down her back and lay silent, praying she didn’t hold it against him. The air in the room grew heavy and sweat popped up again on his forehead. He glanced down at her. She was staring into his chest, her face content, her lids heavy. 
“Are you okay?” he asked. “Did I hurt you?”
She lifted her hand and stroked his bare chest. “No. Did I hurt you?” she whispered. 
Johnny lay quiet for a long time, not sure how to answer. Honestly, yes, those words ‘I hate you’ were akin to a hot branding iron on his heart even when said in desperation. He tugged her closer and said, “I’m just glad you’re back to life. You scared me.” He couldn’t care what she said before. The words didn’t compare to the pain over her missing child. 
“I’m sorry I scared you,” she said. “I don’t deserve to have you, I don’t deserve this.” 
“Yes, you do, stop with the guilt. What happened to Micah is not your fault.” 
“This has to get easier right? It can’t possibly get any harder.”
“I don’t know, but I’ll help you. If you’ll let me.” He squeezed her tighter. “We’ll get through this together.” 
“I’m sorry…this is hard for you too.”
“It’s harder when you don’t let me help you. Stop pushing me away and let me take care of you.”
She turned and cupped his face in her hands and kissed his lips gently. “Thank you.” 
 


 
Ali watched Johnny eat while waiting for her food. She honestly couldn’t remember the last time they’d eaten. Her days were blurred together, a mix of confusion and sorrow. Pain. Even sleep didn’t bring relief to the pain she felt when she thought about her baby. Never in her life had Ali felt so helpless. She closed her eyes and tried to inhale a steady breath, pins and needles attacked her senses, the numbness from laying in one place for so long fading completely, now she just felt exhausted. She had no idea of the day…or the time and she didn’t really care. It seemed to her, counting the days only made everything more excruciating. 
After she and Johnny finished eating, they sat at the table staring at each other, waiting for news. She looked around the room at the other faces also waiting. Mark, Brian, even Agent Simms looked exhausted. 
Agent Peters and Melissa were gone…she had a faint memory of Julie being there before also…but she couldn’t be sure. Before Ali had a chance to ask, the dining room door swung open and Melissa stepped in, her face pale and drawn.
“What is it?” Brian asked.
“They’ve identified the body,” she said, her voice trembling. “Agent Peters is on his way back here.” 
“It’s about damn time,” Mark said. 
“How do you know?” Brian asked.
“They just showed him leaving the Coroner’s office on the live news coverage.”
Ali swallowed hard and looked at Johnny, but he looked just as withdrawn as she felt. She turned back to see Melissa’s face crumple and tears seep from her eyes. Ali’s heart raced at the sight of Melissa’s tears. What if it was Micah? She stared, unable to stand and comfort her sister, unable to move at all. 
Brian wrapped his arms around Melissa and held her while she cried. “Lis, shh…stop crying. It’s going to be okay,” he said trying to sooth her. “I’m sure it’s not Micah.”
“You don’t know that,” Melissa cried and Ali lost the slight grip of control she had too. 
Her hands started to tremble and the food she’d just ate was turning in her stomach. “What if it is Micah, they wouldn’t have told us over the phone. Peters would tell us in person.”
“It’s not!” Brian’s voice was raised, but he waved Mark down, who was pacing now. “It’s not, come on, hold it together, guys. Don’t do this,” he said against Melissa’s shoulder. He sat Melissa down in the nearest chair and with a shaky voice said, “Just relax and think positive here—damn it—send good vibes. What’s the word—ju-ju, we need some good ju-ju.” He looked up at the ceiling then he started pacing the room too. 
“Ju-Ju,” Melissa snorted through her tears.
Johnny chuckled. “And he said I was a mess.” 
Brian shot a finger at Johnny. “Shut up, Bennett!”   
The dining room door opened slowly and they all turned as Agent Peters peeked around the corner. “So?” Melissa said impatiently as Peters inched into the room. 
“What the hell, Peters?” Brian asked.
Bill Peters shook his head. “It’s not Micah.” 
A collective gasp sounded throughout the room and at the same time, Ali bent over gasping for air. Johnny grabbed her and pulled her to him in a tight embrace. 
“Oh my gosh,” Ali breathed with a quivering voice. “Oh thank God.” 
“It’s not him, sweetheart,” Johnny whispered with his face buried in her hair. When Johnny pulled back, Ali turned toward Agent Peters and her heart sank a little more. “It’s not right to celebrate,” she said wiping her face. “This wasn’t my baby, but it was somebody’s. Do you know who he was?” 
“We’re not sure. He was very small, only a few weeks old. We’re running on two assumptions. Abandonment; someone could have left him to die there alone…or he died of natural causes and the mother was too scared to take him to the hospital.” He looked down at his feet then back up at their appalled faces. “We’re sincerely hoping for the second.” 
“Wow,” Ali said. “My baby was stolen to be sold on the black market while other babies are being abandoned and left to die.” She covered her face with her hands again. “What is this world coming too?” 
“Sweetheart, let’s focus on the positive.” Johnny grabbed her wrist and pulled her hands from her face. “It wasn’t Micah, which means, he’s still out there.”
Ali nodded but she couldn’t stop the tears as they fell from her eyes. She had nothing left to give, nothing left to feel and nothing left to think about, but the constant emptiness in her heart. 
“Let me take you upstairs so you can lie down,” Johnny said.
Ali dropped her hands and followed him up, hoping to succumb to the numbness and stop feeling. 






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Two
 
Ali turned to see Brian and Melissa standing in the doorway of her bedroom. She’d only been lying down for a couple of hours. The sun was starting to set and the room was growing dark. They didn’t sleep, couldn’t after the long hours spent fearing Micah dead. She and Johnny had just lay there in silence, holding each other, longing for the ordeal to be over and to have Micah back home. Johnny turned when they entered too, sitting up when they approached the bed. 
Melissa clicked the light switch and Ali said, “What’s going on?” Their expressions—both of their expressions—made her heart jump out of her chest. “Has something happened?”
“We have some news,” Brian said and a smile lit his face. 
Ali gripped her chest and tried to breathe, but the air got stuck in her lungs. 
Brian approached her with his hand outstretched. “Breathe, guys, it’s a positive development.”
“Come on, just tell us what?” Johnny said, lifting his feet over the side of the bed and dropping them on the floor. “Brian, what the hell is going on?”
“Newman got a call on the hotline from a firehouse in Sac. The Chief there says he got a baby dropped off a while ago. They thought he was a safe surrender, but just in case they called the hotline.” He held up his phone. “He texted a picture”—Brian’s smile widened—“Sure as hell looks a lot like our little Micah.”
Ali snatched the phone, bringing it close to her face. “Oh dear God! That’s Micah!” She jumped off the bed, bouncing on her feet, hugging the phone close to her chest. “It’s my baby!”
“There’s live coverage,” Melissa said, grabbing the remote and clicking on the TV. She switched to Channel Two just in time for a banner to flash, “BREAKING NEWS”.
Live footage cut to the front of a firehouse and a fireman being interviewed by a reporter. The ticker at the bottom of the screen flashed the firefighter’s name. Fire Chief Handley,
West Sacramento, and the headline, ‘Baby Found’.
“He was right there”—he pointed—“cuddled up in a blanket inside a baby car seat.”
Ali gasped and threw her hand over her mouth as tears flooded her eyes.
“…We’re not positive it’s the missing baby, but it sure looked like him,” the firefighter said.
“Where is the baby now?” the reporter asked.
“Our paramedics took him directly to Davis Med Center to be check out.”
Ali gasped again, then held her breath and whimpered, “Is he hurt?”
The reporter asked, “Did the baby appear to be injured?”
“No—no, he seemed fine, but we wanted to have him looked at. I called the hotline after the ambulance pulled out of the station.”
Ali jumped into Johnny’s arms, squeezing him with everything she had. Then she pulled back and reached for Brian. He trembled in her arms, agitated and nervous. “He’s okay, right?” she asked releasing him.
Brian nodded and said, “We haven’t confirmed anything yet, but it looks good.” His voice wavered and more tears dropped from Ali’s eyes when she smiled at him. 
“Let’s go!” Ali said. “Let’s go to Sacramento and get him.”
“Ali, slow down,” Brian held his hand up. “Peters is already on his way out there. We’ll know in an hour or two, depending on the traffic.” 
They all turned when the front door opened and slammed shut. Loud, pounding footsteps sounded up the stairs, and then Mark burst into the room. He stopped suddenly and exhaled as if he were holding his breath. “Any more news?” He glanced from Melissa to Ali. “It’s him right—it has to be Micah?”
“It is!” Ali said, holding out Brian’s phone with the photo. 
Mark laughed and hugged Ali, bringing more tears to her eyes. 
The front door opened and shut again. “Who the hell could that be?” Brian asked turning out of the room. They all followed, but Ali stopped abruptly on the bottom step when she saw her mother standing in the foyer in tears. 
Susan rushed forward and embraced Ali. They both sobbed. When Ali caught her breath, she pulled back and met her mother’s eyes. 
“I saw the news. Have you heard anything yet?” Susan asked.
“It’s him, Mom,” Melissa said. “Look at the photo.”
Ali stepped back and held up Brian’s cell phone with the picture displayed. 
Susan’s gasped and gripped a hand over her mouth and mumbled, “That’s him, Alison…it’s really him.”  
Ali and her mother chuckled through their tears. “Yes. That is my Micah,” she said, turning to find Johnny. He was standing in the shadows…and who could blame him for being uncomfortable? She had to find a way to smooth things over between the two of them. She wanted Micah to come home to a tension free home.
 


 
Melissa and their mother made coffee and with the addition of caffeine, Ali’s house looked like a weird party for nervous speed addicts. Almost everyone was pacing, but they also had smiles. Julie showed up and was in the corner talking with Melissa. Ali thought about high school when they were inseparable, only now instead of standing with them, Brian stood at a distance, head bowed but with his eyes on the two of them.
Her mother had Johnny cornered and was thanking him for his heroics in the parking lot when Micah was taken. Ali stood close, ready to rescue Johnny if needed. Her mother was humble, and hugged him with tears streaming down her face. Johnny was taken aback at first, but then he relaxed and wrapped his arms around her, meeting Ali’s eyes. He smiled, looking a little boyish and uncertain. Mother didn’t often admit to being wrong, and now having done it twice in just a matter of days was huge and gave Ali hope for her yet. 
Ali turned to check the status with Brian again when cheers erupted from outside, and the front door opened. Agent Peters rushed in, carrying a baby. Ali’s breath caught in her throat and Johnny grabbed both her arms tightly to keep her from collapsing. 
“Micah,” she gasped. Her tears falling freely as she rushed to take her son from him. Her heart soared, the all-consuming fear fading as she looked Micah over from toes to nose. She held him close, forgetting about the room full of people behind her. Her baby. Her little boy was home and safe. 
Intense relief flowed through her. He felt so good. She rubbed her face against the top of his head and kissed him, reveling in the softness, and the pulse of pleasure at the touch of his skin. Thank you, God, thank you for giving my baby back to me. Johnny slipped his hands around them from behind and held them close and Ali felt him shudder next to her. 
“Thank you for bringing my baby back to me,” Ali said to Agent Peters as tears dropped from her chin.
Johnny let her go and she turned to see tears in everyone’s eyes too. Her mother hugged her and Micah first, then Melissa, and in turn Mark, Brian, and Julie. 
“I’m going to run home and tell Jamie and Sarah before they see it on the news.” Mark looked at Ali, wiped a tear from her cheek then kissed Micah on his fuzzy head. “I’ll bring Jamie back tomorrow morning so you can have tonight with Micah.” 
“Thank you for everything,” she said smiling through her tears. 
He nodded then turned to leave. 
“Us too,” Brian said. “I’m going to go check out the video surveillance from the firehouse with Peters, but we’ll do it in my office and leave you guys alone.”
Ali reached out and hugged him. “Thank you, Brian. Thank you for everything you’ve done, I’ll never be able to…”
“Stop. That’s what friends do.” He withdrew from her hug and shook Johnny’s hand. “Call me if you need anything. See you, guys.” 
When they were gone, Ali was left with her mother, Melissa and Johnny while Agent Simms packed up their equipment. She turned to her mother and sister, her arms still gripping Micah to her chest. “I can’t believe he’s home.” She laid her cheek against his head. “I need to go make some bottles; the ones in the fridge are too old.”
“I’ll do it,” Susan said. “Go sit down and enjoy your son.” 
“And I’m going to make sure the kitchen is clean so you don’t have to worry about it,” Melissa said. 
When they were gone Ali started crying again and turned to Johnny. He wrapped his arms around both her and Micah and they cried together while Micah squirmed between them. Her world was right again. She took a deep breath, feeling like it was the first time she’d tasted the air. 
Johnny caught his breath and said, “He smells funny, not like Micah.” 
Ali gave a watery chuckle. “I don’t care.” She pushed back. “Here, you can have a turn. Sorry I took so long.”
Johnny’s breath caught as she handed Micah to him. “Hey, little guy,” he said, taking Micah and wrapping him in his arms close to his chest. “We missed you.” His voice shook, but he had the biggest smile on his face. He met Ali’s eyes and said, “Don’t apologize, you’re his mother. I could’ve waited.” He reached out for her and pulled her too him. “Come here, sweetheart.” 






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Three
 
Johnny maneuvered the crib out of Micah’s room and pushed it into the master bedroom to keep him close all night. Ali smiled as he fought with the crib, warmth spreading through her, happy with the knowledge that he wanted Micah close too. Well…really…happy about everything. She didn’t think anything could ruin her mood. Micah was home, both her boys were safe and she had Johnny here, all to herself.
When he finished moving the crib, she placed new sheets and clean blankets in it. “Would you like to help me give him a bath?” 
“I have a better idea.” He went into the hall bathroom and grabbed all the baby bath supplies and carried them into Ali’s master bath. 
“What are you doing?”
“Get naked,” he said taking Micah from her.
“Excuse me?” 
“Get naked. We’re taking a shower together.” He grinned at her and stripped Micah of the foreign baby clothes. She quickly undressed and reached for Micah so Johnny could take his clothes off.
She waited while he started the shower, adjusted the water then stepped in, reaching for Micah. When the water hit Micah, his little mouth shaped into a large O and Ali had to laugh at him. “Does that feel good, sweetpea?”
“Sweetpea,” Johnny mocked. “Micah, don’t let her call you that.”
She stepped into the shower with them and asked, “What’s wrong with sweetpea?”  
“He’s a little boy, not a little girl. He needs a manly nickname…like Buster Brown, or…” He looked down at Micah who had one eye closed because of the water dripping down his face. “Popeye.” 
“Naw, I like sweetpea,” she said getting the baby bath and lathering up a washcloth. 
 
After getting out of the shower, Ali put a diaper on Micah and the three of them crawled into bed together. Micah sucked on his bottle while they watched him, smiling, with their hands linked. Relaxation set in as they lay together, bare skin touching and hearts beating strongly. “I love you,” she mouthed over Micah’s head to Johnny.
“I love you too, and I love this.” He snuggled closer to both of them.
“Me too,” she said, but was interrupted by her growling stomach. 
Johnny looked at her with a raised eyebrow. “You need to eat.” 
She smiled and moaned. “I’d love more of Sarah’s lasagna.” 
“Your wish”—Johnny grinned—“my command. Be right back.” 
Ali sat up and laid Micah on the bed in front of her and slipped on Johnny’s t-shirt. Micah’s eyes began to droop and he drifted off to sleep. How could she ever take her eyes off him again? She came so close to losing him and it nearly killed her. He had become her entire world over the last few months, and the last few days were pure torture. How did the mothers of missing children move on? How does their world turn without their babies? She couldn’t imagine life ever being the same or even bearable without both her sons.
The fearful thought alone brought her to her knees. Nothing in the world was more important to her than her kids, she’d kill for them, die for them… what mother wouldn’t? 
Micah shuddered slightly in his sleep and she grinned at him. How had she made such a perfect little being…and with Carl no less? Carl didn’t deserve the distinction of being called Micah’s father, but it was still his blood that ran through Micah’s veins. If only…but it didn’t matter. She couldn’t regret Carl and she wouldn’t change who Micah was for anything in this world. To her, he was perfect, even with Carl’s DNA.
When Johnny sat across from her, she nearly jumped. She hadn’t heard him come into the bedroom, but now she could smell the sweet tomato sauce from the lasagna. She looked up at him and her smile grew. “I could watch him all night,” she whispered.  
“I know,” Johnny said, handing her a plate. “It’s hard to let him sleep. I just want to pick him up and hold him.” 
Her appetite came back with a fury. She dug into the lasagna like she hadn’t eaten in weeks. They were quiet as they sat there, having a little mattress picnic, both staring at Micah like he was going to get up and walk away. 
A few solid bites in and Ali had to stop eating, exhaustion setting in. She looked over at Johnny and he was droopy eyed too. Her body shuddered a little when she took a deep breath and she had to put the plate down. When she reached over, Johnny took it from her and carried them both away. 
He came back a few minutes later and curled in next to her and Micah. “Listen, we’ve been in this bed together—naked—for a long time and I haven’t touched you yet.” He smiled and leaned in, slowly kissing her sleepy lips and mumbling, “Do you think I can do it now? The anticipation is killing me.” 
“Yeah, but I’m not naked.” 
“I know, but seeing you in my clothes is almost as sexy as you being naked—almost.” 
They both glanced down at Micah and she said, “That means we have to put him in his crib.”
He nodded, looking as apprehensive as she felt. “I guess we can wait until tomorrow night…or the next.”
Ali groaned. “No.” She gently picked up her sleeping baby and held him for a solid minute, then laid him in the crib, covering him with a blanket. She stared at him for a moment, her heart full.
“Sweetheart, we can wait.”
She shook her head and turned over her shoulder to smile at him. “He’s right here, I can see him.”
She backed up a step and got back into bed with him. Their eyes met and they both grinned like the Cheshire Cat.
 


 
Johnny wrestled the t-shirt off her then laid her down and ran his hands over her body, starting at her shoulders then exploring down to her toes. When goosebumps broke out over her chest, he smiled, his stomach fluttering like a teenage girl. He wanted every inch of that sweet cream skin. It’d been a week from hell and he wanted to lose himself inside her. “I’m sorry if I was too rough the last time I made love to you.” 
“You weren’t,” she said in a pitched voice as he sucked her nipple in his mouth. “I promise to go slow and easy tonight.” 
Ali shuddered again as he slid his tongue down her stomach to her navel and spread her legs with his hands. “Okay…how…ever…” She managed to say before he parted her with his tongue, forcing a throaty moan to escape her lips. 
“You’re so sweet.” He could eat her alive he wanted her so bad. “You’re so fucking sweet…damn,” he said moving back up to her nipple. 
“You’re a tease…” she breathed writhing underneath him. 
“Oh no, sweetheart, I told you nice and slow.” He slid his hands around her shoulders to the back of her head and buried them in her hair, lifting her and tugging enough to make her arch up against him. Johnny parted her mouth with his tongue and tasted her, nipping her lips before sucking on each in turn. 
“Oh, God…Johnn,” she tried to say through his kiss, but he kept teasing, tugging back further so he could taste the skin of her neck and that perfect spot just below her lobe. “Johnny…”
“I’ve got you, baby. Open your eyes for me.” 
She did so, meeting his eyes with a look of pure heat, her expression the sexiest damn thing he’d ever seen. How had he lived thirty plus years without her in his life? He never wanted to let go, never wanted to see this look fade from her face. He released her hair and slid a hand down between her legs, still locking eyes with her. Once he slid his finger into her wetness, her eyes lit like firecrackers. “There it is,” he whispered. “There’s my sunshine.” He massaged her until she moved like liquid underneath him and arched higher, her hands gripping his hips. 
He took her mouth again, stifling her moan. She tensed and the word now gasped from between their kiss.

“I know, darlin’, you’ll get there soon enough,” he said straddling her and sitting up on his knees to stare at her. “God you’re beautiful with your flushed cheeks and perfect round curves.” He moved his hands up her waist to her breast taking one in each hand and gently cupping them and caressing them while he watched her face.
Ali lifted her hips, pushing him up and reaching for his boxers, yanking until they ripped down the seam. 
“Oh…you’re getting impatient,” he said still holding her breast in his hands. 
When he leaned in, she pushed his shoulders almost knocking him off her, but he just chuckled and pressed himself against her again. “Not yet, Ali-cat.” 
“What are you waiting for?” she asked, tugging at the torn boxers to get them out of the way. 
Johnny grabbed her hands and held them down on the bed. “I’m waiting until you can’t take anymore. I’m waiting until you realize you can’t live without me.” 
“Baby,” she whined. “I love you…I want you so bad.” 
Damn she was the sweetest thing he’d ever laid eyes on. He released her hands and cupped her face. “I love—“
Ali flipped him onto his back so fast, he couldn’t react, except to whistle out a low moan when she straddled him. 
“You are so bad,” she said, a little breathless as she reached down to pull away the shreds of his boxers.
He grinned, his eyes fixed on her breasts as they dangled over him. “If you insist.” He cupped one in each hand like he was greeting long lost friends. 
Ali leaned against him as he moved down to cup her hips. Her nipples brushed his chest and he lifted against her, aching now from his own teasing. “Damn you feel so good…now who’s teasing?” He tried to hold her against him, but she lifted up. 
“Oh no, now you can wait until I’m ready,” she said moving her hand down to grab him. A jolt of electricity shot through his systems, leaving him temporarily shocked and incapable of complete sentences. “Tha—that’s not…fair,” he moaned, closing his eyes, moving in sequence with her hand. 
When she pulled away, his eyes popped open. “On no,” he said, grabbing her hips and pulling her down. 
“—Not yet.” She gasped when he entered her, pushing himself up and pulling her down by her hips. “Oh hell…” she said, leaning back and arching her body, taking him fully. 
Her mouth fell open and she tilted forward, now leaning on his chest, her hands splayed. 
She was the most beautiful thing he’d ever laid eyes on. He felt the spasm as it traveled through her body, her hands gripped his shoulders, the nails digging in and grasping for leverage. “Johnny…I…oh God.” She shuddered one more time and it took every ounce of strength he had not to lose it with her. 
Johnny watched her face as the force of the orgasm hit her, then she collapsed on top of him. He smiled and wondered if he could get her there again. With quick hands, he grabbed her hips and flipped her on her back, forcing out a cry in surprise when he thrust back inside her. 






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Four
 
Ali couldn’t have been asleep more than a couple of minutes when Micah woke her up crying. She jerked up, scared at first until she realized she wasn’t dreaming. Micah was actually crying in his crib, two feet from her bed. She stood and pulled on her robe then went to the crib, but it was empty. She gasped and jerked awake in a half cry and half choke.
“Ali, sweetheart…you okay?” Johnny asked pulling her closer.
Her eyes locked on his. “Where’s Micah!” 
“He’s right there in his crib.”
She got up and stumbled over to see him. He was wide awake and staring into the darkness. She wanted to cry out in relief, but sent a silent thank you up to God for bringing her Micah home.
“Everything okay?” Johnny asked coming up behind her.
She nodded and said, “Hi, sweetpea,” as she reached into the crib for Micah. “You’re awake, what are you doing?” She cradled him and held him close and closed her eyes enjoying the feel of him. 
She turned to face Johnny. “I had a bad dream, but it’s fine, he’s home and safe.” 
“Should I go make him a bottle?” he asked rubbing Micah’s fuzzy head.
“Would you?” 
“Yeah, you change him and I’ll get the bottle.”
After Johnny left the room, she looked down at Micah. “Did you hear that, baby? Somebody is here to help mommy,” she said, reflectively thinking about their conversation. “He loves you too, Micah, do you know that?”
She carried him into his room and changed his diaper, chatting with him the entire time. When he was clean, she snapped up the buttons on his sleeper and held him with her cheek resting on his head. He smelled like himself again, instead of that other foreign scent she didn’t recognize. 
 “Here we go,” Johnny said coming into the room with the warm bottle. 
“Do you mind if I put him in bed with us?”
He smiled. “Of course not.”
“You want to lie down in the big bed, sweetpea?” Ali asked carrying him back to her bed. She propped herself up on a couple of pillows and cradled Micah while he finished his bottle and drifted off to sleep. When he was asleep, Ali placed the bottle on the table and laid Micah down on the mattress between her and Johnny.
“Is this okay?” Johnny said looking at Micah. “He can sleep with us?”
“Yeah, just don’t roll over on top of him.” 
“This is cool,” he said lacing fingers with her over Micah’s head.
“Goodnight,” Ali said on the tail end of a big yawn, closing her eyes, more content than she’d felt in a long time. She smiled and squeezed Johnny’s hand. “Thank you for being here for us.”
Johnny pulled her hand to his lips, “Goodnight, sweet Alison. Good night, Micah,” he whispered.
 


 
When Mark showed up the next morning with Jamie, Ali greeted them at the door and couldn’t believe what she saw. Stuffed animals and flowers completely covered the front lawn. She wanted to go outside, but Mark pulled her back inside and shut the door behind her. “I didn’t know people were coming by and leaving things,” she said staring through the peep hole in the door. 
“I suggest you don’t go out there for a few days. The press is still camped out, trying to get pictures of Micah.”
Ali hugged Jamie, “Hey, babe.” 
Jamie gripped her tight with his little fists, and rested his cheek on Micah’s head. “Is Micah okay,” he said, his voice a little high pitched as if fighting tears. 
“He’s fine, honey, see.” She turned Micah around to face Jamie. “We’re all fine, Jay.” 
Jamie’s chin quivered as he let Micah grip his finger. 
“Do you want to sit down and hold Micah for a few minutes?”
“Okay,” he whispered walking toward the couch, wiping tears from his cheeks. Dark circles traced the underside of his eyes making him look like he hadn’t slept. Her heart hurt for him after all the trauma he’d been through over the last few days…and for not being there for him. The road to recovery would be a long one for her family. It was one thing for her to lose sleep and worry, but her son shouldn’t have to deal with such difficult things in his young life. 
Johnny rounded the corner from the kitchen with a mug of coffee in his hand and smiled. “Hey, Jamie, how are you?” 
“Hi,” Jamie muttered, climbing onto the sofa. 
Johnny knelt down, eye level with Jamie. “You okay?”
Jamie nodded, forcing another tear to fall. 
“Honey, you know Micah is just fine now,” Ali said. When Jamie looked up at her, she gestured toward his lap. “Are you ready to hold him?”
Jamie grabbed a pillow and propped up his elbow. “Ready.”
Ali had to suppress a chuckle. She laid Micah across Jamie’s lap and positioned his arms so he wouldn’t get tired and Micah wouldn’t roll onto the floor. “Hold tight, he likes to wiggle.”
“I know,” Jamie said and a huge smile spread across his face. 
Ali watched them until she was sure Jamie had a secure hold on Micah then she turned to see Mark and Johnny looking through a crack in the curtains. 
She walked over and looked out too. “Why haven’t they left yet?” 
“They won’t for a few days, maybe a week,” Mark said. “It takes them a while to close out a story, besides the kidnappers haven’t been caught yet so they still have something to talk about.”
“What if I need to go out? Jamie has school,” she said. “I can’t stay trapped in the house that long.”
“I was thinking maybe you should spend a couple of days with me and Sarah,” Mark said. “The property is gated and totally private. You’ll be able to go outside. I already talked to Melissa and your mom about getting the stuff outside packed up. They’re taking the toys to the children’s hospital and collecting the notes for you.”
Ali looked from Mark to Johnny and didn’t know what to say. “I’m sure Sarah doesn’t want your ex-wife staying in the guest room.”
Mark’s eyebrows rose. “Ali, don’t do that. Give Sarah some credit here.”
“Sorry, that wasn’t—I didn’t mean—I just don’t want to impose.” Ali looked at Johnny again, but he was still staring out the window.
“We were going to invite Johnny too,” Mark said looking between the two of them. “He’s a target too—with the press—since he’s the hero.”
Johnny turned with a smirk on his face. “Yeah—right.”
“What other choice do you two have? Johnny’s place is too small and I don’t think a hotel will be very comfortable…of course there is always your mother’s house.” 
“No, I’m not going to mother’s.” Ali crossed her arms over her chest. “We’ve just mended fences. I don’t want to push it.” She looked down at the floor, refusing to agree to anything until Johnny spoke up. 
“Look…I haven’t spent any time with Jamie either since I’ve been here. Just come over and hang out with us for a few days. I can take Jamie to school every day and everyone will be safe.”
“I can’t speak for Johnny, but we can come for a few days.”
“Johnny?” Mark said.
Johnny turned again and looked at them both, then looked at Jamie holding Micah. “Are you sure you have the room?”
“Plenty of room, it’s not a problem.”
“It’s up to Ali. If she wants me there, I’ll come.” They both looked at Ali.
She met his eyes and knew he’d give his right arm to be with Micah. “I would like to have you there with us…if you don’t mind.” 
He nodded and the change in his constitution was immediate. It looked like a ton of weight had been lifted off his shoulders. 
“Then pack some stuff,” Mark said. “Do you need help? Should I—“
“Why don’t you take Johnny home to get his stuff then come back for us? He doesn’t have much here and he hasn’t been home in a week.”
“No, y’all shouldn’t be left alone.”
“Johnny, its fine. Go with Mark while I pack mine and Micah’s stuff.”
“She’s right. We won’t be gone more than an hour. They’ll be fine and it’ll be good idea for her to have some one-on-one time with the boys for a while,” Mark said.
Johnny turned to look at the boys. “Fine.”
“Jamie,” Ali said moving to the couch. “May I take Micah back for a few minutes?” Jamie looked up from Micah’s face as Ali leaned in to take him. Ali cradled him for a minute then handed him to Johnny. Johnny took Micah and held him close for a few moments closing his eyes and taking a deep breath. “He will be fine,” Ali whispered to him. “It’s just an hour.”
Johnny opened his eyes and looked into hers. “I’m sorry, I can’t help it…”
“I understand,” she said placing her hand on Micah’s head.
“What about you, are you going to be okay, Micah isn’t the only one I’m worried about?”
“I’ll be fine too.”
 “Ready?” Mark asked from the foyer. 
“Yeah,” Johnny said leaning over Micah to kiss Ali goodbye. “See you in an hour, sweetheart. Please keep the door locked and the alarm set.”
 


 
When Mark and Johnny arrived at his house, Johnny couldn’t believe the camera crews that had followed from Ali’s house. It was crazy. Didn’t they have something better to do than follow him around? News vans parked up and down the street. Once Mark pulled in the driveway, a few ventured up toward the house, but they both managed to get inside without having to talk to anyone. “They don’t give up do they?”
“Nope—never,” Mark said. “And you should watch what you say to them. You never know when they’re on your side, and when they’re not. They can twist everything you say into anything they want the public to hear.”
Johnny grinned. “Fine with me, I got nothing to say to them anyway.”
When they stepped inside, Johnny felt a little embarrassed at the mess. Mark looked around and whistled. “Wow, you’re not even fully unpacked yet.”
“This has been the craziest two weeks…I thought I’d live a quiet life when I moved here.”
“Yeah, well things never turn out the way we plan.” Mark gestured to the bedroom. “At least you have a bed now.”
“What the hell?” He turned into the bedroom. “How?” 
“Ali mentioned the delivery times. Sarah made sure someone was here so you wouldn’t have to worry about it.”
“Wow, I forgot all about it.” Johnny stared at the bed. “Thank you so much.” 
“Maybe one of these days you’ll get to sleep in it.”
“Yeah, maybe…”






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Five
 
When the doorbell rang, Ali froze. “Who the hell…” She checked her pocket for her cell phone and looked down at Jamie. “Hey, Jay, will you stay here and watch Micah in his crib while I get the door.”
“Yeah—or I could get the door.”
“No—no, Mommy will get the door. You stay here with Micah. Don’t pick him up, just watch him, okay.”
“Okay.”
Ali rushed down the stairs and checked the peephole. “What the hell?” She reached over to punch in the alarm code before throwing the door open. “What are you doing here, Carl?”
“I heard Micah was home…thought I’d stop in and check on you guys.” When she didn’t immediately respond, he said, “I just want to see him.” 
“Why? Why now?”
“Alison, he is my son, even if I’ve screwed up the past few months.”
“Jamie’s here, it’s not a good idea for him to see you. He’s still getting over what happened.”
“I would like to see Jamie too. I miss him.” 
“No. I don’t like this—you need to leave.”
“Ali.” Carl reached out and slapped a hand on the door. “I didn’t come to fight with you. Just let me see him for a few minutes.” He looked over at the news crews and she knew it was another game. If she didn’t let him in, there was nothing to keep him from saying whatever he wanted to them.
“Carl.” She rubbed her forehead, wishing she could slam the door in his face. “This isn’t a good time.”
“I don’t want to start any trouble…Ali, just let me come inside.” 
She squeezed her eyes shut and dropped her hand to her side. “Fine, but only for a few minutes. I have a lot to do.” She turned and led him up the stairs. When they entered her room, Jamie was leaning over the crib talking to Micah. 
“Hey, buddy,” Carl said to Jamie.
“Carl!” Jamie ran to him and hugged him.
“Hi, Jamie, I missed you.”
“Me too, did you come to see us?” 
“Of course, I heard Micah was back so I came to check on you guys.”
He looked around Ali’s bedroom and raised an eyebrow. “Crib in the master bedroom?”
“Johnny moved it last night,” she said pointedly. “I’m having trouble letting Micah out of my site.”
“Why? The boy can’t walk, what do you think is going to happen?”
Proof Carl was no parent, and never would be…he just didn’t get it. “What do you want, Carl? I can see you have another motive.” 
Carl looked down at Jamie then back to Ali. 
She bowed her head toward Jamie. “Honey, why don’t you check your room for anything you might want to take to Daddy’s.”
“Okay,” he rushed toward the door then stopped. “Can I take my Transformers to Dad’s?” 
She smiled at Jamie. “You can take whatever you want, babe.” When Jamie was gone the smile dropped from her face. “I’m not stupid.” 
“I want visitation, Ali. I want a relationship with him.”
“Forget it!” she said taking Micah from his crib and cradling him to her chest. “You have lost your mind.”
“Be reasonable, he’s my son too. I have rights.”
“No, you gave up those rights on the divorce papers.”
“It’s not too late to file for joint custody.”
“You son of a bitch, don’t threaten me.”
“Ali, you’re going to get Jamie back in here if you shout. Calm down, we can talk about this. I’m not here to threaten you, I’m here to talk.”
“Really? Calm down when you threaten to take my son just a couple of days after he was stolen from me?”
“If you and Mark can agree about Jamie, then you and I can agree about Micah. I don’t want to take him away or fight over him. I’m only asking for a few hours a week with him. Supervised, you can be there. I understand you don’t want him out of your sight yet…if ever.”
Ali relaxed slightly. “Like what? You want to come here for a few hours a week?”
He held his hands out, palms up. “Yes, that’s all.” 
“I don’t want you here when Jamie’s here. It’s been hard for him. I don’t want him to get even more confused.”
“I understand, although I would love to spend time with him too.”
“It doesn’t matter, Mark would never agree to it,” she said bouncing Micah a little. She looked down at her watch. “Oh hell—you need to go now.” She turned toward the door. “You can call me and we’ll talk about it.”
“What’s the problem?”  
“Carl.” She grabbed his arm and led him out of the room and down the stairs. “You need to go now.”
“Alison, relax. I’ve only been here for a few minu—”
Halfway down the stairs, the front door swung open. Mark and Johnny walked in and looked up to find Ali rushing down holding Micah, and Carl trailing behind her. “Hi,” she said meeting Johnny’s eyes as she hit the bottom step. “Carl stopped by to check on Micah. He…ah wanted to make sure he was okay with his own eyes.”
Johnny walked up to Ali, took Micah out of her hands and held him to his chest staring Carl down. 
“He’s seen Micah, he can go now,” Mark said.
“Alison, thank you.” Carl stared at Mark with a disapproving expression then he blinked rapidly and said, “I’ll call so we can work something out.”
“—Bye, Carl.” She gave him a little shove hoping to get him out and shut him up.
“Work what out?” Johnny said after the door closed.
“I’m not ready yet,” she said. “If you keep Micah, I’ll go finish packing.” Then she rushed up the stairs before he could question her further. 
 
“What the hell is she doing?” Johnny asked Mark.
“I don’t know, but he can’t be trusted.”
“I have no doubt he had something to do with Micah’s kidnapping. Why is she so blind?” Johnny growled. 
“She’s not blind, Johnny, just defeated. It’s easier to give in than it is to fight with a manipulator. She’s ready for some peace and if giving Carl a few minutes with Micah gives her some peace…and he is Micah’s father.” 
“No, a father would have been here for the last four months.”
“Fighting with him will only make things worse. He’s a manipulator—always turns himself into the victim. You’re better off staying away from him.”
“I can’t let him come around here. I won’t let him come near Micah again…or Ali.”
Mark shook his head and Johnny wanted to smack the expression off his face. “It’s not up to you, Johnny.”
“The hell it isn’t.” 
“I’m almost ready,” Ali said stepping into the room behind Johnny carrying a suitcase. “What did I miss?”
“Nothing,” Mark said. “Don’t carry those. Johnny and I will load them into your car in the garage, that’ll keep the press from seeing your bags. It’s better to keep them guessing.” 
“Thank you…okay, I need a few more things of Micah’s,” she said and rushed back out of the room.
“Johnny, you need to chill out. You’re doing exactly what Carl wants you to do. Take a deep breath and relax.”
“I’m fine as long as he stays away.”
 


 
They arrived at Mark’s house, and Ali couldn’t help but feel like she was on Mars. The house was so large yet so warm and inviting. She’d been there before, but never explored the rooms. 
Sarah couldn’t have been a more gracious hostess. She gave Ali a full tour of the house. 
“Sarah, thank you so much for having us,” Ali said when they stepped into the guest room. “I hope Mark discussed this with you before he made the invitation.”
“Yes.” Her eyes grew wide and she said, “We talked about it this morning. We were both worried about you staying alone over there with the press camped out on your lawn. I know how intrusive they can be.”
“Are you worried this will cause them to start following you again?”
Sarah shrugged. “They’re over it. I’m a pregnant, married woman now with a pretty boring life.” She smiled wide and said, “I love that, but they hate it.”
Ali envied her smile. She’d give anything to have a normal life again. Have her sons home and feel good…comfortable. Even with Micah home and safe, she felt fearful. “This is good for Jamie. He’s so insecure now with the kidnapping. He just sort of stares at Micah like he might disappear.”  
“Hum…” Sarah said, “That’s true for all of you. Johnny and you both do that too.”
Ali chuckled, “I guess that’s true.”
Sarah sat on the bed, placing a hand on her protruding belly. “I imagine having a child stolen would make anyone uneasy. It’ll take some time for things to return to normal.”
Ali smiled politely, not sure what else to say. Before Micah’s kidnapping, she could’ve never understood what having a child missing felt like. Now it was ingrained within her permanently. This gross feeling of powerlessness had seeped into her and was something she’d never forget, like losing a parent, or graduating from college, getting married…or giving birth. It had become a part of her personality, part of her life’s resume whether she wanted it to or not. 
She looked around the room and took a deep breath. Sarah’s guest room was so relaxing. The antique furniture and beach house like setting with sea blues and greens was so perfect. Ali wouldn’t be surprised if she looked out of the white plantation blinds to find the beach even though it wasn’t possible. “This is a beautiful room, Sarah.”
“Thank you. It’s one of my favorites too. I wanted it to feel like an escape.” She grinned wide and said, “Would you like to see the nursery?”
Sarah and Mark’s sprawling 6 bedroom ranch style house sat on a huge lot with a gated and secure entry. The family room, kitchen and dining room were open to each other with custom woodworking up the walls and ceiling. Between the thick ceiling beams, domed skylights let the sun in to brighten the space. 
They passed Jamie’s room on the way to the nursery. Ali had seen his room before, but this time it was much cleaner than last. She snickered and thought maybe Mark forced him to clean it up, knowing she’d be over. Jamie wasn’t a neat child. He definitely took after his dad on that front. When clean, his room gleamed with bright high gloss paint in reds, greens, and blues. The primary colors were so vibrant and cheerful. 
Sarah guided her into the nursery and Ali’s stomach fluttered at the beautiful bright room. A girl. Sarah was having a girl. Ali was a little envious of that, even though she’d never admit it. “Wow…it’s so beautiful, Sarah.” Ali walked over to the window, her feet drifting on the plushest carpet she’d ever seen. She picked up the hem of the curtain and rubbed the fabric between her fingers. They were cross stitched with hundreds of little daisies, obviously handmade.
“Thank you! I really love it too.” She beamed. 
“I’m so happy for you two,” Ali grinned too. “And I’ve never seen Mark so happy.”
Sarah’s cheeks pinked. “Thanks. We’re both really excited.” Her smile faded a little and she said, “I guess I’ll let you get settled in.” She turned back down the hall and when she passed the room directly next to the guest room, she pointed. “Johnny’s sleeping in Mark’s office. He didn’t think you’d want to share a room with Jamie across the hall, but he wants to be close to you and Micah…he was okay with the futon…so he’s your neighbor.” 
“Sorry he’s such a sourpuss right now,” Ali said. “Carl stopped by while I was home alone this morning and Johnny is none too pleased.”
Sarah chuckled and lifted her eyebrows. “Well…they all seem pretty convinced that Carl had something to do with Micah’s abduction.”
“I don’t know, Sarah. Kidnapping?” Ali said. “He didn’t want Micah, why would he have someone kidnap him?”
“You’re asking the wrong person.” She met Ali’s eyes and said, “I don’t have as high of an opinion of Carl as you do. From what I’ve seen, he’s capable of anything, and Johnny has already lost too much in life to take your safety for granted.”
Ali bowed her head and nodded. “I’m sorry. I hope you understand I’m not defending Carl. There’s no excuse for what he did to you.”
“And to you,” Sarah said, pointing at her. “Don’t forget he’s already hurt you, Jamie and Micah once. He’s a manipulator and men like him never change.”
“You’re right. I know that.” Ali shrugged. “It just feels like an easy out…blaming him for the kidnapping. I don’t want to forget there might be a real threat out there lurking about, waiting to hurt my family.”
Sarah’s eyes grew wide. “And what makes you believe Carl isn’t a real threat?”
And what makes me believe Carl isn’t a real threat. Ali thought about that for a few seconds, and realized he’d manipulated her and blackmailed her twice within the last week. Why wouldn’t she consider Carl a real threat? But…she’d been married to him, knew him better than anyone. Besides being manipulative, he wasn’t dangerous, he’d never hurt her physically. She nodded in agreement anyway. Sarah had every right to feel this way about Carl and Ali couldn’t argue the point. “I should be careful of anyone when it comes to my children.”
Sarah reached out and took Ali’s hand. “You’re going to be fine, and the boys are fine. You just need a little time to get back to normal.” She gave Ali a warm smile and turned to leave. “Let me know if you need anything.”
“Thank you.”






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Six
 
Ali started unpacking her things into the empty dresser drawers, placing Micah’s things into the top. She unfolded his sleeper—her favorite—and brought it to her nose, smiling. She was one lucky mother. How many mothers had been through what she’d been through and never seen their child again. She closed her eyes and suppressed a shudder.
When she opened her eyes, Johnny was standing in the doorway, watching her. She grinned, but when he didn’t return it. The smiled slipped from her face. She turned to place the folded sleeper in the drawer. “I wish you would stop brooding and just be happy he’s home.”
“Oh, I am very happy he’s home, and I’m ecstatic that we’re all here together and that y’all are safe.” 
“You’re clamming up. Just tell me if you’re mad. Talk to me.” 
“No…” He ran his fingers through his hair, closing his eyes. “No, I’m not clamming up. You’re the one with the secret. You should be the one talking.”
Ali threw her hands in the air and said, “I’m not keeping any secrets. I just don’t want to fight with you while we have an audience.”
“Why are you assuming we’re going to fight? Am I always that unreasonable?”
She glanced up at him through lowered lashes. “Carl wants to set up some visitation with Micah.”
“What?” He violently shook his head. “Hell no—absolutely not!”
“I have to consider it.”
He leaned forward and got right in her face. “No, you don’t!” 
“He doesn’t want to take him anywhere, but he wants a few hours a week—supervised.”
“He’s fucking playing you like a piano, don’t you see that? He’s doing it to get close to you, not Micah.”
“No, that’s pointless. He knows I would never take him back.”
“You’re getting closer everyday aren’t you?”
She stepped back. “No! Don’t be ridiculous!”
“If you’re willing to let the scumbag around Micah then it’s true. You are getting closer to forgiving him every day.”
 “Johnny, that’s not true. Don’t be like that.” She stepped closer to him, reaching out for him, wanting to feel his hands on her body. She didn’t like the distance growing between them. “You have no reason to be jealous. I don’t want Carl. I want to be with you.”
He glared at her. “Don’t change the subject.”
“I’m not. That’s what you said, Carl wants me not Micah. “Is this about you and me—or you and Micah?”
He gripped the belt loops of her jeans and pulled her to him. “Both, damn it! You, Micah and Jamie are a package deal. I know that, Ali.”
She lowered her eyes to his chest and said, “Carl threatened to file for joint custody if I don’t let him see Micah. He doesn’t want me, its Micah he cares about.” 
Johnny gritted his teeth. “That doesn’t make me feel better! I don’t want him near the kids any more than I want him near you.”
“He won’t hurt Micah.”
Johnny tugged the belt loops harder. “Woman, are you blind? Don’t you see what he did?”
“Johnny, you can’t seriously believe Carl is the mastermind behind Micah’s kidnapping.”
“I have no doubt in my mind. Just like I have no doubt he is trying to use Micah to get close to you again.”
“You must really think I’m stupid and so easily manipulated.” She pushed on his chest to get out of his grip. “What—you associate blonde hair with stupid?”
He scoffed. “Of course not, don’t say that.”
“Then trust me a little. Have some faith in me. I know it’s a reach, but if you want this to work you’re going to have to be a little more flexible.”
His eyes grew dark and haunted. “Don’t threaten me, Ali. You know I have faith in you.” 
A disappointing ache surged through her. She closed her eyes and turned away from him, unable to pretend she didn’t know what he was thinking.  
“Ali…do you believe me when I say that?”
She shook her head, unable to turn back to look at him. “No, Johnny. I don’t. Actions speak louder than words.”
He laid a hand on her shoulder and leaned against her, kissing the top of her head. “I’m sorry you don’t believe me…” He wrapped his arms around her shoulders and rested his cheek on her head. “What can I do?”
“Stop this and stop brooding. I want to be happy now with Micah back, but you’re making it seriously hard with your crappy attitude.” Ali turned in his arms and said, “Don’t let Carl ruin this for us. He’s not worth it.”
“It scares me that I don’t know what he is capable of…and it scares me even more to think about losing you.”
“You won’t lose me.” She brushed a tender kiss on his lips. “I love you.” 
“I love you too.” He was interrupted by a cry from the portable crib. Johnny let her go and they both walked over to look down at Micah. 
“Hi, sweetpea.” She leaned down to pick him up. 
Johnny rubbed his head. “Sorry, little man, I didn’t mean to wake you up.”  
Ali bounced him, trying to sooth him. “It’s time for him to get up anyway.” Micah stretched the sleep from his body, his little fist gripping Johnny’s index finger. 
Johnny rubbed his thumb over the soft little knuckles and said, “It drives me crazy not knowing where he was for all those days.” 
“I wish more than anything he could tell me. I hate to think of him alone and scared.”
“He’s hardly cried since he’s been home.”
“That’s because of you.” Ali smiled. “He’s always happy around you.”
Johnny watched him with a wistful expression and said, “…I wish…” 
She placed a finger on his chin and turned him to her. “What do you wish for?” 
Johnny didn’t say anything for a moment then he smiled at her. “Nothing, I don’t wish for anything. Everything I want is right here.”
 


 
On Thursday, Ali and Sarah were sitting in the kitchen when Mark came in from picking Jamie up from school. “Good News.” He smiled wide. “The camera crews are gone from in front of your house.
“Do you think it’s safe for me to go home tonight?” Ali asked him.
“Maybe tomorrow, it wouldn’t hurt to wait one more day.”
“We shouldn’t rush it,” Sarah said. “I wouldn’t want for them to get home just to be surrounded by the press again.”
“They’ve shifted to harassing the police about the case more than harassing Ali. Brian has asked them repeatedly to stop bothering the family. Maybe they finally got the hint.”
“Have they given you any significant updates on the case?” Ali asked.
“No, they haven’t shared anything new with me.” He frowned and said, “When do you go back to work?”
“I start at the District Attorney’s office on June first.”
“The DA’s office, I thought you worked in San Francisco?” Sarah said.
“Jeffery Kaiser offered me a job in his office. I jumped at the chance to work in town. I hate commuting.”
“What are you going to do about childcare?” Mark asked.
“Hire a nanny…” Ali’s heart accelerated at the thought. “I hate the idea of leaving Micah.”
“Maybe you need a little more security.”
“Why? Do you have any agent-slash-nannies for hire?” Ali snorted out a laugh. “Think Shane wants to change diapers and guard my infant son?”
Mark frowned. He could never take a joke when it came to safety, she knew that, but she snickered again anyway. 
“I thought maybe a security agent and a nanny.” 
“I’m going to have a hard enough time affording a nanny, much less paying for both.”
“Why can’t you afford a nanny? You make plenty of money.”
“I did—until I went out on maternity leave early knowing my wonderful husband could support me, and then I took several extras months off after Micah’s birth to deal with my divorce.” She rolled her eyes. “I don’t have Carl helping with the mortgage anymore and I won’t receive another paycheck until I go back to work…and the DA’s office doesn’t pay what I was making at a private firm.” 
“Do you need help?” Mark asked.
“No, I can manage. I just won’t have much of a savings by the time I go back to work. Carl is paying child support, but that will only cover the nanny.”
“Why don’t you put the house on the market…look for something a little smaller? Prices are good right now. I can’t imagine you want to stay there now.” Mark said.
Ali felt a pang in her chest thinking about leaving Mark in their huge house alone after their divorce. He understood perfectly because he went through the same thing when she left him. She looked away from him so he wouldn’t see the guilt in her eyes.
“Having your house pictured on the news for two weeks has to have diminished your security. Everyone in town knows you’re a single mother living alone.”
She looked at him quickly. “I didn’t consider that. Do you think I should worry?”
“Not with Johnny around,” Sarah said.
“Johnny won’t always be around…he doesn’t live with me.”
“Maybe he should,” Mark said.
“I’m not moving Johnny in for security reasons.” 
“Sorry.” He held up his hands. “Maybe I misunderstood the relationship. I thought you two were serious.” 
“I’m trying to take things slow. I don’t want to rush into anything again.”
“You can’t compare Johnny with Carl,” Sarah said. “Johnny is a better man, and he’ll be a better father to Micah and a better…everything.” 
“I agree. This isn’t a reflection on him at all, Sarah. I just keep going from one to another to another…I love Johnny, but I don’t want to make any mistakes.”
“What if while trying to avoid mistakes you’re actually making the biggest one by holding him back?” Mark said.
“Either way, I can’t rush into a deep involvement with Johnny. If he can’t give me a few months to get myself together then he doesn’t really want this.” Ali closed her eyes for a minute to take a ragged breath. “Just because you two found each other and came together in such a short time doesn’t mean it will work for me.” She gestured between the two do them. “This doesn’t just happen—especially not to me.”
“Wow! —Sounds familiar.” Sarah chuckled and looked at Mark.
“Ouch.” Mark rubbed a hand over his chest. “That brought back some awful memories.” 
Ali stared at them a moment then said, “What?” 
“That’s almost word for word what Sarah told me when we were ‘not getting together’.” His smile faded slightly. “Don’t be fooled, Ali, this wasn’t easy. We had to fight every day for it.”
Sarah smiled. “Nothing worth fighting for is ever easy.”
“I don’t believe you.” She shook her head, no way. They were so compatible. Ali couldn’t have found a better partner for Mark if she’d picked one out of a catalog. “You both make it look easy.”
“—not easy,” Mark said. 
“Everyone has dark shadows they run from. You’re no different, Ali, and neither is Johnny,” Sarah said giving her a significant look.
“Just be careful, Ali. Johnny is a good man who doesn’t deserve to be hurt. Think things through before you do something stupid,” Mark said.
“That’s exactly what I’m trying to do.” 
“In the meantime, consider moving. I don’t recommend staying there. It’ll forever be a reminder of what you’ve been through and you’ll always be a target to the press. Anytime there’s another Amber Alert they’ll bring up this story again and come knocking on your door.”
“You know, Ali, I’m not going back to work. Maybe I can keep Micah for you,” Sarah offered.
“Or maybe I can cover the cost of the agent…you only need it until the kidnapers have been caught.”
“I appreciate the offer—both offers,” she said looking from Sarah to Mark, “but you’ve already done enough.”
“Stop it, Ali. You’ll make me mad and that’ll raise my blood pressure then Mark will yell at me, and it’ll start this big fight and my blood pressure will go higher and endanger my baby and—”
“Okay.” Ali laughed. “I don’t need to worry about this until June first. Maybe they’ll have these people caught before I go back to work.”
“Let’s hope,” Mark said as Johnny stepped into the room.
“Hey, y’all, what’s doin’?”
“I get to go home tomorrow. The camera crews are gone.”
“Happy days.” Johnny said, clapping his hands together. “Mark and Sarah can have their house back.”
“Stop it, Johnny. We don’t mind having y’all here.” 
Sarah’s eyes shot up when Ali and Mark started laughing. 
She frowned. “What’s the joke?” 
“Nothing, baby,” Mark said, fighting a grin. “We’re just admiring your accent.” 
Sarah’s cheeks glowed red and her hands came up to block her face. “Shut up! I don’t have an accent.”
“She’s right, Johnny,” Mark teased. “Y’all are welcome to stay as long as you want, because I love hearing her talk like that—and you’re easier to put up with than her mama.”
“Oh my God. I’m going to punch you,” Sarah said.
“That’s our cue to leave, wouldn’t you say, darlin’,” Johnny asked taking Ali’s arm.
Ali nodded. “Yeah, out of the line of fire.” 






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
When Ali had her bags in the house, she hugged Mark goodbye.
“You sure I shouldn’t stay until Johnny gets back?” he said. “I don’t mind waiting.”
“No, of course not. I can handle being home alone.” When he started to argue, she held up her hand. “I promise to call if I need anything.” 
He smiled on a heavy exhale. “Okay, I’ll stop hovering.” He reached down and hauled Jamie up into a big bear hug. “See you Monday, buddy. Behave for mom and stick to the backyard this weekend.”
“Arrgg,” Jamie cried as Mark tipped him upside down then dropped him on his feet. “That means I can play my game all day!”
“No,” Ali said. “That means you can play your game for a while then play in the backyard for a while.”
“That’s exactly what it means…and don’t forget to put these toys away so Mom doesn’t have to do it,” Mark said, handing him the full bag of Transformers. 
Jamie reached out for his bag. “All right,” he said, turning toward the stairs, hauling the bag with him.
“See you Monday morning,” Mark called after him. He chuckled and grabbed the door handle. “Please lock this.”
Ali rolled her eyes. “Okay.” 
After locking the door behind Mark, she sighed and looked around the house. It was a relief being home with her boys, although she missed Johnny. 
He wanted her and Micah to come with him to his doctor’s appointment that afternoon, but she forced him to go alone. He finally agreed which had been a switch from Monday when he had adamantly refused to go without her. Johnny had trouble letting go, but he was finally relaxing and letting her and Micah out of his sight. Although, as soon as the appointment ended he’d be knocking at her door to check on them, she was sure of that. Tonight would be their first night apart and in different houses since before Micah had been taken, which would be a challenge for them both.
This of course also meant it had been a week since they’d made love. Ali smiled at the memory of Micah’s first night back. That night had been so intimate. She had never shared moments like that with another man. Not even with Mark when they’d first been married or after Jamie had been born. 
Being with Johnny that night and sleeping with Micah safely tucked between them had been one of the best nights of sleep in her life. She remembered the sense of completeness surging through her as they cradled Micah together in a cocoon of safety and love. If a stranger had looked in, they wouldn’t have been able to guess Johnny wasn’t Micah’s biological father. Johnny loved Micah just as much; if not more than any man could love his own child. He’d proven that when he jumped in front of a speeding car to keep him from being taken…and again when he realized he hadn’t stopped them when he gained consciousness. 
Johnny didn’t have any memory of the first few hours after Micah had been taken, but Ali would never forget it. Johnny had been just as devastated as her and completely inconsolable. They’d finally sedated him. It wasn’t until they’d strapped him into the ambulance and taken him away that they had to sedate her too. Having Micah taken from her and watching Johnny get tossed around by that car was too much for her to deal with at once. She was grateful not to have been awake for those first 24 hours of Micah’s disappearance. The ordeal was hard enough without holding onto those memories.
Ali looked down at Micah and sighed. It had been thirteen days since Micah had been taken and eight days since he’d been found. Counting the days would only make the fear linger, but she never wanted to be complacent. Losing her son had taught her a valuable lesson. She’d never let her guard down again, and she would never take a moment with him for granted. Ali still felt incredibly grateful every time she looked at Micah. In the eight days since she’d gotten him back, the only time she’d let Micah out of her sight had been when he was with Johnny. 
She smiled thinking about it. Johnny had become a constant presence to them and she loved him more for it every day, but she needed to force herself back to independence. She couldn’t rely on Johnny or any other man. She needed to learn to be more self-sufficient and she needed to learn to be comfortable alone. 
The transition would be hard for her and Johnny, but he accepted her need to reclaim her life. Ali had a sneaking suspicion Sarah had something to do with Johnny’s acceptance of this and she was thankful to her. After spending so much time with Sarah, Ali felt she understood her better. Sarah was the exact opposite of Ali. Sarah had been completely independent and unwilling to let a man into her life, much less take care of her. At least until Mark came into her life. That’s what Mark had meant by ‘it wasn’t easy’. Mark was such a caretaker by nature and Sarah repealed the idea completely.
Ali on the other hand had been spoiled by Mark. He’d always taken care of her, even in the divorce. He’d taken on the grunt of their debt and let her have what she wanted without a fight—with exception to Jamie. Although, they were able to agree on that, neither wanted to hurt Jamie with a heated custody battle. 
After Mark, she had Carl to take care of her, and he did. Not like Mark, not as constant and sure, but he had still taken care of her…at least until she’d gotten pregnant. The doorbell interrupted Ali’s thoughts. She smiled knowing it was Johnny and rushed to get it. She punched in the code and swung the door open. 
“Oh—Carl? What are you doing here?”
“You didn’t return my calls so I came to check on you.”
“You called me?”
“Yeah, I’ve been calling every day. Are you going to let me in?”
She shook her head, still trying to recover from the surprise. “You must have been calling the house phone. I’ve been staying somewhere else this week.”
“I assumed you’d be home, public doesn’t seem like the right place for you and the kids right now.”
She tilted her head, was he really contradicting her parenting skills. “Yeah, I know that. I was hiding from the media at Mark and Sarah’s.”
Carl tried to step inside but she blocked him. “Alison, are you going to leave me out here on the doorstep?”
“Now isn’t a good time, Carl. I told you I don’t want you visiting while Jamie is here.”
“So, what? I have to wait another week. I’d like to see Jamie too.”
“No, I don’t want you spending time with Jamie. It’ll only confuse him right now.”
“Then give me a time, Ali. I want to see my son.”
“Come back on Monday. Jamie will be back at Mark’s for the week.”
“Fine, Monday.”
“Mark picks Jamie up at eight to take him to school, come after that,” she said.
“How about breakfast?” he offered.
“No, I don’t want to go out.”
“I’ll bring it. You don’t have to go anywhere.”
“Fine,” she agreed, hoping to shut him up and get him out of sight before Johnny showed up. “See you Monday morning—after eight.” Ali glanced over his shoulder. 
He smiled and his whole demeanor had changed. “Okay, honey, see you then.” He turned away and was gone before Ali could correct him on the pet name. She scowled then closed and locked the door before setting the alarm to stay mode.
Ten minutes later the doorbell rang again, but she was much more cautious before opening it. She swung it open after seeing Johnny through the peephole and the sight of his long, lean, and chiseled body on her porch nearly stole her senses.
“Hi,” she said a little breathless.
“Hey, sweetheart,” he said before stepping inside. He kicked the door closed and jerked her to him in an intense kiss that told Ali he’d missed her just as much as she’d missed him. Johnny didn’t release her until Micah let out an impatient cry between them. “Hey, little man.” Johnny crooned loosening his grip on them and looking down at Micah in her arms. “Darlin’, have you put him down at all since you’ve been home.” 
“I did…once…to use the bathroom. I got a few things unpacked with one hand.”
“Give that boy to me,” Johnny said taking him from her. He lifted Micah up and nuzzled his neck making him squirm and laugh. 
Ali smiled. “I love that sound.”
“Me too…” he said and did it again.
“Go unpack, I’ll keep him busy.”
“Come with me. I want to hear how the doctor’s appointment went,” she said bouncing up the stairs.
“I’ll be right up.” He looked toward the family room. “I’m gonna say hi to Jamie first.”
Ali ran upstairs and continued to sort the laundry, happy that she could use both hands. She smiled, knowing it was her own fault for not wanting to put Micah down. 
Johnny came into her bedroom a few minutes later. “That boy Jamie has a one track mind when it comes to his video games.” 
“I know, and it doesn’t help that I won’t let him play outside yet.—At least not out front and he can’t ride his bike in the backyard.”
“Are you ready for me to move the crib back yet?” he asked as he laid Micah in it with a set of plastic toy keys.
She tossed a dirty sock on the pile of white clothes on the floor. “Ah…no, I’m not ready for that yet.” 
“Let me know when you’re ready and I’ll take care of it for you.” 
“Am I being too paranoid?” she asked. “Not letting Jamie play outside and keeping the crib by my bed.”
“Nope, not by my book. I didn’t think you wanted the crib moved. I just thought I’d offer so you didn’t think you had to do it yourself.” He sat on her bed and leaned back on one elbow.
“I can do it myself…” She glanced up at him then had to look away knowing she couldn’t be annoyed with him when he looked so damn sexy on her bed. First Mark—now Johnny. Why couldn’t they believe she could do things on her own? “I am capable.” 
“I know that,” he said. “I don’t doubt your ability, sweetheart.”
“Good, because I’ll be fine without you here tonight,” she said quickly.
“I know that too.” 
“I don’t want you to worry,” she said.
“Well…you can want in one hand-and spit in the other and see which one fills up faster.”
“Huh? What does that mean?” 
“It means—just because you don’t want me to worry doesn’t mean I won’t.” 
She grabbed another stack of dirty clothes, and started tossing them in piles on the floor. “I bet you’ll be happy to be home. You haven’t been there in two weeks.”
“I don’t mind either way,” he said. “I reckon since I’ve spent more time here than there, it don’t feel much like home to me anyway.”
She stopped with a pair of jeans in her hand. “Are you trying to make me feel guilty?” 
“No, sweetheart, that’s called honesty. You’re managing to feel guilty all by yourself,” he drawled.
“I don’t feel guilty…” But he was right, she felt guilty and it was her own doing. She softened at the caring look on his face. “I thought you understood.”
“I do understand, which is why I haven’t complained. You seemed to be the one who’s having separation issues.” He gave her a wide smile in response to her exasperated look.
“It’s nice to know you’re not going to miss me,” she muttered under her breath.
“Why are you trying to pick a fight with me?”
“I am not trying to pick a fight.” She lifted up from the laundry pile with her hands on her hips.
“C’mere, darlin’,” he said nodding his head back.
She looked away. “Can’t…”
“Why?”
“Because you and that bed only mean trouble,” she said. 
Johnny stood up and ambled over to her, grabbing her waist and pulling her closer. He stared into her eyes for a full minute before whispering, “I am going miss you.” 
He snaked his arms around her and locked them; holding her so close she could hardly breathe. Slowly he withdrew and locked eyes with her, leaning her back and pinning her against the wall. “And I don’t need a bed to make trouble.”
Being alone with him, his lips devouring hers was more than she could handle with Jamie in the house. Another minute and she was going to lock the bedroom door and forget why she hadn’t asked him to move in. 
“Johnny…” she breathed unclenching her hands from his as he withdrew from the kiss. Their eyes met and she could’ve cried. “I already miss you…” 
“I know…it’s been an awfully long week hasn’t it?” He moved his hands down to cup her hips. “And you can stop feeling bad. I do understand, Ali.” 
“I’m sorry.” She dropped her head to his chest. “I guess it’s easier to be mad than sad.” 
“Let’s make a date.”
She popped her head back up and smiled. “Okay, when and where.”
“Monday, after Jamie goes back to Mark’s.” 
“Okay…” Right, she had almost forgotten about Carl. “So…Monday night?” she asked.
“How about you and Micah come over to my house Monday afternoon? I’ll make you whatever you want for dinner—and you both can spend the night with me.” 
“Sounds perfect.” 
Johnny kissed her again, but pulled away when little footsteps drifted up the stairs. He walked backward and sat back down on the bed watching her with a seductive smile. She tried to wipe the grin from her face, but couldn’t so she went back to the laundry and tried to ignore him. “This doesn’t mean I have to wait until Monday afternoon to see you again, does it?” Johnny asked.
“No…oh no,” she said shaking her head. “I was thinking you could come over and watch a movie with us tomorrow night.”
“Yeah,” Jamie said coming into the room. “Do you like Transformers, Johnny?”
“You like Transformers too? It’s one of my favorites,” Johnny said. 
“Right on—Mom, can we watch it?”
She sighed and shot Johnny a thankful smile over Jamie’s head, then said, “Okay…I guess we’re watching Transformers…again. What am I going to do with all you boys?” 
“I guess you’re gonna have to have a girl next time,” Johnny said with a wink.
“Haaaaaha… yeah.” she said. “Cause I need another kid.”
“Well, I’m already getting a sister at dad’s house, so that’s okay, Mom.”
She gave him a crooked smile. “Thanks for letting me off the hook, Jay.” 
Jamie bounced on the bed next to Johnny. “Can I have dinner now?”
“Sure…” Ali said. “What do you want?”
“Pizza,” Johnny said. 
“Yeah, can we have pizza, Mom?”
“Thank you.” She mouthed sarcastically to Johnny as he chuckled at her.
“Fine…go get my phone and I’ll order it.”
“Cool,” Jamie said before rushing out of the room. 






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
“You’re late,” Ali said as she opened the door for Carl at ten o’clock on Monday morning.
“Sorry, I had trouble getting out of the office this morning.”
“You need to be consistent if this is going to work.”
“I’m sorry—I brought breakfast.”
“You mean brunch.”
“Whatever you want to call it.” He shrugged. “Cinnamon rolls and a large vanilla latte’ with whip cream.”
“You brought me a Vanilla Latte—that’s a bribe—what do you want?”
A wide grin broke out on his face. “Not a bribe, it’s an apology for being late.” 
“Forgiven. Where’s my latte’?”
“Here is yours,” he said handing her the cup. “I brought regular coffee for Johnny. I didn’t know what he likes.” 
Ali nearly choked on her first sip. “He’s not here. Did you think he would be?”
“Yes, well I thought he would want to supervise this since he’s so controlling.”
“He isn’t controlling. He just doesn’t like you and he is protective, especially of Micah.”
“It’s good that he wants to protect Micah but Micah doesn’t need to be protected from his father.”
“Johnny is more Micah’s father than you are.”
He grimaced. “Don’t say that, Alison. I’m trying to make this up to you. I didn’t want to hurt you and you can’t judge how much I care for Micah.”
“I have four empty months proving you don’t care about Micah, Carl,” she said. “And this isn’t about me or hurting me or how you can make this up to me—this is only about Micah.”
“Of course this is about making it up to you. I ignored you all those months you were pregnant, and I know that hurt you. I wasn’t there when you needed me most.”
“I’m with Johnny now, so you can’t—nor do I want you to even try making things up to me.”
“I don’t want you to always feel bad when you think of me…I need your forgiveness, Ali.” 
“Is that why you’re here? Trying to clear your conscience. You’re feeling bad for what you did to me—to Sarah and Mark? Because I thought you came for Micah?”
“All of those things…”
She tilted her head. “Really?” 
“Yes, really.”
“Okay, because”—she looked at her watch—“you’ve been here for ten minutes and you haven’t even looked in Micah’s direction yet.” He was such a contrast to Johnny. Johnny couldn’t wait ten seconds to say hi to Micah when he came through the door—much less ten minutes.
“I haven’t had the chance,” he stammered looking around for Micah.
“Right…” she said adding an eye roll.
“Maybe I should go. I can’t deal with this hostility from you.”
“I thought you wanted to see Micah?”
“I do but…” He gave her a grave look. “Maybe unsupervised would be better.”
She shook her head, pressing her lips together before saying. “Nope, forget it. Now, supervised, or never.” 
“Are you going to be like this every week?”
She shrugged her shoulders. “I can’t tell you how I’ll feel next week. This week I still hate you for what you did.” 
“I guess I deserve that.” He turned to walk toward Micah, staring at him in the baby swing. “He’s a cute little baby isn’t he?”
Ali looked from Carl to Micah and her heart softened just enough. Carl was right, Micah was a beautiful baby. “He is irresistible.” 
“We made him together,” Carl said thoughtfully. 
“Yes.” Heat flooded her cheeks and the good feeling she’d just had disappeared. “…and that was the very last time you touched me.” 
“I’m an idiot.” He looked into her eyes. “I must have really hurt you when I did that.”
“You did.”
“I’m sorry…if I could take it back.”
She shook her head at that and changed the subject. “Do you want to hold him?” 
“Sure…” He looked around rubbing his palms on his kakis. She wanted to laugh. Was he looking for an escape route?
“This would be the perfect time to learn how to hold him,” she said.
“I ah…I don’t know, Ali.”
He doesn’t have teeth, Carl, he won’t bite—although.” She chuckled. “He does pull hair, but you should be safe.” 
When Carl crossed then uncrossed his arms she said, “Sit down. You’ll feel more secure that way.” Chuckling, she took Micah from the swing and said, “Hey, sweetpea.” She turned back to Carl and he looked like he was about to pass out. She leaned in and met his eyes, only a few inches from his face. “If you feel nervous Micah will sense it and get upset.”
He took a deep breath. “Okay, I’m calm.” 
“Sure you are.” She mocked laying Micah in his lap and showing him the correct way to hold him.
“Hey there, Micah,” Carl said. Micah stared at him, and Ali thought he looked a little confused. “I’m your daddy, Micah.” 
Carl finally wanted to be a father. How many times had she prayed he would soften to the baby while she was pregnant? But when Micah was born he wouldn’t hold him—wouldn’t be in the delivery room while she gave birth. As Ali watched them, she had to fight back the lump in her throat. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to punch Carl in the face or be happy about this.
She swallowed the lump and forced herself back into ice queen mode. “It takes more than this to be a daddy.” 
“I’m trying, Ali. You know if Micah can feel my nervousness then he can feel your hostility.”
“Just maybe Micah has his own hostility toward you.” She shook her head and threw her hands out in frustration. “Why now? Why couldn’t you want to be a father months ago? Why not while I was pregnant? I needed a husband during my pregnancy. I’ve needed help these past few months while I was caring for Micah alone.”
“I can’t change the past. I’m just trying to make this work now.” 
She snatched the baby from his arms. “Well it’s not working. Loving your child should come naturally. You shouldn’t have to work at it.” 
Carl dropped his hands in his lap and stood. “I’ll try again next week, maybe you’ll be in a better mood.”
“No, I don’t think so,” she said looking down at Micah.
“What do you mean by ‘don’t think so’” He stepped closer to her. “I’m not playing games with you, Alison. I will take what’s mine.”
“Nothing and nobody here is yours, Carl. Not me and certainly not Micah.”
Carl reached out and grasped her arm, pulling her closer. 
“Ouch!” She squirmed and tried to pull away. “What are you doing?”
Carl squeezed her arm a little tighter and jerked again, bringing them face to face. “When did you become so fucking unreasonable? I have as much—no—more of a right to be here than that country fuck you’re sleeping with.” The words were hissed through his clenched teeth and his eyes bulged maddeningly. Ali had never seen him like this. Her pulse spiked as she tugged, fighting to get away from him, but he was too strong. 
She clamped her hand around Micah, making sure he was secure, and then lifted her knee until it came in contact with his groin. He released her, cursing and sputtering as he bent over to grab himself. Ali backed away from him. “Get out of my house.” Her heart pounded so hard it took her breath away. “Get out!” She shrieked. 
Carl’s face scrunched in anger, his nostrils flaring out as he huffed at her. “We’re not finished with this conversation, Alison.”
Ali quickly placed Micah in his swing, her hands shaking as she latched the belt. She straightened and stood between the swing and Carl, ready to go to blows if needed. “The hell we’re not.” She pointed to the front door and said, “Get out and stay the hell away from me and my children.”
Carl looked from her to the swing, his eyes bulging. She couldn’t believe him, never in the years she’d known him had he ever done anything like this. He wasn’t a violent person. 
She stared him down, not backing away or giving in at all. 
He finally turned and stalked from the room, slamming the front door as he left. 
Ali rushed over and locked the door then pressed the stay button, holding it down until the alarm system was armed. 






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
Ali spent the rest of the day packing a bag for her and Micah to spend the night with Johnny, making a point to pull out the portable crib. She couldn’t get her mind off Carl. What had gotten into him? He had always been so mild mannered. So relaxed and cool, hardly ever having his feathers ruffled. Was he really that worried about losing his rights to Micah. He must have really developed feelings for his son…finally. 
Just as she zipped up the diaper bag, the doorbell rang. She punched in the code and opened the door for Johnny.
“Hey, sunshine.”
“Hi.” 
He pulled her close and held her for several minutes. “I missed you last night.”
“I missed you too,” she said tugging on the neck of his shirt so she could feel his bare skin on her cheek. She nuzzled closer and closed her eyes for a few seconds to enjoy him.
“Where’s my little man?” he said pulling out of the embrace and going to pick up Micah.
“Hey there, Micah,” he said swinging him around making him smile. “So you’re hangin’ out at my pad tonight, huh.” He looked at Ali, “Did you get that little crib?”
“Yeah, right here.” She smiled. “So what did you end up getting at the store?”
“Oh ah, I haven’t gone yet,” he said.
“I thought you were doing that first.”
“Well…I was thinking you and Micah should go with me.”
“We can wait, come back for us when you’re finished,” she said.
“No, I want you to come along.”  
She stared at him for a moment, her stomach turning with nervous energy, not sure what to say.
“It’s time for you to get out. You’ve been cooped up for two weeks.”
“I am getting out. I’m going to your house.”
“Sweetheart, you can’t hide forever. I know you’re scared, but you will need to go out eventually. I have to start work in a week and I need you to be able to get around on your own.”
“I can go out…Johnny.” She threw her hand out then dropped it at her side. “I just choose not to.”
He shrugged. “Prove it.” 
“Fine,” she said turning away from him. 
“Listen, darlin’.” He came up behind her and grasped her upper arms. “I need to make sure you’ll be alright while I’m working.” 
She brought her palm up and rubbed her forehead. “I didn’t realize you were starting so soon.” She chuckled humorlessly, closing her eyes. She was sleeping with a cop. 
“I have my orientation on Thursday and I have to sign the HR paperwork and be assigned a partner.”
She turned and tried to plaster on a smile. “Are you happy to be starting work finally?”
“I can’t be while I’m worried about you. You can’t become a hermit because of what happened. Don’t let those kidnappers get the best of you.”
Her eyes dropped to his chest. “I’m not.”
“Then let’s go. I thought I’d leave my truck here and take your car so we don’t have to move the car seat.” 
She swallowed back the nausea and agreed. “Okay, let’s go.” 
 


 
When Johnny pulled into the grocery store parking lot, Ali tensed up. He parked and turned the car off then looked at her. “Baby steps…okay.”
“I’m fine,” she said reaching for the door handle with a trembling hand. When she saw the tremble she made a fist and pulled her hand back.
“What are you worried about?” he asked.
Ali crossed her arms over her chest and looked out the passenger window turning toward the back window. 
“Do you trust me?” 
Ali looked at him quickly making eye contact then nodded. “Of course.”
“Take a deep breath, sweetheart.”
Ali turned away again, her chin quivering. 
“Alison?” He put a finger under her chin and turned her face to his. He leaned over and got nose to nose with her. “I will not let anything happen to you or Micah. Now take a deep breath.” 
Ali inhaled and the nerves in her stomach fluttered sharply. She let out a long ragged breath. 
“That’s better,” he said. “I’ll get Micah.”
Johnny got out and reached into the back seat, unhooking Micah from the car seat and picking him up. He cradled Micah in one arm then opened her door and reached in to take her hand. She took it and got out of the car, her eyes locked on the ground. 
He handed Micah to her and said, “Hold him a moment. I have something to make this easier.”
She took Micah, her eyes scanning the parking lot, looking for trouble. When she looked back at Johnny, he’d pulled out what looked like an empty backpack. He slid his arms in and tightened the straps then clipped the belt into place. Now that he had it strapped into place, she could see it was a front facing baby carrier. “Okay.” He held his arms out and took Micah, sliding him into the pack. 
Ali smiled and said, “That’s pretty cool.”
“Isn’t it?” He grinned at her and said, “He’s totally safe and in my care. If you trust me, then let’s go.”
Ali wrapped her hand around one of Micah’s little feet sticking out of the leg hole of the carrier. She rubbed his foot for a moment, giving herself a little time to build her courage, then she nodded and said, “Okay…I can do this.” 
He took her hand and pulled her along. They stopped at the back of the car and he said, “Go ahead and look around, get familiar with your surroundings.” 
She shifted her gaze and scanned the parking lot, taking in every angle. 
“We good?”
“Yeah,” she whispered. 
“You know, there’s nothing wrong with the way you’re feeling. Anyone who’s been hit by a car is going to be a little shy of parking lots.” When they stepped up on the curb, he looked at her again. Her eyes were wide and alert but dry which made him feel better. “Since I have Micah, you can push the cart.” 
She nodded and pulled a cart from the stall before pushing it into the entry door. 
Ali slowly relaxed as they shopped. The tension in her shoulders giving a little, although her alertness was obvious by the way her jaw tightened whenever someone looked at Micah. When they had everything they needed, he paid for the groceries and let her push the cart out of the building. They stopped at the curb and Ali scanned the parking lot slowly. He did a quick scan too before stepping down and walking to the car with her. Ali tensed up then picked up her pace as a car drove up behind them. She looked at Johnny like a dear in headlights, but he gave her a reassuring smile and clicked the trunk open with her keys. 
“Keep breathing, sweetheart.”
She nodded. “I’m fine, really fine.”
“Well it’s good to hear your voice again.” He grinned when her cheeks turned pink. “Take Micah and strap him in while I load the groceries.”
By the time he had the groceries loaded in the truck, she and Micah were safely buckled in. He slid in behind the steering wheel and gave her a long look. “Everything okay?”
“Yeah.” She nodded, trying to smile. 
He looked in the rearview mirror. “How ‘bout you Micah, you cool too?” He waited then said, “All right, let’s get going.”
When they arrived at Johnny’s house he could tell Ali had relaxed considerably. She helped him unload the car and he began planning another outing for the next day so she could try again.
“You’ve done a lot of unpacking. When did you buy the new linens on your bed?” she asked after they were settled in.
“That’s Sarah’s doing. She called it a house-warming gift. When I came home the bed was already made and the linen closet stocked.”
“She is so sweet,” Ali said.
“Yeah.” He stepped closer and leaned in to kiss her. “And that’s our bed…not mine. You picked it out, remember?” He felt her tense up and leaned his head back. “Shit—sorry.” 
“It’s okay. That was a great day until…” 
“I guess now we have to make good memories to associate with that bed.” 
“Yeah,” she said and looked up into his eyes. “I am okay.”
“Are you?” 
“Yes, just adjusting but I’m fine. Don’t worry.” She reached up and rubbed at the worry lines between his eyes.
“Good because I really want to enjoy you tonight.”
“Ditto.” She smiled and leaned into him. He drew her closer and kissed her until she softened and curved against him. 
“I’ve missed you so much this week.” He trailed his hands down her sides and cupped her hips. “I haven’t felt so sick with longing since right after getting home from Maui.”
“Me too…gosh that was an awful time,” she said shaking her head. “I had no idea I would see you again.”
“Are you glad you did?”
“I think I’ve already proven how happy I am to have you here.” She stared at him unblinking and said, “Were you—did you…ah ha.” She squeezed her eyes closed. “Nevermind.”
“What?”
“I was going to ask if you dated…any other women since then—but I don’t want to know.”
Johnny gave her a teasing smile. “Did you see any other men?”
“You already know the answer to that.” She frowned. “I even tried not to see you.”
“That’s over, right? You’re not going to try that ‘I can’t be involved right now’ thing again are you?”
“Yes, that’s over. It’s beyond a choice now.”
“It’s always a choice…you just have to choose me.”
“I choose you,” she whispered. “You own every part of me.” Her cheeks brightened again and her eyes glowed with intensity. The honesty in her words and expression made his heart skip a beat.
Johnny cupped her neck and pulled her closer, gripping her face in both hands. “I promise I will never give you a reason to regret this.” 
“That’s a big promise.”
“A promise is a promise.”
When she didn’t say anything he said, “I wasn’t looking for you either, but I couldn’t have lived with myself if I didn’t come find you and at least try.” 
Her eyes grew moist and he was happy to see an honest reaction out of her, especially a positive one. 
“And I have no regrets.” He touched her lips with his gently, tenderly, like a warm breeze. Slowly he intensified the kiss and threaded his hands in her hair. “Alison, my sweet Alison.” 
She closed her eyes and a tear fell from between her lids. “I love you, Johnny.” She opened her eyes and met his. “And I have no regrets either.”
An impatient cry blurted out from across the room and they both smiled. “I guess he isn’t getting enough attention,” Johnny said.
“He’s hungry.” Ali wiped the tears off her cheek and reached for the diaper bag. “I’ll feed him while you start dinner.” 
Johnny began marinating the chicken breast while he watched Ali feed Micah baby cereal and apple sauce. “Solid food finally, bet you’re happy about that, Micah. The formula stuff is pretty yucky.” Johnny took out the lettuce and started making a salad. “I’m telling you, little man, you should really protest the non-breastfeeding thing.” 
Ali laughed at him. “Stop that—” 
Johnny’s cell chimed interrupting her. She picked it up and glanced at the caller ID before handing it to him. 
“Thank you, sweet…” He looked at the display and hit ignore. “Oh, yeah, don’t have time for that conversation.” 
“May I ask…” she said with raised eyebrows. “Who was that?”
He smiled. “That was Abigail…and she likes to talk.” 
Ali waited for him to elaborate but he didn’t so she said, “Yeah, I saw that. Abigail Bennett.” 






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty
 
“That’s right,” he said as he chopped cucumber for the salad. “Abigail Bennett.” His eyes drifted up. “What’s wrong with that?”
“Are you—or,” the words tumbled out before she figured out what she really wanted to ask, and her heart accelerated to an uncomfortable pace. “Were you married?”
“No, darlin’, relax.” He frowned at her. “Abby is my cousin Jerry’s wife, not mine.”
Ali’s face caught fire it was so hot. “You jerk—you did that on purpose,” she said trying not to laugh.
“Did not. I thought I told you her name. Why would you think I lied about being married before? I’ve never lied to you about anything.”
“That right there is a lie. You lied to me today.”
 He dropped the knife and looked at her, surprise all over his face. “Did not.”
“‘I’ll stop by when I’m done at the store’,” she quoted. “What was that?”
“That was not a lie,” he said holding up one finger. “But an intervention.”
“Inter—ah, you jerk.”
“And,” he said. “I wanted to get the baby carrier and I…picked up dessert, but it’s a surprise. You don’t get to see it.”
“You purposely made two trips to the store—because you wanted me to sweat through the experience.”
“No, darlin’, that hurt me just as much as it hurt you. I told you though, you need to get out and get comfortable in public again—with Micah.” He picked the knife back up and started slicing mushrooms. “I plan to take you out tomorrow too. Where would you like to go?”
She shook her head adamantly. “Forget it.” 
“You’re going, don’t argue.” 
“Excuse me? Who made you the boss?”
“I already told you, when you don’t take care of yourself, I get to be the boss of you.”
She snatched a cucumber slice from the salad. “What are you talking about?”
“When we went to lunch in St Helena,” he said.
“God—that seems like a lifetime ago.” She thought about the drive and lunch. Making love with Johnny again for the first time since seeing him in Hawaii…had it really only been a few weeks? He was already starting work. They’d hardly had any time to be together with everything that had happened. “Do you have any idea who you’re going to be partnered with?”
“Nope. You know a lot of the guys, don’t you? Anyone I should try to avoid?” 
She cleared her throat. “I know a few.”
“Really, well…when you say it like that I have to ask. How many of them have you dated?” He grinned at her, his blue eyes showing amusement. 
She shook her head at the irony and wished like hell he hadn’t asked that question. 
“I’m joking, sweetheart.”
“Yeah, I know.”
“Then what’s wrong?” He asked. “What’s the problem?”
 Ali looked at him then away again. “I wouldn’t normally date a cop…on purpose.”
“Well, darlin’, I am a cop so that’s not totally true, is it?”
She pursed her lips. “I know.”
“But…you married a cop.” 
“Why do you think Mark isn’t a cop anymore?”
“What are you talking about?”
“I asked him to quit…just before he made detective.”
He raised an eyebrow at her. “What the hell for?”
Ali shrugged her shoulders and looked away. “I didn’t like being married to a cop.” 
“And he agreed—just like that, he quit simply because you asked him to.” Johnny went back to slicing tomatoes. “He wanted to start his own business anyway, right.”
When she didn’t answer he must have realized it wasn’t true. God Mark loved his job. She place Micah’s food on the table and sat back in her chair, now sick with the memory. She hated what she’d done. She had been just as manipulative as Carl.
“Why did he quit, Ali?” 
“I gave him an ultimatum,” she muttered. 
“Why would you ask him to quit something he loved?”
 “I didn’t want to be married to a cop. I spent my nights home alone scared all the time. I hated it.”
 “But, Ali, the chances of something happening—”
“Are high—I’m not stupid,” Ali said. “He might have been killed—almost was.”
“I can’t believe he quit because you told him to and now you’re not even married anymore.”
“I guess I did Sarah a favor.”
“It’s not funny, Ali.”
“I know it’s not funny. I have to live with what I did to him every day of my life.” She stood and faced him. “The only thing that makes it easier is knowing I may have saved his life.”
“Ali…”
“Don’t look at me like that. He’s happy with his business. He makes damn good money and he loves what he does now.” And it was true. He loved what he was doing, and he was much better at protecting people than chasing down criminals. 
Johnny stared at her unblinking and she knew he’d never believe Mark was happier now. “I had no choice.” 
“No choice?” he said, his voice dripping with disappointment.
“One night there was a really bad standoff. Two cops had been shot already and they had the guy held in an upstairs apartment. I watched it on the news—when they entered the building another cop had been shot.” Ali sank back into her chair. “I’ll never forget it. I was sick all night. I called and couldn’t get any answers. I assumed they wouldn’t tell me anything because Mark had been one of the cops that had been killed. When he came in the door, I felt so relieved…and mad.” She looked at Johnny, but he didn’t seem convinced by her story. “Do you know what that’s like—as a wife?”
Johnny shook his head and turned away to look out the window into the back yard. “I need to go start the grill,” he said and walked out the back door, letting the screen slam shut behind him. 
She waited for several minutes then picked up Micah and followed him out. He stood with his hands on his hips staring into the lit grill. 
The backyard was huge, much bigger than Ali realized. Toward the back, a loveseat sat nestled behind a grouping of bushes, shaded by a large sycamore tree. On the other side there was a small seating area with wicker furniture set in a circle. The patio had a large built in brick barbeque surrounded by a bar with several barstools. In the center of the patio, three wooden park benches circled a huge, round stone fire pit. 
Johnny tossed a couple of logs into the fire pit. He lit the fire and turned toward the house, stopping when he saw her standing there.
“Nice back yard,” she said.
“Yeah, Sarah did a real nice job with it.” He held up a finger and said, “I’ll be right back with the chicken.” 
Ali nodded then went over and sat on a bench next to the fire pit, turning Micah so he could look around the backyard. The weather was perfect with a slight breeze blowing the leaves on the trees. It’d been a long time since Ali had spent any real time outside. She used to like walking the neighborhood pushing Micah in his stroller, but she couldn’t force herself out these days. 
A few minutes later, Johnny came back out and gingerly placed the marinated chicken on the grill. He watched it for another minute before strolling over and sitting on the bench across from her. 
“I’m not so heartless as you think. It was a hard time for us. Mark understood and he knows I’m sorry for what I did.” 
“You know, Ali…” Johnny looked up from the flames to make eye contact. “That’s a dangerous game to play.” He ran his hands through his hair and looked up at the sky. “What would you have done if Mark had walked out on you?” 
“I’ve grown up a lot since then, Johnny. You can’t judge me for something I did almost ten years ago.”
“You’re right, I shouldn’t, but the reality of it is, I am a cop. Period—there’s no changing that. It’s a part of who I am.”
“I know—I understand. I accept you no matter what you are. I would never do something like that again.”
“Don’t ever play games with me, Ali, never and no kind.” 
He got up to check the chicken and Ali’s heart felt like it might jump out of her chest. 
He sat back down and said, “I don’t give in to ultimatums or threats. I don’t communicate like that. If you have a problem, be honest with me about it and we can talk it out and I’ll do the same for you—no bullshit.”
“I already know I can talk to you about anything,” she said. 
“As long as it’s truthful, I don’t like lies.”
“I know, I don’t either,” she said.
“Any other skeletons you want to share.”
“No, I think you know everything else already. How about you?”
“I’ve never manipulated anyone in my life. I was a bad kid. I liked to get into trouble. Spent a couple of nights in juvenile hall when I was in high school. One day I woke up and decided I didn’t want to be a bad guy. I finished high school, joined the Marines, did a full tour…got out, went to school for criminal justice and the police academy. End of story. The rest you know. I told you about Lisa—that’s it. I met you and came here.”
“You never answered my question from before.” 
He narrowed his eyes at her. “Which question?”
“Did you see any other women after Maui?”
“Not one.” He rubbed a hand on the back of his neck. “Haven’t even looked at another woman since the very first time I laid eyes on you—didn’t want to. I just wanted more of you. I couldn’t get you out of my head.”
“Sorry,” she said looking away. 
“Don’t be.” He stood up and went to sit next to her. “You are the best thing that’s ever happened to me.” He took her hand and smiled at Micah. “You too, Micah.”
“Do you still feel like that even after what I told you?”
“Nothing has changed. Just don’t leave me when you get scared I’ve been shot.”
“Don’t get shot.” 
“I won’t, but there will still be those nights that you’ll worry. You have to trust me to come home.”
“I promise to trust you to come home.”
He nodded then got up to check on the chicken. 






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-One
 
Johnny stared at her, not sure he believed her. “Are you trying to make me believe you’ve never made S’mores?”
“Maybe? I think when I was a kid. I wish Jamie was here, he’d love this.”
“So, next time we’ll do it with him,” he said. “Hand me a stick and I’ll show you how it’s done.”
She handed him a metal skewer and watched him thread the marshmallow onto the end. “My dad took us camping a couple of times when we were kids but I barely remember.”
“Nothin’ to it—toast the marshmallow, stack one gram cracker, a square of chocolate, and add the cooked marshmallow to the top. Then another gram cracker and squish it together. I like my marshmallow a little burnt.”
Ali nodded and stuck a marshmallow in the end of her metal skewer. “Do I have to burn it?”
“Nope. Test out a few and see how you like ‘em first. When you get the marshmallow the way you like it, make your S’more.”
Johnny helped Ali build her S’more then she made one for him while he bounced around holding Micah. “Micah, when you get teeth, I’ll show you how to do this too. Maybe we’ll start an annual camping trip and get your Mama back in the habit. We don’t have the Smokies around here, but I’m sure we can find a cool place.”  
“We have the Sierras,” Ali said licking the marshmallow off her fingers.
“That’ll work too,” he said and thought about how much they looked like a family now, barbequing and talking about future plans. It’d been so long since he’d been a part of a real family. He missed it and hoped Ali would get comfortable with the idea of them being a family too. Soon enough she’d realize how great they all were together. He smiled and looked down at Micah. “You ‘bout finished, sweetheart? He’s yawning big time—oh and gnawing on his little fingers.”
“Yep.” She dropped the chocolate and everything else back in the bag and stood up. 
“Here take him while I put the fire out.”
“Won’t it burn itself out?” 
“No. I don’t want to take any chances with fire.”
“Right. Sorry,” she said. 
He grinned at her. “Nothing to be sorry about. Go ahead and take him in, I’ll be there in a second.”
 


 
Ali snuggled up on the couch with Micah and his bottle, and Johnny went to work setting up the portable crib in the living room. “You should do it in the bedroom then we won’t have to move it,” she said.
“I’m not going to move it.” Johnny lifted his head to look at her. 
“I thought he was sleeping in the room with us?” Ali said, tension creeping into her shoulders. 
“Look here, sweetheart,” he said. “I’ll put this up right here, it’s right outside the bedroom door. We can keep the door open and you’ll hear every little noise he makes.”
“Why don’t you want him in the room with us?”
“Because you need another baby step. He’ll be so close you won’t even need a baby monitor.” 
“But…I won’t be able to see him.”
“Darlin’, I promise to keep you so busy you won’t mind it.” He lifted up and stared at her for a moment. “Look here.” He laid a hand on the wall and said, “The bedroom is two feet away. It’s only one wall and an open door between us and Micah.”
Her eyes drifted down to Micah, he was right but that didn’t make her feel any better about it. 
“We are taking baby steps until you—we.” He pointed between the three of them. “—until we are back to normal. Believe me, this isn’t easy on me either, but I can’t have you walking around afraid of your own shadow all the time.” 
Ali didn’t argue. She’d move Micah into the bed with them or move out to the sofa after Johnny was sleeping if she needed to. 
When Johnny had the crib set up and Micah had fallen asleep, they both kissed him good night and laid him down under his blue blanket. 
“See, he’ll never know the difference,” Johnny whispered.
“I know, it’s fine. I’m fine.” She hugged herself, staring down on Micah. She didn’t know what was more important, convincing herself, or him. 
He rested his hands on her shoulders. “Maybe I should postpone my start date at work,” he said. “They’ll understand if I ask for another week after what happened.”
Ali turned to face him. “No, I’m fine. I can take care of things by myself.” With a wave of self-loathing, she remembered her vow to be more independent. She sidestepped him and went back to sit on the couch.
He followed her over and said, “What’s that look?” He tilted his head as he stared down at her. “Micah will be fine out here tonight, I promise.”  
She brushed her hair back and said, “I’m not worried.” 
“Then what is it? You’re upset about something.”
“I’m fine and I can take care of myself,” she said. “Thank you for wanting to help, but I’m capable of handling things on my own.”
“Is that what this is about, your pride?” he asked. “Have I injured your delicate sensibilities by wanting to help you?”
She narrowed her eyes at him. “Don’t patronize me, Johnny.”
His voice dropped low and he ran a finger down her cheek. “I have no doubt you can handle yourself. I’ve already seen how strong you are.”
“Yeah? Is that why you tricked me into going to the store today?”
“I don’t want you to go through the anxiety alone. I gave you a little push because I knew you could do it. Ditto with keeping Micah out here tonight.” 
She couldn’t help feel a little defensive. She was a joke compared to him, compared to everyone. “I just…I feel like.” She dropped her hands on her legs and rubbed her jeans up and down, looking for the right words. “I’ve always had someone to take care of me and I need to be more independent.”
“You’ve been alone since Christmas, taking care of your kids on your own. What is that, if not independent?”
Ali shrugged her shoulders. “I feel like I’m an inadequate person—woman, because I rely so heavily on men to take care of me. First Mark—still Mark in a lot of ways, then Carl, and now you.”






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Two
 
His eyes widened slightly. “What?” 
As if she didn’t feel self-conscious enough, he looked at her like she had three heads. “It’s true. What am I if I can’t take care of myself and my children without a man around?”
“I also rely on you.” He laid a hand on his chest. “Does that make me an inadequate man?”
 “You don’t rely on me,” she said knitting her eyebrows together.
“I do, I absolutely do.” He reached out for her hand and pulled her closer. “When you’re not with me I’m a complete wreck, and don’t know what to do with myself. It’s pathetic really.” He lifted her chin then ran his finger along her forehead to brush her bangs out of the way. 
She leaned back on the couch as he kissed his way from her jaw line down to the soft skin between her breasts. “I have never needed anyone like I need you.” He expertly slid the buttons open on her blouse and said, “And I have never wanted a woman like I want you…all the time.”
 He unclipped the front of her bra and cupped her breast with his hands. She moaned when he took her nipple into his mouth. 
“You know,” she said running her hands through his hair.
“Hum,” he said looking up into her eyes.
“I thought I was quite the rebel after having a one night stand with you, now we’ve blown that image straight to hell.” 
“I guess we’ll have to do something else adventurous to keep your reputation intact.” He smiled and continued brushing his lips across her collarbone. “Maybe we should really shake our fist at the world and not use a condom.” 
She laughed. “We don’t use condoms.” 
“Aha…see,” he said. “We’re living on the edge.”
“Honey, that’s not edgy. We’re both clean and I’m on the pill.”
His eyes popped up and met hers. “You’re on the pill?” 
“Yeah, is that a problem for you?”
“No, I figured you were—just confirming.” 
“You’re about two and a half months too late to confirm something like that.”
“Why?” He kissed his way down to her navel. “Are you pregnant?” 
“No, but if you were worried you should have asked in Maui.” 
“First, I used a condom in Maui.” He lifted and removed his own shirt. “Second, I’m not worried. I would love nothing more than for you to be pregnant.”
She gasped and pushed at him. “Don’t say that.” 
“It’s true.” He looked up at her face. “Why? You’re not done are you? You can still get pregnant, can’t you?”
“Yeah, but not now, things are hard enough right now.”
“We have Micah, I can wait.” He leaned back down to kiss her navel before unhooking her slacks. When her pants were open, he rested his cheek on her stomach. “Are you sure you’re not pregnant?” 
Ali laughed. “I’m pretty sure.” Her stomach did flips at the thought of having his baby. She rested her hand on his head and said, “You really want to have a baby with me one day.”
He looked up and into her eyes. “I would love to see my baby growing in your tight little tummy.” 
“Can you wait a couple of years?”
Johnny smiled and said, “Yeah…but I want a girl next time.” 
Ali’s entire body relaxed. If only Micah was his child. She fought back the emotions pushing through and said, “I would love a little girl too, unfortunately I don’t have much control over it.” 
“I guess we’ll have to keep trying until we get it right.”
“Ha-ha—now I’m terrified.” 
“Don’t be—think about how much fun we’ll have while we’re trying.” He slid his hands up and cupped her breasts, letting his tongue roam her stomach.
She moaned and said, “That feels really good.” 
“You taste really good…it must be the water out here in California. You’re so damn sweet. I swear I’ll never get enough of you.” He tugged on her pants while his teeth grazed her hip. 
“I thought we were going to break-in the bed.”
“We are.” He stood and scooped her up like a baby, carrying her into the bedroom and sitting her on the bed before stripping off his pants. He pulled her to the edge of the bed as she wrapped her legs around his waist. “I figure…” he said breathless as he kissed her. “It’s going to take all night to really get the bed ready…tomorrow it should be perfect.” 
“Tomorrow…” she whispered, wishing he’d shut up and make love to her already. 
“Yeah, I’m gonna need you here at least one more night.” One hand threaded through her hair while the other found the sweet spot between her legs. “Maybe even two.” He parted her with his fingers and asked, “Is that okay with you?”
“Umhum,” she moaned biting her bottom lip and dropping her head back arching her body closer to his.
“I thought it would be.”
Ali loved his touch. It was masterful and so controlled. She could think of nothing else but his mouth, hands, fingers, even his breath on her skin seemed seductive. She moved with him, drawing closer and wanting more—everything. 
He laid her back and kissed his way down to between her legs. She stretched and gasped when his mouth found the right spot. 
“God damn you’re sweet.” He kissed her inner thigh, nipping the skin. An electric charge rushed up her spine with every touch and every kiss. 
God…how did he always know where to touch her? His hands felt like her personal pleasure toy and he knew exactly how to use them. She felt secure and content with him and with every new sensation he gave her, she was more completely his.
“Johnny,” she gasped and jerked up nearly losing her control. 
“I know, sunshine… but we got all night.” He took her mouth, sucking her lip and pressing against her. Ali gripped his hips and tried to pull him closer until she felt him properly, but he wouldn’t give. He pushed her back down and hovered over her, slowly kissing her and licking her skin one region at a time until Ali was sure she’d go mad.
“J…Johnny…oh, no, you…can’t…” 
“What was that?” he asked
He smiled against her stomach. “You want me to stop?” 
“Nooo…God no, don’t stop…please.” 
He kissed his way back up her stomach to her chest until he got to her chin; he nipped her chin then parted her lips with his tongue. He stopped and looked into her eyes. “Alison…” he crooned. “My sweet Alison…I love you.” 
Ali listened to the rhythmic sound of his sexy voice and thought she was living in a dream. It was too good, too perfect to be real. This man and his love had clutched her heart with one hand and her soul with the other and she knew he would never let go. 
When he slipped inside her, she came alive with such lurid sensations a soft cry slipped from between her lips. “Oh my God, baby.”   
She didn’t think she could take anymore. It was just this side of delirious torture, and then he thrust inside her again, harder. She moved with him, grasping his hips to help him keep pace, hoping beyond hope he didn’t stop. 
“Open your eyes, sweetheart.”
Her eyes popped open and she lost what little control she still held. 
“There’s my sunshine.” 
His whispered words pushed her over the edge. She shuddered and gripped him as she cried out. Seconds later he tightened, grunted, and then quivered with one last thrust before stopping and gently lowering himself down next to her. 
His heart pounded next to hers. She closed her eyes, more content and happy than she’d been in many years. Her life had changed so dramatically over the past few months. Maybe Johnny was right, maybe she needed to stop worrying about things and just be happy she was in love and had a future with him to look forward too. 
 


 
Ali woke up to her cell phone ringing on the bedside table. “Hello?” she answered blinking at the sun shining in the room.
“Mrs. Hayes?”
“Yes, this is she.” 
“This is Linda from Doctor Webber’s office calling to reschedule Micah’s appointment. We have an opening this afternoon. Will you be able to bring Micah in?”
“Um…this afternoon?” she asked as Johnny came into the room carrying Micah.
“Yes, ma’am, we had a cancellation today.”
“Today…what time?” Ali asked, rubbing sleep from her eyes. 
“One-fifteen this afternoon.” 
She looked at Johnny and said, “Okay…we can be there at one fifteen.” 
“Great! We can’t wait to see Micah again.”
“Thank you.” She closed her phone and laid it back on the nightstand. 
“Who was that?” Johnny asked.
“Good morning, sweetpea.” She reached out for Micah. “It was the doctor’s office. They wanted to reschedule his appointment.”
“Reschedule…what appointment?”
“He’s late for his four-month well baby appointment and they want to follow-up from when he was seen in Sacramento after he was found. I didn’t make it to the appointment last Wednesday.”
“Ali, if Micah needs to go get checked out, you shouldn’t put it off.”
She moaned, hiding her face in the bed. “I know…” 
“Why didn’t you ask me to take you?”
“I don’t know, I was just afraid.” Her words were muffled by the comforter. She poked her eye out to see him. “Will you take us today?”
“Of course I’ll take you.” He reached out and stroked his hand down the length of her hair. “Let me take you out to breakfast, how about Crepes N’ More?”
She popped her head up. “You’re kidding me, right?” 
“Nope—not kidding—I think that’s a good baby step.”
“I don’t think so.”
“Yes, ma’am, we’re going. Go shower.” He grabbed her duffle bag and unzipped it. “Come on, get up.”






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Three
 
When Johnny parked the car, Ali’s body grew heavy in protest. He reached over for her hand, but she couldn’t look at him. Her sanity hung by a thread and his eyes would only make her lose control faster. He waited, watching her, and Ali didn’t understand why this was important to him. Why here? Why this restaurant? She fought back tears and nausea at the same time. When Johnny squeezed her hand and quietly said, “Let’s go,” she thought her heart would jump out of her chest.
Ali shook her head and kept her eyes forward. Johnny released her hand then got out of the car and walked to her door. When the door opened she held her breath as he reached in and clicked her seat belt off. “I can’t carry you and Micah,” he said glowering over her. “We’re going in there. You can do this, sweetheart.”
Ali shook her head again. 
Johnny squatted next to her. “Take a deep breath, you’re turning blue.”
“I don’t think I can do it,” she gushed out, releasing the air in her lungs. 
He reached over and cupped her chin, turning her to face him. “You need this…we need to do this.” When she didn’t respond, he stood and opened the back door to get Micah out of the car seat. 
She turned quickly, her voice rising. “I don’t think I can do it.” 
He held his hand out. “Come on, Micah and I will help you.” He looked at her face and said, “Take a deep breath and take my hand.” 
Ali inhaled slowly, getting dizzy with the rush of air. She reached out for his hand, he felt warm and soft, but strong. He squeezed hers and gave her a little tug to get her out of the car. 
He closed the door and backed her against the car, locking eyes with her. “If you want to prove your independence, fight this fear and walk into the restaurant with me.”
She nodded, her cheeks hot. What a contradiction she looked like when he put it like that. What a coward she was for acting like such a baby.
“Sunshine, I’m not trying to make you feel worse. I need to make sure you can handle things on your own when we’re not together. I don’t want to worry about you. Put one foot in front of the other and keep moving forward.”
 
Once she slid into the booth, an overwhelming sense of relief washed through her. And an overwhelming sense of frustration, mixed with love made her smile up at Johnny when he took her hands across the table and told her how well she had done. He was relentless, and it drove her crazy, but it also worked. 
 


 
After paying the tab, Johnny took her hand and they walked out together. Ali glanced around, following his instructions on where to look and what to look for. She held her head up, and with a racing pulse walked to the car without hesitation. He was right, instead of trying to prove she didn’t need a man to take care of her, she needed to start living and breathing it. But that was easier said than done. She’d never felt personally in danger before. The idea of having to protect herself if someone approached made her feel extremely vulnerable. Mark had given her the basics of self-defense when they were married, but she never took it seriously on the assumption that he would always be there to protect her. When Mark wasn’t there, she had Carl and she always felt safe with him as well. 
She thought of the grip Carl had on her arm, and rubbed at the bruises. Proof she was, at least somewhat, capable of protecting herself. Johnny was right, she needed to feel safe on her own. He couldn’t be there all the time and she appreciated that he wanted her to know how to handle herself, instead of always wanting to hover over her to protect her. 
Now with a real threat, she wanted to kick herself for being blind to the dangers lurking out there for her and her kids. The safe, secure little world she treasured had been invaded and now nothing would ever be the same. She would always be scared and she hated that. It didn’t help now that she knew Carl wasn’t to be trusted. As much as she hated him for what he’d done during their marriage, she never thought she had to fear him like she did now. 
She thought about Sarah and how she’d spent so many years hiding from a man who would hunt her down one day. Was this the same? Was Micah a target now? It was her job as his mother to protect him, could she do it? She shuddered at the thought, and it got Johnny’s attention. 
“Everything okay?” He asked.
“Do you think they’ll come back for him?” she asked. “—the same people?”
“I think he is as safe as any other baby. They gave him back, didn’t they?” He looked over at her from the driver’s seat. “We’ll keep him safe, sweetheart.”
 She stared at him, admiring his self-confidence and strength. “Why after getting hit by that car twice, are you not afraid?”
“It’s not the first time someone has tried to run me down. It’s different for cops; we deal with things like that every day.” He shrugged. “I guess I’m a little immune to it.” 
Ali looked over when he stopped the car, surprised they were sitting in her driveway. 
He put the car in park and said, “Let’s run in and get some more stuff for y’all tonight before we head over to the doctor’s office.”
“Tonight?” 
“Yeah.” He grinned at her. “You told me last night you would stay another night.”
“I did?”
“Yes, ma’am. Don’t you remember?” 
“No.” Ali stared at his smile and tried to remember the conversation from the night before. “I would like to stay another night, but I don’t remember talking…” His eyes lit up and she realized what the joke was. “Oh…you’re sneaky.”
“Remember now?”
“Umhum…yeah, I recall something about needing another night to break the bed in.” She smiled and opened the car door.
 


 
Ali and Micah spent another two nights with Johnny, but she insisted on going home on Thursday, uneasy about keeping Micah away from home for so long. Each night Johnny moved Micah’s crib further and further away from his bedroom to give Ali the baby steps she needed. When he took her home on Thursday he went directly upstairs and moved the crib before she could stop him. When she realized what he had done she had a hard time with it until he’d convinced her it was the right thing to do. 
As she settled back in at home he’d stayed and spent the morning with her before his orientation at work. They did everything together from separating the laundry, to cleaning the kitchen while Micah sat in his highchair watching. Ali loaded the dishwasher as Johnny wandered the house looking for any stray dirty dishes. 
When he brought in another cup, she snatched it up and placed it into the dishwasher. 
“Carl?” he said out loud.
“No, I’m Ali.” She teased but the look on his face made her stop mid-laugh. “What’s wrong?” 
“When was Carl here?” 
Her eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Excuse me?” 
“When was Carl here?” he asked again, raising his voice this time. She stared at him not sure what to say. Then he held up the Starbucks coffee cup with Carl’s name written in bold black ink.
“Oh…ah.” She looked back down into the dishwasher. “He stopped by on Monday morning.”
Johnny stared at her for a long moment, but when she didn’t respond, he tossed the cup into the trash and walked out of the room. 
“Oh hell…” Ali cursed to herself and dried her hands before rushing out behind him. He was standing stock still, staring out the living room window, his anger prevalent in his stance. 
“He came to see Micah.” 
“Do you think that makes me feel better?” he asked through gritted teeth.
“Johnny, it doesn’t matter now. I made it clear to him that we didn’t want him around. He won’t be back.”
“Yeah—but you forgot to mention he was coming—you didn’t tell me he was here.”
“He is Micah’s father. He had a right to see him.”
Johnny went wide-eyed and gave her an exasperated look. “No!” he shouted. “Stop saying that. He is not Micah’s father.”
“I wish it weren’t true too, but I can’t change biology.”
“Biology doesn’t mean shit. I became Micah’s father the first time I fed him a bottle, and the first time I got up with him in the middle of the night—and the fucking day I jumped in front of a speeding car to save him.” His breath caught at the tail end of his sentence and he turned away.
The pain in Johnny’s voice made her stomach jump with nerves. “I know—I know you love him.”
 “And that’s not the point—why didn’t I know he was coming?”
“I didn’t want to upset you.” 
“So after our conversation on Monday night, you still didn’t feel the need to be honest with me about it.” As he spoke his voice rose louder. 
“I…I…, no, because it didn’t mean anything.” 
He stepped closer to her. “It sounds more like you have something to hide.” 
“No, I haven’t hidden anything from you.”
“You also haven’t been forthcoming at all, Ali.” He stepped closer yet again, getting right in her face. “I can’t protect you when I don’t know what you’re up to.”
Blood rushed to her face, her anger spiking—the fucking nerve of him to speak to her like she was his child. “I’m a grown woman. I don’t need your permission to see anyone.”
“Carl is dangerous! What if he hurts Micah or tries to take him?”
“He would hardly hold Micah, much less pick him up and leave with him.” Johnny took a step back and shook his head, anger seeping from him.
“No more.” He pointed to the floor. “Not unless I’m here.” 
“This is my house,” she screamed. “You don’t get to make all the rules here. If you don’t like my decisions, you don’t have to be here.”
“Is that what you want, Ali. You want me to walk?” 
“I want you to respect me. Trust me a little. Let me make decisions when it comes to my kids.”
“You want me to trust you…but you don’t trust me enough to tell me he was coming over here.” He stepped away from her and faced the window again looking out at the front yard. “Forget it…just fucking forget it,” he whispered, turning toward the kitchen. 
Ali stepped inside as Johnny was strapping Micah back into the highchair. He turned and walked passed her.
The realization nearly knocked her down. He was leaving. “Johnny, what are you doing?” She asked, following him out of the kitchen. “You’re leaving—just like that—you’re walking out on me!”
Johnny shook his head as he walked into the foyer. “Yeah, I need to go.” 
Ali reached out for his arm but he jerked away. “Stop—just stop for a minute, Johnny.” She could hardly speak through the panic racing through her system. “Let me tell you—I want to talk—” She took a breath as her chest constricted. 
When the front door closed behind him she screamed. “You fucking coward!” 






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Four
 
Ali stared at the paused screen, shocked at how well they’d cleaned up the images of Micah’s kidnappers. She’d only gotten a few seconds to see them in person, but looking at the enhanced digital images on the news, she couldn’t believe how good they were. It was definitely worth the extra effort Shane had put into it. Now the question was, would it make any difference…or were they already in Mexico sipping margaritas?
She hit play, but paused again when the doorbell sounded. 
She tiptoed over to the front door and quietly peered through the peep hole. Mark and Jamie. Right. It’s Friday. She shook her head and tugged the door open.
“Hey,” she said and smiled wide at Jamie.
“Hey,” Mark said, narrowing his eyes at her. “What’s up?”
She shrugged. “Nothing. Thanks for dropping him off even though it was my turn.”
“You didn’t want to get out of your pajamas?” he said, his eyes traveling to her bare feet then back up to her face.
“Right.” She rolled her eyes at his disapproving tone. “You got it.” She gripped the door, ready to close it and said, “See you later.”
“Wait, Ali.”
“For what?” She lifted an eyebrow at him. “I’m not in the mood for a lecture.”
“What the hell is up with you?” He sidestepped her and walked into the house. “Are you sick?”
She shut the door behind him and turned. “No, Mark.”
“You look like hell. Where’s Johnny? Where’s Micah?”
He stepped into the living room and said, “Jamie, take your stuff upstairs, I want to talk to your mom for a minute.
“Mom, can I play my game when I’m done putting my stuff away?” he said, snatching up his bag.
“Yeah, make sure you put your dirty clothes in the laundry basket. I don’t want to find a pile on your floor.”
He grinned and bolted up the stairs.
When Jamie left the room, Ali turned back to Mark, who was staring at the two faces on the TV. He bowed his head then glanced around the dark room. “Ali…”
She threw her hands into the air. “What?”
He walked over and drew the cord to open her curtains. “Why are you sitting in the dark, hiding behind a locked door alone?”
“So I haven’t dressed yet. What’s the big deal?”
“You don’t do this. You’re not this person, Al.” He walked over to Micah, who was strapped into the swing. Micah watched the exchange with little interest. “Hey, Micah.” Mark picked him up and cradled him in his arms, meeting Ali’s eyes. “Are you okay? Talk to me…what’s wrong with you?”
Why did it take the mere words ‘are you okay’ to send her into a sobbing, blubbering mess all the time? If he would’ve said anything else she could’ve convinced him she was fine. Of course Mark would know what to say to set her off. 
She took a breath and tried like hell to get the words out without her chin quivering. “Nothing…just leave me alone.”
“I’m absolutely not leaving you alone. Tell me what’s going on. Where is Johnny?” 
“I don’t know.” She covered her face with her hand. “He walked out on me.”
Mark walked over to the coffee table and gathered up a handful of tissue and brought them to her. “What the hell happened?”
She snatched the tissue, cleaned her face, and plopped down onto the sofa. “He got mad and stormed out. It was so stupid.”
“Why…what made him mad?” 
She threw her hand up and let it drop to her lap. God the tone in his voice was so condescending. Of course he assumed everything was her fault. “I let Carl come over to see Micah.” 
“Oh…” Mark said looking down at the baby still clutched in his left hand. “So let me get this straight… Carl now wants to see Micah, just out of the blue.”
“Micah is his son, Mark. The kidnapping freaked him out, now he’s feeling all…possessive about the baby.”
“Really,” Mark said. “Possessive about the baby? Or possessive about you?” Ali glanced at him out of the corner of her eye. 
Mark leaned in, forcing her to meet his eyes. “Carl made it clear he didn’t want to be a father.”
“So…he changed his mind,” Ali said. “People change their minds all the time.”
“Changed his mind in two weeks?” Mark shook his head. “No, something’s not right. The same day Micah came home, Carl told me he didn’t want to be a father.”
Ali focused her eyes on his face. “What—when?”
“The last day he was here, we had a conversation about what he did to Sarah…didn’t I tell you?”
“No.”
“Carl told me you went behind his back to get pregnant even though he didn’t want a baby.”
“I was on the pill—I didn’t plan this. It just happened.” She pounded her fist to her forehead. “God, I wouldn’t do that.”
“He said as your pregnancy progressed, he got more desperate to get out of the marriage. When you went into labor he freaked out and did what he did to Sarah because that was something you would never forgive him for.”
 “Oh my god,” Ali whispered and started to cry again.
“Ali, don’t.” He reached out for her, but she jerked away. “He’s a nut job. Don’t do this to yourself.”
“He’s a nut job because I made him one! Like you…like Johnny. I’m awful. Why do you stupid men fall in love with such an awful person?”
“Stop it. You’re a great person. That’s why we love you. Johnny will come around.”
“No, he’s gone.” She covered her face and wished she could shrink into the sofa and disappear. “He hates me.” She hiccupped. “—left without a second glance.”
“Maybe you should call him?”
 “I didn’t tell him Carl came here to see Micah. He found out by accident.”
“Oh…” His eyebrows lifted. “So you lied about it.”
“I didn’t lie, I just didn’t tell him.”
“Bullshit.” The soft tone he had before was gone. “You know perfectly well that Johnny wouldn’t want you and Micah alone with Carl.”
“I didn’t want to fight about it.”
He chuckled without humor. “And look where that got you.”
“Oh shut up and go to hell, Mark.” She blew her nose and dropped sideways to lie down.
“You can’t lie around and cry all day. You have two kids to take care of.”
Her tears started all over again, the weight of what she’d done to the three men she had loved crushed her. “I’m so sorry I hurt you.”
“Fucking shit, you know, Ali, I’m sick to death with comforting you in all your guilt. Get over it and get on with your life, I have. If you really feel bad, get off your ass and go call Johnny.”
“No, he was hurt. Too hurt. He loves Micah so much. The look on his face when I told him Carl held the baby…uh God and I didn’t tell him about it.”
 “He’s pissed off because he’s worried about you and Micah,” Mark said. “And you don’t have to give Carl visitation. He doesn’t have any rights, Ali. He abandoned Micah at birth. You don’t have to do anything. Make him take you to court.”
“That’s the really crappy part of this whole thing. I told Carl to get out and to stay away from us. I made it very clear I wasn’t giving him visitation. Of course Johnny was so pissed, he wouldn’t hear anything I had to say.”
Mark bounced Micah as Micah started to whine and chew on his fist. “You need to get up and feed this baby then spend some time with Jamie.” He started pacing with Micah. “You can work things out with Johnny after you take care of your kids.”
“There isn’t anything to work out. I can’t be with someone who walks out without trying to fix things.”
“You need to stop with your pity party and think about what he’s going through too,” Mark said meeting her eyes. “You don’t understand how much more he has to lose.”
“What are you talking about?” She stood and wrapped her robe, knotting it. “I have plenty to lose.”
“You have him to lose. He has you, Micah, and Jamie to lose. He has to figure the sooner he gets out, the less it will hurt in the long run. If you’re lying to him now he has to assume you’ll lie again.”
“I’m not trying to hurt him. I love him. I was trying to do the right thing for Micah.”
“I believe that, but Johnny has to believe it. If he feels like he can’t trust you to be honest with him, he won’t stick around and wait for you prove him wrong. The longer he’s here and the closer he gets to your kids the more it’ll hurt later if you lie again and he has to leave. He’s protecting himself.”
 


 
Johnny sat in the backyard with his beer trying to concentrate on getting past the weekend and getting to work. He’d been through his orientation and been assigned a partner, now he needed to get through the long fucking weekend so he’d have something other than Ali to think about.
He couldn’t believe Brian was his new partner. A week ago he would have been happy about it, but now he hated it. It’d be much easier to get through losing Ali with someone who didn’t know her so fucking well. But hell no, he had to be assigned the one guy who’s known Ali damn near her whole life. 
Moving on without Ali was going to hurt like hell. It felt like a knife to the chest every time he thought about it. What an idiot he’d been—and he’d thought he had it all figured out. When would he learn? He thought about Micah and the knife in his chest twisted. God he missed that little boy. 
He wouldn’t go to her, wouldn’t give in. She’d been wrong and he’d been right…maybe he’d been an ass about being right, but he was still right. He felt bad for walking out the way he did, but he wouldn’t—couldn’t stick around and be lied to. Withholding was the same as lying in his book. Carl was dangerous and she needed to be careful around him, which was what she didn’t seem to want to believe. God…Carl’s way was clear to her now, no obstacles. 
Johnny looked up into the dark sky then back into the fire. Maybe he needed to take steps to make sure she was looked after. 
After another few minutes and another beer he pulled the phone from his pocket. 
“Hello,” Mark answered.
“Hey, Mark…what’s doin’?” Johnny drawled.
“Nothing, what’s up with you?”
“I need a favor, maybe you can help me.”
“What do you need?” Mark asked.
“Do you mind running over to Ali’s…check on her for me?”
“Oh—you worried about her?” Mark asked. “Maybe you should go check on her yourself?”
“Naw, that’s not a good idea,” Johnny said. “We’re sorta done.”
“Sort of?” Mark asked.
“Well, maybe not sorta…maybe just done,” Johnny said. “I am worried though. Carl’s been comin’ round and I think he’s up to something.”
“I talked to Ali earlier when I dropped Jamie off. She’s a bit of a mess, Johnny.”
“But…she’s okay, right?”
“That depends on what you mean by okay.”
“She was safe and Micah too?” Johnny felt the air in his lungs grow heavy.
“She’s a blubbering mess…but physically she’s fine.” 
“Well, now…” He shifted the phone at his ear. “I am sorry to hear she’s unhappy.”
“Then go over there and talk to her.”
“No…I can’t. I need to keep my distance. Maybe Shane would keep an eye on her and the house if I asked? What does he get paid for something like that?”
“Are you that worried about Carl?” Mark asked.
“Yes, sir, I am, but she’d rather believe I’m jealous than believe he could do something wrong.”
“She wants to do the right thing, Johnny.”
“She’s doing the opposite of the right thing.”
“Well, she told him to back off. I don’t think she’s going to let him see Micah again.”
Johnny breathed a sigh of relief. “Good.”
“You should go over there. She’s really messed up about you leaving. I have never in my life seen her like that…including after Carl left her with a brand new baby.”
Johnny sat quietly for a moment, trying to find the words he needed to explain how he felt to Mark. “I’m not trying to hurt her, but I can’t play these games with her.”
“I understand…” Mark said. “But I hope you work it out. I’d hate for you both to lose what you have together.” 
“We don’t have anything together anymore, it’s over,” Johnny muttered. “Just keep an eye on her for me, will you?”
“I’ll try,” Mark said before saying goodbye and hanging up.






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Five
 
“You should take him to school tomorrow,” Mark said as Ali cradled the phone, trying to talk and do dishes at the same time.
“What about Sarah? Can she take him?”
 “Neither of us are too busy, Ali. You need to stop hiding in your house and go outside. I’m not being your enabler.”
“I’m not afraid.” 
“Bullshit. Why have we been taking Jamie to school all week? When was the last time you stepped outside your house?”
“Thursday,” she said.
“Last Thursday—with Johnny. So you haven’t left the house in a week.”
“Can you just do this for me?”
“No, you need to get over it. It’s been over a month since the kidnapping—” 
Ali’s phone beeped. “Can you hold? I have another call.”
“Go ahead,” Mark said.
“Hello,” Ali said drying her hands on her towel.
“Hey, it’s Brian.”
“Hi, Bri—“
“Have you heard from Bennett?” Brian said before she got her greeting out. 
“No, I haven’t in several days…why?”
“What are you talking about? Aren’t you like—together?”
“Ah…no, not anymore. I haven’t seen him since last week. Is something wrong?” 
“Shit! I didn’t know. I’m sorry. I guess that explains why he hasn’t mentioned you all week.”
“What do you mean…have you been hanging out with him?”
“He’s my new partner. You didn’t know?”
“No, wow…really,” she said surprised then remembered that Johnny started work that Monday.
“All right, forget it. I’ll go over there myself,” Brian said.
“What’s going on? Did something happen?”
“I’m not sure. He skipped out after our shift tonight and he seemed pretty messed up about something. I just don’t know what.”
“What happened on your shift?”
“Usual stuff…we’re investigating some drug activity downtown. We had to check out that murder scene over on Hopper.”
“Murder scene…ugh, I thought it was an apartment fire.” Ali grimaced and her stomach did flip-flops. 
“Yeah, some asshole set his apartment on fire after he caught his wife in bed with some other guy.”
“Oh hell, Brian…was she killed?”
“Yeah, they both were.”
“Oh my god, that’s awful.” Ali sighed heavily into the phone. “I think I know what the problem is.”
“Enlighten me so I know what I’m walking into when I go over there.”
“Johnny’s family was killed in a house fire when he was a kid.”
“What!” Brian jostled the phone and said, “His family? You mean his parents?”
“Yeah, and his brother.”
“I had no idea.”
“That’s why his aunt and uncle raised him.”
“Damn,” Brian said. 
“I know.” Ali sighed. “I think I should go over there. He might not want everyone to know about it.”
“Are you sure? I can call Sarah, she knows, right?”
“Yeah, she knows, but I’d rather go.”
“Thanks, Al. Call me if you need me.”
“I will.” She hung up the phone then jumped when it rang in her hand. “Hello.” 
“Did you forget about me?” Mark asked. 
“Sorry, that was Brian. Can you come over and stay with Jamie and Micah for a while? I need to go over to Johnny’s house.”
“You’re leaving the house?”
“I have to. Can you come over or not?”
“Bring them here.” She heard the smile in his voice.
“Mark, why are you being an asshole?”
“Just bring them here, Ali, it’s a good test for you. Actually, if you leave them overnight, I’ll take Jamie to school tomorrow.
“God, you’re such a jerk sometimes.” She brushed the hair off her forehead and rushed from the kitchen to throw some shoes on. “I don’t want to be away from Micah for an entire night.”
“Then forget it, I can’t babysit.”
“I don’t have time to argue about this. I need to go check on Johnny.”
“Why? I thought you weren’t speaking to Johnny right now.”
“He had a really bad shift. Brian said I should go check on him.”
“Oh…” Mark understood exactly what “a bad shift” meant for a cop. “What happened?”
“It’s a long story and I don’t have time.” She huffed and headed upstairs to pack a bag for Micah. “Call Brian if you want the details.”
“When should I expect you to get here?” Again with the freaking smile, damn she hated when he acted all arrogant like that. 
“Just—fine, Mark. Give me a few, jerk.” He laughed as she hung up. 
Ali quickly packed a bag for Micah and loaded the car. Once everyone was strapped in, the familiar panic set in as she backed out of the driveway. Only now she wasn’t sure if she was nervous about leaving the house or about seeing Johnny. She hadn’t seen or heard from him in several, very miserable days. She hoped and wished he’d show up unannounced and surprise her, but he never came and Ali couldn’t build up the nerve to go to him. 
Besides not having the nerve, she kept reminding herself that he had walked out on her—walked out without hesitation. 
What did it matter now, she was going to him because he needed her and she didn’t care about the rest. She missed the hell out of him and he needed her. She’d walk through glass if she had to at this point just to have another hour with him.
 


 
When Ali knocked on Johnny’s door, he didn’t answer. She waited and wondered if he ignored her knock on purpose. She knocked again. “Johnny, I know you’re home,” she said through the door crack. After a moment, she walked back to her car and sat for a minute. “Maybe he went for a walk?” She threw her hands in the air and muttered, “Or…maybe he hates me and won’t open the door.”
Ali glanced at the dark house and noticed the stream of smoke rising from the backyard. “Or maybe he’s in the backyard and can’t hear the door.” She walked over to the side of the house and stood on her tiptoes to peer over the fence. She didn’t see him, but she saw the roaring fire in the fire pit, which meant he wouldn’t be too far. She pulled the lever to open the gate and quietly walked through, closing the gate behind her. 
She followed the brick trail around to the back of the house and saw him sitting on the furthest bench. His long legs stretched out in front of him and his hands laced behind his head. He was leaning back as if to look at the sky, but his eyes were closed. Empty beer bottles littered the lawn, a few smashed against the fence. She lost count at eight bottles. 
After staring at him for several minutes she swallowed back the lump in her throat and said, “Drowning your problems, Detective?” His body gave a slight jerk and his eyes popped open.
He sat upright slowly, reaching over and taking another beer from the half empty case next to him. “So what if I am?” 
“Would you rather talk to a friend?”
“I don’t have any of those.” 
“Wow, I’ve really been demoted haven’t I?” she said trying not to show the hurt she felt.
“What are you doing here?” 
“One of those…non-friends called me looking for you. He said you had a bad shift and he wanted to check on you,” Ali said. “The asshole, I can see why you’re not friends with him either.”
“I’m fine. You don’t need to worry your pretty little head about me.” His accent was thick from the beer and he gave her a sarcastic sideways look.
“I know you’re mad at me, but you don’t have to be mean.”
He gestured to her and said, “Where’s your sidekick?”
“He is staying the night at Mark and Sarah’s.”
He sat up straighter. “You left him overnight?”
She raised her eyebrows. “Baby steps…and Mark blackmailed me. He said he’d keep him overnight or not at all. I didn’t know what kind of mood you were in so I didn’t want to bring him with me.”
“I’m fine,” he said, his voice returning to the cold distant one he’d had when he first spoke to her. 
She took a few steps closer. “Are you going to talk to me or continue to sit there and pout?” 
“I didn’t ask you to come here. If I’m not being a good enough host then you can leave.” 
Ali stepped between him and the fire, shadowing him from the light. “I’m sorry for what happened at work…that must have been hard for you.”
“You don’t need to worry about me,” he said with a slight slur in his voice.
“How many of those have you had?”
“Not enough,” he said taking another swig and standing up. He locked eyes with her for a moment, then turned and stepped up to the fire. Worry lined his face so clearly, it was all she could do not to place her finger between his brows and rub them away.
They stood quietly for a moment then he lifted the bottle to his mouth before throwing it into the fence. 
It took everything she had not to jump in surprise. She reached out to touch his arm. “Will you talk to me?”
“Just go—just leave me the hell alone.”
“I can’t leave you when you’re like this.”
“Why not?” he asked in a raised voice.
“Why do you think? I love you. I’m worried about you.”
“Shut up,” he muttered. “I don’t have the strength for this tonight.”
“Strength for what? Talking to me?” she said. “I didn’t realize conversation with me was such a challenge.”
Johnny slowly moved over to the case of beer and grabbed another one and opened it, throwing the cap into the fire. “Well it is”—he slurred—“just go away.” He turned and walked into the shadows of the back yard, out of the reach of the firelight.
Ali tried not to be hurt by his attitude. He’d had a rough night; the reminder of how he’d lost his parents couldn’t have been easy to swallow. She thought about what Mark had said about Johnny losing her and the kids, and realized how right he was. Johnny certainly did have much more to lose than she. He had already lost one family, and here she was dangling another one over his head like a carrot. Of course he’d leave…self preservation. She slid down on the bench and stared at the fire, trying to will away her tears before facing him again. 
Stop being a coward…go face him. She rubbed a hand over her face and stood back up, walking into the darkness to find him.
“No,” he said, stepping away from her when she came up behind him. 
“I’m sorry.” 
“Yeah, you already said that.”
“I’m sorry for all the other stuff.” Her voice sounded nasally, and for a moment she wished she had one of his beers. “I’m sorry for what happened.”
“No…I don’t believe you are.” He laughed without the slightest bit of humor and said, “You’re not here for that. You’re here to make sure I don’t put my pistol in my mouth.”
Her hand immediately shot to her chest. She gasped as all the air left her lungs, but she managed to stutter out, “Don’t say that.” 
“I’m fine. You can go without the guilt. I’ll get up in the morning and go to work and Brian will never be the wiser.”
“Stop, damn it!” 
He started to walk away, but she grabbed his arm and tried to turn him around. 
“Don’t,” he said in a warning tone.
“Don’t what?” She pushed his shoulder. “Don’t what, Johnny?” She pushed him again out of frustration. “Don’t care about you? Don’t love you? Don’t miss you—don’t what?”
“Don’t touch me,” he said.
“Why?” she asked pushing him again. “At least it gets a reaction out of you.”
“I told you I can’t do this now.” He sounded so defeated and that pissed her off even more.
“I want to help you. I love you.” 
He spun around to face her. “I don’t need your help! I needed your honesty, I needed you to have my back, and I needed you to trust me and second guess him, not the other way around”—he threw his hands up—“forget it!”
“Is that what you think?” she shouted back at him, grabbing his arm as he stalked away from her.
He looked down at her hand. “You’re pushing your luck, woman.” 
“What are you going to do?” She shoved him again. “Fucking talk to me!” Her voice shook in anger and fear, so much so that she had trouble taking a deep breath. 
Johnny turned around and she wished she could see his eyes in the dark. She didn’t know how to read him without being able to really see him. 
“Why are you doing this to me?” 
Ouch. She no longer needed to see him to understand. His voice gave him away. He’d never sounded so weary and broken down. And as bad as it made her feel, it also made her angrier. “Why did you leave me without fighting?” She removed her hand from his arm and placed it on her hip. “Am I not worth a fight to you?”
“You said it yourself, he is Micah’s father. I can’t compete with biology. Why stay and fight if I don’t have a chance.”
He should have been a lawyer, with his ability to twist her words. Angry tears flowed now, and her hands shook so hard she could hardly control them. 
When he turned to walk away she said, “How did I fall in love with someone so weak?”
He turned back. “What did you say?”
“You’re a fucking coward.” She lunged forward and hit him in the chest with both hands as a sob broke from her chest. He tried to grab her hands but she turned and started running. 
Johnny grabbed her and spun her back around. 
“No! I’m leaving!” she shouted as she swung out at him again, making contact with his face this time. 
The contact fueled her fire and she slapped him a second time. Johnny scooped her legs out from under her, sending her to the ground and landing on top of her. It happened too fast for her to react, but then he grinded against her and covered her mouth with his, parting her lips with his tongue. 
Heat rushed her face, and slowly flushed her entire body. 
“I told you you’re pushing your luck, woman.” 






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Six
 
Johnny arched against her, forcing out a cry of relief. “Johnny…I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” He gripped her hands above her head and she tried to free herself. She wanted to touch him. “I love you…just…let me.” 
He bit her jaw and pushed against her. Ali’s mind went blank and she felt nothing but his body pressed hard on hers. Nothing else mattered, the cool grass, the darkness, his painful moans as he moved against her, the strong grip on her hands, it all felt like relief to her. 
When she cried his name again, he abruptly let her go. “I’m sorry!” He lifted up and moved to her side. “Fucking—shit! I’m sorry!” he said holding his hands out.  
“No!” She grabbed him and pulled him back down on top of her. Now her hands were all over him, his face, his hair, neck, arms, chest, and then buttons. “I missed you so much,” she cried, trying not to sob at how incredible he felt. Ali finally got tired of tugging at his buttons so she grabbed his shirt and ripped it open then tugged it down passed his shoulders.
Johnny yanked his shirt off and came at her full force again. Before Ali realized what was happening, she was free of her shirt and bra. “I need you,” he breathed taking her mouth again as he unbuttoned her jeans. “I need you right now…” His mouth locked on her nipple and she arched up, loving the feel of his hot tongue on her skin. She tried to squirm out of her pants, but her hands were shaking so bad she couldn’t do it. Johnny gripped them and tugged them off in one swipe then kicked his jeans off before pushing his fingers inside her. 
She writhed on the grass, her very soul screaming in relief at his touch, but wanting so much more of him. The days without him had been miserable. She never wanted to go through that again. 
“How’s that for fighting—are you convinced I love you now,” Johnny grunted.
Ali nodded unable to find her voice. 
“You know who you belong to?” He bit down on her shoulder, then her lobe.
“Johnny…” She cried gripping his shoulders with her eyes squeezed shut. 
“That’s right, my sweet Alison.” When he pushed inside her, she wasn’t expecting it. She tightened instantly and lifted up against his force. 
He pounded her, grinding madly. Ali couldn’t get close enough to him. She wanted to crawl inside him, and become a part of him. “John… Johnny,” she cried. “I missed you so much.” 
“Prove it,” he said. “Open your eyes. I want you to see me when you come and know who’s inside you.” 
She did as he said and opened her eyes. Johnny pushed harder and she lost it in a long wave of fire that left her shuddering, almost sobbing. His intense eyes never faltered and she fought to keep their gazes locked—to prove her love and show him how much he meant to her. Another wave washed over her in a surge of pleasure so intense she thought she’d come undone. He pounded again and kept pounding her until the tension built in his hips. He jutted forward one last time hard enough to force another cry from her. Then he lost it, grunting and pulsing until he collapsed on top of her.
The release of tension and the realization of how close she came to losing him nearly broke Ali. She curled into his chest and let her tears fall. After several minutes and when Johnny had caught his breath, he said, “Sweetheart…did I hurt you?” 
She shook her head and gripped him tight, afraid to let go. 
“It is okay, darlin’, relax a little or I’m going to have to make love to you again in the grass.” 
“I love you,” she sobbed. “I’m sorry.” 
“I’m sorry too, sweetheart. I guess we both have a lot to learn.” He cupped her face in his hands. “I missed you so much…I’ve been miserable without you.” 
“Me too,” she sniffled then shuddered against him as goose bumps broke out on her skin. 
“Come on, we need to get inside before the neighbors see us naked.” Johnny helped her get dressed, but even then, she couldn’t stop her tears from flowing. 
 


 
Johnny sent Ali inside while he put the fire out. When he got back inside, he found her standing over the couch looking at the blankets piled there. “Who’s been here?” she asked.
“No one.”
“You’re sleeping on the couch again?” When he didn’t respond, she turned to look at him. Tears had dried on her cheeks. 
“Are you okay?” he asked.
She nodded. “Why are you sleeping on the couch?”
 Johnny looked down at his feet and plucked at his ripped shirt. “I think you ruined my shirt.”
“Johnny?”
He waited another moment, feeling a little foolish. “It smells like you…I couldn’t stand to sleep in there without you.”
“I’m sorry,” she whispered. 
“Stop saying that.” His eyes met hers. “I had some fault in this too, but we need to decide if this is what we want. I can’t keep doing this. Are we for real, is this it—or are we straddling the fence?” 
Ali gave a watery chuckle. “Johnny, I’ve been married twice—“
“Not this again—I don’t care about tha—“
Ali smacked his face, not hard, but enough to get his attention. And it worked. “—Hey.” 
“Don’t interrupt me.” She placed a finger over his lips. “As I was saying, I’ve been married twice and I’ve never been more in love than I am with you.” She removed her finger. “…without you, I can’t function.”
Johnny pulled her closer and held her for a long time. Ali laid her head on his chest and her breathing synchronized with his. 
“In a million years I could never explain how hard it is for me to completely open up to you.” She took a shuddering breath and said, “With so many failures…I feel sure another is guaranteed, but I want to get past my fears and embrace this relationship.”
He couldn’t respond without completely losing his grip so he held her and waited for this head to clear so he could talk without whimpering like an idiot.
“Aren’t you going to say anything?” she asked into the silence.
“Thank God,” he breathed. “I am just as useless without you.” He kissed the top of her head then leaned back, keeping his hands on her shoulders. “We need to come to an agreement on this Carl thing. He’s not worth all this fighting.”
“I know, I tried to tell you that, but you wouldn’t listen.”
He slid his hands down her arms and withdrew to give her some distance. “I know you don’t think he’s dangerous, but I need to follow my gut and my gut tells me not to trust him with you or Micah—” 
“And so does mine.” She wrung her hands and said, “He scared me when he came over…not himself. I don’t know what’s gotten into him.”
Johnny grabbed her wringing hands and said, “He’s desperate. Losing you is a difficult thing to face. I can relate to that a little bit now.” His heart grew heavy at the confirmation that the situation with Carl had gotten more volatile. “Did he do something, did he try to hurt you, Ali.”
“No…well, he just grabbed my arm, but I shook him off and kicked him out.” Ali closed her eyes for a moment and said, “I sent him away, told him he couldn’t have visitation. But you didn’t trust me enough to believe I could do that.”
“Babe, don’t you see—that’s all the more reason you should have told me.” Johnny lifted her chin, forcing her eyes to open and meet his. “I can’t protect you and the boys when I don’t know what’s going on.”
She nodded and said, “I know I should have told you, but I just wanted to forget about it. Get him out of my mind and move on.”
“I’m sorry…I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you when we were fighting. I shouldn’t have thrown all my demands at you without considering what you were going through.” He tucked a piece of hair behind her ear and pulled out a few pieces of grass. “I’ll start listening if you stop hiding things.”
“Okay.” Ali’s chin quivered when she said it. 
“You want me to respect you, but that’s a two way street, darlin’.”
“I know—I won’t do anything like that again.”
“Ali, I want to be a family with you. I want us to be a family.” He repeated it to make sure she understood. “If you don’t want me to have that equally with you then this isn’t going to work. We have to make these decisions together.”
Ali nodded as a tear ran down her cheek. 
“You can’t expect me to idly sit back while you ‘make decisions for your kids’,” he said, quoting her words. Johnny felt the jab again when he remembered the dismissal.
She nodded again and said, “And you can’t just walk out when I say something you don’t like. If you’re with me then be with me and fight alongside me—or against me if you have to, but don’t just give up and walk away.”
Johnny lifted his chin and nodded. “I know, you’re right, that was chicken shit of me to do that.”
“I’m afraid to tell you what I think because you might leave again.”
“Don’t be afraid—I promise I won’t do that again.”
She squeezed his hand. “I promise too.” 
Johnny embraced her again for a few moments then pulled another piece of grass out of her hair. “Sweetheart, I think we need to take a shower, you’re covered in grass and I smell like beer.”
“And smoke…” she said wrinkling her nose. Johnny chuckled and pulled her to the bathroom. 






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
Ali stood in her bathroom, applying makeup to the dark circles around her eyes. After a few more swipes with the brush, she pulled back and examined her work. Better…not gone completely, but better. She ran her fingers through her hair, and lifted for some volume. At least she felt better than she looked. 
A flutter rose in her stomach, fear lingered, and she hadn’t slept well the last few weeks, but she was ready to get out of the house and get some fresh air. She wouldn’t allow fear to cripple her. She needed to get herself together and face the world. She was tired of being afraid. She was so tired of staring at these same four walls and hiding behind her locked door and alarm system. Yesterday she ventured out to the grocery store and the bank alone with Micah, and today she was trying again to get out and relax.
Johnny hadn’t gone home since they’d worked things out. After she’d told him what Carl did, he was freaked out enough to insist on staying with her and the boys. She didn’t think it was a good idea to have a man over when Jamie was home, but she had to concede. Johnny wasn’t just any man. He had become a part of their family and she knew it was just a matter of time before they made it official. She’d found her love…her one love…and she wasn’t about to let him go. She smiled at herself in the mirror, so happy even after everything she’d been through, and she wouldn’t change her life right now for anything. 
 
Ali drove downtown with a sense of hyperawareness. Uneasiness coiled in her stomach, but she tried with all her might to ignore it. Nothing could erase the fact that the people who had taken her son were still out there. If she didn’t get a handle on this fear soon, they’d have her committed. She grinned at that and shook her head. It’s okay, just lunch with a friend.
She parked in the lot adjacent to the restaurant, and slid out of the car, her eyes scanning the lot. Then she clicked the car seat from the back and snapped it into the stroller. 
She rushed around the corner and saw Julie waiting for her at the front entrance of Ramona’s Café.
“Hi,” Julie said, waving and then reaching in for a tight hug. “I’m so happy to see you two out and about.”
Ali breathed a sigh of relief, relaxing in Julie’s company. She chuckled at her paranoia and said, “It’s so good to see you. It’s such a nice day, let’s sit on the patio.”
They took their table and both ordered. When the waitress delivered their ice teas, Julie bent down to coo at Micah in his stroller. “I can’t believe what a happy baby he is after everything he’s been through,” Julie said, sitting back up. “Brian doesn’t say much about it. Have they made any progress in the investigation?”
Ali set her glass down and nodded. “They’ve gotten some good leads on the new enhanced digital images of the two kidnappers. Nothing solid yet. I imagine they’re hiding, but the FBI has gotten some calls and they’re watching a few different areas.”
“Wow…Ali, do you worry about it happening again?” Julie waved a hand and said, “I don’t want to freak you out, but aren’t you scared?”
Ali felt her face heat, she lowered her eyes and said, “Scared to death…but I’m trying to move on. Nobody thinks Micah is in any serious danger since they returned him unharmed. Agent Peters said they must have gotten too nervous with the high reward and media attention.”
Julie leaned forward and whispered, “Do they still suspect Carl?”
Ali pursed her lips with a nod and said, “I think so. They don’t talk to me about him much.” She shrugged. “I’m tired of trying to figure Carl out. I have absolute faith in the investigation team and if Carl’s involved, they’ll find out soon enough.”
“I’m so sorry this happened to you and Micah, Ali.” 
Ali tried to smile. “We’re okay, Julie. I’m blessed in so many ways…I can’t let this shadow all the great things in my life.”
They stopped talking when the waitress brought out their lunches. Ali inhaled, the luscious little veggie quiche smelled so good. She loved this café but had to stop coming here when she started working in the city. It was a relief to know she’d be back in town when she returned to work. 
Ali ate her lunch in complete bliss. The fresh air, the delicious food and strong ice tea were exactly what she needed to reboot. It irritated her that she was spending her last few days off from work hiding. She needed to enjoy it. Take Micah and Jamie to the park, get outside. Rejoin her yoga group. Stop hiding and stop dwelling on all the things that might happen and start living her life again.
“I’m getting Erin from school this afternoon and going to the mall for some shopping. Are you up for shopping yet?” Julie said.
“Actually, I have a big dinner planned for Johnny.” She grinned in spite of herself. “He’s been taking such good care of me and the house with everything that’s happened. I wanted to cook something special for him.”
Julie’s eyes widened. “Oh that sounds nice.” Julie closed her eyes for a moment and said, “It must be nice that he comes home for dinner. Brian and I haven’t had a meal together in weeks.”
“Oh, Julie…that must be my fault. He’s working overtime on Micah’s case. I’m sorry.”
“Ha!” Julie laughed without any trace of humor. “No.” She lowered her eyes. “He always works overtime, even before.” She waved a dismissive hand and said, “It’s not a big deal. He’s dedicated. I can’t fault him for that. I’m thinking about dragging him on vacation. I’ve been looking into this little Mexican resort.”
“That sounds like a great idea.”
 “Yeah…I think he’ll go for it,” Julie said. “How about shopping next week?”
“Yeah, maybe I’ll try the mall next week. I’ll call you and we can make a date.” 
“Call Melissa, maybe she’ll make the drive up from Berkeley too?”
“I’ll ask. I’m so glad you two are friends again,” Ali said signing the charge slip for lunch.”
“Me too, I missed her.” Julie stood and leaned over to coo her goodbye to Micah.
“I’m parked this way,” Julie said poking her thumb over her shoulder. 
“Okay,” Ali said hugging her. “Thanks for having lunch with me, Jules. I’ll call you about shopping next week. Give Brian my love.”
“I will, call me if you need anything, Ali.” 
Ali nodded then turned to walk into the parking lot toward her car. She couldn’t help but move her head back and forth as she pushed Micah’s stroller. 
At the car, she took Micah out of the stroller then strapped him into the car seat before stowing the stroller in the trunk. As she slid into the driver’s seat someone came up beside her. He grabbed her arm and pushed her sideways. 
“Move over.” It was a hushed whisper but Ali recognized the voice instantly.
“Carl, what—no!” Ali grunted yanking her arm back. “Get awa—”
“Move over,” he said through his teeth as he jammed something into her ribs under her arm. “Now.”
Ali looked up into his face and a chill brushed over her skin at the look in his eyes. She slowly lifted her body and slid over the console between the seats as Carl lowered himself into the driver’s seat waving a gun at her. 
She glanced around the parking lot, hoping someone had noticed their struggle, but it was deserted. “What are you doing?”
“Taking you on a trip,” Carl said as he angled the car out of the parking lot.






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Eight
 
Johnny hated paperwork. When he became a cop, he had no idea most of his life would be filled up with paperwork. What happened to chasing bad guys? What happened to rescuing damsels in distress? He smiled and thought about Ali then glanced at his watch. She’d be calling any minute, her lunch with Julie couldn’t go much longer. 
“Hey!” Brian bellowed bringing Johnny out of his thoughts. “We got her!” he said between a half smile and a frown. “The bitch!”
“Who?” Johnny asked leaning back in his desk chair.
“Peters called. They’ve picked up Ms. Maria Behar for child abduction.”
“What!” Johnny bolted out of his chair.
“They’ve got the name of the driver too. Mike Horner, both from Roseville. Agents are trying to locate him as we speak. They crossed the border into Nevada yesterday morning. Once they hit Reno, one fine Healdsburg resident recognized them from the news reports. They were eating in a Denny’s off the freeway. The woman called the hotline, but before Peters got someone out there, they were gone.” Brian chuckled. “Didn’t take long to grab her, the tipster took down the description of the car, license plate number and even overheard their conversation about heading to Salt Lake City.”
The weight and stress from worrying about Micah’s safety lifted off Johnny’s shoulders. Damn it was nice to get some good news for a change. “Well, they’re a few cards short of a deck, aren’t they? Blabbin’ about their plans in a crowded restaurant.”
Brian laughed. “Yeah, but this tipster was on it. She got everything Peters needed to track them down.”
“What about Horner?”
“They found the car in a motel lot in Elko, Nevada. Went in, but Horner wasn’t there, just Behar. He’s hiding somewhere in the area. They’ve put out a news report. It’s just a matter of time now.”
“Hammel,” Detective Martinez called from across the room, holding the phone receiver out. “It’s Peters, I’m sending it over.”
A few seconds later Johnny’s phone rang, Brian snatched it up and said, “Hammel.”
Johnny leaned back in his chair again and watched as Brian smiled, responding with short grunt like answers. 
“Where?” Brian said. “How long?…Bennett and I will meet you there.” He slammed the phone down. “Got ‘em! Got ‘em both!”
“So…we’re driving to Elko?” Johnny said, lifting a hand in question.
“No.” Brian smiled wide. “Napa, Got ‘em both—as in Hayes and Horner.”
Johnny bolted out of his chair. “Behar implicated Carl?”
“You got it and the crooked lawyer who set-up the black-market adoption.” Brian did a quick fist pump. “Peters is leaving his office now in the city, we gotta meet him in Napa.”
Johnny ran a hand through his hair. “Son of a bitch!”
“Let’s go break the news to Ali.”
“She’s having lunch with Julie,” Johnny said.
“I talked to Julie twenty minutes ago, she’s at home.”
“But Ali hasn’t…” He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and dialed her number. “Voicemail,” he muttered.
“Try the house phone. Maybe she left her cell in the car.” 
Johnny dialed the house phone and waited. “Voicemail again.” As Johnny said this, Brian’s phone started buzzing.
“It’s Melissa…” Brian said looking at the caller ID. “Hello?”
Brian’s rolled his eyes. “Lis, you can’t call me every time your sister doesn’t answer her phone.”
A shout came through the line and Brian said, “What do you mean talking in code?” Brian’s expression hardened. “Tell me exactly what she said, Lis.”
He listened intently, then placed his hand over the speaker and asked, “Did Micah have a pediatrician appointment today?”
“No, what the hell is going on?” Johnny felt pressure on his chest. He laid a hand up to rub away the pain. 
“Lis, hold on, I’m putting you on speaker so Bennett can hear.” He pushed the speaker button then put the cell phone down on the desk and pulled out his notepad. “Okay, Lis, what’s code about a doctor appointment?”
“I don’t know! That’s the problem.” Melissa was talking fast and had to take a breath. “I had a creepy—Brian, I mean creepy spine tingling feeling about her so I called.”
“Yeah, so?” Brian shrugged and said, “You get that whenever she stubs her freaking toe.”
“She asked me to pick Jamie up from school and keep him until she got back from Micah’s appointment with Dr. North.” 
“Whoa, whoa, Dr. North?” Johnny’s eyes met Brian’s.
Melissa blurted, “She knows I can’t get to Jamie’s school in time to pick him up. I’m in Berkeley. Brian, something is wrong.”
“Who is Micah’s pediatrician?” Brian asked.
“Webber,” Johnny said. “And it’s Mark’s day to pick-up Jamie.”
“She said to take Jamie to her house and wait for her, and then she gave me some bogus alarm code.” They heard paper rustling. “101128.” 
“Is that the code?” Brian asked as he wrote the number down. 
Johnny shook his head. “Not even close.” 
“Brian, I know my sister. Something is wrong. I could hear it in her voice. She was trying to sound super breezy and normal, but there was nothing normal about this conversation.”
“Okay let’s sum this up. She doesn’t have a doctor’s appointment.”
“She had lunch plans with Julie then she planned to go home. That’s it. She usually calls me when she gets home and I haven’t heard from her yet.” Johnny leaned in closer and he and Brian examined the notes, trying to decipher the numbers. “North must be important. What about highway numbers.” 
Brian slammed his hand down on the desk, making the cell phone clatter. “Fuck! It’s highway 101, north.” He looked up at Johnny. “It crosses highway 128.”
“Melissa, was there anything else. Did you hear someone talking in the background?” Brian asked.
“No, not even the radio.”
Johnny slowly slid back down into his desk chair and had to swallow back the wave of nausea that hit him. “Oh god…” he said, clutching his stomach. He leaned over and put his head between his legs. If anything happened to her or Micah…he needed to throw up. “Who…oh fuck,” he moaned, it had to be Carl. Who else would do this?
“Bennett, man,” Brian cursed under his breath and shouted, “Martinez—I need you to ride with me, Bennett is sick.”
“No, I’m going,” Johnny said forcing himself out of the chair.
“No, hell no, I’m not taking you with me. You’re a wreck—you can’t help.”
“I’m fucking going!” Johnny said getting in Brian’s face. 
“Fine,” Brian said, “You call Peters, I’ll drive.” Brian picked up his phone and turned off the speaker. “Lis, call us if you hear from her.” He turned his back to Johnny and said, “Yeah, Lis, I know,” he was quiet for a minute, running his hand through his hair. “Lis…” His voice lowered. “No, it’ll be fine, babe—shh-shh-shh…stop crying. I’m not going to let anything happen to her or Micah, I promise.”
Johnny got another wave of nausea when he realized how scared Ali had to be. He shouldn’t have pushed her to go out. “This is my fault,” he whispered. 
“Come on.” Brian slid his phone back into the case on his hip. “Let’s get out of here—Get Peters on the phone.”
 


 
 “Carl, do you want to go to jail?”
“It’s doesn’t matter now,” he said.
“It’s not too late. Go back so we can drop Micah off at a hospital…or police station. I don’t want him involved in this, not with you waving a gun around.”
“Hell no.” He laughed and Ali stared at him. 
He’d completely lost his mind. He was one brave soul to mess with her. Johnny would surely kill him now. 
“—I need him to make sure you do what I want.”
“I’ll do whatever you want.” Her pulse spiked at the look in his eye and she realized he was more than crazy, he was dangerous. “I just want Micah safe. Just stop somewhere.”
“No! He’s coming with us.”
Ali took a couple of deep breaths, she needed to calm him down and get him past the agitation so he could think rationally. “Where are we going?”
“You’ll see when we get there. Stop talking!” He shouted as he glanced from mirror to mirror.
“Carl,” Ali said softly, resting her hand on his arm. “You are not a criminal, why are you doing this? This is kidnapping, you’ll be in so much trouble.”
“I told you, it’s too late.”
“No, it’s not, not yet. Take us back.”
“I just wanted you back,” he said, his voice lowering as if he were talking to himself. “I didn’t want any of this. If I would have known…”
“Known what?” 
“If I would have known Micah was so important to you.”
“Of course he is, but what does that have to do with this?”
“None of this would have happened if it weren’t for him,” Carl growled. “Why did you have to go and get yourself pregnant?”
“Micah is a blessing. If you don’t see it that way, you don’t have to be his father. I already told you you’re free of the responsibility of taking care of him.”
He shook his head vehemently. “But I’ll lose you too.” 
“Yes, Micah and I go together.” She kept her voice low, hoping not to set him off.
“Alison…I thought you loved me.” 
“I did until you rejected my son.”
“We’re great together without a baby. We were free to do whatever we wanted, whenever we wanted. No babysitters, no diapers…why would you want to ruin that.”
God she wanted to smash her foot right into his stupid face. She took a deep breath and prayed for patience. “Carl, stop this nonsense and take us back.” 
“No!” Before she could react, he threw his hand out, backhanding her across the cheek, making stars erupt behind her eyes. 
The car swerved and jostled her head into the headrest. “Carl!” She screamed and braced herself for impact. When she reached to hold on, she gripped onto her cell phone resting in the center console. 
Carl righted the car and shouted, “See what you made me do!” 
Ali took the chance with racing heart to switch the cell phone to her right hand and held it between her seat and the door while Carl focused on the road and steering the car.
She held down the speed dial button to call Johnny and waited, watching the screen for him to answer. When he did, she nearly came out of her seat in excitement.
“Carl…” She had to fight tears of relief as she tried to question him. “Where are we going?”
He fidgeted and she braced for another blow, but he just gripped the steering wheel tighter. “I told you, you’ll know when we get there.” 
“Isn’t your parents place up here…near Mendocino, right?” She prayed to God Johnny was listening. 
Carl’s shoulders relaxed a little. “You remember.” He smiled over at her. “Doesn’t that sound like a nice vacation spot?”
“This is hardly a vacation. Taking me against my will does not constitute a pleasure trip.”
“You’ll change your mind when we get there,” he said. “It’s beautiful, Ali. You’re going to love it.”
“If we’re going to a remote house on the coast, we’ll need some things for Micah. I don’t have formula or diapers.”
“We can get whatever we need in Mendocino, honey. If not, we can drive up to Fort Bragg.” 
 


 
Johnny and Brian looked at each other and smiled. “Damn she’s good,” Brian said and picked up the radio to call in the information. “Here.” Brian handed Johnny his cell phone. “Call Peters and give him an update. Maybe we can head them off in Albion.”  
 


 
The screen on Ali’s phone showed Johnny was still connected so she tried to keep Carl talking. “How much further?”
“Not far, maybe another hour.”
“I thought your parents sold this place.”
“No, they had it on the market, but no bidders were high enough.”
“You know…in a couple of hours people are going to know I’m missing. Then they’ll start looking for me.”
“They’ll never find you up here, besides they’ll assume you left on your own, especially after talking to Melissa. I mean, making arrangements for Jamie to be picked up—that was smart. They’ll assume you were buying yourself more time.”
Ali chuckled sardonically. She couldn’t help herself. “You really are delusional, aren’t you? Nobody is going to believe I left Jamie—or Johnny for that matter.”
“Don’t say that name!” His grip tightened on the steering wheel again. “He doesn’t exist any longer in your world. It’s just us now, you and me.”
Oh my god she hated him. How could she have ever thought she loved this man? What a selfish, arrogant son of a bitch. “You forgot about the baby in the backseat—again!” Ali shouted. As if on cue Micah started whining. Ali turned to talk to him. “Micah, sweetpea, we’re almost there, baby.”
“Can’t you do something?”
“He’s hungry and probably needs a diaper change,” Ali said. “He’s been in the car for a long time.” 
Micah started crying louder. Ali shifted and tried to calm Micah down by talking to him, but it seemed to irritate him more.
“Alison, shut him up.”
“I’m trying. Maybe you should pull over for a minute.”
“I can’t pull over, we don’t have time.”
“Carl, I can’t do anything if you don’t pull over.”
“Shut up! Between his screaming and your bitching, I can’t think.”
“Don’t tell me to shut—ow,” she yelped when he grabbed a fistful of her hair. “—okay—let go!” she screamed as Carl yanked her across the center console.
He pulled her face close to his and tightened his grip on her hair. Ali tried to shrink away from his bulging eyes as they surged with anger. She’d never seen anything like it. “Make him shut up!” He pushed her with so much force her head smacked the passenger window hard. 
She held her breath as her eyes swelled with tears. 
When the pain subsided, she gently placed the phone in the door storage pocket, hoping Johnny could still hear. She clicked off her seatbelt and leaned into the backseat.
“Micah, please, sweetpea.” Her voice broke and she had to take a deep breath to talk. She laid a reassuring hand on his head and said, “Try to sleep, baby.”
When he had calmed slightly, she shifted back into her seat and replaced her seatbelt.
Carl reached over to rub her knee. “Ali, I’m sorry, honey.” 
“Don’t touch me.” She pushed his hand away. “Don’t ever touch me again.”
“Don’t be like this,” he said trying to take her hand. 
Ali smacked him and pushed his face as the car swerved. “I said don’t fucking touch me!” She screamed. “If you’re going to hit me—you don’t get to touch me!”
“Ali, stop! I can’t drive.” He placed his hand over her face and shoved her away.






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Nine
 
Johnny’s eyes locked on Brian’s. 
“Things are getting bad,” Brian said. 
Johnny’s stomach knotted tighter with each scream that rang through the phone. He prayed Carl didn’t crash the car. “I wish she would stop trying to get him to talk. She’s just provoking him.”  
“Relax. You need to keep your cool, Bennett.”
“He’s going to wreck the car…I hope she has her seatbelt on.” He rested his head back and looked up at the roof of the car. God, keep them safe… please keep them safe. “Brian, what if he hurts them. Carl already said he plans to get rid of Micah.”
“Ali won’t let anything happen to Micah.”
“Then who’s going to take care of her while she’s taking care of Micah?”
“We are—we will take care of her—fucking stop, Bennett. Hold yourself together. Peters has a team on the way to Mendocino, it’s going to turn out fine. Ali’s got her shit together more than you. Thanks to her we can hear everything. We even know where they’re going now that Martinez got us the address for the Hayes’ beach house.”
“I can’t stand this; I can’t stand to hear Micah cry like that. He never cries like this”—Johnny rubbed his forehead—“can’t you drive faster?” 
“I’m not going to kill us trying to get there,” Brian said. “Chill out, take a deep breath and stop freaking out.”
“Okay! Okay!” Johnny stretched out and sat upright, he needed to pull himself together. “Wait—shit-shit-shit!” He looked at his phone.
“What?”
He held the phone out to Brian. “We lost her.” 
“She lost her signal…they’re in the hills, driving through the redwoods, that’s all a dead zone for cell phones.” He turned to face Johnny. “Don’t panic they’re almost there and we’re less than an hour behind them.”
 


 
 “Stop it!” Carl screamed again. “I can’t drive when you’re attacking me.”
“Don’t touch me,” Ali said breathlessly as she shrank back down in her seat, her heart racing and hands shaking. She carefully leaned in and took her phone from the door storage bin and glanced down at the display. She looked closer and realized she lost the call and her signal. Crap! How long ago did she lose it? She looked up at the huge Redwood trees they were driving through and wanted to cry. Her head hurt, her baby was sitting in a pile of pee, and his father was a freaking lunatic. How was she going to get out of this? 
“We’re less than thirty minutes away, just relax a little,” Carl said.
Ali sat in silence for a long time, periodically looking down at her cell phone checking the signal. Just as the signal had strengthened, Carl slowed the car. She looked up quickly. “What are you doing?”
“We can get what you need here. The house is only about another ten minutes away.”
Ali examined the parking lot of the small gas station and wedged her phone under her thigh just as Carl pulled into a parking spot.
She flipped down the visor to look at her face in the mirror. She had dried blood around her lips and two black eyes. “You have to go in without me, Carl. I can’t go in there looking like this. My face is bleeding.” 
He turned to examine her, but when he didn’t respond she said, “Unless of course you want people to know you’ve been abusing your wife in the car?”
“But I don’t know anything about diapers or baby food.”
“I guess you should’ve thought about that before you gave me two black eyes,” Ali sneered. “I’ll give you a list. While you’re in there, I’ll change Micah and feed him a bottle.” Ali made a list of things for Carl, acting as nonchalant as she could. She had to keep her cool to keep him from realizing she had her phone hidden from him. 
Carl took the list then reached over and gripped her chin forcing her to turn to him. 
“Ow—stop!” She threw her hand up to push him off, but the expression on his face stopped her cold. 
His eyes narrowed and his grip tightened. “I can see everything you do from inside that store—do you understand that?”
She tried again to back away, but he pulled her closer. “I swear, Alison, if you so much as roll down your window, I’ll kill him.” 
A tremble shot through her body at the tone in his voice. She nodded, her breath catching and her eyes filling with tears. 
He got out and opened the back door. “What are you doing?” she sobbed as he unhooked the car seat. “What the hell are you doing?” She reached over and held on to the car seat.
“Micah is coming with me.” He leaned in to meet her eyes. “Behave yourself and he’ll be fine.”
“No—hell no!” Ali shouted. “No-No-No! You are not taking my son from me!” She willed herself to fight off the hysterics building, but she couldn’t. A sob broke from her chest and she started pleading. “Please don’t hurt him—please, I’ll do whatever you want.”
“Alison, don’t give me a reason and I won’t hurt him.” He pried her fingers loose and jerked the car seat out of the car. 
Before Ali had a chance to respond, he was gone, carrying Micah in the car seat at his side. Her tears were streaming now and she could hardly see to dial Johnny’s number. 
She put the phone on speaker and laid it on her lap. “Ali!” Johnny answered.
“Johnny—” Her cry came out in a pathetic sob and she threw her hand up in front of her mouth so Carl couldn’t see her lips moving. She ducked her head to look into the store. His eyes were on her, glaring.
“Are you hurt? Did he hurt you?”
“Carl kidnapped…” She couldn’t talk through her hiccupping sobs. 
“Ali, sweet, calm down and talk to me, are you hurt?” 
She tried to take a deep breath then she pushed out a loud, “No.”
“Okay, good, take another deep breath.” 
She breathed in and out slowly, and closed her eyes, trying to focus. “I called earlier—could you hear us?”
“Yes, we heard everything until you lost the signal. “Brian and I are tailing you. We’re about an hour behind you. We’ve got the address to the house. Ali, tell me if he hurt you?”
“He took Micah,” she said trying to talk clearly.
“What?”
“We’re at a gas station and he took Micah inside with him and left me in the car.”
“What was his mood like, was he agitated?”
“Yes! Johnny, he’s crazy! I mean he has completely lost his mind. If Micah wakes up screaming while they’re in there—”
“A public place is probably the safest place for Micah right now. He can’t hurt the baby with an audience.”
That was probably true, but she still couldn’t relax. 
“Ali, are you okay?”
“Yeah.” She touched the bruises on her face and winced. “He hit me a couple of times.” Her eyes welled up again and she said, “He threatened to kill Micah if I don’t do what he says. 
“Fuck! Okay, listen, sweetheart, I have to talk fast before I lose my cell signal too. You need to cooperate. You have to stop pissing him off so he’ll relax and trust you. Please just go along with him as much as you can until we get there.”
“He’s not himself. I don’t know what he’s going to do next.”
“You need to protect yourself, but don’t aggravate him either.” Johnny took a deep breath and exhaled through the speaker. “Ali, sweetheart, I’m comin’ to get you, I promise. I love you.” 
“He’s coming!” she said in a whispered gasp. “I gotta go. I love you.” She hit the off button and stuffed the phone into her pocket.
When Carl approached the car he smiled at her and held up a cup of coffee. She rolled down her window and took the cup from him. 
“Here, honey, coffee. They didn’t have espresso, but I thought this would do for now. I also got some bottled water and diet coke for the house.” He put everything in the trunk before hooking Micah back into the backseat. When he slid back into the driver’s seat. Ali ignored him, leaning back to check on Micah, who was still sleeping in the car seat. “I bought us some sandwiches for dinner and eggs. I’ll make you breakfast in the morning.” He rattled on as she stared down at Micah.
“Thank you,” she mumbled, trying to hide her red eyes.
“How’s the coffee?”
“Too hot, I’ll drink it when it cools,” she said putting it down in the cup holder.
 


 
Carl angled the car into the long driveway and slowly approached the house. 
Ali stretched and unbuckled her seatbelt, anxious to get out of the cramped car. “Thank god,” she said. “I really need to use the bathroom.”
“Go ahead inside.” Carl handed her the house keys. “Take the baby, I’ll unload the car.” He smiled at her and it made Ali want to cry. 
She stared at his face. What happened to the man she once loved? Carl had been this sweet once…but that seemed like a lifetime ago. Was she the reason he had lost his grip on sanity? 
She took the keys and tried to smile back at him. “Thanks,” she said, opening the back door and unhooking the car seat. She went inside and locked herself in the bathroom with Micah still sleeping in his car seat. She dialed Johnny’s number. 
“Ali?” 
“We’re here,” she whispered. “I’m locked in the bathroom with Micah. Carl is unloading the car. I have to hurry.”
“Don’t get caught with the phone. I don’t want to give him a reason to hurt you or Micah.” 
“Johnny, hurry up, please.” She started crying again and said, “I’m scared.”
“Hold on a little longer, sweetheart. I’ll be there soon. Try to keep your distance and don’t fight with him.”
“Okay—I hear him coming. I have to go—I love you!”
Ali quickly looked around the bathroom for a place to hide the phone. She pulled the bag out of the empty garbage can and put the phone in it then replaced the bag. After washing her face and hands she stepped out of the bathroom and almost right into Carl. “H-Hi,” she stammered. 
“I got the groceries in,” he said. Ali couldn’t believe how normal he was acting. As if he didn’t just threaten her son’s life. God he really believed they were on vacation. All she wanted was to go home. “Here’s your coffee, honey,” he said handing her the cup. “You left it in the car.” 
“Thank you, I need to change Micah.” She took the coffee and sipped it, then stepped around him to go into the family room. Carefully, she picked up the sleeping baby and rocked him, thankful they’d made it this far without incident. 
Micah was soaking wet from his diaper and from sweating in his car seat. She changed his clothes and diaper then rushed to make him a fresh bottle while he whimpered and whined. She prayed Carl didn’t start screaming at her or the baby, but he seemed so relaxed since they’d arrived. 
The baby ate frantically, his eyes wide as he sucked on the bottle. Ali stared at him, praying she could keep him safe until Johnny arrived. Her adrenalin had settled slightly but she felt zapped from the crazy day. She grabbed the coffee and drank to ward off the adrenalin crash.  
Micah finished the bottle and dropped back off to sleep. She glanced around for a place to lay him down and remembered the portable crib was still in her truck from sleeping at Johnny’s house. “Carl, in my trunk is a blue portable crib—it looks like a playpen. Will you get it for Micah?” 
“Of course, honey.” Carl smiled and went back to the car. 
Ali picked up the cooling coffee and took several more drinks then rested her head back, loopy and confused as the room went fuzzy. When Carl came back inside, she slurred, “God, I’m so tired all of a sudden. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.” 
“Here, let me lay Micah down.” Carl offered, reaching his hands out. “He’s back to sleep and his bottle is gone.”
Ali gripped the baby to her chest, but Carl easily snatched him up. “No…my ba…baby.” She couldn’t lift her arms, or reach out for him. Her limbs were too heavy and her head too fuzzy to focus on where Carl was taking him. “Please…don’t, Carl…” she said fighting to get out of the chair. 
“Here, Alison, let me help you lie down.” He sounded like he was underwater. He tucked his hands around her waist and lifted her out of the chair. 
“Micah…” she slurred, her eyes scanning the room.
Carl turned her and the room spun. “Look there, sweetheart. He’s sleeping in his little crib. The blue from the portable crib caught her eye and she leaned in, trying to focus on the sleeping form inside. “Thank you,” she said, falling against him. 
He held her close as they stumbled down the hall. When he pushed the bedroom door open, she nearly fell over trying to reach the bed. Carl slipped off her shoes and cupped her cheek. His face blurred in her vision. “I feel really…where are we?” 
“We’re on vacation, darling. Don’t you remember?” Carl slid his hand up her leg to her hip then to her breast. “Alison, I missed you so much.” He leaned over and kissed her, slowly, tenderly, and she relaxed into the comfortable bed as he caressed further. “I want to make love to you.” His hand drifted under her shirt and carefully caressed her breast as she moved underneath him. “It’s okay, honey, relax and let me help you.”
She wanted to push his hands off her, but she couldn’t do anything but lay there with her eyes closed to stop the room from spinning. “Carl…I’m…no…stop…” Her mouth wouldn’t form like it should. She tried harder to concentrate on a coherent thought.
“Just relax. I’m going to help you get undressed.” He unbuttoned her shirt, and then unhooked her slacks. “Alison, I’ll take care of you.” 
 


 
 “There’s her car,” Johnny said pointing to the driveway. Brian pulled his car over and parked across the road and turned the engine off. 
“Where’s Peters’ team?”
Johnny tugged on the door handle. “I don’t care, I’m not waiting.”
“Wait, man!” Brian grabbed his arm. “We don’t want to set him off and have a hostage situation on our hands.” 
“He doesn’t even suspect that we’re on to him—and I don’t plan to knock on the door.” Johnny jerked his arm free and gently closed the car door. 
“Wait!” Brian whispered. “Then let’s do this right.” He pointed to the house. “I’ll take the front—you go around to the back.”
After crossing the street, Johnny unsnapped his holster and pulled out his gun. He gripped the cold steel handle and took a deep breath before saying a silent prayer as he inched around the large house. He slowly moved toward the back of the house, peeking in the windows as he went. He couldn’t see any signs of Ali or Carl, but as he crept around the corner, the portable crib came into view with Micah lying inside. He stepped up on the large deck and peered through the open sliding glass door, training his eyes from the empty room, around the porch, and toward the beach. Nobody was in sight.
Johnny slipped in and looked around the empty room. It seemed fairly untouched except for the various baby items lying around. He glided to the front door and inched it open for Brian. Brian slipped in as Johnny peeked into the portable crib to check on Micah. Micah lay fast asleep and perfectly content. Johnny smiled at him then looked around for Ali, she wouldn’t have moved too far away from Micah unless forced to.
He looked up at Brian, and Brian lifted his eyebrows in question. “Something’s wrong, she wouldn’t leave him alone,” Johnny whispered. 
Brian nodded, “Did you see them outside?” 
Johnny shook his head and pointed to the first door down the hall. Brian moved toward it and peered in, then shook his head. “Bathroom,” he mouthed to Johnny, as Johnny stood ready with his gun pointing at the door. 
Brian carefully toed open the next door and looked in. Johnny held his breath until Brian shook his head. The door directly across the hall had been pulled tight so Brian held his ear to the door to listen. He shook his head and whispered, “Nothing.” He frowned at Johnny and carefully gripped the door handle before twisting it. The door inched open and Brian’s expression hardened as he threw it open and extended his gun. 






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty
 
“Don’t fucking move, Hayes!” Brian shouted. 
Johnny turned into the room, gun extended at a shirtless Carl, who was kneeling over Ali’s naked body. His chest tightened and blood red surged his vision. She lay completely still, likely unconscious. The sight of her helplessness spiked his pulse painfully.
“You mother fucker!” Johnny lunged at him, gripping his throat and sending him to the ground. “I’ll fucking kill you!” 
“Bennett! Bennett!” Brian plowed into him, shoulder first to knock him from Carl’s limp body then Brian spun him toward Ali. “Take care of Ali. I’ve got Hayes.”
Johnny aimed a hard kick to Carl’s ribs before turning toward the bed. “Ali, baby…” Her glazed eyes opened, but looked unfocused and she lay completely limp. “Sweetheart, look at me. Can you see me?” He reached over and grabbed the throw blanket to cover her.
“Johnny…” she whispered.
“That’s right, sweetheart, I’m here.” He gritted his teeth and said, “What did you give her, Hayes?” He glanced at Brian. “She’s been drugged.” 
Brian walked over to the bed with his phone to his ear. He took her chin and shifted her face toward him. “Al…can you hear me?” Brian said in a raised voice.
Ali’s slightly crossed eyes tried to focus on Brian’s face. “Yeah,” she slurred. 
“Do you know what he gave you? Did he make you take a pill?”
“Who?” she asked and her eyes batted closed again. “Johnny?”
“It’s okay, I’m right here, sweetheart. Can you tell me if you drank something?” He grabbed her wrist to check her pulse.
“I don’t…know.” She closed her eyes. “I’m tired.” 
Johnny cupped her head and leaned down to rest his cheek against hers. Minutes…just a few more minutes and they would’ve been too late. “Don’t sleep, sweetheart, we need to find out what he gave you first. Can you stay awake for me?”
 


 
When Ali woke up she thought maybe her head had been detached from her body. She reached up and touched her temple to make sure it was still there.
“Hey, beautiful.”
One of her eyes crept open and looked up into Johnny’s smiling face. “What happened…” She jerked up quickly. “Where’s Micah!”
“He’s right here, sweetheart.” He brushed a hand down the length of her hair. “He just had a bottle.”
“Where—I want to see him.” 
Johnny turned her to face the portable crib. “See, he’s right there.” 
Ali’s eyes scanned the hospital room. “What happened?” She looked down at herself. Her clothes had been replaced with a hospital gown. “Am I hurt?” she asked, crossing her arms over her stomach. How had she gotten here?
“A few scrapes and bruises, but you’ll be alright,” he drawled.
She braced her face with both hands. Why the hell couldn’t she remember anything? Her head hurt like hell, but she tried to think back, one step at a time. Carl had driven her to the Hayes’ beach house…she remembered talking to Johnny on the phone in the bathroom, but that was it. “I don’t remember anything after talking to you in the bathroom. How long have I been here?” 
“You’re in the Mendocino County Hospital. Carl drugged you. He put something in your coffee.” Johnny’s voice was so controlled it scared her. He sounded like a cop. 
She looked at him, meeting his eyes. If he was trying this hard to detach himself from the situation, it had to be bad.
“Do you remember drinking coffee?”
“He bought one at the store for me.” She narrowed her eyes, trying to focus her thoughts. Why was it so hard to concentrate? She pressed her temples with her fingers hoping to ease the headache.
“When we got to the house you were barely conscious.”
Ali closed her eyes and tried not to lose it. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “He put something in my coffee…” She let out a shaky exhale. “What was it?” 
“He gave you a Rophy, that’s why you don’t remember anything.”
She dropped her hands and opened her eyes. “A Rophy—oh God!” She crossed her arms over her chest, overcome with the feeling of filth. Johnny rested a hand on her shoulder. “Oh my God…” Her voice pitched and she couldn’t breathe, gasping in and out, fighting for air and fighting hyperventilation. 
“No—no, sweetheart.” He cupped her face and forced her to focus on him. “We got there in time. We stopped him.” 
“A…are you sure?” She stuttered, throwing her hands over her mouth to help control her breathing. “How—how do you know?” 
“Baby, he still had his pants on when Brian and I got there. You’ve been completely check out, you’re fine, he didn’t…” Johnny closed his eyes. “He didn’t rape you.”
“But he planned too, didn’t he? Where did you find me?”
“It doesn’t matter.”
“Yes, it does!” 
He held out a hand in an attempt to calm her. “He had your clothes off… sweetheart, but we got there in time.”
“Ewe God!” Ali covered her face with her hands again. “That spineless disgusting pig,” she sobbed. “I didn’t have a chance at fighting him while drugged.”
Johnny leaned over her and held her against his chest. “And that’s what he wanted. You without the fight. Typical for a creep like him, but it didn’t happen. I promise you’re okay, and he can’t hurt you again.” He rested his cheek on the top of her head. “I’m sorry we didn’t get there sooner.”
Ali gasped, her entire body aching as she sobbed. “But if you would have been a minute later…” 
“Don’t think about that,” he whispered. “It didn’t happen and now he can’t hurt you or Micah ever again.”
“He cornered me in the parking lot after lunch,” she said through trembling lips.
“Sweetheart, try to calm down. You’re just going to make your head hurt worse.”
Ali took a deep breath and clung to him tighter, inhaling his scent and closing her eyes, letting his calmness settle in. After several deep breaths, she leaned back against her pillow and wiped her face of tears.
“Melissa and your code talk—Dr. North and the alarm code—you were brilliant.” He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “And calling us…that was so smart.” 
“And Carl is so stupid,” she said. “He reached over to hit me then swerved the car. I grabbed the phone when he looked back at the road. I didn’t know if you could hear or not, but I tried to keep him talking anyway.”
“We heard almost everything,” he said stroking her hair. “Maybe you should think about being a cop instead of a lawyer.”
“No thanks,” she said. “That was enough of an adventure to last me a lifetime.”
“Before Melissa called us…we received an update from Peters.” Johnny said, then he propped himself up on the bed next to her.
“And?”
“They caught the woman who snatched Micah, and the driver.”
“They did?” She scooted over to make room for him. 
“Yeah, and she talked. Told us who planned the entire thing.”
She closed her eyes and said, “It was Carl.”  
“Did he tell you?”
“Not in so many words, but I could tell by the way he was talking.”
“I’m sorry…I know you didn’t want to believe he would do something like that.”
“Don’t be, you were right about him all along.” 
“I’m not happy about being right, but I am happy he can’t touch either of you again.”
“I can’t believe he thought he could have me by selling our baby on the black market.”
“He’s a fool, but I can’t blame him for being in love with you.”
Carl was crazy. For too long she’d blamed herself for driving him to extremes… but not any longer. She wasn’t responsible for his craziness. She’d done everything she could to be a good wife to Carl, and getting pregnant wasn’t something she’d done wrong. If Carl couldn’t see that Micah was a gift then he didn’t deserve to be his father. 
Tears welled in her eyes as she stared at her new love. She inhaled slowly, refusing to let those tears fall. She looked into Johnny’s beautiful blue eyes and knew he was everything she didn’t know she needed and she’d almost blown it. “You were right about everything, about Carl, about me…I hurt you while trying to do the right thing for him. I am so sorry.”
“You’re a good person, trying to do the right thing. You had no reason to believe Carl would do something like this.” He laid his hand on her cheek and she leaned into his warmth. “I don’t know why you’re always complaining about having a man take care of you, you’ve proven you don’t need one, you protected yourself just fine.”
“How?” She scoffed. “By nearly getting myself raped?” 
“No, by staying clear headed when you were in danger. You saved yourself…the code talk with your sister and calling us so we could follow you and find you.” His bright eyes were so clear and so tender when he looked at her. “That was smart.”
Ali lay there for a long time and thought about what he’d said and thought about how stupid she’d been, letting Carl spend time with Micah, and lying about it to Johnny.
She lifted her head off his shoulder to make eye contact with him. “If I file for an involuntary release of parental rights against Carl, do you still want to adopt Micah?” Johnny’s eyes flickered in surprise and she thought maybe he’d had second thoughts about it. “Do you still want to?” 
He exhaled slowly and closed his eyes. “More than anything.” 
As if Micah sensed they were talking about him, he let out a loud gurgle. They both sat up and looked over at the portable crib. 
“He was sleeping,” Johnny said as he stood and went over to pick up Micah. He cradled Micah close and lay back down next to her. “I love you…both of you.”






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-One
 
“Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you?” Johnny asked, watching as she finished her makeup in the bathroom mirror. 
“I’ll be fine. I need to do this alone, although, I appreciate the offer, again.”
He bit back the retort and decided on something simpler to express his displeasure. “I just don’t think it’s a good idea.”
“There will be a guard on duty…and don’t you try sneaking down there to spy.”
“If you don’t want me there then I won’t push it,” Johnny said. “We’re still on for our date tonight, right?” 
“Yes, of course. I arranged for Mark and Sarah to baby-sit. It’ll just be the two of us.” Ali shot him a teasing smile as she walked passed him into the bedroom to finish dressing. 
“God damn I love you in those business suits,” he drawled. “How does it feel to be a working stiff again?”
“Great—it’s nice to earn a paycheck.”
Johnny snickered. “And you’re getting along with the DA alright?”
She gave him a sideways grin. “Yes, he’s a pleasant man.” 
“Good, I’d hate to have to…” Johnny went silent when she pulled on a silk blouse. He couldn’t resist sliding his hands up her sides, rubbing the fabric against her skin. 
“No, don’t even think about it. You have to wait until tonight.” 
Johnny lifted his hands in surrender. “All right…” His eyes traveled up and down her body. “I reckon I can wait provided I get to take that off you later.”
 


 
At three o’clock the guard led Ali down the long corridor to a locked door. She waited then entered when he waved her by. When she walked in, the stench of urine and cigarettes assaulted her nose and forced her to take small shallow breathes. 
She looked directly into Carl’s eyes and held back her shock at his deterioration. It amazed her how much someone could change in one month’s time. His sunken cheeks and dull eyes were hard to ignore, but it didn’t soften her. She had a reason for coming and it wasn’t to feel sorry for him.
“Good afternoon, Carl,” she said, taking the chair across from him. He looked down and nodded at her without a word. “How are you?”
“Fine,” he said keeping his eyes on the table. 
“I’ll get right down to business, but first I want to thank you for trusting me enough to see me without your attorney present. I think it’s the least you could do…but I realize you didn’t have too and I do appreciate it.” He nodded but didn’t say anything so she continued. “In one month our divorce will be final. I’ve made some changes…I’m sure your attorney made you aware. I’ve cancelled the order for child support and in turn you’ve given up your right to the house.”
“Yes, I understand.”
“Good.” She took a deep breath before continuing. “I have some other documents for you to sign.” She opened her briefcase and removed the contract. “You’ll never have to worry about ‘this problem’ again.” Her fingers moved into quotation marks, and as she thought over the past few months, anxiety rose up and heated her cheeks. 
“Please don’t…this is hard enough.” 
“Hard for you?” Her eyebrows shot up and she stared at him in disbelief. “Hard for you?” 
“I meant—“
“—I know what you meant! But you brought this all on yourself.”
“I know,” he said and to her surprise he deflated even more. “I fucked everything up.”
Ali leaned forward and forced him to meet her eyes. “Carl, do you care about me at all?”
“Of course, you’re the reason I did all this.”
“Do you realize…” She cleared her throat, trying to focus on maintaining a sense of calm. “Do you realize losing Micah would have completely destroyed me?”
He closed his eyes and nodded. “I realize now.”
“He could have been hurt or killed.”
“I’m so sorry—God, Alison, if I could take everything back. If I can do anything…”
“You can.” She laid the contract down in front of him. “You can sign these papers and give me your blessing.”
“What exactly am I signing?” he asked pulling the contract closer.
“It’s a release of parental rights for Micah. This removes your rights as his father…it also states that you agree to let Jonathan Rhay Bennett adopt him.”
“Alison, is this what you want?”
“Yes, this is exactly what I want.” 
“Are you sure he’s the right one?”
“Absolutely—without a doubt—I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.” She laced her fingers together and leaned in a little to emphasize how important this was to her. “This isn’t about me—it’s not even about me and Johnny. It’s about Micah, and this man loves Micah more than anything. He would die for him—kill for him if he had to. I believe even if Johnny and I never marry—if we break up tomorrow he’ll still be a wonderful father to Micah.”
“He’d be an idiot to let you get away,” Carl muttered.
“I need your signature and your blessing, Carl. This is the one thing you can give Micah nobody else can.” Carl nodded and picked up the pen.
 


 
Johnny sat on the bench staring at the fire and couldn’t help but fidget. “Late…” he breathed. “Why is she late?” He looked at his watch and at the same time, his phone rang.
“I’m sorry!” she bellowed before he said hello. “I’ll be there in ten minutes.”
He took a breath in relief. “I’ll meet you out front.” 
“Where are we having dinner?” she asked.
“We’ll talk about that when you get here.”
“Okay—ten minutes,” she said again and Johnny heard the smile in her voice.
When her car pulled into the driveway his heart fluttered with nervous energy. Ali climbed out of the car with her brief case and Johnny snatched her up as soon as the car door closed. He pulled her into a tight embrace and kissed her long and hard. The briefcase hit the ground at his feet then her hands were in his hair pulling him closer. When they broke the kiss he had to take several deep breaths. 
“Hi…” she whispered. “It’s nice to see you too.”
“You worried me,” he said, keeping his arms firmly around her. 
Her seductive smile almost made him forget about dinner and head straight to the bedroom.
Her smile faded slightly and she said, “Am I too late for dinner?” 
Johnny shook his head and grabbed her hand to lead her back to the house. 
“Where are you going, you said we were going out to dinner?”
“We are,” he said and shifted his direction toward the backyard gate.
Ali’s eyes lit like firecrackers when they rested on the backyard. “What?…What is this?”
“Dinner out,” he said.
Torch light flickered all around, reflecting off the china and crystal set out on the small dining table he and Susan had placed near the fire pit. Ali’s  favorite peach colored roses and her favorite wine decorated the table. Soft music played, complementing the crackling fire. He looked at her and her opened mouth and said, “Say something.” 
“I love it, when did you—how?” she asked breathless still. “It’s beautiful.”
“I wanted you alone.” He turned to face her. “I hope you don’t mind.”
“Mind—” she scoffed. “No, it’s incredible. Who helped you with this?”  
He baulked at her and acted offended. “You don’t think I could’ve done this on my own?”
“Oh…ah,” she stammered.
Johnny winked and said, “Your mother helped me.”
“Mother, wow, really?” She smiled that light filled smile at him and he thought his heart would explode. “You’ve really grown on her.”
“Yeah…” He nodded and smiled a crooked smile at her and said, “I think she might like me.”
She narrowed her eyes. “Why do you seem nervous?”
“I’ve never done this before…I want to get it right.”
“What are you talking about? You’ve made dinner for me several times.”
“Not like this.” He led her to the table. “Sit down and I’ll bring your dinner.” 
“What’s on the menu?” 
As she sat, he leaned over and whispered, “Herb and wine Salmon steaks, roasted potatoes and salad…don’t move.”  
 
 
Heat flooded her cheeks as she waited for him to return. She sipped her wine and rested her cool hand on each cheek in turn, fighting the nervous energy plaguing her. Her nervousness was understandable, but she didn’t understand why he seemed uneasy. She’d been planning this night for a month and wanted to make sure it was perfect…she didn’t realize he’d be the one making it perfect. When Johnny returned, he laid a chilled plate of salad down in front of her and a basket of bread in the center of the table. 
Johnny sat down across from her and poured himself a glass of wine. “Thank you,” she said staring across the table at him. 
“You’re welcome.” His grinned faltered a little and he said, “So…how did it go today?”
The change in mood disappointed her, but Johnny wouldn’t fully relax until she told him about her visit. She ate some salad as she thought about the best way to do what she wanted to do. “It went fine, he was humble and…pathetic.” She lowered her eyes and continued eating.
“Did you get the answers you were looking for…the closure you wanted?” 
“Yes, I did…it’s sad to think how much I blamed myself for the way things turned out with Carl…but I can’t do that anymore. He needs to take responsibility for what he did to Sarah, Mark, Micah, me…and you. I’m not going to carry his guilt.” 
“I don’t know why you ever blamed yourself anyway. He shut you out when you got pregnant. I know—and so do you—that you tried everything you could to get him involved, but he made his own choices.”
“Yes, but I shouldn’t have stuck it out that long. I shouldn’t have lived like that for nine months.”
”Still not your fault, sweetheart,” he said reaching over the table for her hand. “Maybe seeing him today was a bad idea.”
“No, it turned out good.” She smiled as she set her fork down.
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